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I've been reincarnated into a character with Intelligence 100 in a classic medieval fantasy-style territory conquest game.
Intelligence stat 100. In other words, it meant my predictions would always come true.
But since I'm physically weak and don't even understand why things happen that way, it would be better to just live quietly.

However... leaders who have begun to recognize my abilities have started to become obsessed with me.


Ch.0 - Prologue. Did I Not Tell You That You Are Mine?
Why did things turn out this way?

“The title for you, the fief for you—everything is ready. Do you see?
The land and its people spread before your eyes will all belong to
you.”

A woman, radiant enough to hurt the eyes with her long golden hair,
so beautiful and dignified it almost didn’t seem real, looked at me and
spoke.

“I told you, didn’t I, Swen? You belong to me. I would give you
everything—wealth, honor, power… If you so desired, I could even give
you the name ‘Aingart.’ You understand what that means, don’t you?
Neither Lynn Brance nor Baranga Yuuri Aishas could offer you what I
can.”

She stared straight into my eyes…

As if she were looking at something unbearably precious.

“Even if that’s not the case… you can never, ever escape me. You will
be with me forever. From the very moment we first met… it was destined
to be so. Fufu…♥”

Why?

With that low voice, she smiled at me again, and then—like a girl
full of wonder—she sparkled with anticipation as she asked that
question again, the one she always asked.

“So… give me your [Prophecy of the Inner Eye] once more. Tell me… can
I—Serpina von Aingart—truly grasp this world in my hands?”

Once the question is asked, I begin to see the answer whether I want
to or not.

I pause and think.

Could she truly become the unifying monarch who would bring an end to
this era of chaos and seize the world in her grasp?

The answer comes quicker than expected, absurdly simple.

Well, after all, my intelligence is 100.

And so, I had no choice but to give her the same answer I always
have.

“…My liege will not be able to seize the world.”

Not yet, anyway.


Ch.1 - Chapter 1. Dead Summoning, And Possession
Click. Click.

I kept changing the value by 1 and repeated the meaningless mouse
clicks over and over again.

[Strategist / Ginore's Message]

[Alliance / Serpina Army / 36 months / Tribute: Gold 2558]

[Actor / Monarch]

[I understand Your Majesty's will, but it seems unlikely that your
wish will be fulfilled.]

Click.

[Strategist / Ginore's Message]

[Alliance / Serpina Army / 36 months / Tribute: Gold 2557]

[Actor / Monarch]

[I understand Your Majesty's will, but it seems unlikely that your
wish will be fulfilled.]

Click.

[Strategist / Ginore's Message]

[Alliance / Serpina Army / 36 months / Tribute: Gold 2558]

[Actor / Monarch]

[I understand Your Majesty's will, but it seems unlikely that your
wish will be fulfilled.]

"Damn it, seriously!"

The money I had left was 2558 gold.

I had to secure an alliance with the Serpina Army, currently the
strongest nation, using this amount.

If not, the next turn would almost certainly result in an invasion of
my homeland and a guaranteed game over.

This game, Garland Eternity Saga, was a classic that came
out over twenty years ago.

By today’s standards, it was an outdated territory-conquest game. The
goal was to destroy enemy castles and unify the fictional fantasy
continent called Garland Continent.

It was turn-based combat, and while it didn’t have much depth, it
wasn’t so boring as to be unplayable. Just a very average game.

Still, I liked it quite a bit, partly because of childhood memories,
so I would try to unify the continent at least once every few
months.

The continent had various monarchs, and my favorite playstyle was
definitely the Random Monarch route.

I’d already played all the named monarchs at least once and cleared
them all on high difficulty, so I was bored of them.

Of course, the game wasn’t based on real history, so monarchs had
subtly different lifespans and slightly altered stats every game, which
meant it wasn’t always the same monarch unifying the continent.

That said, unless you were a hardcore player, the unspoken rule was
to avoid playing Random Monarchs.

But for someone like me, who poured over 10,000 hours into the game,
Random Monarch was the only way to find any fun or challenge.

Anyway, to sum up the situation—

The randomly selected monarch I was playing,
RandomMonarch5338, had unfortunately spawned right next to the
most brutal and aggressive warlord in the game: the Serpina Army.

Serpina was the descendant of Jerome von Aingart, the last emperor of
the unified empire before the age of war. In about six or seven out of
ten playthroughs, she would end up unifying the continent, practically
the final boss.

In this game, CPUs only began invasions one year of in-game time
after the start.

Each turn was three months. That meant I had four turns to secure an
alliance with the Serpina Army, or I was done for.

Even so, I didn’t have to give up yet.

Since this was an old game that came out over twenty years ago, the
lack of depth was a major flaw and allowed exploits.

And I had another reason not to give up.

Our army’s strategist, Ginore, who was currently advising me, had an
intelligence stat of 99.

That was an excellent value. Practically the best you could get.

A character with 100 intelligence was almost always short-lived—like
the named character Eleanor—and didn’t appear unless cheats
were used.

In this game, advice from a character with 100 intelligence was
always correct.

Advice from someone with 99 intelligence was 99% accurate.

And 99% might as well be 100%.

Plus, the surrounding countries weren’t bad either, aside from the
Serpina Army.

To the rear was Aishas Army, weak at first but booming later due to a
strong talent pool.

The optimal time to absorb Aishas’ talent pool was right at the
beginning of the game.

So, if I could just succeed in forming an alliance with the Serpina
Army and win the war against Aishas, absorbing their talent, the game
would stabilize so much it wouldn’t even feel like a Random Monarch
run.

Maybe even a speedrun was possible.

In gacha game terms—

It was like a perfect reroll in everything but the starting
location.

So I couldn’t give up.

Right now, Ginore with his 99 intelligence was telling me, “You can’t
ally with the Serpina Army.”

Then why was I so stubbornly adjusting the tribute amount by one and
sending the request again and again?

Because if I kept grinding like this, eventually, he’d say, “There is
a possibility.”

It was a kind of exploit.

Why was this exploit possible? What was the logic behind it?

I had no clue.

I just remembered seeing a guide back in the day that said: “Keep
trying and sometimes the advice will change. That’s your chance! Use it
if you want to make difficult proposals.”

Old game programming? Bugs? Who knows. I didn’t.

What I did know was this—

No matter how unreasonable the offer, there would eventually be a
Divine Moment when it gets accepted.

3800 gold was our army’s entire fortune.

Of course, Serpina wouldn’t usually accept an alliance unless you
brought her a treasure that boosted military strength. Offering only
gold was practically hopeless—

But by repeating this exploit, I was sure it would work
once.

The big data from my 10,000 hours of gameplay said so.

If things stayed like this, I was doomed to be trampled under
Serpina’s iron heel, so I had no better plan.

"Please work, just once!"

How many minutes—no, hours—had I been clicking?

I opened YouTube on my phone and kept watching it while mindlessly
continuing the mouse clicks on my PC.

And finally—

[Strategist / Ginore's Message]

[Alliance / Serpina Army / 36 months / Tribute: Gold 2556]

[Actor / Monarch]

[Since Your Majesty is personally going to show sincerity, the
Serpina Army will surely be moved.]

"It worked!"

I almost missed it while watching YouTube, but I barely caught
it.

Yes!

Ginore’s intelligence is 99.

That meant his advice had a 99% success rate in this world.

99%! Not 90%, a whopping 99%! In this game, that basically meant
100%!

"Alright. Now I’ll use the alliance time with the Serpina Army to
wipe out the nearby Aishas Army, appoint Yuuri as a general to secure
the rear, and station troops along the border with Serpina. I should be
able to hold her off."

36 months.

Twelve precious turns.

In this game, where each turn allows a lot to be done, that was like
a golden age.

I carefully planned my next moves and clicked the [Send Envoy]
button.

And then—

[Envoy of RandomMonarch5338 / RandomMonarch5338]

[Today, I’ve come personally to speak with Lady Serpina.]

[Please form a 36-month alliance with our army.]

[Conditions: Gold 2556]

[Serpina Army Strategist / Jena]

[My liege, we must not be swayed by flattery.]

[Serpina Army Monarch / Serpina]

[There’s a limit to how much you can take someone for a fool.]

"What? What the hell?"

Why not?

Why won’t you accept the alliance?

Ginore’s intelligence is 99. His predictions are 99% accurate.

But… there was always one cold, hard truth that was easy to
overlook.

99 is not 100.

"Goddamn it."

1%!

The stat that dragged me down—just 1%!

I failed the alliance due to a 1% chance, getting flat-out
rejected.

[Envoy of RandomMonarch5338 / RandomMonarch5338]

[I don't need your power or anything like it.]

It couldn’t be helped.

I had to go with Plan B—abandon the castle and flee to another
region.

Of course, I’d suffer massive losses in the process... but I didn’t
want to end this run, not when I finally had a strategist with 99
intelligence.

But even that small sliver of hope began to crumble far too
quickly.

[Monarch of the Serpina Army / Serpina]

[Hey, is no one there?]

[Throw this one into the underground prison.]

“???”

What?

Taking an envoy prisoner?

Sure, the game had that feature.

But it was rarely used—imprisoning a diplomat who came for
negotiations, not war, would cause your reputation to nosedive with
neighboring monarchs, ruining future diplomacy.

Then again—this was Serpina.

Wasn’t she the greatest tyrant this game had ever created?

"Haa..."

Still...

Even if I was locked in the dungeon... maybe... there’d be a way
out?

If I could escape before the invasion army reached my
territory...

BEEP BEEP!!!

Just as I was burning through the last threads of optimism, an
unpleasant 8-bit sound rang in my ears.

[Serpina of the Serpina Army has beheaded the monarch of the
RandomMonarch5338 Army, RandomMonarch5338.]

[Monarch of the RandomMonarch5338 Army, RandomMonarch5338... has
closed their eyes here.]

[The legacy of the RandomMonarch5338 Army will be inherited by
Ginore.]

[GAME OVER]

"...Ha."

Dead.

Looks like Serpina locked me up, then executed me shortly after.

Even just imprisoning someone came with massive penalties and
crippled diplomacy. Executing an envoy? No country would ever talk to
her again.

Not that it mattered, I guess.

That woman was always like that anyway!

"Ginore, that bastard!"

And what now—Ginore inherits my army?

I know it’s just a game, but the timing felt way too
perfect.

That bastard sent me to my death on purpose so he could snatch up the
nation, didn’t he?

"See? This is why 99 intelligence isn’t good enough. You need at
least 100."

It was my fault for trusting a 99 in the first place.

Should’ve just restarted from the beginning.

I sighed deeply and clicked to get past the [GAME OVER] screen.

I hit New Game, planning to start again—this time, far away from the
Serpina Army.

But.

No matter how many times I clicked the mouse... the screen wouldn’t
move on.

"Huh?"

What? Did it freeze?

After several repeated clicks—

A screen appeared that I had never seen before in all my 10,000 hours
of play.

[Strategist Ginore / Declaration]

[Do you take 99 intelligence lightly?]

“...”

What?

What is this supposed to mean?

No matter what I did, I couldn’t proceed.

There was only one clickable option:

At the bottom, a button that read: [I do. It should be at least
100.]

It went beyond confusion—

The phrase echoed my inner thoughts so perfectly that I clicked it
without hesitation.

[??? / Response]

[I do. It should be at least 100.]

[Strategist Ginore / Declaration]

[I see.]

And at that moment.

The world began to ripple.

"No way..."

I knew this setup.

This is when you get sucked into the game world, right?

I’d seen this sort of possession plot dozens of times.

But... why?

Why me, dragged into such an outdated, clunky old game
world?!

If I had the choice, I’d much rather be isekai’d into a sleek gacha
game or a romance novel where cute girls obsess over me!!!!!!!!

[Strategist Ginore / Declaration]

[I wish you the best of luck.]

Reading that line, I lost consciousness.


Ch.2 - Chapter 2. Assessing The Situation
"One glass of the cheapest, please."

At my words, the stout tavern lady brought over a cup filled with
cheap liquor.

Thunk!

The sound of the glass hitting the table briefly shook the noisy
tavern.

"Always asking for the cheapest, huh? Here you go."

It was midday.

I was drinking at the tavern.

It might’ve looked like the life of a loafer, but so what?

After all, I had been forced into the world of a video
game.

I didn’t think a little indulgence like this was so bad. I really
meant it.

…Anyway, to summarize.

I had entered the world of a game I liked, Garland Eternity
Saga.

The moment I arrived, I desperately called for a status window.

But, true to its clunky old-school roots, nothing as convenient as a
pop-up window appeared.

Still, I could figure out a lot of information without much
difficulty.

Rather than saying I “figured it out,” it would be more accurate to
say that by possessing someone, I came to feel this body’s
memories as if they were my own.

My name was Swen.

I was twenty years old this year.

I wasn’t a noble, so I had no surname.

No special family either. I was basically in the perfect form for a
body swap—a nameless extra.

The only way to return to my original world—

Was for this continent to be unified.

To be precise, if the country I belonged to succeeded in unifying the
continent, I would be able to return home safely.

‘This much is a pretty standard cliché.’

I couldn’t change what had already happened.

Next was checking my stats.

Since I couldn’t confirm exact values through a status window, I had
to test them with my own body.

I got winded just climbing a small hill—so I figured my strength and
combat stats were pretty low.

Even though I’d gotten 8 years younger, I felt even more fragile than
in my old body.

Probably somewhere between 5 and 15.

As for charm… honestly, I wasn’t sure.

Looking in the mirror, I didn’t think I was ugly, but I wasn’t
handsome either.

Aside from having nearly pure white hair, I had no standout
features.

Just very plain.

Since this was a medieval fantasy game, it wasn’t weird for
characters to have all sorts of hair colors.

In fact, there was no line in-game saying charm was tied to
appearance at all.

It was just something I assumed.

In the game, charm affected persuasion and diplomacy.

I figured mine was around 50 to 60.

There were other stats too—

Politics, leadership, and so on.

But I had no way to measure those just yet.

I’d probably be able to see them once I joined some army.

And the most important of all… intelligence.

Over the past few days since my possession, I had run several
experiments.

And I became sure—

‘My intelligence stat is… definitely 100.’

"Ah, you're here again today, I see."

Next to me, an older man I’d gotten familiar with over the past few
days approached with a grin.

He was just a local uncle. As far as I knew, not a named character or
anything.

"Hello."

"So, have you heard? Brance Army just retook Heisel Castle."

"Is that so?"

As expected.

The Brance Army ruled the territory this city was part of and was the
nation led by the named character Lynn Brance.

Lynn Brance. A genius from the Brance family, the most talented of
the three siblings.

Despite being the third child and a woman—disadvantages in this
world—she inherited the position of ruler from her father purely through
ability.

Both her elder brothers now served as generals under her.

If you had to sum up the Brance Army in one phrase:

‘Beginner-friendly ruler!’

It didn’t have many weaknesses and had a solid talent pool. With
basic knowledge, it was easy to unify the continent with them.

Once cleared, it became boring fast, since no real strategy was
needed.

That’s why players quickly moved on from the Brance Army.

"Really incredible, you are."

"Me?"

I answered with mock humility.

"You predicted Brance would lose Heisel Castle to the surprise attack
by Walnut Army, and now you got it right again—that they'd recapture it
the very next day with barely any preparation."

Walnut Army was, by all accounts, an ordinary nation.

A bland mid-tier country. Seemed to have spawned next to Brance in
this world.

Poor guy. Walnut’s ruler would probably meet a quick, grim end.

Unless a player took control, they’d never unify the continent.

Power balance from the game had been directly imported into this
world—

Even ordinary townsfolk like this uncle believed, “Walnut Army can’t
win against Brance.”

But when I looked at it, I saw that the Walnut Army could
take Heisel Castle.

No idea why. I just couldn’t come to any other conclusion.

And they really did win.

That alone was rare enough. Then Brance Army—without even
reorganizing—rushed back in with scattered troops the next day to retake
it.

This uncle, convinced Brance wouldn’t win this time, had explained
all his reasoning to me.

But again, for some reason, I couldn’t see any result but Brance Army
winning.

I didn’t know why. I just felt it. No—knew it.

And the result came out just as I predicted.

Not just those two times.

I’d talked with many people about current events, and each time,
things unfolded just as I expected.

After dozens of verifications, I could say it for sure.

It defied logic, but the entire universe seemed to be backing me
up.

And if this really was the world of Garland Eternity Saga,
there was only one explanation.

My intelligence was 100!

"Well, I just had a feeling."

"You some kind of prophet or what? I’m heading to the gambling den
later—think you could tell me if I’ll win?"

The uncle grinned at me.

I replied with casual small talk.

"Haha, well… sir, you probably shouldn’t gamble."

"True. If I go again, my wife really will leave me."

Would he win or lose if he gambled?

Unfortunately, I couldn’t predict that.

Apparently, my 100 intelligence could only foresee things that fell
within this game’s “rules.”

"If I could really guess everything, I’d be gambling myself."

Even with 100 intelligence, I hadn’t become super smart overnight,
with genius strategies popping into my head.

However, my predictions for questions always hit 100% accuracy. No
matter what, that was the correct answer, and it always led to the
optimal decision.

Just like how characters with 100 intelligence in the game always
gave perfect advice.

‘Is there no way I can abuse this somehow?’

After bidding farewell to the uncle who had just left, I once again
drifted into thought.

The truth was, my ability had a drawback—if you could call it
that.

My predictions only worked if someone asked me a question.

If I just sat around thinking to myself, like "Can Country A win
against Country B in War X?" nothing came to mind.

All of my answers so far had only come because someone had asked me a
clear and direct question.

Which made sense, since in the game too, the characters wouldn’t
offer advice until asked.

That said, once I had received a question, I could continue
predicting it multiple times.

Anyway.

This was the world of a game, and things did follow game logic—

But I wasn’t just some avatar.

I was a real, breathing person.

This was an era of chaos. Making a name for myself wouldn’t be a bad
thing, but getting too flashy would definitely put my life at risk.

In-game, players could conscript 2,000 soldiers with the click of a
button and march off to siege a neighboring castle.

2,000 soldiers meant 2,000 HP, and battles played out as hard-numbers
war.

But in this world, those 2,000 HP were 2,000 real lives.

When the numbers dropped, it meant people were dying.

And me? I wasn’t some god overseeing the battlefield. I was one of
those 2,000, just another recruit.

A stat value of 1. That was my reality.

Sure, if I became a servant of the unified nation, I could return
home.

But who knew how long unification would take? And I could easily die
before that.

So instead of chasing glory, I decided to try and live a stable life
as a retainer for the Brance Army, drawing a modest salary like a civil
servant.

If they happened to unify the continent, great. If another country
seemed more likely, I’d just switch jobs.

That was my survival plan.

Which was why I spent my days at the tavern, drinking in broad
daylight.

In this game, talented people were recruited from taverns. And with
100 intelligence, someone had to come scout me eventually.

But after a full week, only one leader had come looking for me.

In the game, if a character with 100 intelligence was unemployed, the
CPUs would fight to recruit them.

This was unthinkable.

‘In the game, you could check characters’ stats, but... now that it’s
real life, it’s hard to be sure.’

Even that uncle I’d just chatted with wasn’t some in-game asset.

The cheap beer I was drinking wasn’t in the game either. No way this
game had such detailed descriptions.

So... does that mean if I just keep sitting here, the Brance Army
isn’t going to come for me?

‘Maybe I have to make a move myself?’

Do I need to act to make something happen?

It might be dangerous, sure... but better than getting conscripted as
cannon fodder.

Even if I was weak, I was still a man. And conscription pulled from
the entire adult male population.

I could easily end up dying as a front-line foot soldier.

I emptied my cheap glass of liquor and started thinking about how to
join the Brance Army.

"Um... Sir Swen. May I have a moment?"

"Hmm?"

I turned my head toward the voice that called my name.

Short, cream-colored hair.

Bright red eyes like strawberries on a strawberry cake.

A classy outfit that, while elegant, looked a bit worn from use.

Her name was Lunarian Iniang.

In-game, her nickname was "Luna," and she was one of the most
difficult rulers in the game—strictly for advanced players.

She started off as a fallen noble with a laughably weak army and
territory that barely qualified as a nation.

Her potential was insane, but her early game talent pool was close to
useless.

Still, those who stuck with her through the early stages would end up
commanding an army of SSS-tier units. She was known for the so-called
"Return of the King" playthrough.

Earlier, I’d mentioned only one leader came to scout me this
week.

That was Luna.

"You're back again?"

"Y-Yes, I just really wanted to talk to you... May I? I’ll buy you a
drink."

"No need for that."

Having played her route before, I knew just how broke Luna’s faction
was.

Might as well try to milk a flea.

"Then..."

She sat down carefully.

I remembered being shocked when I first met her.

The dated pixel graphics didn’t do her beauty justice.

If I’d known Luna was this pretty, I might’ve played her route more
often.

"Um... Sir Swen. I apologize for disturbing you again... but would
you please consider helping me?"

"As I’ve said, I don’t believe I’m talented enough to serve under
you, Lady Luna."

To my polite refusal, she shook her head vigorously.

"That’s not true! I’ve heard you’re incredibly wise, Sir Swen. It's
embarrassing, but... our army doesn’t have a single strategist. We
desperately need your help."

"..."

If I refused her now, it would be the fifth time.

She had already come to see me four times this past week.

Three rejections should’ve been enough. But she kept showing up,
personally, and always speaking formally.

I felt bad, but I didn’t have a spare life.

I couldn’t join Luna’s army—it would soon disappear from the map
alongside Walnut.

‘Maybe I’ve been too polite in turning her down.’

Maybe it was time to be blunt.

"...Lady Luna. May I speak frankly?"

"O-Of course! Please say what’s on your mind."

"Why did you raise an army, Lady Luna?"

"To... to unify the continent, so everyone can live in peace—"

"So you seek to become an empress?"

My words caught her off guard.

"Y-Yes."

"Then something doesn’t add up. For someone aiming to become an
empress, you're bowing to everyone, including me."

"T-That’s because..."

She couldn’t finish the sentence, clearly shaken.

In the game, this was her personality too, so I already knew. But she
must be wondering how I saw through her so easily.

"You are kind to all. I won't say that's a bad thing. But kindness is
not a virtue needed in times like these, I do not believe you are a
ruler who can unify this continent. That is why I cannot serve you."

"..."

Surely, she won’t come back again after this.

Sorry, but I already have a plan.

As I downed another cheap drink, I heard her trembling beside me.

"I... I see..."

Lunarian Iniang was a gentle soul.

She loved peace and raised an army in the name of it—but she was
utterly unsuited to the chaos of founding an empire.

In the game, if you left her to the CPU, she always got wiped
out.

Her tears shook my heart a little... but it couldn’t be helped.

I only had one life.

"Sir Swen... Do you truly believe... I cannot unify this world?"

"..."

Well...

…

…

…

In that moment.

My world stopped, just for an instant.

"...Huh?"

Luna’s question echoed in my mind.

"Do you truly believe... I, Lunarian Iniang, cannot unify this
world?"

And then—

The conclusion, from me, a man with 100 intelligence:

That last statement… was wrong.


Ch.3 - Chapter 3. Appointed As The Strategist Of The Lunarien Army
Wait a second.

Calm down.

Once more, I went over the question she had asked in my head—

-–Am I, Lunarian Iniang, truly incapable of unifying this
world?

The answer was the same.

[That statement was wrong.]

No matter how many times I thought about it, the conclusion remained
unchanged.

If it doesn’t mean she can’t do it… then wait.

It means she can.

Then… the one to unify the continent isn’t someone else, but Lunarian
Iniang?

She, unaware of the panic that gripped me, wiped her tears and bowed
her head several times as if apologizing.

"I’m sorry… I’ve shown you an unsightly side of myself… I promise not
to bother you again. But, may I ask you one last question?"

"...Go ahead."

I tried to sound as indifferent as possible.

But I could feel it.

That I had trembled slightly from the suddenness of it all.

Thankfully, Luna didn’t seem to notice, and with a serious tone, she
asked, "Could you tell me who, in your opinion, is closest to being a
ruler who can unify the world?"

"A ruler who can unify the world, you say?"

She nodded firmly with determined eyes.

Despite my harsh words, she hadn’t given up on her dream of
unification.

Of course—if she were the type to give up after a few discouraging
remarks, she wouldn’t have raised an army in the first place.

"Just as you said, Sir Swen, I may not be fit to be a unifying ruler.
But even so, I cannot ignore the suffering of those around me. So
please, grant me your wisdom. In your opinion, what kind of ruler should
I strive to become?"

"What kind of ruler, huh."

I couldn’t hear a word she was saying.

All I was doing was repeating the question in my head:

-–Can Lunarian Iniang unify the world?

The answer was always the same.

Then it hit me.

Wait.

She’s asking me what kind of ruler would be most ideal?

This… might be a question I could use.

"Lady Luna. Before I answer your question, may I say a few
things?"

"Huh? Oh… o-of course."

She replied, sweating nervously.

She was pretending to be calm, but she was clearly tense.

The rejection and my blunt words had no doubt impacted her.

Yet, she was doing her best not to show it, and trying to extract
whatever helpful information she could from me.

That was something I couldn’t have known just from playing the
game.

I never expected Lunarian Iniang to be this strong-willed.

But that didn’t matter.

What mattered was that she had asked me a question.

"Surely, Lady Luna, there are several individuals that come to mind
when you think of potential unifying rulers. There must be people who
have already made a name for themselves in these chaotic times."

"…Yes."

"Please tell me who you think those people might be."

Here was the blind spot in my power:

I had to be asked a question in order to predict
anything.

I had absolute faith in my Intelligence stat being 100.

But even so, it was hard to fully believe the conclusions my brain
kept reaching when they all pointed to Lunarian Iniang.

So there was only one thing to do—verify.

Thankfully, Luna understood what I meant and, after some thought,
asked me carefully,

"…The leader of the Brance Army, Lynn Brance… don’t you think she
could be the one to unify the world?"

Question input:

Can Lynn Brance unify the world?

Answer: No.

"…Lynn Brance is certainly talented, but she can be indecisive at
critical moments. She also harbors an inferiority complex regarding her
older brothers. I wouldn’t bet on her unifying the continent."

I added a plausible explanation.

Because what I could see was only [Yes] or [No].

I had no way of knowing why the answer was what it was.

Luna nodded and offered another name.

"…Then what about Baranga Yuuri Aishas, who’s won the hearts of so
many? Might she be able to do it?"

Can Baranga Yuuri Aishas unify the world?

Answer: No.

"She’s a strong leader who draws people to her, but she lacks a solid
foundation and tends to be unlucky when it matters most. I’d say it’s
unlikely."

"Then… what about the tyrant Serpina von Aingart, who currently leads
the most powerful faction? Will she eventually devour the entire
continent?"

Her expression twisted in disgust.

The tyrant Serpina.

She had the legitimacy of being from the fallen Aingart Empire’s
royal family, an impressive roster of subordinates, near-cheat level
territories, and overwhelming stats.

Aside from her despotic rule, she was the one closest to unifying the
world.

In simulations where the CPU controlled all leaders, she unified the
continent six or seven out of ten times.

The other victories usually went to the Brance Army.

Still, Serpina had rightfully earned the title "tyrant."

She was aggressive, showed no mercy to enemies, and even among her
allies, she kept emotional distance.

When playing as her, there were no side events beyond war.

With Lynn, there were events involving her brothers.

With Yuri, you could bond with your subordinates.

Almost every ruler had at least a couple of minor events.

Serpina alone had none.

Come to think of it, she was also the reason I got dragged into this
world.

She’d proven wrong the advice of an advisor with Intelligence 99 and
chopped my head off.

Luna’s shocked expression made it clear—she must have hated
Serpina.

Not surprising.

She had said she became a leader to stop people from suffering, and
to bring peace.

Serpina would unify the world through blood.

Countless lives would be lost.

And even after unification, her paranoia would lead to purges and
prolonged chaos.

Luna’s reaction made perfect sense.

Slowly, I recalled the question again:

Can Serpina von Aingart unify the world?

My 100 Intelligence brain answered instantly.

[She cannot.]

"…"

Even I was speechless.

I had found at least some plausible reason for all the
others.

But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t come up with any reason
why Serpina couldn’t do it.

The only reason she wouldn’t was because of the player.

Without player intervention, she almost never failed.

I couldn’t even come up with a convincing excuse.

Perhaps misinterpreting my silence as confirmation, Luna’s face
darkened.

"I see… so in the end, to unify the continent, I must become someone
like Serpina…"

She shivered, then took a deep breath, seemingly steeling
herself.

With her ruby-like red eyes locked onto mine, she said,

"…Sir Swen. Thank you for your valuable insight today."

For a moment, her face held a sorrow so delicate it looked as if it
might shatter if touched.

Then she forced a graceful, bittersweet smile.

"As you said, I may not be suited to be a unifying ruler. But when I
think of the people who will tremble under Serpina’s tyranny… I cannot
give up. And I cannot become someone like her either. I will… find my
own path."

Lunarian Iniang.

In the game, she was just a character for those who liked a "fallen
noble rises to glory" fantasy.

Her ideals, her convictions, her trembling voice as she looked at me,
ready to break—none of it was anything I had ever known from behind the
monitor.

She alone was fiercely claiming to be the sovereign who could unify
this world.

"Then, I apologize again for visiting five times already. I sincerely
wish you good health."

As she stood up to leave, I—

"Wait a moment!"

I stopped her without thinking.

"Waaaaa?!"

Luna looked completely stunned, staring blankly at my face, as if she
never imagined I would stop her.

Why had I tried to join the Brance Army?

It was simple. I wanted to survive.

I figured that I could survive safely under the Brance Army.

There was no guarantee that unification would happen within my
lifetime, and honestly, I just wanted to live quietly in obscurity until
then.

But—

If unification happened, I would escape this chaotic age and return
to my original world.

Then?

Ultimately, joining Luna, the sovereign who would achieve
unification, was the correct answer.

Furthermore, unification also meant she would never perish.

In a way, it even satisfied my condition of safety.

Of course, [Luna's unification] didn’t necessarily mean I wouldn’t
die under her command, but as long as I didn’t rush into a suicide
mission, the chances of dying were low.

With someone like Lunarian Iniang as the sovereign, I was confident I
could manipulate her to my advantage as her strategist.

She seemed like the type who would listen to me no matter what.

Most importantly, my intelligence stat was 100. If a battle looked
like a losing one, I simply wouldn't fight it.

Therefore—

"Are you resolved to become the sovereign who unifies the world?"

"Y-Yes... I mean, yes, but..."

"Using me means trusting me. Can you promise to grant me your
complete trust?"

"That means, you’re not saying... surely..."

She widened her eyes in realization, staring at me with shocked
pupils.

Yes.

The most favorable position for me would be right next to the
unifying sovereign.

And if Lunarian Iniang was that sovereign—

"I will join the Lunarian Army."

There was no reason not to serve her.
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"Huff, huff... Let's take a short break."

Flop.

I slumped down by the roadside and called out to Luna, who was
leading the way.

I have no idea how I got this exhausted from walking such a short
distance.

I didn’t realize how inconvenient having low physical stats could
be.

"Ah, y-yes..."

Luna, who had been walking ahead, came closer and slowly sat beside
me, speaking apologetically.

"I’m sorry I couldn't rent a carriage... If we walk just a little
further, we’ll reach our territory, so let’s rest properly for now. Oh,
here's some water."

I took the water bottle she handed me and gulped it down.

As moisture reentered my weary body, I could feel my brain spinning
back into gear.

Seeing her remorseful expression come into view, I spoke bluntly.

"That aside... are you seriously still using honorifics with me?"

"Eh? What do you mean?"

"As of today, I’ve officially joined the Lunarian Army. Which means
you are now my lord. As a lord, I don’t think speaking to your
subordinates in polite speech all the time is particularly
appropriate."

What I wanted to convey was that treating subordinates with respect
might not be ideal for a ruler.

In modern society, where people are taught equality and often reject
hierarchies, such behavior might be praised as being a noble leader or
lacking in arrogance.

But this is clearly a feudal, medieval world. A chaotic era, no
less.

In uncertain times like these, a ruler who lowers themselves too much
is bound to face trouble.

Luna listened to me and then bowed her head, her face falling
again.

"I... I see. But... I’m just so grateful to you, Swen."

"To me?"

She blushed slightly as she answered.

"Yes… Aside from the companions who’ve been with me from the start...
you’re the first person who willingly joined our army. So, if it’s okay
with you, I want to treat you well. That’s how I really feel."

'Wait, so I’m basically the first official recruit of the Lunarian
Army?'

I recalled my experience playing as Luna.

Yeah, recruiting subordinates was ridiculously hard.

No prestige, no resources – it was a no-brainer that no one wanted to
join.

Unless you were specifically doing a "return of the king" type
roleplay, no one picked Luna.

"Then let’s do this. When it’s just the two of us, feel free to speak
however you like. But when there are others around – other retainers, or
soldiers – I’d appreciate it if you treated me like any other lord would
treat their subordinate. What do you think?"

"Other lords... you say?"

"If you want to command people, you need to appear capable of doing
so. Values might vary depending on the age, but if you have ambition,
it's natural to strive to look like a leader befitting this era."

Sadly, this was an age of barbarism.

To inspire confidence in your soldiers, you had to be a strong
ruler.

Still, Luna looked troubled.

"Ambition... that feels a bit much. I just... want everyone to live
peacefully. So rather than ambition, I’d say it's more of a dream—"

"My lord."

I deliberately cut her off.

A typical ruler would be offended to be interrupted by a mere newly
recruited subordinate.

They could even have me executed for it, if they so chose.

"Y-yes."

But she wasn’t upset at all. She simply waited for me to speak, like
a gentle lamb.

"Have ambition. In an age without dreams, those who dream are killed.
Didn't you say you want peace for everyone? A ruler who obsesses over
trivial semantics won’t bring peace to a continent in turmoil. Do you
understand?"

"...Peace to a continent in turmoil... you say."

I met her gaze directly.

Her red eyes wavered pitifully.

No matter how many times I looked, she didn’t seem like someone who
could unify a continent...

But I had complete faith in my 100 Intelligence.

"That's right. Don't be timid. If you become a ruler capable of
unifying this continent... then I, Swen, will make sure the Garland
Continent is unified under you."

She blushed at my words.

Again, I have to say it – she really is beautiful. That delicate aura
makes you want to protect her.

Like a flower blooming alone on a cliff.

It's hard to imagine how she ever decided to become a leader.

"...Understood. If you're saying so, Swen... then I won’t avoid
having ambition."

"That's good."

I casually changed the subject to lighten the mood.

"This place is a bit farther from where I was staying than I
thought."

"Eh? Oh... yes. It's not impossible to reach it in a day, if you're
determined."

Luna nodded as she replied.

This woman.

She came five times to recruit me.

That means... she made this round trip five times.

To have someone of no renown like me be pursued so earnestly... I
should be grateful.

'Yeah. Now that I’m enlisted, I might as well give it my best.'

I looked up at the sky.

The sun was still up... but we should return to the territory before
nightfall.

My body wasn’t fully recovered, but I couldn't rest forever.

"Let’s get moving."

I slowly stood up.

My body still felt sluggish, but adapting to it was my problem.

"Ah, yes..."

Luna heard me and got up, once again taking the lead through the
underbrush.

"Huff, huff."

Damn it.

Despite resolving to adapt quickly, my body was already testing
me.

Just climbing a hill and I’m in this state.

Maybe my Strength stat is even lower than the 10-15 I assumed.

"We’re almost there... Are you okay?"

The sun had already begun to set.

Night would be dangerous. And camping out would be a waste of
time.

For Luna's army, which could be attacked at any moment, wasting time
on the roadside wasn’t ideal.

"I'm fine... Let's keep going. I’m okay..."

If only this physical exertion increased my stamina...

But this game, true to its outdated nature, had no such command or
feature to train and raise stats.

Given that all my predictions so far have come true, it seems this
world really is bound by game logic... but I couldn’t be sure how this
part would work, so I couldn’t act recklessly.

"...Hmm."

Luna pondered for a moment.

Then she walked up to me and said, "Um, Swen."

"...Go ahead."

She looked at me for a moment, then turned around and bent over.

Then, as if it were nothing, she said, "Would you like to hop
on?"

"...Excuse me???"

What?

Did I hear that right?

"You seem really tired... If it’s okay with you, I can carry you.
We’re almost there."

"No, that's not the issue..."

I want to say something, but my legs are shaking so much that I can
barely speak.

I recall Luna's Strength stat.

It was definitely a bit above average... but is she really okay?

After thinking about it and looking closer, I couldn't see any signs
of fatigue on her face.

Still, I'm a man and her subordinate.

Getting carried on the back of a female lord would look downright
pathetic.

But.

‘...Wouldn't wasting time like this be even more pathetic?’

Thinking realistically, the right choice here was to let her carry
me.

With that, I leaned on her without hesitation.

"I'll be in your care."

"Yes!"

She hoisted me onto her back, balancing easily as she stood up.

Am I on the lighter side?

Well, my arms and legs are thin, and overall I have a slender
frame.

I hadn’t been eating much, either.

While I was on her back, I glanced at the side of her face and
thought.

‘She wants to unify the continent for peace, huh.’

You might think there would be plenty of players who wanted to
conquer the continent as a peace-seeking ruler—

But the game already had a character for that concept.

Makana Karelia.

The ruler of the Karelia Army, a direct descendant of the royal
bloodline of the Makana Kingdom, which was destroyed in the past by
Serpina's empire in her quest for unification.

With an incredibly righteous personality, she was essentially the
archrival and narrative foil to Serpina, who played the role of a tyrant
in the game. A jade-eyed lord radiating the aura of a true rival.

If you played the tutorial, you'd learn the game basics while leading
the Karelia Army, so you could say it was practically the protagonist
nation.

The talent pool was limited, but everyone was SS-rank, and if you
could survive the early stages, it was just as viable as playing as Lynn
Brance. So it wasn’t exactly a beginner-friendly faction, but still.

The point is—

Luna's faction was utterly insignificant in this game.

Nothing exceptional. Never leading anything important.

Even with all the random stat assignments in-game, it was always the
same.

They were one of those weak, forgettable countries that always got
wiped out in the early game. And Luna’s army was right in the middle of
that pack.

Unless someone wanted to do a bizarre fallen-hero roleplay, they
would never choose this faction to pursue unification.

Even so.

I, or rather—

My Intelligence 100 brain continued to insist over and over.

That Luna's army would unify the continent.

Not Serpina's, not Brance's, not Aishas'—only Luna's.

‘I don't get it, but…’

My predictions are always right in this world.

No matter what, as long as that remains true, I had to stay by her
side.

And so, I safely entered the small town of Zeilant, the territory of
the Lunarian Army.

"Is this the place?"

A crumbling old castle.

A dim market alley devoid of energy.

A bleak, ominous atmosphere.

My first impression upon arriving in Zeilant—classified in-game
simply as a "small town"—was this:

An abandoned city.

"Yes, that's right. This is the house where you'll be staying,
Swen."

With a calm expression, she pointed to a dilapidated wooden
house.

Well... I hadn’t expected luxurious living, so it wasn’t like I was
disappointed or anything.

"When the sun rises, please come to the castle at the center...
please have a good rest."

After seeing Lunarian off with a farewell, I stepped inside the
wooden house.

Creak — a spine-tingling noise greeted me, along with a
small room bathed in moonlight from a narrow window.

Other than an old bed I could sleep on, there wasn't a single piece
of furniture.

The house might be like this now...

But as the town grows, I'll surely be able to stay somewhere
better.

‘Let's just sleep for now.’

I laid my body on the worn-out bed.

My first day as a strategist was about to begin.


Ch.5 - Chapter 5. Laying The Foundation (2)
The next day.

In the center of Zeilant, inside the small castle, Luna was
introducing me to her subordinates.

"This is Swen, who will be serving as our military strategist
starting today."

Two officers of the Luna Army looked at me with ambiguous
expressions.

There were four people here in total, including myself.

One was Cain Nerkis, an elderly man nearing 70, responsible for
politics.

According to the game background info, he was the one who contributed
the necessary funds to Luna's cause when she first decided to raise an
army as a leader.

The other was Tifa, a burly female warrior holding the general
position in Luna’s army.

She was Luna’s childhood friend, who stepped up to help without
hesitation.

Though a bit one-dimensional, she wasn’t the type to stab you in the
back.

"Nice to meet you. I’m Cain Nerkis. Don’t mind the age, feel free to
speak comfortably. Hm-hm."

Cain, a white-haired man wearing a worn-out robe, extended his
hand.

After a light handshake, I reached out to Tifa to do the same.

She gripped my hand with her large palm, tilted her head, and said,
"I’m Tifa. But you, Swen… are you a woman or a man?"

"Huh? Can’t you tell by looking? I’m a man."

"Why are your arms so white and skinny for a guy? You look so dainty
too."

I hadn’t noticed her very well in the pixel graphics, but seeing her
in person, I could understand her saying that.

Rather than just female, she was a muscular warrior with a powerful
physique.

Her red hair was tied back for mobility, and the massive axe on her
back exuded an intimidating aura.

She roughly shook my arm a few times, then smiled broadly.

"Well, anyway, let’s get along, strategist buddy!"

Whew, she’s exhausting.

It was just a greeting, but maybe my low strength stat made me more
susceptible to people like her.

Anyway—

These two were Luna’s only current subordinates.

Cain had high politics but was mediocre in other areas.

Tifa had decent strength and command, but wasn’t particularly
bright.

That was the talent pool of the Luna Army.

But both had immense potential.

First, Cain. At a glance, he seemed like an old man quietly living
out his days.

But his true identity was the rumored-dead younger brother of the
fallen emperor of the Unified Empire.

He had hidden his name to escape death after losing a power struggle,
but saw a faint glimmer of potential in Luna and began aiding her.

In other words, he was a member of the Aingart family, making him the
infamous tyrant Serpina’s uncle.

Before dying of natural causes, he would reveal his true name and
place all of his secretly raised descendants into Luna’s army—each of
them SSS-tier characters, so keeping him alive as long as possible was
essential.

Next was Tifa.

She might have seemed unrefined, but she was one of the rare few on
the continent who could sense the presence of mana.

The game, Garland Eternity Saga, was a loosely
medieval-fantasy game without deep historical accuracy—‘mages’ weren’t
publicly acknowledged classes.

Combat was based on a triangle system: cavalry beat archers, archers
beat spearmen, and spearmen beat cavalry.

A very basic mechanic, typical of classic games.

But.

That didn’t mean magic didn’t exist.

A select few individuals could sense mana and unleash supernatural
attacks like lightning or meteor strikes.

Tifa was one of them.

Her unique trait was being a general-type character strong in
physical combat, who could also use magic.

Other mages were all intellect-based strategist characters, which
made her unique—she was strong and magical, a potential
top-tier general.

When that ability would awaken was unknown.

All the player knew was, “If you don’t let Tifa die and keep her
around, she’ll eventually use magic.”

Given that Luna’s army had a late-blooming theme, it made
sense her only two followers were of similar mold.

Anyway.

Unless we could instantly become overpowered, that wasn’t immediately
useful info to me.

Besides, in-game, if you left Luna’s army to the CPU, within a year
you’d see a message like, “The Luna Army has faded into
history.”

"Then let’s begin this month’s meeting. Please speak freely if you
have suggestions. If you’d like to take on a task, feel free to say
so."

Once a month, you gave commands, and your subordinates carried them
out over the month.

Exactly the same as Garland Eternity Saga’s mechanics.

At Luna’s words, Cain raised his hand slowly.

"My lord. I believe this time we should invest in the market to
promote commercial growth."

‘Commercial growth,’ huh.

At the start of the game, Luna lacked basic funds.

There were only two ways to make money: explore nearby areas, or
invest in commerce to raise monthly tax revenue.

So Cain’s suggestion made perfect sense. Random exploration didn’t
reliably yield income, and with a character strong in politics,
investing would likely pay off.

"...Swen. What do you think?"

Luna paused to think, then turned to ask me.

I had asked her two things:

Treat me like a subordinate as much as possible.

And, discuss most matters with me.

The first was etiquette.

But the second was vital.

In order to use my 100-intellect brain, I needed to be asked
questions—any kind.

And the result came fast.

[If Cain is assigned to commerce, he will produce decent
results.]

However.

‘Let’s recall how I handled Luna’s army during gameplay.’

To be honest, I hadn’t played her army much.

After one successful late-bloom playthrough, I lost
interest—it got too easy.

Before blooming, the game was tough and engaging, but afterward it
became a breeze.

So I couldn’t treat my playthrough as gospel—but it could serve as a
reference.

"...My lord. May I offer my opinion?"

"Go ahead."

"Instead of commerce, I believe it would be better to order Lord Cain
to supervise the repair of the walls in preparation for enemy
attacks."

"Uhh?"

Cain looked at me with a puzzled expression.

"Swen, was it? I appreciate the overestimation, but... repairing the
walls would require someone to lead the soldiers directly. Do you think
laborers will willingly follow an old man like me?"

I listened to Cain's words and was able to figure out how actual
commands worked in this game.

In this game, to properly repair a fortress wall, one needed a high
[Strength] stat.

Conversely, to achieve success in commerce, a high [Politics] stat
was required.

Because outcomes were determined purely by stats, I had never
considered how those numbers translated into actual field
performance.

Since Cain had low Strength, he couldn’t produce good results, so the
game assigned a convincing reason: [because he lacks physical power, the
workers don't follow his orders well].

'Even so, I can't grow commerce without meaning.'

The only reason I ordered repairs was one thing.

This city was fated to be taken no matter what.

No matter how much we drafted soldiers, trained, and tried to grow
commerce with our current talent pool, this city—[Zeilant]—was
inevitably going to be taken by the Brance Army nearby.

The Brance Army's ruler, Lynn Brance, had a fairly expansionist
approach, so this was practically a set event.

In that case, rather than pointlessly developing the market and
handing over a highly developed city,

It would be far wiser to reinforce the fortress wall and buy time by
pretending to hold out before fleeing.

This wasn’t a delusion but the very trick I had used back when I
played as Lunarian.

If there's a powerful nation nearby, run as far as possible at
first.

Then, once you reach a region with little merit that powerful nations
would ignore, establish a base and survive from there.

Though the stat bonuses changed each time and countries’ locations
and territory quality weren’t fixed, basic strategies like this never
really changed.

Luna seemed a bit confused by my suggestion to order Cain to repair
the fortress wall, but eventually, she nodded and said, "...Understood.
Then what about Tifa?"

"Me? Just assign me anything. I’ll do whatever. Should I go with the
old man and fix the wall or something?"

"Swen, what task do you think would suit Tifa?"

Well, if she says that, maybe she should help with the wall repairs
too.

It’s not like we’re avoiding the inevitable retreat.

Still, since I was asked, I should at least check.

'What task should I assign to Tifa?'

As always, my Intelligence 100 brain quickly produced the optimal
answer.

[Commerce].

…

What?

Commerce?

No matter how many times I considered it, only one conclusion came
up.

[Assign Tifa to commerce-related duties].

'...Huh.'

I couldn’t understand it at all, but

I trust my Intelligence stat.

In this game, Intelligence 100 never gives a wrong answer.

As long as this world follows game logic, that rule should be
unbreakable!

"...Swen?"

"Ah, my apologies. I was lost in thought."

I looked at Luna, Cain, and Tifa in turn...

Then, with a tone that made it clear I wasn’t joking, I spoke
seriously.

"Lady Tifa, please engage in commerce and help develop the
market."
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Of course, as expected, Tifa looked at me, clearly unconvinced.

"Wait, hold on. That old know-it-all gets to repair the wall, and I
get sent to the market?! I don’t even know how to sell anything!"

"Indeed, Swen. I must say, your orders are hard to understand."

Well, even I didn’t understand my own choices.

But my mind was insisting this was the right answer.

Which meant it had to be. If my intelligence is 100, then I must be
right.

"...Swen..."

I could feel Luna looking at me with a worried expression.

She probably felt something was off too.

Even though she had decided to trust me completely, I hadn’t actually
proven anything yet.

But if they followed my orders now, something would definitely
happen.

And it wouldn’t be something bad, at least.

Confident, I spoke in a firm tone.

"Everyone, please listen to me. I know this may be hard to accept,
but this is currently the best decision for our army. If it doesn’t
yield good results, you can cut off my head."

“...”

All three of them stared at me at once.

I knew this was a radical move, but there was no other way to
convince them.

So naturally, complaints started to come in.

"Shouldn’t you explain properly first? You can’t just throw people
into jobs that don’t suit them."

"Yeah. Explain."

Of course this wouldn’t be easy.

But if the result is the same, adding a convincing explanation
shouldn’t hurt.

There was even a saying that it was fine to make things up if the
outcome was good.

Then Luna stepped in.

"Let me say something to everyone. Please, hear me out."

Everyone turned their attention to Luna.

"When I brought Swen in, I promised to trust him. This is his first
proposal, and yes, I don’t really understand it either... but I’d like
to trust him, just this once. What do you say?"

So she’s stepping in for me.

I was sincerely grateful to her.

No matter how much I tried to push my reasoning, I couldn’t truly
convince them.

After all, I had just joined and didn’t have the presence of a
superior officer yet.

That’s why Luna, as the leader, had to be the one to speak up.

Right.

If Luna trusts me, then I must support her in return.

"My liege, I ask for your decision."

She met my eyes, closed hers for a moment, and then turned to Cain
and Tifa.

"I ask you all to follow our strategist Swen’s guidance this time. If
anyone has objections, speak now."

"There are none, my liege. I shall diligently oversee the wall
repairs."

"Well, if Luna says so, I won’t argue... But I’m telling you, I
really don’t have any confidence, okay? Don’t yell at me if things go
wrong."

With the two reluctantly convinced, Luna wrapped up the meeting.

"That concludes this month’s meeting. Funds needed for your tasks can
be withdrawn from the treasury. I look forward to seeing your results in
a month."

As the two left the castle, I bowed to Luna.

"Thank you for your trust, my liege."

"No, it’s alright. I promised to trust you, didn’t I?"

She sighed briefly and said, "...Still, speaking casually like this
is harder than I thought."

"You didn’t speak casually before?"

She gave me a sheepish smile.

"Yeah. Both Cain and Tifa told me I should act more like a ruler, but
it’s been really hard for me. But thanks to your encouragement, I
managed it somehow. Hehe..."

"Even when it’s just the two of us, I think it would be helpful in
many ways for you to maintain your dignity as a ruler."

Luna let out a small laugh at my words.

Honestly—she looked extremely cute.

It was hard to imagine her as someone who would one day unify the
continent.

"Oh, right. Swen, I wanted to ask you something..."

"Go ahead."

"Why did you send Lord Cain to the wall and Tifa to the market? I did
say I would trust you, but it still feels like they should have switched
places..."

Why?

I don’t know either.

My 100 Intelligence brain just told me to.

So now I had to wrap those three sentences in fancy wording.

"Lord Cain might be a slick politician, but I believe there is much
he can learn by being on the front lines. The same goes for Tifa. Having
lived a rough life, I think she needs new experiences. A general isn’t
made just by fighting well. And ultimately, I believe this path will
yield the best results."

"Is that so?"

Luna nodded slowly, impressed.

"Still... Swen, you’re amazing."

"That was random."

"You saw right away that Cain is a bit sly, and that Tifa has had a
rough life, didn’t you?"

Ah, well...

'I’ve played as the Lunarian Army before.'

"As expected of someone like you, Swen. You can read a person’s past
just by looking at them. I really want to learn how to do that
myself."

"Well, yes."

It wasn’t bad being seen as competent.

She’d be more likely to listen to me now.

"So, what should I do?"

"Oh, right. I didn’t give you a task yet. Do you have anything in
mind?"

"Not really."

"Hmm..."

'Let’s test something.'

I looked at Luna and said, "My liege, could you ask me: 'Swen, what
do you think would be a suitable task for you?'"

"A question? That’s not difficult..."

Even though it was a weird request, she asked without hesitation.

Her trust in me seemed deeper than I thought.

"Swen, what do you think would be a suitable task for you?"

It’s a bit roundabout, but this was the only way to use my 100
Intelligence.

And soon, the result came.

[It is up to the will of the heavens.]

'...'

No matter how many times I checked, the result was the same.

It is up to the will of the heavens.

This wasn’t the first time I’d seen that phrase.

So I quickly understood.

The original game this world is based on, Garland Eternity
Saga, was old enough to support hot-seat multiplayer.

Meaning multiple players could play on the same device.

After 1P’s turn, 2P would go, and so on.

And during such games, 100 Intelligence was the only time when an
absolute prediction couldn’t be made.

Naturally.

When 1P offered an alliance to 2P, the game had no way to predict
2P’s decision.

So in those cases—when player interference added an unknown
variable—the strategists would say: [It is up to the will of the
heavens.]

So basically—

What happens to me depends on what I do.

Makes sense. I could just ignore the suggestion and not go out.

Predictions can’t be made about my actions.

A penalty, perhaps, but it didn’t matter. It was obvious.

"...Swen?"

"Ah, sorry. Just thinking."

I stroked my chin and pretended I’d just come to a conclusion.

"I’ll go explore the area. There might be hidden talents we haven’t
found yet."

"Alright. I’ll be counting on you."

After saying goodbye, I stepped out of the castle.

Even though it was already morning, not many people were out, and
those I did see seemed listless.

'What a dreary place.'

Well, it’s a city we’re going to abandon anyway, so it doesn’t
matter.

I set out to explore the surrounding region.

​* * *

A few days later.

Tifa sat quietly in a corner of the market, her expression full of
discontent.

'How the hell am I supposed to help with this?'

On the first day, she greeted the market vendors and tried to get a
conversation going about reviving the marketplace, maybe tossing out an
idea or two.

But it hadn’t gone anywhere. The villagers, struggling just to
survive, showed no motivation to participate.

With no clue how to deal with people in situations like this, Tifa
could do nothing but barely hold back her rising frustration.

If she had even a shred of basic knowledge about commerce, she might
have been able to teach them something, but she knew absolutely
nothing.

And she couldn't just resort to brute strength.

Her actions would directly reflect on Luna’s reputation in this city,
and damaging the reputation of her childhood friend was the last thing
she wanted to do.

'What the hell was that flimsy little tactician thinking when he put
me here?'

She could at least understand if he'd told her to train the
soldiers.

What was he thinking, assigning someone completely uneducated like
her to this kind of job?

'Luna’s acting weird too. I was worried she seemed a little out of
it, and while I guess it’s fine that she’s started giving orders
decisively—if that’s because of that tactician guy, that’s a huge
problem, isn’t it?'

Wait… did he seduce her?

With his looks?

She hadn’t been around many men, but even Tifa had to admit Swen was
pretty good-looking.

He didn’t have that rugged masculinity or anything, but he had the
soft, beautiful-boy aura that naturally tugged at maternal
instincts.

She imagined the older brothers of the women working in brothels
probably looked exactly like that.

'If he’s using his pretty face to cloud Luna’s judgment… I can’t
forgive that.'

Should she rough him up a bit?

Just as that thought crossed her mind, for the first time since
arriving, a market vendor called out to her.

"Um… e-excuse me, M-Miss Tifa?"

"Huh?"

Tifa turned to look at the person who had called her.

More accurately, it was a boy.

He was trembling, clearly intimidated.

"No need to be so scared. Yeah, kid. What is it?"

"W-well, um, I-I think you’re the one in charge of the market now…
r-right?"

"That’s right."

"C-could you maybe help me out a little?"

The boy pointed somewhere.

"Our shop got completely destroyed in the typhoon a while ago… My dad
is bedridden, and my mom isn’t in good health either… My younger
siblings are too little, so I have to fix everything myself, but it’s
just too much alone, so… um."

Ah.

So he was asking for some help with heavy lifting.

Tifa figured it was better than just sitting around doing
nothing.

And helping people in the city would naturally raise Luna’s
reputation.

"Sure, I’ll help. Where to?"

"R-really?"

"Why would I lie to you?"

Relieved, the boy let out a long breath and started walking.

Tifa followed after him.

‘Damn, this is a mess…’

Two weeks ago, a typhoon had hit Zeilant.

The damage had left scars all over the market.

'It’s not just this place. A lot of homes are wrecked too.'

Some rebuilding had been done over the past week, but—

The place the boy led her to was completely destroyed, in a truly
miserable state.

"Looks like this whole place needs to be rebuilt from scratch."

"I-is that gonna be hard?"

Tifa patted the boy’s head and said, "Hard? Nah. This is exactly the
kind of thing someone like me is here for. Hey!"

"Y-yes, ma’am!"

Tifa flagged down a passing merchant.

"Go grab some shovels and bring back about ten guys who can work.
I’ll pay them."

"Y-yes, right away!"

The man quickly brought back around ten able-bodied men.

Honestly, they probably would have followed her orders out of fear
even without pay, but offering wages made it easy to gather people.

"Here are the shovels you asked for."

Tifa took the shovels and set the men to clearing the remains of the
collapsed wooden shop.

'Wow, they really slapped this thing together. No wonder it fell
apart.'

The typhoon hadn’t even been that strong, all things considered.

Clearly, the low development of the town meant the buildings were
hastily and poorly built.

'I should lay down proper foundations so it won’t collapse
again.'

She didn’t have much else to do for the month anyway.

Thinking that, Tifa picked up a shovel and started digging into the
ground.

After scraping the dirt a few times—

Clang!

With a strange noise, a jolt shot through the arm holding the
shovel.

Clang, clang.

After a few more strikes—

She realized there was something buried under the dirt that wasn’t
soil.

At first, she thought it was a rock, but it didn’t make sense for a
rock to sound like that.

It had the distinctive feel of metal striking metal.

Tifa dug around it and pulled out the object her shovel had hit.

'Is this…'

What emerged was—

A very old, extremely heavy-looking box.
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"...Huff, huff."

Exhausted, I slumped down with my back against a nearby building.

To get straight to the point, I somehow managed to complete the
month-long exploration mission.

'Damn, that was tough.'

The reason I said I would do the exploration wasn’t anything
special.

In the game, when you had subordinates with nothing else to do, you'd
group them and send them to explore.

If you were lucky, you could discover new talent, and on very rare
occasions, they’d bring back an item.

Unless you were extremely unlucky, it was a command that could net
you a bit of money — that command being [Explore].

However, no matter how much this was a game world, for someone like
me who had possessed a body here, this was real life.

And what did exploration entail?

Trekking all over the place with nothing but my own two feet.

'Haa...'

Still, it wasn't entirely fruitless.

First off, I was able to earn a bit of money.

Nothing fancy — just that as I wandered through the village, I would
encounter people asking for help.

Helping them would net me small rewards.

Just doing odd jobs day by day brought in a little income.

In-game, the explore command just passively gave you money from
somewhere, so I never thought much of it—but seeing the system working
behind the scenes this way helped it all make sense.

I managed to gather 75 gold.

It wasn't much, but better than nothing.

Secondly, I found that the security around here wasn’t exactly
great.

Not surprising given the atmosphere of the town, but it raised a
question.

'When Lady Luna came to get me, she came alone, and even
walked...'

You’d expect to run into bandits or worse.

That’s why I stuck to exploring the fiefdom within the city
walls.

If I went out and actually ran into bandits, someone weak like me
would be instantly killed.

Even so, she had walked alone to meet me multiple times.

I hadn’t been with her long enough to know her deeply, but I could
tell she wasn’t stupid.

She wasn’t someone who acted without thinking.

In this game, when traveling between cities or fiefdoms, there was a
definite chance of a random bandit encounter.

To avoid this, you had to hire two or three escorts using funds.

At first it was annoying because of the cost, and later, because of
having to click buttons repeatedly.

Still, it wasn’t like there weren’t ways to avoid "random
encounters."

First, possessing a rare item called [Lantern of the Dead].

As long as you had this, bandits wouldn’t appear.

Second, having a strength stat over 90.

Bandits wouldn’t pick fights with someone that strong.

'...Could it be her strength stat?'

Lady Luna's strength... was it higher than I thought?

She was strong, sure, but I didn’t remember it being over 90.

Still, the game had these annoying [modifiers], so I couldn’t rely
solely on the in-game data.

I wish I had a damn status window or something—but no, of course an
old game wouldn’t have that.

Now that I think about it, even when walking up and down hills all
day, she didn’t seem tired, and she even carried me, a grown man, on her
back.

'Has Lunarian Iniang had some kind of stat anomaly applied?'

Well, the very idea that Lunarian Iniang would unify the continent
was already an anomaly in itself.

If I just had a bit more solid information, I could be sure...

‘…Thinking about it won’t change anything.'

Still, brooding like that did help me recover some energy.

Having low strength was really inconvenient.

Do I have to keep living like this?

It would be nice if there were some way to increase stats through
training.

There was a way to raise stats, but it was so difficult that
I couldn’t even attempt it.

I stood up and headed into the castle for the meeting.

"Ah, you’re here..."

"This way!"

Inside the castle, Luna and Tifa greeted me.

But one face was missing.

"Where is Lord Cain?"

Luna answered.

"Cain stepped out briefly. He said he had something to do."

I gave a light nod.

"Anyway, since our strategist is here, let’s open this up?"

Tifa tapped something sitting on the table.

"What is that?"

"Oh, this? One of the market vendors’ shops had collapsed, so I
helped rebuild it. When I was digging, this thing popped up."

"Wait, so... you didn’t work on commerce?"

"How would I even know how to do that! I just built a house. Oh
right, assign me to commerce again next time. I’m not done building
yet."

It didn’t seem like she had accomplished much.

Still... the 100 intelligence prediction did assign her to
commerce.

If something was hidden, it would definitely be inside that box.

"So what is it, exactly?"

"I was just about to open it. It’s super heavy, so something has to
be inside... but no matter how hard I try, I can’t open it. The lid’s
slightly ajar, though."

"Did the shop owner know anything about it?"

Luna's tone was unexpectedly casual when asking Tifa.

So that’s how she talks to childhood friends...

"Nope, he said it was the first time seeing it. He was just thankful
for the help and said I could keep it."

"Well, then..."

I looked around and fetched something stick-like that resembled a
lever.

"Alright. Let’s try opening it."

"Ah! Let’s use this. Thanks! You’re so smart!"

Getting praised for something like this didn’t feel great...

Tifa jammed the stick into the crack and started prying it open.

"Hnnngh! Hrrnnngh!"

Once, twice, three times.

No matter how many times she tried, the box didn’t budge.

"Ugh, why won’t it open? There’s no lock or anything!"

"...Tifa, want me to give it a try?"

Luna, who had been watching, offered.

Tifa nodded.

"Yeah, maybe this is something you’re meant to do."

Luna took the stick.

"...Hnnngh!!!"

With one mighty pull.

SLAM!

"It opened!"

The box that hadn’t budged for Tifa burst open with a loud crash.

And from that, we learned something.

Luna’s strength is higher than Tifa’s.

Even though Luna looked delicate and Tifa was all muscle — in this
game, stat numbers ruled everything.

If they ever fought one-on-one, Luna would likely win.

And the second point.

Tifa's strength is in the high 80s to low 90s.

Even with modifiers, non-ruler stats don’t fluctuate that wildly.

Which means the radiant truth is this:

Luna's strength is mid-90s or higher.

'Lady Luna, you’re strong.'

"This is..."

"...Oh my god."

Luna and Tifa gasped as they looked into the box.

Curious, I stepped forward and peered inside.

And then I immediately understood why they looked so shocked.

"...Gold, huh?"

The inside of the chest was filled to the brim with gold coins
covered in dust.

Who would have guessed that something like this would be inside such
an old, rusted chest?

"Whoa! How much is this?! Hold on a second!"

Tifa, more excited than anyone, poured all the gold coins out of the
chest and quickly started counting.

If nothing else, her speed at counting money was impressive.

"Hey! The total is 6,833 gold! That's insane, right?"

Luna was surprised too, but of course, I was even more shocked.

Was there an event in the game where fulfilling a commerce command
gave out thousands of gold?

I’ve played this game for 10,000 hours. I’ve probably seen every
event.

So I can say this with confidence.

There was no such absurdly rewarding event.

And finally, I understood why the 100 Intelligence brain told Tifa to
focus on commerce.

If you can score this much gold at once, of course you go for it.

"...Ms. Tifa, where exactly did you find this chest again?"

"Huh? I told you, didn’t I? I was laying a foundation to rebuild a
house and just found it there."

Normally, when you're assigned to commerce, you’d manage the market
or something, not rebuild a merchant’s house. If you think about it like
that, this chest was essentially a result of Tifa's initiative.

As expected.

I already had a hunch, but now I could say it with 100%
certainty.

My Intelligence is 100.

Only a stat like 100 Intelligence could explain this level of
favoritism.

There’s no need to doubt it anymore.

"So, what should we do with this? Recruiting more soldiers seems like
the obvious choice, right? Strategist, what do you think?"

And just then, Tifa asked me the perfect question.

'What should we do with the money we’ve gathered?'

And the answer was—

"...Um, I have a request for everyone."

Luna suddenly spoke up, wearing a very serious expression.

"I want to... distribute this money to the people of the
village."

"???"

Tifa immediately showed her disapproval.

"Hey, what are you saying? We don’t even have enough military funds
to operate! Haven’t you been recruiting? We only have 2,000 capable
soldiers total! What, you wanna just stand there and watch while enemies
invade?"

"But... there was that typhoon not long ago, and the villagers are
having a hard time. We’re the ones ruling this place... and besides,
this chest came from our land, didn’t it?"

"Hey! This is our domain! Our territory! Everything that comes out of
here belongs to us, that’s just common sense!"

"I know, but still..."

"Haah."

Tifa roughly ran her fingers through her hair.

Honestly, despite her rough demeanor and speech, if she just kept her
mouth shut, she had a pretty sexy vibe.

"Luna, I get how you feel. I’m the one who helped you get set up here
so you could help struggling people. But even I know—someone who’s never
even stepped foot in an academy—that we can help even more people if we
use this money to build our foundation first. You’re smart. You know
that better than I do."

"...You're right, I guess."

Luna looked down, visibly dejected after hearing Tifa’s words.

It was true that the village was in rough shape. I knew that better
than anyone after a month of exploration.

Luna must’ve been feeling torn up about it.

She’s their leader, yet she can’t do anything. That must be driving
her crazy.

"Hey, Strategist. Say something to Luna. You’re smart, right? You can
probably convince her better than I can."

Convince her, huh.

Truthfully, I had planned to.

I knew idealism doesn’t put food on the table.

But.

"We should follow our lord’s will in this matter."

"...Huh?"

"What did you say?"

Both Luna and Tifa stared at me in surprise.

They probably didn’t expect that.

I get it. I didn’t expect it either.

But what can I do?

'What should we do with the money we’ve gathered?'

And the answer was—

Aid the domain’s poor.

With 100 Intelligence, I thought it through and this was the best
move. Distributing the money to the people of the village.


Ch.8 - Chapter 8. Laying The Foundation (5)
"Please, help yourselves! No need to worry!"

"Come get some bread! We still have plenty!"

All the money in the chest was used to rebuild the village devastated
by the typhoon.

About half of the amount was spent entirely on food.

Under Cain's lead, the soldiers assigned to miscellaneous tasks
stepped forward to distribute food to the villagers.

Though the order was given by Luna, the ones who actively led the
relief effort were Cain and me.

Among us, Cain took the frontline in helping the people.

Whether he liked it or not, Cain was making a strong impression on
the villagers through this opportunity.

"Thank you so much..."

"Thank you, my lord."

"We will never forget your grace, sir."

Cain responded with a warm smile to the woman who vowed not to forget
his grace.

"It is Lady Lunarian's generosity. Please remember that."

"Ah... Yes! We'll never forget the grace of Lady Lunarian's
army!"

Well, since we were handing out food, the city's favorability toward
Lunarian's army was bound to rise—

'Is this really the right thing to do?'

Honestly, I couldn't help but wonder if this was the proper
approach.

It was a castle we were going to abandon anyway, so what good would
raising public opinion do?

That money could have immediately hired a mercenary company. With a
total of 10,000 soldiers, we could probably hold the city with some
desperate effort. In that case, we could even turn this city into a
stronghold instead of abandoning it.

Sure, if public sentiment improves, public order naturally recovers,
and with that, commerce and agriculture also develop simultaneously. As
development progresses, the population increases proportionally, which
means more soldiers can be conscripted—but that would take far too much
time.

Besides, I highly doubted that a small country like Lunarian's army
would enjoy such peaceful times in the middle of this chaotic era.

Well, I have 100 intelligence, and I've concluded that this is the
right choice, so it must be.

"Excuse me, tactician."

"Yes, what is it?"

Cain, who had been involved in relief efforts with the soldiers,
found a moment to come speak to me.

"So, it was the lord's will to distribute all the money, was it?"

"Yes, that's correct. Since it was found in this village, she wanted
to return it to the people—something like that."

"I see. Hm."

Cain gave a few meaningless coughs before staring straight at my
face.

"Now that I think about it, did you not oppose the decision? I mean,
the idea of distributing all the money. The intent is admirable, sure,
but as you know, our army doesn't exactly have funds. It's not like we
have spare money lying around. I think most people would object to doing
something like this."

The look in Cain's eyes was incredibly sharp as he asked that.

It wasn’t the usual half-lidded, unmotivated look. It was more like
the eyes of a lion in its prime.

I answered with a faint smile.

"Do I really seem like someone completely cold and heartless to you,
Lord Cain?"

"Well, no, that's not it. I just assumed that any tactician our lord
brought in would be someone remarkable. Honestly... I’m just curious why
you didn’t try to stop it."

The way he kept circling around the question made me think he had
something else he truly wanted to ask.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was testing me.

Cain isn’t a bad person.

Maybe he's testing my character as a human being.

I responded in the smoothest tone I could manage.

"To be honest, I did consider stopping her, but the lord seemed more
resolute about this than anything else. A tactician should sometimes
voice their opinion, but also be the one to support their lord’s will
when necessary. Don’t you agree?"

Why didn’t I stop her?

Because, with 100 intelligence, I concluded that giving away the
money was the right call.

But I couldn’t say that outright.

So I added a convincing reason.

I still didn’t know the real reason myself, so I had no choice.

I’ll probably keep attaching plausible reasons like this as I go.

"I see."

Cain nodded.

"Well then, I’ll follow your judgment, Lord Swen. If you hadn’t sent
Lady Tifa to the market, we wouldn’t have found that money, right?"

"You flatter me."

"Anyway, things here seem to be wrapping up... I’ll handle the
report, so why don’t you take a break?"

"I’ll gladly accept."

I accepted his kindness.

I had been exhausted from hauling flour sacks with my pitiful
strength anyway.

I leaned against the castle wall and looked up at the sky.

It was blindingly blue.

So vividly blue that I found myself lost in the illusion that this
peace might last forever.

'No way it will.'

Maybe it's time to start mentally preparing.

I gazed at the drifting clouds and savored the very brief moment of
peace.

​* * *

After that, the days passed quietly with internal affairs.

Cain’s recommended assignment was [Commerce], and Tifa’s was
[Training].

Whenever my brain recommended those two tasks, nothing in particular
happened.

Cain, who had high political aptitude, handled commerce, and Tifa,
with her high combat strength, took care of training.

Well, it would’ve been strange if absurd good luck kept happening
endlessly.

During this time, instead of exploring, I followed Luna around and
helped her with rebuilding the village.

That’s right. Lunarian Inniang, despite being a leader, personally
went around doing hard labor and helping out.

And I, knowing how unreasonable it was to leave everything to her
alone, decided to follow and assist her—that’s basically the
situation.

"Please stay strong. Our army will do everything we can to help this
village regain its former liveliness."

"Oh, thank you so much. Truly, thank you, my lord..."

Maybe it was the effect of distributing all that money recently.

The people of Zeilant greeted us warmly wherever we went, and they
were especially welcoming of Luna as she helped with all sorts of
chores.

Public sentiment is like a blade.

In chaotic times, the one who rules can change at any moment.

That kind of sincere gratitude? Had she only gone around saying
'we’ll do our best,' she never would’ve earned it.

"My lord. I believe this is a good stopping point."

Seeing the sky darkening, I walked up to Luna and spoke.

"But... I haven’t checked that alley over there yet."

"This should be enough. After all, you’ll be going around the domain
again tomorrow to help people, right? You should get some rest
tonight."

"...That makes sense. I’ll comply."

Luna wasn’t the stubborn type.

She usually listened to what I said.

If I, the tactician, had told her not to, she probably wouldn’t have
insisted on giving all the money to the people either.

Of course, one of the conditions when she scouted me was that she
would completely follow my advice, but ultimately she was the lord, and
I, tactician or not, was just one of her vassals. If she had really
insisted, I wouldn’t have been able to override her decision.

So thinking about it now, this might be proof of the size of her
character.

Her capacity.

That word popped into my mind, and with it came curiosity, prompting
me to ask her a question.

"My lord. I have something I’d like to ask."

"What is it?"

"I know the general story, but since I’m now in your service, I’d
like to hear the full details. What led you to raise an army in the
first place?"

"..."

Luna paused to think after hearing my words.

Then she looked up at the darkening sky and spoke.

"I... lost my only family, my sister, to the war."

The story of Lunarian Iniang.

The reason why the monarch of a small, revival-themed nation rose to
lead an army, a story not properly explained in the game.

Here, in this world that exists not as a game but as reality, she
began to tell her tale.

"Five years ago, the Emperor died without naming a successor, and the
declining Empire fell apart. Countless lords rose up in rebellion. The
nobles who managed the fiefs all declared independence, and in the
process... so, so many people died. My sister was one of them."

"What did your sister do?"

"..."

Luna gazed at the sky for a long time without speaking—

Then, with a somewhat sorrowful smile, she looked at me.

"Ahaha. I don’t usually tell people this... but I feel like it’s okay
to tell you, Swen. How strange."

I said nothing and simply focused on her voice.

"My sister was... an unofficial concubine of Algot von Aingart, the
Emperor’s eldest son."

"Algot von Aingart, the eldest son? Don’t tell me..."

She slowly nodded.

"The older brother of Serpina von Aingart. Because of her low status,
she was never officially part of the imperial family, but she did
receive Algot’s affection. Even from my young perspective, it was clear
that they truly loved each other."

A common story.

But the setup of "My sister was related to the imperial family" added
credibility to why a royal like Cain would hide his identity and join
Lunarian's cause.

The only information available in-game was something like "He trusted
in Lunarian’s purity and entrusted himself to her."

It struck me anew that this world truly existed.

"And..."

"You don’t need to say any more."

Serpina von Aingart.

She wasn’t the firstborn among the many royals, and she was a woman,
yet how did she rise to lead the most powerful military faction and
influence the entire continent?

It was because she purged all her brothers and sisters.

The Bloody Monarch, the Tyrant.

The blood of Aingart that remained on the continent was said to run
only through her.

Though in truth, that wasn't entirely accurate.

"So... in the end, it was revenge? For your sister?"

"Yes, perhaps. Maybe it started as revenge."

She smiled bitterly, seemingly accepting it—

But then she lifted her head and looked me in the eyes.

"But I want to end this war with my own hands. I want to build the
kind of nation I idealize... one where bloody internal power struggles
like this won’t happen again. I want to bring peace to the continent and
honor my sister’s memory. If it were just about revenge, it would have
been easier to join someone else. ...But I don’t want the easy
path."

I nodded and said, "I understand. Thank you for telling me."

"No need to thank me. It’s you, after all, Swen."

"I’m not sure I deserve that."

She smiled at my curt reply.

"Well, like I said—you were the first person to join our army. Not a
single person accepted my offer before you."

"..."

I looked away and said, "You’ll become the Unifying Sovereign."

"...Really? You think I can unite the continent?"

Since the question came again, I ran it through my head once
more.

The result was the same.

Yes.

‘It’s you. You’re the one who will unite this continent.’

Even I could hardly believe it, but...

No matter how many times I thought about it, the conclusion didn’t
change.

She, Lunarian Iniang, was the one destined to unify the
continent.

I spoke with certainty.

"Who am I if not your strategist, Lunarian? Trust my words."

"Heh."

It had only been a month and a half since we met.

Not that long, really—but maybe because I was practically a founding
member of her fledgling nation.

Having spent everyday together, I felt strangely attached to her.

We were close in age, too.

"The wind’s getting chilly. Shall we go in?"

"Alright."

Just as we were about to return home without a care—

"My liege!!!"

From afar, a soldier came running toward us in a panic—

No, not to us—to Luna specifically.

"...What is it?"

Luna quickly switched to leader mode and responded.

I examined the soldier’s uniform.

His silver armor looked the same as the others’... but the red
armband on his right arm—I recognized it.

This guy... he’s a courier, isn’t he?

'Damn.'

In this game, a courier appeared at only one moment.

And that was—

"The Brance Army is marching toward Zeilant with approximately 8,000
troops!"

—when someone initiates a conflict.
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Who is currently considered the most likely unifying sovereign on the
Garland Continent?

No matter who you ask, only one name is mentioned.

A claim to legitimacy through royal blood.

A vast territory gained by pacifying the northern region of the
continent.

An abundance of talented individuals.

The tyrant, Serpina von Aingart, is expected to bring the wars to an
end and unify the continent—

Both tavern storytellers and commoners immersed in their daily lives
would call her name and proclaim her as the new unifying sovereign.

And next.

If Serpina fails to unify the continent, who is the next most likely
candidate?

That would be none other than Lynn Brance, the third daughter and
talented leader of the Brance family.

With her long, flowing blue hair and elegant demeanor, she leaves a
favorable impression on everyone she meets.

She holds the most fertile lands in the continent's central region
and has been rapidly growing in power by annexing weaker nations one
after another.

With the largest population and many aspiring nations in the center
of the continent, the Brance Army is undeniably the leading force.

And now, Lynn Brance, seated on the throne with a mildly bored
expression, is receiving a report from someone who appears to be a
subordinate.

"My liege. We have secured victory in the Tyrandy occupation battle
and successfully liberated Tyrandy from the Walnut Army."

"Really? Well done, brother♡"

They had finally managed to deal with the Walnut Army, who had
clashed with them several times before.

Lynn smiled with satisfaction and asked the kneeling man—her second
older brother, Karlinz.

"How many prisoners did you take?"

"We captured a total of five officers. Please decide how to handle
them. Men!"

"Yes!"

At the man's call, soldiers brought forth five captured officers with
their hands bound and forced them to kneel before her.

Among them was a man who had once been their leader—Walnut
Castra.

"......"

"Let's see."

Lynn slowly scanned the prisoners.

There was one who had once successfully tricked her army—someone at
least worth considering.

"Attention! I believe there was a general among you who once seized
Heisel Castle. What was his name again... right, Gurupa. Who's
Gurupa?"

"...I'm Gurupa."

A long-haired man raised his head and answered.

Upon seeing him, Lynn put on a sultry smile.

"Oh my... so it's you? You're the one who caused me trouble.
Hehe♡ I thought there were no forces around bold enough to
strike first at our territory. You've got guts, huh?"

"......"

Gurupa remained silent.

Lynn, seemingly pleased with his defiance, chuckled softly, then
stood up and slowly approached him.

Lifting his chin with two fingers, she looked down into his eyes and
spoke.

"How about it? Wanna be mine? I treat useful people soooo
well. I mean sooooooo well, you know? Working under me is way
more fun than sticking with that Walnut guy, don't you think?"

"...Kill me."

Without averting his gaze, Gurupa used what little strength he had
left to respond.

Lynn kept smiling at him for a moment before her expression turned
cold.

"Hmph. So you're not coming under me."

She shoved him roughly with her hand.

Thud, he collapsed.

"Hey! Take him away and kill him."

"Yes, ma'am!"

And so, Gurupa was dragged off by a soldier.

Everyone in that hall knew exactly where he would be taken: the
execution grounds.

The remaining prisoners had seen it all, wide-eyed.

"Haaah. Boring, I don’t get why he wouldn’t want to be mine.
I could show him a far more interesting world than some outdated old man
ever could."

After pondering for a bit, Lynn spoke again.

"Aside from Walnut, let me ask the rest of you: will you serve under
me or not?"

It was another recruitment offer, but clearly different from the one
she gave Gurupa.

More like—if you want in, fine. If not, I don’t care.

Maybe it was the sight of Gurupa being dragged to his death moments
before, but the remaining prisoners all bowed their heads in unison.

"W-We surrender."

"From today, I shall serve Lady Lynn Brance."

"P-Please, spare me! I swear my utmost loyalty if you let me
live!"

"......"

Lynn, with a cold gaze, approached the last man who had begged
excessively.

Looking down on him, she asked:

"Hey."

"Hiiik... P-Please... please, spare me..."

"...Sheesh."

Lynn let out a long sigh.

Then, turning to a soldier, she said:

"Let him go."

"Yes, ma'am!"

"L-Let me go, you mean?"

The man looked up at Lynn in shock.

"I’m setting you free. I don’t want to waste a salary on someone like
you."

In other words, she’d rather release him than pay him to work.

A truly insulting comment, but the man was simply grateful to be
alive.

"Thank you, thank you... Thank you so much! I will never forget your
mercy!"

"Yeah, yeah. Off you go. Take him away."

"Yes! Come on."

The freed man kept weeping and repeating his thanks as he was dragged
out.

Naturally, none of it reached Lynn's ears.

Turning her head, she smiled.

"The remaining two will work under our Brance Army. Got it?"

"Y-Yes, understood!"

"We shall serve with honor!"

Even though two talents had joined the Brance Army, she wasn’t
exactly thrilled.

The juiciest bait had been lost, and the rest were just scraps.

"......"

"Oh, right."

As if she had just remembered, Lynn approached Walnut.

"Any last words, Mr. Walnut?"

"...If you spare me, I will do everything I can to assist you."

The bald old man, Walnut, trembled slightly.

Though he was now a prisoner, he had once led a faction that went to
war with hers.

So Lynn spoke politely to him, in her own way.

"Oh really? That’s quite delightful. A once-revered leader offering
to help us—how wonderful♡"

She gave a small smile, then quickly changed her expression and
lowered her voice.

"But no."

"W-What do you mean?"

She lifted her chin slightly and glared down at him.

It was a look as if she were staring at something revolting.

Not the same kind of gaze she gave the coward earlier, who at least
evoked some pity.

This one was full-on disgust.

"You’re a leader. And you are begging for your life? That’s pathetic.
You can’t even live up to half of what Gurupa did for loyalty. What’s
the point?"

"T-That... Gurupa acted on his own—"

"Shut up. You stink. Do you even know why your army could reclaim
Heisel Castle, even if briefly? It was because of Gurupa. You don’t even
know that, yet you dared to raise an army?"

She glanced at the soldier beside her.

He understood instantly.

"This way!"

"W-Wait! Lady Lynn Brance! Please! Have mercy!"

Walnut continued pleading, but Lynn ignored him.

She returned to her throne with an elegant stride.

"Ugh. The shame of being outplayed by such a pathetic
man."

The prisoner matter was settled.

Karlinz, still kneeling, cautiously asked:

"My liege, what are your next plans?"

"Hm? Same as always. Crush nearby weak nations and expand our domain.
We need to pacify the central region fast if we want to match Serpina’s
forces in the north. Oh, what about the spy I sent to Zeilant?"

"He returned. As before, Lunarian Iniang is holding the territory.
She commands about 3,000 soldiers and has three officers under her."

"Three? Wasn’t it two a few days ago? Some old man and that
carnivorous-type woman?"

"That was the case last time, but... our agents report seeing a
white-haired young man often at Lunarian Iniang's side. It appears she
may have recruited a new officer."

"Huh? New officers joining a crumbling army like Lunarian’s? Are you
sure they didn’t just mistake some boy she likes hanging around
with?"

"Not certain..."

"Hmm."

It wasn't all that exciting.

The battle against the Walnut Army had been engaging because there
was the hope of gaining Gurupa upon victory.

But invading the Lunarian Army and winning would only net her the
small city of Zeilant.

The talents under her weren't all that impressive either.

'Well, whatever. The more annoying the task, the quicker it should be
handled.'

Lynn turned to Karlinz.

"Brother Chel is down south right now, isn’t he?"

"Yes."

Chel Brance.

Karlinz Brance's older brother and Lynn Brance's eldest sibling.

He was known as the strongest sword in the Brance family, a man
anyone would point to as the top contender.

"Hmm... Brother Karlinz, can you handle this on your own?"

Karlinz lowered his head at Lynn's question.

"Of course. If you entrust it to me, I will take Zeilant Castle.
Negotiations have already been finalized."

‘Negotiations already finished?’

That felt a little excessive, but Karlinz probably had it under
control.

Lynn nodded.

"Got it, I’ll make sure you have enough soldiers. Let's wrap this up
quickly."

"Yes, ma’am!"

Including the Lunarian Army, if she dealt with five more factions,
she could completely conquer the central continent.

She was a bit concerned about Aishas Army, which she'd probably fight
last due to distance, but she was confident she could handle it.

After all, who was she? She was Lynn Brance.

'I am the one who will unify the continent.'

She smiled in satisfaction.

A beautiful, elegant, and dignified smile.

​* * *

Having heard the messenger's report, Luna and Swen quickly returned
to Zeilant Castle.

Inside, Tifa and Cain were already seated, having gathered upon
hearing the news.

"You're here?! You heard, right? The Brance bastards are
invading?!"

"...Yeah, I heard. Who's leading them?"

"Most likely Karlinz Brance. We obtained testimony that he was
forming an expeditionary force in a nearby town."

At Cain's words, Luna's expression darkened.

"Karlinz Brance... not an easy opponent."

Karlinz Brance.

Of course, I knew the name too.

When playing as the Brance Army, there were two generals who always
led the charge in battle.

Karlinz Brance and Chel Brance, siblings of Lord Lynn Brance.

Karlinz, the second brother, wasn’t quite as exceptional as Chel, but
unlike the more reckless Chel, he had a calm personality and was less
susceptible to schemes. He was an S-rank general.

I always preferred using Karlinz over the unpredictable Chel.

'Is it time to abandon the town and run?'

I had just spent a lot of money to win over the people's hearts.

But no matter how I looked at it, there was no chance of winning this
battle.

Including the minor generals under Karlinz, they probably had over
five people, while we had only four including myself.

The difference in soldier numbers was more than double. It was a
hopeless situation.

"Swen, what should we do?"

Luna sought my counsel.

The only fortunate thing was that I had 100 Intelligence.

If they followed my instructions, somehow, things would work out.

With that somewhat naive hope, I input Luna’s question into my
mind.

And then.

'Huh?'

The answer my mind spat out was—

[Appoint Cain as the vanguard and respond with resistance. This is
the optimal strategy available.]

Another absurd answer had appeared.
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"Put that old man at the vanguard? Then what about me?"

Tifa asked as she looked over the map of Zeilant and its surrounding
regions laid out on the table.

I tapped the spot where the castle was located and said,

"Lady Tifa, you’ll remain inside the castle with two thousand
soldiers to defend the territory."

"Hold on… just hold on a moment."

Cain wiped the cold sweat from his face and asked, "If we assign two
thousand soldiers to Lady Tifa… then I’m to be the vanguard?"

"You’ll depart with the remaining soldiers."

Cain responded with a look of horror.

"If we station two thousand troops for Zeilant’s defense, even if we
scrape together every last soldier for the interception unit, there
won’t be more than thirteen hundred left. Am I wrong about that?"

"No, you’re absolutely right."

So basically, what I was proposing was this—

Assign the vanguard role, which obviously requires a seasoned
general, to a civil-type officer along with just thirteen hundred
soldiers to face eight thousand enemy troops.

And keep the two thousand better troops tucked safely in the castle
as the defense force.

Even a ten-year-old could see this made no sense.

Honestly, I didn’t know why I was giving these orders either.

It was just that my head told me, "This is the right move."

"…Swen, do you have something against me? Because this sounds an
awful lot like you're sending me out to die as bait."

"Exactly! If old man Cain goes out as the vanguard, he’s definitely
going to die! I’ll take the lead instead!"

"That won’t do. Lady Tifa, please focus on defending the
territory."

"But why!!"

Tifa shouted in frustration.

"You need to explain things! If there’s a plan, say so. If
you’ve thought it through, tell us what you’re thinking. If there’s a
strategy, say you’re going to make it work and ask for our help. We’re
on the same side! We have to be able to share information!"

Yeah.

She was a hundred percent right.

I was dying to tell them.

I wanted to say, "We’re gonna pull off a miracle win, so just follow
my lead!"

But what could I do?

All I could foresee was the [result].

I couldn’t predict the [process] that would lead to that result.

My job as strategist was to make that "process" seem as convincing as
possible.

But let’s be real—I wasn’t exactly a tactics expert.

If I spouted nonsense and things played out differently, it’d just
backfire.

This game, Garland Eternity Saga, was an old-school game
that didn’t expect high-level strategic decisions from players
anyway.

So I got why they were reacting this way.

[Somehow things will work out, and the result will be good. I just
don’t know how. So trust me and do what I say.]

If I were a ruler and my strategist said that to me, I might chop
their head off for insolence.

Sure, if I’d already proven myself, I could get away with saying
that.

But this was my first battle.

"…"

Luna looked at me with a sorrowful expression.

From her face, I could read her thoughts.

She wanted to believe in me, support me, but… she just couldn’t fully
commit.

‘How do I convince them?’

This wasn’t like saying, "Trust me and go buy DogeCoin."

This was war.

We were under invasion.

We could die.

In that kind of situation, no one’s going to follow you just because
you say, "Trust me."

In life-or-death operations like this, going in without conviction
was dangerous.

I knew the outcome would be good, so I didn’t want to create any
unnecessary variables.

If that was the case—

"So? What are you planning? How do you expect to stop eight
thousand troops with this deployment?"

I gently closed my eyes and said, "Right now… I can’t give you the
details."

"What… are you kidding me?! You call that an answer—"

"However!"

I cut her off sharply.

Tifa, about to lunge at me in anger, flinched in surprise at my
sudden assertiveness.

"I will go to the front as well. I’ll accompany Lord Cain and lead
the interception with thirteen hundred soldiers. Will that suffice?"

"W-What are you saying…"

"I deeply apologize, but my plan cannot be leaked. Not to anyone. Not
even allies. We’re on a cliff’s edge, and I must proceed with utmost
caution. Still, if I gave orders from a safe spot while sending you all
to your deaths, I know you’d never trust me. So—"

I pointed to the place where Cain’s unit would deploy.

"I will stand at the front lines with Lord Cain."

"You… you’re serious?"

I looked at Cain and said in my most solemn tone yet, "Lord Cain.
There’s no way I would send you to die. If I were just shoving you off a
cliff, would I be going with you?"

"Well, no, I suppose not."

"Then please, trust me and follow my orders. I will protect
Zeilant."

Then I looked to Luna.

"My liege. Please give your command."

"…"

Yeah.

Even if I had 100 intelligence, ultimately the decision rested with
the ruler.

If Luna didn’t trust my words, it didn’t matter if I had 100%
accuracy.

She heard me out, then fell into thought.

And finally, slowly nodded.

"…In this defense of Zeilant, we shall prepare according to
Strategist Swen’s plan. If anyone objects, step forward now."

"Ugh, seriously… I’ll go along with it since Luna says so, but… hey,
strategist. If Luna dies because of this, I’ll take your head myself.
Got it?"

Tifa tried to sound menacing—

But maybe it was just her personality, or maybe she believed in my
plan.

Either way, it wasn’t very scary.

"As you wish. But during the operation, I ask that you follow my
orders to the letter. Do not abandon your post to rush outside
with troops."

"What do you take me for! Don’t worry about that."

"Hmph…"

Cain didn’t look pleased, but he wasn’t one to slack off.

"Now then. Lady Tifa, gather the defense forces. Lord Cain, organize
the interception unit. Time is of the essence. Let’s move quickly."

"Got it!"

"Understood. I’ll see you later, then."

After the two left the castle—

I turned to Luna and said, "My liege."

"Hmm?"

There was something that kept nagging at me.

Why had my calculations called for two thousand soldiers to be
stationed at Zeilant for defense?

If we were leaving them here, it meant they would be
needed.

I didn’t know exactly how, but there was a high likelihood of an
enemy surprise attack.

If it came, it wouldn’t be from the front.

It would come from the rear—where only a few small allied nations
lay.

So I couldn’t say anything for certain… but it seemed better to give
a warning than not.

I leaned close and whispered to Luna, "There’s a high chance someone
will launch a surprise attack on this castle. It might be one of the
countries to the rear… or a mercenary force hired by the Brance
Army."

Luna looked shocked and asked, "That’s why you set up the defense
force here?"

"Yes."

"But… if it’s a surprise attack, the enemy force won’t be large.
Wouldn’t it be better to put more weight into the interception force
against the eight thousand?"

"…"

The moment I was wondering how to answer.

She slowly shook her head and said, "...No. I will trust you, Swen.
You don’t need to explain. Like you said, there’s nothing more dangerous
than a broken strategy."

Trust, huh.

Never in my life had I received such one-sided trust.

Honestly, even if I had discovered a treasure chest through commerce,
I hadn’t really proven anything to her as a strategist.

Even so, this woman was trusting me this much.

I’m human too.

Of course I wanted to repay someone who believed in me.

"I will return alive. Please survive as well."

"Understood. I will survive no matter what. You too... please come
back alive, Swen."

​* * *

Swen slowly left the castle and walked toward the scene where the
interception force was being formed.

Zeilant Castle wasn’t far from the Brance Army’s stronghold, Anel
Castle.

From Kihara Castle, the nearest Brance territory, it could be reached
in a single day with a fast march.

If they moved quickly, they could reach the gates in no time,
but—

"Slow down the march!"

Karlinz Brance was deliberately slowing the army's advance.

The strategy he devised this time was a feint.

While 8,000 soldiers charged at the front, one of the powers behind
the Lunarian Army, the Garammil Army, would strike from the rear of
Zeilant Castle.

The negotiation he spoke of was with the Garammil Army.

Since the Garammil Army feared the Brance Army greatly, the
negotiations didn’t take long.

To synchronize their attack and cause chaos in the Lunarian Army, it
was better for Brance’s main force to advance slowly.

This strategy had multiple benefits for the Brance Army.

If many soldiers came out to intercept, they could quickly capture
the empty castle—Garammil would take care of that.

The troops who lost their castle would panic, their morale would
plummet, and troops with no morale were easier to sweep away than fallen
leaves.

On the other hand, if no one came out and the enemy entrenched
themselves, that was fine too.

Since they slowed the march, the Garammil Army would inevitably clash
with the Lunarian Army first, and once both sides were weakened, the
Brance Army could easily seize the castle.

Most likely, the enemy would entrench.

It made no sense to send out an interception force with only 3,000
soldiers.

So, Karlinz simply hoped that the Garammil Army would clash
appropriately with the Lunarian Army and wear them down while he
advanced slowly.

‘Even I think this is a perfect plan.’

He wondered if it was necessary to go this far to deal with just
3,000, but—

Ever since the humiliation of losing a territory to Walnut soldiers,
Karlinz had made it a point to overwhelm even weak opponents with at
least double the force.

Compared to his older brother and his liege sister, he had never
really stood out in ability, so he didn’t want to make the same mistake
again.

As he was thinking that—

"Enemy spotted!"

"Enemy interception force has appeared!"

Voices rose from the front lines.

"An interception force?"

‘They were sending one out with only 3,000 troops?’

The unexpected move caught him off guard, but it didn’t change
anything.

"Looks like they’re in a hurry to die."

Well, it wouldn’t be fun if everything went too smoothly.

Karlinz Brance shouted with confidence,

"All troops, prepare for battle!"

​* * *

"That flag..."

"Definitely the Brance Army."

At Cain’s words, I nodded.

"Indeed."

As expected, it didn’t take long for the enemy to arrive.

After all, Kihara Castle, where I stayed before joining Luna’s army,
wasn’t far from here.

If anything, they arrived a little later than expected given the
distance.

"So, what now, strategist? Are we charging in like this?"

"..."

1,300 vs. 8,000.

In this game, there were ways to win with that kind of ratio.

If we had just one SSS-ranked general, they could slice through
soldiers like cake.

But all we had were me and Cain, neither of whom had any decent
combat power.

"..."

The battle was about to begin.

At this rate, we would die.

I wouldn’t return to the original world, and I wouldn’t see Lunarian
Iniang unify the continent.

But.

I was certain once more.

My intelligence is 100.

Intelligence 100 never lies.

So, we will win.

With that belief, I slowly opened my mouth.

"All troops, charge—"

But.

I couldn’t finish the command.

"Fire!!!"

Thududududududu!

"W-What the?!"

"Enemy?!"

"No, over there!"

As if divine messengers had descended—

A rain of arrows poured toward the Brance Army from somewhere.
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"What the hell?!"

"It's an ambush! We're under attack!"

With the sudden rain of arrows, the Brance Army's formation quickly
fell into disarray.

I rapidly assessed the situation.

Unfamiliar soldiers were attacking from both flanks, closing in on
the Brance Army's sides.

'...What is this?'

At a glance, the number of soldiers seemed to match the Brance Army's
8,000.

A force that large suddenly appearing and launching an ambush on the
Brance Army?

"Th-this is..."

Cain, completely bewildered and unable to comprehend what was
happening, looked around blankly.

At that moment, a man approached at high speed from the enemy's
side.

His attire clearly aligned more with those ambushing the Brance Army
than the army itself.

The man stood in front of Cain and asked, "Are you Sir Cain of the
Lunarian Army?"

"Y-yes, that's me."

"As expected. Just as I was told."

He removed his helmet and said, "I am Karle, vice-captain of the
Raven Mercenaries."

'Raven Mercenaries?'

The name triggered a memory.

The Raven Mercenaries.

A mercenary group specialized in the unique unit type "Raven
Archers." Hiring them required completing specific events and paying a
hefty fee.

They didn't offer a large number of troops for the price, but each
archer had significantly higher offensive and defensive stats than
standard archers, making them invaluable once recruited.

There were many such specialized mercenary units in this game,
but...

The Raven Mercenaries appearing now made no sense.

'If I remember correctly, they shouldn't be available at this point
in the timeline.'

To recruit them, the first prerequisite was capturing three
castles.

We hadn't even captured one.

Yet the Raven Mercenaries had appeared... and were now aiding us.

Cain asked in disbelief, "But how did you even recognize me?"

"Explanations can wait. You're under attack from the Brance Army,
correct?"

"Yes."

"Then we'll assist you."

With that, the man left.

The moment he did, I raised my voice.

"All troops, charge!"

WAAAAAAAH!!!!!

With the sudden reinforcement, our troops, emboldened and high in
morale, charged the previously overwhelming 8,000-strong army.

Already disorganized from the ambush, the Brance Army began
collapsing rapidly.

While our total number of soldiers was just under 8,000, the fact
that we were joined by the Raven Mercenaries made the fight seem
winnable.

And that man had just told Cain, "Just as I was told."

Now I was beginning to understand why I'd been instructed to make
Cain the vanguard.

Cain slowly turned to me.

Then, in a trembling voice full of disbelief, he asked, "Swen...
Don't tell me you predicted this?"

"..."

I slowly closed my eyes.

And acted as if this outcome had been part of the plan all along.

"I'm just glad they arrived in time."

Even I had to admit, that line sounded perfect.

Anyone hearing it would assume I was a brilliant strategist who'd
foreseen everything.

"...Unbelievable... How is this possible? Swen, just who are
you?"

Cain must have been in shock.

But I knew what was happening in his head.

The phrase "Let's hear Swen out first" had now been engraved in his
mind.

And even if it hadn’t yet, I would prove myself again and again.

My predictions had a 100% success rate. No exceptions.

So I was sure of one thing—

We would win this war too.

If this were a battle I couldn't win, my conclusion would have been
to retreat.

With confidence, I turned back to the soldiers and shouted, "Victory
is ours! Do not falter! Fight with all your might! Let us protect
Zeilant with our own hands!"

​* * *

"Stay calm! Stay calm! Hold formation! Focus on taking out the
archers first!"

Though ambushed from both flanks by archers, Karlinz managed to rally
the Brance Army’s shattered formation.

'Damn it!'

There were far more archers than he'd expected.

While not confirmed, it felt like the enemy had even more soldiers
than his 8,000 troops, completely surrounding them.

"Ugh!"

"General! You must retreat!"

"What are you talking about?!"

An officer beside Karlinz let out a final cry as an arrow pierced
through his head.

Startled, Karlinz quickly turned his horse around and pulled
back.

'I'm not about to flee without taking Zeilant Castle!'

This was the Brance Army's campaign to conquer the central
continent.

‘We have completely crushed the Walnut Army, who had even mocked us
at one point, so there’s no way we could struggle against the Lunarian
Army, which had less than a third of their power.’

Karlinz, who had yet to achieve any significant accomplishments
compared to his older brother, was feeling increasingly impatient, a
feeling uncharacteristic of his normally composed nature.

Still, he didn’t recklessly hurl his soldiers forward in a rage.
Instead, he quickly started thinking.

Objectively, if they could just deal with the archers, they could
easily overrun the interception unit.

Karlinz shouted again to his troops.

"Don't panic! Regroup and split into three formations, then take out
the archers on the flanks first! We have the numbers! Don’t be afraid
and take them out one by one!"

Retreating was not an option here.

At Karlinz’s command, the soldiers split into formations and charged
toward the archers on either side.

The force of 8,000 men split into three groups, fighting the flanking
archers and the Lunarian Army directly ahead.

They suffered some losses, but Karlinz thought they could still win
at this pace.

‘Where did these bastards come from?

These archers weren’t wearing the Lunarian insignia.

That meant they were from an external force—mercenaries perhaps?

But how could a weak army like the Lunarians afford a mercenary unit
of this size?’

Moreover, after a few clashes, it became clear.

These weren’t just average soldiers.

Karlinz hated to admit it, but if his side had brought even slightly
fewer soldiers than 8,000, they might have been the ones to fall.

"Damn it!"

Still, if they could just seize the castle, it would be worth the
losses.

That was when it happened.

"K-Karlinz, sir! From behind—from the rear!"

"What is it?!"

A soldier rushed toward Karlinz, breathless.

"From the rear... we’re under surprise attack!"

"What?!"

Karlinz was dumbfounded.

Not only had they been ambushed from both flanks, but now the rear
too?

If enemy forces pierced through the rear, the soldiers who had been
divided to engage enemies in each direction would be doomed.

He understood now—

This had all been orchestrated with staggered ambushes.

Realizing he was dancing in the palm of someone else’s hand, Karlinz
scowled.

"Damn it... where did it all go wrong?"

Their intel had only reported about 3,000 troops.

‘Did they hide the rest and wait for the right moment to strike?’

Looking back, it was strange that no preparations had been made even
with the Brance Army so close.

Even after absorbing other nations like the Walnut Army, and surely
hearing of it, the Lunarians had made no moves to conscript or
prepare.

But now it all made sense if it was a ploy to lure them into a false
sense of security.

The fact that their army was in crisis now was the clearest
evidence.

"Lunarian Iniang... what a terrifying woman!"

"We must retreat! If we continue like this, we’ll be annihilated!
Please, Karlinz, sir!"

Another officer pleaded beside him.

Karlinz hesitated briefly... then decided to retreat.

First the flanks, then the rear.

There was no guarantee another ambush wasn’t coming.

"Retreat! Full retreat! Officers, pass down the order quickly!"

"Yes, sir!"

Karlinz turned his horse and ground his teeth.

"Lunarian... I’ll repay this humiliation with my own hands!"

​* * *

Near the outer wall of Zeilant Castle.

"Hyaaaah!"

Tifa, wielding a massive axe, stood at the gate with the soldiers,
cutting down enemy troops like it was nothing.

"Stop trickling in and come at me all at once, you bastards!"

"Haah!"

Beside her, Lady Lunarian swung her sword at the front lines, tearing
through enemies.

Both women were powerful warriors, so unlike Cain and Swen, who
commanded from the rear, they fought at the front.

The ones attacking the castle were the Garammil Army, who ruled over
nearby Hoero Castle.

Their lord, Garammil Retas, watched the battle with a bitter
expression.

The battle had reached a stalemate.

The Garammil Army had brought 4,000 troops.

They couldn’t confirm the number of defenders, but it was likely less
than their own.

Still, defending was easier than attacking.

Even if they sacrificed all 4,000, there was no way they could break
through the gate guarded by those two monsters.

Besides, they only attacked because of a secret pact with the Brance
Army.

The Garammil Army was merely probing, sending a few hundred soldiers
in to test the waters.

"My liege, how long must we engage in this pointless war of
attrition?"

His strategist asked.

"Soon, we’ll hear word that the Brance Army has begun their assault.
That’s when we’ll make our move."

They had raised an army under a veiled threat.

There was no need to fight hard and die needlessly.

Joining in once Zeilant Castle was breached would be just fine.

But... the expected result was taking far too long.

According to intel, the Lunarian Army only had about 3,000
soldiers.

If things were being delayed this much, it must mean they had scraped
together a force from their tiny pool of troops.

Even so, how could they stall 8,000 men for this long?

Especially against the Brance Army, the undisputed power of the
central continent.

"What is going on?"

Then, it happened.

"My liege!"

A scout on horseback came rushing in.

"What is it?"

"The Brance Army... they’re retreating! They’ve lost and are
fleeing!"

"What?!"

‘The Brance Army lost?

8,000 men lost to barely 3,000 guerrillas?

And judging by the number of defenders at the gate, it was likely
only 1,000 or 2,000 who faced off against them.

Moreover, their strongest warrior was here fighting Garammil!

That only left one old man.’

Nothing made sense, but a decision was needed.

"My liege, what now?"

"Hmm..."

With the Brance Army routed, there was no reason to continue
fighting.

Garammil quickly made up his mind.

"Withdraw the troops! We return to our domain!"

"Yes, sir!"

The Garammil Army quickly re-formed ranks and began to retreat from
the battlefield.

Seeing this, Tifa walked up to Luna.

"What? Those bastards are running without even putting up a proper
fight. Should we pursue?"

"...No, let them go."

Luna lowered her weapon and assessed the situation.

...Had they stopped them?

Had they... defended Zeilant Castle?

Waaaaaaaah!

The cheers of the defenders watching the fleeing enemies rang in
Luna’s ears.

The grand invasion of Zeilant Castle by the Brance and Garammil
Armies.

The victor was none other than Lunarian Iniang herself.


Ch.12 - Chapter 12. First Victory
The small castle of Zeilant.

In the central conference room, which was usually only used by four
commanders including myself, there were four unfamiliar new faces
today.

And all of them were kneeling in a formal gesture before Lord
Lunarian.

"I am Gustav, commander of the Raven Mercenaries."

"Vice-commander Karle."

"I am Aaron, commander of the Chilein Mercenaries."

"Vice-commander Yona."

Three men and the last speaker, a woman, were offering their
greetings to Luna.

The reason why our interception force of only about 1,300 was able to
hold back 8,000 enemy troops—

It was because two archer units had launched a surprise attack on
Brance Army's flanks, disrupting their formation and splitting the
massive force into three groups.

Then a unit had struck from the rear, encircling Brance Army in a
pincer formation and crushing them.

I already knew the source of the archer units—since the
vice-commander of the Raven Mercenaries had introduced themself.

But it was only now that I realized the source of the rear unit.

The Chilein Mercenaries!

'Never thought those damn guys would join our side.'

The Chilein Mercenaries were only available to lords of the central
continent after clearing a certain quest.

Their unique class, the "Heavy Infantry," was superior to standard
spearmen in every aspect, making them an elite and highly desirable
mercenary group—but they required control of a specific castle in the
central continent.

Because of this, and due to the lack of unclaimed land in the central
continent, players who started as random lords often had to give up
recruiting them, and even those who started as central lords were
usually wiped out by Brance Army before completing the quest.

So unless Brance Army spawned in an outer region instead of the
central, recruitment was practically impossible.

As someone who avoided playing the Brance Army because it was boring,
this mercenary group always annoyed me!

They were essentially a Brance-exclusive bonus unit, giving wings to
the beginner-friendly Brance faction—and now, their leader was kneeling
before our lord.

'Can you recruit them without doing the quest?'

Even after the world turned into reality, it still strangely followed
the in-game rules.

Considering my INT stat of 100 continued to deliver perfect
predictions, it wasn’t hard to see.

But things weren’t completely the same. These mercenaries helping us,
and a war starting less than a year after beginning—there were
differences from the game.

'I shouldn’t blindly trust in-game knowledge.'

"...You may raise your heads."

At Luna’s words, the four of them simultaneously lifted their
heads.

"First of all, thank you truly for assisting our army. If not for
you, we may have failed to defend Zeilant Castle. And... there is
something I must ask you."

"Please, ask us anything."

"Why did you decide to help our army?"

To that, Gustav of the Raven Mercenaries answered.

"Aaron and I were on our way to Zeilant when we saw the war break
out. So we decided to assist the Lunarian Army."

"I apologize, but I still don’t quite understand. Could you explain
your reasons more clearly?"

"That is..."

This time, Aaron of the Chilein Mercenaries continued.

"Our two groups were headed to Zeilant Castle to pledge allegiance to
the Lunarian Army."

To pledge allegiance meant they were offering to join our cause.

I had guessed that was the reason, since there was no other logical
explanation, but the rest of the Luna troops were visibly shocked, as if
they had never even considered the possibility.

"May I ask why?"

"We heard you had provided a tremendous amount of food and used vast
sums of money to repair homes destroyed by a typhoon."

After Gustav spoke, Aaron added a line.

"We’ve met many rulers while operating as mercenaries, but never once
have we seen a leader devote so much effort to helping the people. For a
large territorial lord, such a deed would still be impressive. For a
small city lord, it’s unthinkable."

"That’s..."

Luna responded as if she hadn’t expected it, but Aaron wasn’t
wrong.

6,000 gold was a massive amount.

You could conscript over 5,000 soldiers and still have enough left to
reinvest into domestic policy.

Even with some spare change, you could buy a decent mid-grade
item.

Using 6,000 gold purely on the people—no wonder it became a
rumor.

Considering that investing just 500 gold per half-year could earn you
the title of a benevolent lord, it was even more extraordinary.

"However, we almost failed to assist properly during the battle
because we didn’t recognize the Lunarian Army's insignia... Fortunately,
we noticed an elderly man at the front line who matched the description
of the one leading the relief effort. We’re glad we could help in
time."

Ah.

As soon as I heard that, I realized the whole chain reaction that had
occurred.

[Advice] Send Tifa to handle Commerce -* Tifa finds a box full of
money using her unique method.

[Advice] Use all of that money for relief efforts -* Gains public
favor, and the two mercenary leaders are moved.

[Advice] Place Cain, the most publicly recognized from relief
efforts, at the front line -* Mercenaries recognize him and join us at
the perfect moment.

There was now not even 0.01% doubt.

My INT is 100. My predictions are always correct.

The laws of reality themselves will bend to fulfill my advice!

"..."

"Huh..."

Beside Luna, I felt Cain and Tifa staring at me in disbelief.

Their expressions were easy to read.

They were thinking something like, "Did he actually predict all of
this?"

And of course, from their perspective, that’s how it looked. We had
followed my advice and cleared what seemed like an impossible
mission.

So what I had to do now was simple.

Make an incredibly wise-looking expression and slowly nod.

As if I had seen it all coming.

The important thing wasn’t that I had predicted everything.

It was that others thought I had predicted everything.

As long as the outcome was correct, you could piece together the
rest.

That appearance would lend credibility to my infallible advice and
make others follow my ideas without resistance.

As a strategist, not a monarch, establishing that kind of internal
authority was crucial.

Of course, since our lord was Lunarian Iniang, she was likely to
listen to me anyway...

But in turbulent times, who knows what fate holds.

Like a wise sage, I approached Luna and offered my counsel.

"My liege, accept them. They will surely become a great strength to
our army."

"Swen..."

Luna stared at me and pondered for a moment.

Then she turned to the kneeling commanders and vice-commanders before
her.

"Thank you for aiding our army. I will not forget this. In the name
of Lunarian, your cause is now our cause."

Placing them under her name was a declaration of allegiance.

The commanders understood and bowed.

"Yes! We pledge our loyalty."

"We shall be your sword and shield, Lady Lunarian."

The Raven Mercenaries, 7,000 strong.

The Chilein Mercenaries, 6,000 strong.

A total of 13,000 mercenaries had joined the Lunarian Army.

Given that they weren’t ordinary troops but elite, well-trained
units, the return on our 6,000 gold investment was far more than
favorable.

​* * *

This place was Anel Castle, the home base of the Brance Army.

Karlinz, with his head bowed and kneeling, pleaded before his liege,
Lynn Brance.

"I have no excuse. This is all my fault. Please, execute me."

"......"

The invading force of 8,000 was annihilated.

Countless adjutants lost their lives.

The only survivors were about 120 soldiers and their commander,
Karlinz Brance.

It was a catastrophic defeat, one that had never occurred in the
history of the Brance Army.

And it wasn't even against a renowned country like with Aishas—it was
against the Lunarian Army, a minor nation so insignificant it hadn’t
even registered in Lynn’s mind.

Lynn Brance, deep in thought, asked.

"Brother… What happened? If you're truly remorseful, explain it in a
way I can understand."

"...We were ambushed. Upon further investigation, it appears
mercenary-level troops joined the fight."

"Mercenaries?"

"Yes, one of our soldiers recognized their insignias. It seems the
Raven Mercenaries and the Chilein Mercenaries... joined the Lunarian
Army."

"...What?"

At that point, even Lynn couldn’t help but be shocked.

She had heard of both the Raven and Chilein Mercenaries.

Especially the Chilein Mercenaries—they had been a group the Brance
Army had been struggling to win over.

'Not me, but some minor lord gets their support?'

The situation itself was absurd, but...

As a sovereign, she knew that dwelling on the absurdity of what had
already happened would solve nothing.

"If it was an ambush, it can't be helped. We lost due to a lack of
information. Still, the defeat was quite severe. I'd prefer you stay
away from the front lines for a while and help with logistics in the
rear. Step down from your position as vanguard and take some time to
clear your head."

To an outsider, Lynn's words might sound like those of a kind ruler
comforting a failed general.

But Karlinz could feel it clearly. This was a demotion for his
failure.

The only reason he was still alive was likely because the loss
stemmed from an ambush and because his last name was Brance.

Still, what excuse could a defeated general possibly offer?

"...As you command."

"Good. You're dismissed."

Once Karlinz left, Lynn fell into thought.

'If the Lunarian side has gained two mercenary groups, then we have
to respond in kind... but there's no way I can summon Brother Chel from
the south.'

She continued pondering before letting out a long sigh.

Then she recalled a certain person's face.

'I suppose... I have no choice but to use her.'

She hated it.

She really, truly hated it. But for the greater cause, she had no
choice.

Lynn turned to the soldier standing guard beside her.

"Hey."

"Yes, my liege."

"You know the secondary barracks where the recruits train? Go fetch
Irene from there."

"Understood!"

Even though she had demoted that woman with her own mouth, she had no
choice now.

She was the only usable tool left.

'Well, a sovereign must be able to do unpleasant things too.'

Lynn justified her decision that way.


Ch.13 - Chapter 13. Lady Knight Irene
Brance Second Barracks, while labeled as a training center for new
recruits, wasn’t actually all that important a facility.

Only basic training took place here, and any true transformation into
a proper soldier happened at the First Barracks, where the real
curriculum began.

This place functioned more like a filtration net to catch those unfit
for the role of a soldier.

Of course, given the times, unless someone had a visible physical
disability, they were conscripted regardless.

In short, this place held very little importance.

Naturally, the officers stationed here held marginal positions.

It was at this sort of backwater that Irene Juliette, once a famed
female general of the Brance Army, served as an instructor.

The "Lady Knight" Irene Juliette.

With long crimson hair and skin that remained porcelain-white despite
her exposure to the sun, her silver armor bore the proud insignia of the
Brance family, to whom she still longed to show loyalty.

She gave off an unmistakable impression of a knight in every way—save
one.

That one jarring detail was the voluptuous curves of her body that no
armor could conceal.

Her prominently asserted, ample chest was an undeniable reminder that
she was not just a knight but a woman as well.

Well-toned muscles clung firmly to her frame, only serving to
emphasize her large bust.

Were any gossipmongers to see her relegated to this post, they would
undoubtedly cluck their tongues.

Though she bore the title of instructor, the only thing she did was
determine whether recruits passed the basic combat aptitude test.

It was clear she had been exiled to this station due to falling out
of favor with her liege, Lynn Brance—but neither she nor anyone around
her dared to speak of it.

"That concludes today's session. Good work, everyone."

"Yes, ma’am!"

After what could barely be called training, Irene departed the field,
her expression unreadable.

‘Good, time for my training.’

Though demoted and rendered useless, she refused to let her hardened
body rust away.

Harboring no grudge against her liege for sending her here, Irene
merely waited for the day she would be called upon again.

Given the way she had been mistreated by Lynn Brance, she could have
easily resigned and been recruited by one of the many other lords eager
for her talent—that was a guarantee.

But she was a warrior by nature, with a strict and upright
character.

Perhaps it was due to that sense of honor that she never considered
leaving Lynn Brance, the liege she had once chosen to serve.

‘Maybe not now, but someday she will need me again. All I have to do
is prove my worth then.’

Just as she was about to head off for her personal training—

"Lady Irene!"

A man’s voice called out from the distance.

It was the chief of the Second Barracks.

"Greetings, Captain. As I said before, I’m just an instructor.
Please, you don’t need to speak to me so formally."

Though her rank was far below his, he instinctively knew:

This woman was of a different world than a small fry like
himself.

If he was a conscript who would end his days as a common soldier,
then she was someone who would command those soldiers on the frontlines
and bring glory.

"N-no, I could never speak casually to someone like you, General
Irene… but that’s not important right now."

He pulled a letter from his coat and handed it to her.

"What is this?"

"They’re calling for you. Your liege… Lady Brance!"

Irene’s pupils contracted.

‘She was calling for me? Lady Lynn Brance herself?’

"At last, your dedication has been recognized! I watched you training
alone every day and always felt it was a shame that someone like you
couldn’t show your true worth. But now it’s clear—you were sent here for
a reason. She must have intended from the start to call on you when the
time was right!"

"..."

It was true she had hoped her liege would eventually recognize
her—but she had not dared to expect it.

She knew Lynn Brance didn’t like her. She didn’t know why, but the
liege clearly didn’t favor her.

But as a loyal warrior, she had served faithfully.

"...No. If I accomplish something great, she’ll have no choice but to
see my value."

Lynn Brance was wise, cunning, and sometimes even cruel—but she
wasn’t evil.

And in these chaotic times, Irene believed that a ruler like Lynn was
the best hope for true peace.

Who but her liege could possibly stop the notorious tyrant
Serpina?

"Understood, I’ll leave this place to you."

"Lady Irene! You won’t need to return to this place ever again!
Please, go forth and make your mark..!"

Irene exchanged farewells with the man and slowly walked out of the
barracks.

Then, for the first time in what felt like forever, she turned her
steps toward the castle, where her liege awaited.

​* * *

"Lord, Irene Juliette has arrived."

"Let her in."

"Yes, my lord!"

Lynn responded indifferently, sitting cross-legged in her chair with
a sullen expression.

A moment later.

Irene walked briskly before her, knelt down, and bowed her head as
she spoke in a solemn tone.

"I, Irene Juliette, have arrived at your summons, my lord."

"Yeah, yeah. Enough with the greetings. Looks like I’ll need you to
fight."

"There is no need to ask. Give me any order. I will carry it out,
even at the cost of my life."

Irene was as loyal as ever.

But Lynn replied with a listless expression.

Even though this was a relationship between lord and retainer, the
atmosphere was unusually cold.

"I want you to take Zeilant Castle. I’ll give you 23,000 troops. Can
you do it?"

"Zeilant Castle..."

Even while focusing on her training, Irene had been closely
monitoring the national situation.

Zeilant Castle was the only stronghold of the small country Lunarian
Army nearby.

Not long ago, Karlinz had led 8,000 troops to invade it and suffered
what was perhaps the most humiliating defeat in Brance Army's
history.

23,000 was nearly triple the size of the previous force.

She had heard that mercenary groups were involved on the other side,
but with this number, it seemed doable.

"What? You don’t want to? Then don’t."

"Not at all."

Irene bowed her head immediately.

"I will raise the Brance Army’s banner over Zeilant Castle without
fail."

"Alright, if you’ve got nothing else to say, go. Oh, right. I can’t
give you that much food. Our fronts are spread thin. I think I can
provide a week's worth at most. You can manage, right?"

Lynn spoke with a cheerful smile, but the condition was absurd.

A siege force with only one week of supplies.

Considering how much more difficult siege warfare is compared to
defense, it was a completely unreasonable demand.

Yet Irene raised no objections and replied loudly.

"Yes, I will capture it as quickly as possible. Please don’t
worry."

"......"

In a normal situation, this unwavering loyalty would’ve been
admirable—

But for some reason, Lynn just couldn’t stand Irene.

There was no convincing explanation.

Sometimes people just don’t get along. Lynn Brance couldn’t stand her
on a visceral level.

"Alright. Go."

"Yes, I will bring you victory."

After Irene slowly disappeared from view.

Lynn twirled a lock of her hair with her finger and sank deep into
thought.

‘I really don’t like her, but her skill is the real deal... She
should do fine, right?’

There was no particular reason for deploying someone she disliked
this much.

It was just necessary to win.

The limited supplies—just one week’s worth—weren’t to torment
Irene.

It was simply a fact.

After confirming that mercenary forces had joined the enemy, a large
force of over twenty thousand was needed, but even scraping together
everything, only that much food could be supplied.

That meant they needed a commander who could take the castle within
that time.

Only two generals fit that description.

One was her elder brother, Chel, but he was still stuck on the
southern front and couldn’t be summoned.

That left... Irene, who she had intentionally set aside.

Besides, Irene Juliette was famed as a master of sieges.

"Practicality… For the greater good. Yep."

Wearing a deeply displeased expression until the very end—

Once again, they moved to invade Zeilant Castle.

​* * *

Although two mercenary groups had joined our Lunarian Army—

Technically, those groups were subordinate to our force, but we
couldn’t call them our soldiers.

Even if they’d willingly pledged themselves to Luna for now,
ultimately their members served their own captains.

And since those captains could change their minds at any time, I
desperately wanted to recruit more troops while things were still
peaceful.

"Conscription... you say."

"Yes, I’d like to assign both Lord Cain and Lady Tifa to the
conscription task this time."

Hearing my words, Luna paused thoughtfully before speaking
carefully.

Since no one else was around, she used polite speech with me.

"But... the aftereffects of the typhoon still weigh heavily on our
people... will it be alright?"

Conscription meant drafting all the young men into the military.

Which also meant taking away the workforce needed to rebuild the
villages.

But we couldn’t afford to delay any longer.

There was no point in hoping for miracles forever.

"Thanks to our recent relief efforts, public sentiment isn’t too bad.
In fact, if we miss this timing, we may not get another chance to
recruit. Even with two mercenary groups under our command, we only have
3,000 actual soldiers. That leaves our territory far too exposed. Please
make the decision."

Luna considered my words deeply—

Then slowly nodded.

"...If Lord Swen says so, then... we’ll begin conscription this
month."

Good.

There wasn’t anything else worth assigning to those two at the moment
anyway.

Since Luna always consulted me about who to assign tasks to, I’d have
picked up on it if there were something better.

And at that moment—

"My liege!! Are you here!?"

A soldier rushed in, shouting urgently.

If one wanted to nitpick about a soldier suddenly bursting into the
castle, maybe, but Luna ignored that and responded calmly.

"What is it?"

I examined the soldier’s attire.

Specifically, I checked his forearm.

Just as I expected—

A vivid red cloth was tightly tied there.

He was a messenger.

Haah.

In Garland Eternity Saga, once a year had passed since the
game began—four turns in—CPU enemies began launching invasions.

If you played as a weak country at that point, endless enemy
invasions would begin.

It was practically a defense game.

And now.

In this world that had become reality, where arbitrary time limits
had vanished—

The fate of weak nations, this defense game, was still
unavoidable.

"The Brance Army... they’re marching with 23,000 troops to invade
Zeilant Castle!"

...Shit.


Ch.14 - Chapter 14. Zeilant Defense (1)
"Twenty-three thousand troops, huh..."

The commanders gathered inside the castle were Cain, Tifa, and
me.

In addition to our usual members, including our liege Luna, this time
the two mercenary leaders, Gustav and Aaron, were also present.

"We will join as well."

"Though we’re outnumbered overall, since it’s a siege, I believe we
have a good chance."

Of course, I agreed with their opinion, but...

In this game, such minor factors often changed depending on who the
enemy commander was.

Since the world was based on a 'character strength' game where
SSS-rank commanders had overwhelming influence compared to strategy and
numbers, ignoring that factor would be unwise.

"Is it possible to identify the enemy commander?"

"Ah! Yes, um..."

The messenger standing next to me looked startled at my formal tone
and hesitated briefly before replying energetically.

"I heard there’s a woman believed to be Irene Juliette at the enemy’s
front."

'Huh? They’re using Irene?'

Irene Juliette.

Having played this game for 10,000 hours, I couldn’t not
know her.

An S-rank warrior and siege specialist who possessed the 'Siege'
trait.

She had a firm and upright personality, rarely lost loyalty due to
schemes, and refused all scout offers, serving her liege Lynn Brance
with unwavering loyalty.

But because of her poor compatibility with Lynn Brance, she was never
treated with importance and ultimately met a tragic fate—executed under
false charges by Lynn herself.

This "poor compatibility" wasn’t just some flavor text in a
guidebook.

The game had an actual 'compatibility score' system.

Put simply, some commanders worked well together, others didn’t.

Good compatibility meant easier recruitment and great synergy when
working together.

Poor compatibility meant the opposite. In most cases, it was best to
keep them apart.

Strangely, Irene Juliette and her liege Lynn Brance had a
compatibility score of -100.

It was the lowest compatibility score in the game.

No two characters were more mismatched.

So unless the player controlled Lynn Brance directly and deliberately
used Irene, the CPU Lynn Brance always executed Irene
Juliette.

In a hundred games, she’d behead her own talent a hundred times
without fail.

That’s why I couldn’t help but be shocked.

To learn she was currently valuing Irene Juliette highly.

'Was the last defeat that humiliating... enough to override even the
worst compatibility?'

Well, from Brance Army’s perspective, it was a disaster.

Bringing 8,000 troops only to be ambushed and crushed by a small
nation of 3,000.

They must have planned to quickly conquer the central continent and
then fight Serpina to the north and various factions to the south—yet
they were tripped up before they even started.

That had to be infuriating.

Whatever the case—

Lynn Brance’s decision was the worst possible outcome for us.

Cain, Tifa, and even Gustav and Aaron seemed to recognize Irene’s
name, as anxiety visibly clouded their faces.

'...We’re definitely getting breached.'

Our side had just over 3,000 troops.

Excluding the still-recovering wounded, maybe slightly over
2,000.

Same for the mercenaries.

The Raven Mercenaries had 7,000, and the Chilein Mercenaries had
6,000, but excluding the wounded from the previous battle, they’d total
just over 10,000.

Meaning we’d have to stop 23,000 with 12,000.

Irene had the 'Siege' trait, which made her significantly more
effective at damaging units stationed in a castle compared to other
commanders.

A very threatening number.

'As expected, she’s charging ahead without mercy.'

Like a storm, and we’d just thrown red pepper powder in her army’s
eyes.

"Swen, what should we do?"

Luna looked at me with deep worry.

"How should we respond... to win this war?"

Typical Luna.

I liked how she always asked me the right questions at the right
moment.

I mentally registered her question.

And the result was—

"..."

...Huh?

Is this right...

I hesitated for a brief moment, then slowly shook my head.

'No. This is right.'

My intelligence stat is 100. That’s no longer in doubt.

So my predictions must be correct.

Even if the advice sounds absurd, I have to trust it completely.

With that mindset—I looked straight ahead and delivered my
declaration.

"We defend. Delay them as much as possible."

"But just defending won’t accomplish anything!"

At Tifa’s protest, I looked her in the eye.

"You’re right. If we keep defending, we’ll eventually be breached.
Especially with Irene as the enemy commander. But it’s fine. As long as
you stall them, I will personally seek an audience with Lynn Brance of
the Brance Army."

"An audience..."

"Yes."

I nodded at Luna’s question.

"I, Swen, will meet with Lynn Brance and establish a ceasefire."

"...Ceasefire?"

Everyone’s eyes widened.

What could we possibly offer to make a ceasefire with an army of
23,000 that only wants revenge and to take our castle?

Agreements only happen when the other side stands to gain
something.

Yes.

'Withdraw your army, and we’ll give you something.'

Only if we have something solid to offer.

"My liege. How much gold do we have in our army’s treasury right
now?"

"...All combined, about 1,300."

"That’s enough. I’ll return with a ceasefire in exchange for 1,300
gold."

Cain pleaded with me like a man trying to convince a madman.

"Swen, I acknowledge you. I know you’re extraordinary. But... isn’t
this too unrealistic? Wouldn’t it be better to use that money to hire
troops from neighboring countries? In a siege, even a few more defenders
could give us an advantage."

His argument was sound.

If we lose here, our country is finished.

If we’re going to use all our remaining money, wouldn’t it be wiser
to last a bit longer?

But I responded firmly.

"No, that would only delay the inevitable. One or two more days won’t
save us. I will risk my life to secure this ceasefire. Please hold the
castle until then."

I could stake my life on it.

I wasn’t afraid at all.

I was completely confident.

Because my 100 intelligence brain told me to pursue a ceasefire.

"My liege, it’s your decision."

"..."

Lunarian didn’t hesitate for long this time.

Her complete trust in me reached me loud and clear.

I felt certain—she would trust me no matter what.

"Swen, proceed to negotiate a ceasefire with the Brance Army for
1,300 gold."

"Yes, ma’am!"

"Everyone else, defend the castle with me. We won’t form a separate
interception unit. Tifa and I will guard the eastern gate, where the
main assault will come. Mercenaries, defend the other gates. Anyone with
objections, speak now."

"No objections."

"Understood!"

"As long as we hold them off, that’s what matters! No need to discuss
it further!"

At Luna’s command, the commanders dispersed to prepare for
defense.

That’s good enough.

I wasn’t worried—my words were always right.

Still, I needed to move fast.

Advice could change depending on the situation, even in this
game.

If I asked the same question tomorrow, I might get completely
different advice.

"Then, I’ll be off. I’ll settle this as quickly as possible. Hold on
just a little longer."

"...Swen."

At that moment—

Lunarian grabbed my shoulder.

And then... all the strength she showed moments ago vanished. She
looked at me with tearful, fragile eyes that seemed ready to break at
the slightest touch.

"...You must return alive. Understand?"

Was she too nervous?

I appreciated how she followed my advice to 'maintain dignity in
front of others,' but... I guess her personality made it difficult.

To ease her tension, I joked lightly.

"Is that an order?"

But—

She didn’t laugh. She replied with the utmost seriousness.

"Yes, it’s an order. If you die... even if you lose your body... I’ll
follow you as a spirit. If you die without permission... I
won’t forgive you."

…

Something about that felt ominous, but—regardless, I had no intention
of dying.

I wanted to return to my original world safely. For now. I wanted to
see my family.

"Understood, I’ll return safely. Please take care of the castle."

Only then did she smile faintly and nod.

​* * *

"Everyone, advance at full speed! If you fall behind, you'll be left
behind! If you want to avoid a miserable end, you'd better not let your
steps falter!"

Irene was force-marching with a massive army of over 23,000
troops.

Naturally, many soldiers were dropping out along the way.

Even though the distance to Zeilant Castle wasn't all that far, at
this pace, it was obvious that two to three thousand troops might fall
out.

‘A week. I have to bring down the castle within a week.’

Though she wasn't consciously aware of it—those around her called her
a siege specialist.

Even with some troop losses, she instinctively knew that with limited
supplies, the only advantageous path was to reach the castle and attack
as quickly as possible.

A week was incredibly short. She instinctively understood that this
was the only way to prove something to Lynn Brance, who had reinstated
her.

Perhaps her urgency had paid off.

Before the sun had set, the eastern gate of Zeilant Castle came into
view.

The castle walls were packed with archers.

And in front of the gate, a sizable force was positioned.

The vanguard in front... a female commander wielding an axe.

According to the information she had, that person was definitely
named Tifa.

"......"

Irene slowly extended her hand.

At the same time—catapults began to appear on either side.

Wasn't it only natural to prepare siege weapons for a siege
battle?

And perhaps they had anticipated this—

"Let's go, everyone!!"

The other side began charging first.

To bring the catapults into attack range, they'd have to advance
further.

If they advanced any further, it would inevitably favor the defenders
raining arrows down from the walls.

Even so, they were twenty thousand strong.

Just once. If they could break through the gates just once... the
victory would be theirs!

Irene let out a thunderous roar.

"All units, charge!!!!"
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Under Irene's command, the Brance Army soldiers began their charge
toward Zeilant Castle.

"Fire!"

At Luna's single command, the elite archers of the Raven Mercenaries
stationed on the castle wall began to unleash a torrent of arrows.

A deluge of arrows rained down from above, striking the enemy
soldiers. It seemed they were taking heavy damage, but—

"There are just too many!"

It was a massive force of over 20,000 soldiers.

Of course, not all 20,000 had gathered at the east gate, but even if
the troops had been split, the sheer number was overwhelming.

No matter how many arrows were shot, it was impossible to stop them
all.

Moreover, rocks began to fly in from catapults far in the
distance.

Boom!

A thunderous crash that pierced even the roars of the soldiers
pounded in Luna's ears.

They were at a disadvantage.

Thankfully, Swen had prioritized repairing the castle walls. If they
had invested in other domestic matters instead, the gates might have
been breached quickly.

‘Swen…’

Swen had said that a ceasefire agreement was the only path
forward.

How he planned to secure that agreement, Luna still didn't know—but
she trusted him.

He was the first companion who came to her with faith, and her first
strategist.

‘Please... I'll hold on as long as I can... so hurry!’

And now the scene shifted to the base of the wall.

Tifa, standing in front of the gate, raised her axe and shouted from
horseback to the soldiers.

"Everyone! Prioritize attacking the catapults! Got it?!"

"Uooooo!!!"

As if to show the results of their training, the soldiers under Tifa
charged fiercely at the enemy.

Despite the stark difference in numbers, their morale remained
high.

After all—their great general, Tifa, was leading from the front.

"Come at me all at once, you little bastards!"

Tifa swung her axe with ease, mowing down enemy soldiers.

The sight of enemies being cleaved apart faster than the rain of
arrows from the wall caused unrest among the Brance soldiers.

"W-What is that monster of a woman?!"

"She's coming this way!"

Noticing the formation starting to collapse, Irene quickly grasped
the situation.

A female general in the front lines was overwhelming her soldiers
with an axe.

‘Hooh.’

Even a minor nation had its worthy individuals.

Irene shouted loudly to her soldiers.

"Everyone, fall back!"

At her command, the battle briefly paused.

She then slowly advanced on horseback.

"My name is Irene Juliette. And yours?"

"Why the hell should I tell you, jackass!"

Tifa pointed her axe at Irene.

"If you want to fight, cut the chit-chat and come at me already!"

To someone who valued chivalry, such words might seem outrageously
rude—but Irene found Tifa's reaction amusing and let out a low
chuckle.

"What a beastly woman. I like people like you. But!"

Clang!

The sound of the two women's axe and massive sword clashing thundered
through the air.

"Wild types like you don’t live long. What a shame."

"How are you still talking this much?! Bring it on, bitch!"

Clang!

They exchanged a few blows.

It was enough for both to gauge each other's level.

It was Tifa who was taken aback.

‘...She's strong, this woman!’

Lady Knight Irene.

Tifa had, of course, heard the name before.

But she was the type to believe in what she saw and heard herself
over rumors.

The rumors only said Irene excelled in siege warfare—nothing more. So
she assumed her personal combat ability would be average.

After a few exchanges, it became obvious.

She couldn't win against this woman.

‘Damn it!’

But.

If she started making excuses about individual strength, how could
the Lunarian Army ever hope to defeat a mighty nation like Brance?

Besides, that wimpy flower-boy strategist had said it.

That he would definitely return with a ceasefire.

So—

‘Hold on! I have to endure this!’

Clang!

"How about taking this a little more seriously? You might actually
die otherwise."

At Irene's words, Tifa bit her lip and shouted.

"The one whose head's gonna hit the ground is you, bitch! Bring it
on!"

"Haaah!"

The only one who could change the tide of this war was the
strategist, Swen.

Until Swen returned with results, she had to hold out—

Focusing solely on that, Tifa continued to clash her axe against an
unbeatable foe.

​* * *

I galloped forward at full speed.

If I were heading to Kihara Castle, where I stayed before joining the
Lunarian Army, I could've made it in a day—but Lynn Brance, the
sovereign, resided further away in Anel Castle.

One day, then two... skipping sleep in the saddle, I somehow managed
to reach Anel Castle.

‘Do I just head to the royal castle?’

In the game, you could press the "Diplomacy" button, then the
"Execute" button, and immediately have an audience with the opposing
sovereign—but actually doing that in real life was a whole different
matter.

"Halt!"

I'd already been stopped before I could even pass the castle
gates.

"Who are you?!"

‘...Hmm. Will this work?’

I couldn’t use the 1300 gold I brought for diplomacy.

So I pulled out 30 gold from my personal pouch.

Losing 30 gold was painful, but if I couldn't get in, the Lunarian
Army would be destroyed. What choice did I have?

"I’m not a suspicious person. Could this perhaps smooth things
over?"

"...Hmm... Fine. You may enter!"

It worked. Thank goodness.

I'd expected it, honestly. While there was no such mechanic in
[Garland Eternity Saga], the company that developed this game had other
similar games where bribing guards was a feature.

In any case, I successfully entered Anel Castle.

Wow.

Once inside, I stood in awe at the scenery that unfolded before my
eyes.

It looked like something out of a fantasy game's teaser trailer.

I was once again struck by the realization that I had entered another
world.

Up to now, I'd only seen modest-sized cities like Kihara Castle or
the rundown small town of Zeilant.

The number of people walking around was on a completely different
scale.

The title of largest fortress in the central continent was
well-earned.

No time to waste.

I quickly searched for what looked like the royal palace.

It wasn’t hard to find.

In the center stood a castle with spires that clearly marked it as
the ruler's residence.

That has to be it. Let's go.

I sprinted toward the castle.

​* * *

Fortunately, getting an audience with the sovereign wasn’t as
difficult as I feared, despite getting hassled by the guards at the
castle gate.

Though a light pat-down was part of the process, and soldiers flanked
me like they were keeping a watchful eye, I didn’t mind any of it as
long as I could actually meet the sovereign.

It was certainly better than being told I couldn’t meet her because
of some bizarre precondition and wasting time on nothing.

"Whoa."

The inner halls of Anel Castle were downright luxurious.

The furnishings looked ridiculously expensive, and the various
decorations gave off a sense of majesty and authority that made an
outsider like me feel utterly insignificant.

Considering Zeilant Castle’s so-called royal castle was no better
than a glorified brick tea room, the contrast was stark.

In-game, all interior designs were standardized, so I hadn’t realized
the difference, but in retrospect, this kind of contrast made things
feel more realistic.

Then again, this was real life now, so worrying about realism was
kind of silly.

‘Man, big corporations really do it better.’

Eventually, after being led deeper into the palace—

"Wait here."

One of the soldiers beside me stepped forward, opened a door, and
entered.

A moment later—

"You may enter."

Nice.

Finally, I would get to meet the sovereign.

I recalled the dialogue from the game and steadied my thudding heart
as I stepped inside.

The doors opened.

I stepped into the hallway leading to the audience chamber of Anel
Castle.

A long red carpet stretched before me, and soldiers who appeared to
be Brance Army officers stood in lines along both sides.

The way they all turned to look at my face might have made someone
else shrink back, but—

‘No reason to get nervous.’

I was here to propose a deal that was guaranteed to go through—a
so-called "super VVIP" visit.

They would accept the deal. There was no other possible outcome. My
Intelligence stat of 100 said so.

Emboldened, I marched forward without hiding my confidence.

Finally, I reached the doors to the audience chamber.

Inside were the sovereign, the envoy (me) and two guards to keep an
eye on things—

And the sovereign’s strategist.

This was the real battlefield for me, the envoy—the audience chamber
at the heart of the palace.

It felt like I was the away team stepping into the home stadium.

I slowly opened the door.

The doors closed behind me.

My eyes landed on a woman sitting on the throne, looking thoroughly
bored.

Long blue hair and eyes as blue as her hair.

An elegant, stunning face.

Her beauty sparkled like a gemstone, but even that wasn’t enough to
explain the aura she radiated.

Which made sense—that small-framed, beautiful woman had surpassed her
two older brothers to seize the throne of the Brance Army.

In my memory, Lynn Brance was just a woman with blue hair.

The in-game portrait was rendered in pixel art, so even if she was
meant to be pretty, it didn’t really come across.

But seeing her in person made it crystal clear.

She was born to rule. A woman who would never tolerate being beneath
anyone.

The first female sovereign I’d met since my own former liege,
Lunarian Iniang.

Lynn Brance smiled faintly at me.

‘She’s alone…’

No strategist?

A few names came to mind for Lynn Brance’s strategists, but maybe
there were special circumstances.

Maybe she figured some envoy from a small country wasn’t worth anyone
else’s time.

In any case, I had to make the best of what I was given.

I knelt slowly.

Then, reciting the line I’d seen dozens of times in the game, I spoke
aloud.

"I have come bearing a message from our sovereign, Lady
Lunarian."

Lynn Brance gave a small chuckle, then spoke in a low voice.

"My, my. Marching into a warring nation as an envoy with that pretty
little face of yours. Maybe you’re a bit manlier than you look?"

She was openly mocking me, but I wouldn’t be rattled by every little
barb.

If I lost my composure here, I might as well quit being a
strategist.

"Very well. I’ll hear you out."

I slowly raised my head.

The fate of the Lunarian Army now rested squarely on my
shoulders.

Time to put my silver tongue to use.

Don’t get nervous.

I had an Intelligence stat of 100, after all.

"I have an offer you can’t refuse."

"Oho? An irresistible offer, you say? Now you have my attention.
Let’s hear it."

Like a salesman pitching a once-in-a-lifetime deal, I flashed a
shameless smile and declared boldly—

"We will offer you 1300 gold. In return, please agree to a ceasefire
with our army."
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"A ceasefire agreement? …Pardon me for a moment."

Lynn scoffed as she spoke—

Then covered her mouth with her sleeve and began to tremble with
laughter.

As if merely uttering the term was too hilarious to handle.

I stared straight at her face without a hint of reaction.

Lynn laughed for quite a while before finally sighing and opening her
mouth.

"Haah. That was amusing. Alright, a ceasefire agreement,
then. And your offered condition is thirteen hundred gold?"

"That is correct."

In that instant, the expression of Lynn Brance, which had resembled
that of a playful young girl with a hint of laughter, turned cold as if
a sudden freeze had overtaken her.

She looked down at me with half-dead eyes.

The lofty demeanor only someone who had ascended to the pinnacle of a
nation could possess reminded me once again that she was the leader of
the Brance Army.

"And why would I?"

Good, that's how you make it worth negotiating.

I smiled as I spoke.

"Because my proposal is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the
Brance Army."

"Is that so?"

She began twisting a strand of her long blue hair around her
finger.

By this point, she wasn't even looking at my face.

"What's your name?"

"I am Swen, envoy of the Lunarian Army."

"Swen, envoy of the Lunarian Army, or whatever. You do know what a
ceasefire agreement is, right?"

"I do."

Then,

With an icy glare—as if she would devour me whole—she continued.

"I'll admit it. Last time, our army was caught off guard and suffered
a crushing defeat. We were careless. With only eight thousand troops, we
couldn't conquer your country. That's a fact. But you know what? This
time, I've sent twenty-three thousand troops to your country. You're
aware of that, right?"

"I am."

"I don't know how much more you can scrape together, or if you're
planning another surprise reinforcement like before, but still…"

She rose from the throne and began to walk toward me slowly.

With every step she took, it felt like the pressure in the room
thickened.

Killing intent!

Her mere movement exuded overwhelming bloodlust.

It felt as if an icy chill was cutting through me.

So this is the sovereign of a great power?

An ordinary person would surely be crushed under this aura, unable
even to speak their mind.

But so what?

I'm a man with 100 intelligence.

Even now, I am certain. She will have no choice but to accept this
ceasefire agreement.

Not for a moment did I avert my eyes from her as she approached.

"Your army is finished. Even if defense has the advantage over
offense, with this difference in numbers, there's no way you can win.
Not even with some legendary general... Oh, right. Do you know who our
army's vanguard is?"

"The esteemed General Irene, is it not?"

"Exactly, so whether you offer thirteen hundred gold or even three
thousand, I have no intention of agreeing to this."

After saying that—

She crouched down and met me at eye level, while I knelt on the
ground.

The scent of her perfume stabbed my nose.

Even that alluring fragrance carried an undercurrent of fearsome
chill.

'Perfume exists in this world too, huh.'

Of course, that was just a fleeting, irrelevant thought on my
part.

"Am I crazy? Hm? If I cut off your lord Luna’s head, I'd get more
than thirteen hundred gold. Zeilant Castle would practically roll to me
on its own. Why should I accept your money and make peace?"

She locked eyes with me, awaiting my answer.

Even though a breathtaking beauty was right before me—this was
clearly a dangerous moment, wasn't it?

Still, I showed no signs of faltering. My predictions are never
wrong.

I paused for a brief moment to think.

If this agreement is a destined future, then it means this fierce
attitude from Lynn Brance will eventually shift.

That would mean the ceasefire is also beneficial to the Brance
Army.

I can predict the outcome, but not the process.

Still, if the result is fixed, then there must be a plausible path to
reach it.

So, all I have to do is draw that path myself.

I slowly picked up my tongue-made brush.

"Accepting this money and forming a ceasefire agreement with us is,
ultimately, in the best interest of the Brance Army."

"...What?"

"Again, I say: accepting this money and forming a ceasefire agreement
with us is, ultimately, in the best interest of the Brance Army."

"..."

Lynn stared into my eyes for a long time without a word.

Like a staring contest, time flowed in utter silence.

"...Haah."

Lynn made the face of a child bored of a new toy and let out a short
sigh before speaking.

"Hahh… You’re just bluffing. I thought you had something
interesting."

"This is not a bluff."

"...Look, normally I'd just have you thrown out, but you're somewhat
nice to look at, so I'll explain it logically for once. Thirteen hundred
gold offers us no merit. Like I said, even three thousand wouldn't be
enough. You're basically asking us to give up a guaranteed victory for
pocket change. That make sense to you? Honestly... or maybe."

She reached forward and lifted my chin with two fingers.

Then, brushing her tongue lightly across her lips, she assessed me as
if appraising merchandise.

"If you'd offer yourself to me, maybe I'd consider it... ♡ I like my
men pretty and delicate, you know? Fufu... ♡ So, what do you say? Want
to serve me at night?"

"No, thank you."

"...You're no fun."

Finally, she rose slowly from her position and returned to the
throne.

Then, she delivered her words as if slicing them clean.

"I have no intention of signing a ceasefire. Go back and tell your
lord that. Though whether her head is still attached by the time you
return, who knows."

I looked at Lynn as she waved me off like an annoyance.

And instinctively, I realized.

If there's a turning point in this 'fated outcome' negotiation—it's
now.

"You're truly rejecting the agreement?"

"Yup."

"You'll regret this. I'm certain."

"Sure, sure. You're always right. Anyway, not happening."

"This rejection of the ceasefire offer isn't from me. It's from Lynn
Brance. You're the one who kicked away this opportunity. You acknowledge
that, yes?"

"...Hey."

Lynn looked at me with irritation in her voice.

"Be grateful I'm the ruler of the Brance Army. If this were Serpina's
country up north, you'd have been beheaded already. Got it? Anyway,
we're done here. Go."

I'll be honest.

In this situation, trying to figure out how the agreement comes about
was an incredibly difficult task.

What should I do?

I almost fell into a brief moment of hesitation—

"What are you doing? Not leaving? Or do you really want to go to
prison? Want me to send you?"

'It's fine, things will go my way. This ceasefire agreement will
definitely happen. There's nothing to worry about.'

She started twirling her hair with her fingers.

What an odd little habit.

At Lynn's urging, I rose to my feet and slowly spoke.

"You will regret this."

"Yeah, yeah. Go on. I'll be over here regretting everything."

I turned around and began walking away slowly.

It's fine.

No matter what happens, this ceasefire agreement will be signed.

Things will go my way.

Everything I say is always right.

Because I—

"My liege!!"

—have 100 intelligence.

"What is it? I told you not to barge in like this during an
audience."

Lynn was speaking to the soldier who had rushed into the audience
chamber—

Then, her expression started to go pale.

"...What the? You?"

Her gaze locked onto his right arm.

I turned my head slightly to check the soldier's gear.

The armor wasn't from our army, but even so, I recognized a certain
detail.

A crimson cloth tightly wrapped around his right arm.

Just seeing that was enough for me to instantly recognize who he
was.

That man was a courier.

And there was only one reason a courier would rush to the sovereign
in such a hurry, regardless of the situation.

It was when—

"T-The Serpina Army!"

Someone initiates combat.

​* * *

"We've received word that the Serpina Army is advancing on Kelstein
Castle, a Brance Army territory, with a force of 55,000 troops!"

"...Huh?"

Lynn, stunned, let go of the hair she had been twirling.

But that didn’t change the situation.

"You must prepare at once! My liege, give the order!"

'From Serpina? At this time? Why?'

Since the border was close, the Brance Army had been constantly
monitoring Serpina's movements from within.

According to the most recent intel, although they had conquered the
northern regions, rebel forces refusing to recognize Serpina kept
appearing here and there, so their focus was expected to remain on
internal affairs for the time being.

'Was the intel... wrong? Or did they deliberately leak false
information?

Whatever the case, what was done could not be undone.

Currently, only about twenty thousand troops were stationed at
Kelstein Castle, near the Serpina border.

There had been more before, but they had been pulled to support the
Zeilant siege.

They couldn’t draw troops from the southern warfront, and the east
was tied up worrying about Aishas Army.

The most logical move now was to recall the 20,000 troops sent to
Zeilant.

It was also the closest western front.

No, there was no other way to stop Serpina's army.

Even if they failed to take Zeilant, it wouldn't significantly harm
their forces, but if Kelstein—a fortress—fell, it would be over.

All the castles between here and Anel were barely worth
mentioning.

And the enemy was the Serpina Army, the Overlord of the North. A
blitzkrieg at an absurd speed was all but guaranteed.

And the moment that thought hit—

Shiver!

It felt like a ghost crawled up her spine, chilling her entire
body.

'No way...'

Lynn slowly turned her head to look at the envoy of the Lunarian Army
walking away with his back to her.

He had definitely said this:

"Because taking this money and forming a ceasefire agreement with us
will ultimately benefit the Brance Army."

'That bastard... Did he know this would happen?'

That strangely confident demeanor.

His unshakable certainty that it would benefit the Brance Army.

If he had known all of this in advance, then it made sense.

Still, one question remained.

'But how?'

How would an envoy from a minor nation know the Serpina Army would
attack?

Regardless, the ceasefire had to happen.

They needed to retreat safely and deploy as many troops to the
northern front as possible.

"Hey! Stop right there!"

"......"

The white-haired man, Swen, who had been about to leave the castle,
slowly turned his head to look at Lynn.

With an incredibly brazen expression, he spoke.

"What is it, Your Highness?"

"...I..."

Lynn bit her lower lip hard.

It was unpleasant to go back and stop an envoy she had already
dismissed, but she knew letting pride cost her Kelstein Castle would be
the height of stupidity.

That understanding was why she sat on the throne to begin with.

"...Fine, we'll do it. The ceasefire. 1,300 gold. Lucky you, huh? Now
you get to go home a hero who single-handedly stopped a war. I'm sure
your country will welcome you with open arms—"

"Lady Lynn."

The envoy from the minor nation cut off his sovereign.

Normally, this would have been cause for severe punishment—but with
the Serpina Army advancing at that very moment, Lynn Brance didn’t even
care.

"Did you say 1,300 gold?"

"Hm? Oh... yeah. That’s right. 1,300 gold. I’ll take that. Special
deal."

"I'm afraid that condition won't be acceptable."

"...What do you mean?"

Swen stepped closer to Lynn and, just as before, knelt before
her.

And then, with the same consistent, utterly confident tone, he
said:

"You’ll have to give us 3,000 gold."

"Huh? 3,000 gold? ...I mean, whatever, but do you even have the
money?"

"Huh? Us? Why do you ask?"

When asked if he had the money, Swen tilted his head.

As if to say, 'What are you even talking about?'

And then—

Lynn finally realized what Swen was getting at and spoke in a shocked
voice.

"...You... Don't tell me..."

And once again, Swen's voice echoed by her ear.

"It wasn’t me who rejected the terms of the ceasefire. It was Lady
Lynn Brance. You were the one who turned down the opportunity. You
agree, don’t you?"

'...'

With the same tone as before, Swen now presented a slightly altered
deal.

"We'll accept 3,000 gold. If you give us the gold, we’ll form the
ceasefire. And we promise—we will not pursue the retreating Brance
Army."
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"What did you just say?"

Lynn looked at Swen with a shocked expression.

‘You're not giving us gold... you're taking it?’

"Hey. What did you just say?"

Lynn's voice was low and heavy—

But Swen, unfazed, opened his mouth with the same confident demeanor
he had shown until now.

"I said, if you give us three thousand gold, we promise not to pursue
the Brance Army withdrawing under the ceasefire agreement."

"You... do you even know who you're trying to con right now?"

Upon hearing that, Swen bowed his head and said, "Con, you say?
Absolutely not, Lady Lynn. I came here solely for diplomacy."

"Then why are you asking me for money?!"

Lynn lost her composure and shouted.

Her voice leaked out past the audience chamber doors, likely causing
unrest among her waiting generals outside—but at that moment, Lynn
couldn't be bothered to care.

"Didn't I explain it already? The ceasefire deal where we would offer
thirteen hundred gold was rejected by you, Lady Lynn. I asked you
several times, did I not? But now, the situation has changed. Just
moments ago, maybe our side had more to gain, but now, the Brance Army
stands to gain much more from this ceasefire. Naturally, it's only
logical that we receive compensation."

"You're ridiculous. Even without bringing in the Zeilant Invasion
Army, I still have enough troops to block fifty thousand soldiers."

"Is that so? Well, that’s good to hear... though it doesn’t quite
look that way."

"Ha!"

Lynn scoffed.

She knew it was all bravado—but without it, she wouldn't be able to
keep her sanity.

Because, frankly, he was right.

Ironically, the ceasefire now benefited the Brance Army.

Fleeing soldiers were inevitably weaker than those in formation.

From the Brance Army’s perspective, preserving their forces was
critical, and the presence or absence of pursuing troops could make a
far greater difference than one might think.

‘And this man... had been acting all along as if he knew
this was going to happen.

As if he had predicted Serpina’s invasion—or rather, as if he was
certain of Serpina’s invasion.’

In front of such a man, if she didn’t put on a show—even if it was
just bravado—she couldn’t protect her pride after being one-upped by a
nobody from a minor nation.

"And what if I say I won’t agree to the ceasefire?"

"What could a lowly man like me possibly do? It would be the same as
before. The opportunity simply won’t come again. That’s all."

At that moment—

Lynn Brance took the ornamental sword next to the throne and stepped
toward the kneeling Swen, her steps echoing, thump, thump.

And then—

Shiiing—came the sound of the blade being drawn from its
sheath.

By the time she came to her senses, the silver blade in Lynn’s hand
was resting right at Swen’s neck.

Though ornamental, it was a real sword with a sharp edge.

"......"

Swen said nothing. He simply looked up at Lynn.

His expression showed neither fear nor surprise.

So composed, so serene—Lynn was the one who felt fear.

‘What is this guy?!’

She bit her lower lip hard.

And then, letting killing intent drip from her voice, she said, "I
think you’re misunderstanding something. Yeah, I’ll admit it. Taking a
diplomatic envoy hostage? Only tyrants like Serpina would do something
like that. And killing one? The moment word gets out, I’ll lose the
ability to negotiate with any noble. People will call me a bloodthirsty
maniac. Even my own retainers will be greatly disappointed. Some of the
upright ones might even leave me."

She pushed the sword in a little deeper.

"But you know what? I’m not the most patient person. I don’t know
what scheme you’ve pulled, but I am the kind of person who
would kill someone acting all high and mighty in front of me, just to
shut them up. Ceasefire or not, I might just kill you right here. Sure,
the aftermath will be messy, but I can handle it. The damage
will be big, but manageable. But you? You’ll lose your life by my hand.
Got that? That is the difference between you and me."

Her voice was cold—so cold, it carried a murderous sincerity.

She gripped the sword tighter.

"Keep talking if you want. If your life means nothing to you. I can
kill off envoys from a minor nation like yours again and again.
Reputation? Who cares."

She pressed the blade in just a bit more.

Close enough that just a brush would draw blood.

She had pushed this far.

So by now, he should be backing down—but, Swen, without showing the
slightest fear, looked up at her and quietly spoke.

"Then go ahead."

"...What?"

"Kill me."

Lynn tried to sound proud—but she couldn’t hide the trembling in her
pupils.

"You’re serious?"

"What can I do? If you, Lady Lynn, are the type of person who would
kill a diplomatic envoy just because you're a little angry, then it’s
clear to everyone that no reasonable ceasefire could ever be made with
you. What more could I possibly do? However..."

Swen began calmly—

But his voice was deliberate, like hammering into her ears.

"What you would lose by killing me isn’t just your reputation among
nobles or the loyalty of your subordinates. With no spare troops to pull
from, you will inevitably lose Kelstein Castle. You’ll lose the
bridgehead needed to push from the north into the central regions. Your
plans to conquer the central continent and advance south will be dust.
Once the north is exposed, Serpina’s army will continue invading without
end."

"..."

"And that’s not all. If the Brance Army is so preoccupied with
holding off Serpina’s northern forces, do you think you’ll have the
capacity to deal with the southern nobles or others? From that moment
on, your army becomes the shield for the rest. For Aishas Army, which
has been unable to grow due to being blocked by yours, this would be
cause for celebration. The one true threat to their nation becomes their
guardian instead."

‘Th-this man... what is he saying right now?’

Lynn was truly shocked.

Why... does this nameless envoy from a minor nation know so much
about the continent’s power dynamics?

"I imagine the southern nobles will all sing your praises. While you
hold off Serpina, they’ll grow and establish their own order. When that
day comes, what kind of standing will the Brance Army have, scrambling
just to block Serpina’s offensives? Aren’t you curious?"

"Th-that..."

"You may kill me, Lady Lynn. The ceasefire will be nullified and
then, to protect Kelstein Castle, all twenty thousand troops currently
in retreat will be relentlessly pursued. The famed Raven and Chilein
Mercenaries will chase your soldiers to the bitter end, striking at
their vulnerable rear. My liege, Lady Luna, shares this intention."

Swen stared straight into Lynn’s trembling eyes.

It was true she held the sword.

It was true she had the upper hand in this situation—

But the one controlling this conversation was no longer her. It was
Swen.

"Of course, we won’t gain anything from this either. We won’t be able
to kill all twenty thousand. We may even take more losses ourselves. But
for us, a minor nation, that just means losing troops. But for the
Brance Army? What if they lose key reinforcements during the chase and
can’t defend when needed? What if they lose Kelstein Castle before
reinforcements arrive from other borders?"

Lynn’s eyes went wide.

By now, she had no semblance of royal dignity left.

She was consumed by an emotion she had never felt before.

It was—fear.

The primal fear that no matter what she said, she could not win
against this man in a battle of words.

"...Lady Lynn. Didn’t you say it yourself? That you could still
recover from this, even if I died. But that’s only half true."

Swen spoke slowly—

His voice now like that of a predator ready to devour her.

"It’s true that I would lose my life. But you, Lady Lynn, in exchange
for my death... would lose the world."

"..."

"A mere envoy of a minor nation like myself holds no value compared
to the world that the Brance Army may one day conquer. Don't you
agree?"

Swen spoke with a faint smile.

"Will you guard your pride and lose the world, or will you set your
pride aside and continue seeking a chance to take it? As a ruler, the
path you choose is yours alone, Lady Lynn."

Lynn froze in place.

As if time itself had stopped.

Will she take this man's life and lose the world?

Or quickly sign the ceasefire and plan for the future?

Lynn Brance was the one who had proven herself and risen to the very
top of the Brance Army.

What she would choose was all too obvious.

Crash!

Lynn hurled the sword she had been gripping in frustration far across
the room.

Her face flushed red, her eyes grew wet. She desperately held back
the tears that welled up in her fury.

And then, staring at Swen, who still hadn't moved an inch, she opened
her mouth with a trembling voice.

"You… What was your name again?"

"I am called Swen."

"Right. Swen. Swen..."

She repeated the name "Swen" several times over.

Then, finally, in a slightly calmer tone, she said, "I'll never
forget you. Swen."

Then—

She called out to a guard who had been standing silently behind her,
managing his expression.

"Hey, you!"

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

"Prepare three thousand gold. Right now."

"Three thousand gold... ma'am?"

Lynn snapped back at the soldier who asked again.

"What are you doing? Hurry up and get it ready!"

"R-Right away!"

"......"

Lynn let out a long sigh.

She forced herself to swallow the tears rising inside.

Then, turning slowly, she looked straight into Swen's eyes and said,
"...I'll have it ready outside the castle."

Only then did Swen nod and slowly rise to his feet.

"Lady Lynn, thank you for your wise decision. On behalf of my liege,
Lady Lunarian, I thank you. As promised, we shall not lay a single
finger on the retreating Brance Army. Farewell."

After he walked calmly out of the audience chamber—

Lynn dragged herself back to the throne and collapsed into the
seat.

"Swen... Swen. So that was Swen..."

Swen.

A name she had never heard before.

At least until today, it was a name that had never once appeared in
the pages of history.

And yet, an unknown subordinate of a minor nation—

Had completely humiliated the ruler of the Brance Army.

"So that kind of man was part of the Lunarian Army..."

The puzzle pieces began to fall into place in Lynn's mind.

The surprise attack from an unexpected mercenary group.

The recent actions of the Lunarian Army.

It was clear to her now that behind them all... stood this man,
Swen.

And though she had no idea how he came to know—

It was beyond certain that Swen had already known Serpina's forces
would invade the Brance Army.

Only then did his unwavering confidence make sense.

She didn't know how the unimpressive ruler Lunarian had found such a
man—

But in a way, she was relieved.

That a man of such caliber was serving someone as lowly as Lunarian
Iniang.

‘Swen.’

The Brance Army had expanded its power in the central continent in
several ways.

Certainly, one was their overwhelming background which allowed them
to absorb nearby minor nations.

But above all, they made a point to secure minor nations that held
exceptional talent first—before anyone else could snatch them away.

That formed a key pillar of the state.

Gurupa, once part of the Walnut Army, had been one such top-priority
recruitment target.

Although they failed to obtain Gurupa, she could instinctively
tell—

That compared to this man Swen, Gurupa was nothing more than a
mediocre commoner.

Lynn recalled how Swen had stared at her so clearly even with a sword
at his neck.

The certainty in the eyes of that handsome, striking man.

At the time, all she could feel was shock and fear—

But looking back on it now, there was no man more appetizing than
him.

That expression... she wanted to repaint it in her own color.

‘Swen. Just what kind of face will you make once you're under me...
hmm? Fufu... ♥

Yes.

The conquest of Zeilant Castle could wait.

First, she would defend Kelstein Castle, clean up trouble
elsewhere—

And then deal with Zeilant Castle... no.’

What she truly wanted was not a meaningless piece of land like
Zeilant Castle.

What Lynn truly wanted to conquer... was a man named Swen.

‘I’ll make sure you crawl beneath me like a dog, Swen... ♥’

Her cheeks flushed red once more.

But this time—it was a little different.

It wasn’t rage or hatred.

It was something deeper, stickier.

A desire to stand atop the head of the one who bested her.

This was obsession.
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Having safely completed the truce agreement with Lynn and left the
royal castle, I glanced around, confirmed no one was nearby, and let out
a short sigh.

'I survived...'

I could feel the cold sweat trickling down my back.

I had confidence in my prediction.

Now that the result of a "truce agreement" had been derived, I knew
it would be signed no matter what.

Even so, in the moment when the blade was at my neck, I was
terrified.

There was a big difference between imagining a situation where death
was right before you and actually facing it.

Still, I couldn't let my composure break.

If I lost my edge, I would lose the upper hand in the agreement.

Having already placed my bet, I had to hold on to my composure with a
do-or-die mentality, and it seemed that worked out reasonably well.

'Envoys carry out their duties under far more intense pressure than I
thought.'

In the game, diplomacy was just a simple click of a diplomacy button
- execute button mechanism.

But each and every envoy is like a player from the away team thrown
into the home team's field all alone.

Especially an envoy from a hostile nation during wartime—how much
more pressure must they face? Just like now.

At that moment, a soldier approached me.

"Are you the envoy from the Lunarian Army?"

"I am."

The soldier handed me the pouch in his hand.

From its weight, it wasn't hard to guess that this was the three
thousand gold.

"Normally, it would be transported by carriage... but since both of
us need to deliver news quickly, would you mind riding on horseback
instead?"

"Not at all. I'd actually prefer it."

I had to get back as soon as possible anyway.

"Then follow me. We're departing immediately."

I followed the soldier.

'Everyone, just wait a little longer. I'll be there soon.'

Now was the time to end the war.

​* * *

Zeilant Castle.

In front of the eastern gate, Tifa and Irene were locked in a bloody
duel.

At this point, the victor was already clear.

"Huff... huff..."

Tifa stood on the ground, leaning desperately on the axe she had
planted in the dirt, bleeding from various parts of her body.

She had already fallen from her horse. It would have been fine if she
had retreated, recognizing she wasn't seriously injured, but she
stubbornly insisted on fighting Irene to the end.

Of course, Irene did not show her any mercy.

Fighting from atop her horse, she held a clear advantage.

In both skill and environment, Irene held the upper hand.

Looking down at Tifa from her saddle, Irene spoke.

"I'm saying this for your sake, but if you don't want to die, it
might be time to give up."

"...Shut up... you bitch!"

Tifa spat curses, but Irene didn't seem the least bit upset.

She simply shook her head gently and responded.

"Recklessness isn't courage, my friend. It's a shame. If you were on
our side, I could've taught you much more."

Tifa exhaled roughly, tried to steady her breath—

Then spat out blood and barely steadied herself, pointing her axe at
Irene with a strained voice.

"Why... so talkative? Come at me, you bastard!"

Irene looked around.

Arrows were still raining from the enemy walls, and although one
catapult had been destroyed—

It seemed most of the soldiers who came to intercept alongside Tifa
had already been dealt with.

'We're winning this battle.'

Even if she spent time on this duel, it didn't seem like the Lunarian
Army could turn the tide.

In that case, demoralizing the enemy by killing their commander would
be worthwhile.

Thinking so, Irene looked at Tifa with a serious tone.

"...I'll fight you with all I have until the end."

"Come on!"

Just as Tifa was about to charge—

Sensing a presence, Irene quickly turned her horse and blocked the
incoming attack.

Clang!

'...Strong!'

Just from the clash of blades, she could tell.

This person was strong.

Stronger than Tifa, who she'd just been fighting.

Irene quickly assessed her new opponent.

Before her stood—

A girl with short, cream-colored hair and striking ruby-red eyes.

The lord of Zeilant Castle, and ruler of the small nation Lunarian
Army—

Luna sat atop her horse, aiming her blade at Irene.

Irene instantly realized this was Luna.

She'd heard the rumors, but seeing those brilliant ruby eyes in
person made it real.

"You must be Lady Lunarian Iniang."

"Lu...na..."

"...Tifa, retreat inside the castle. Sorry I’m late. I wanted to come
sooner, but couldn’t."

"B-but—"

"That’s an order! Now!"

“...”

After sending Tifa away, Luna slowly turned her head to face
Irene.

Irene looked at Luna and said, "I am Irene Juliette. Lady Luna,
you’re a ruler too, so you understand. There comes a time when, to
prevent greater harm, one must lower the flag. Do you really want to go
down in history as the incompetent ruler who let Zeilant Castle burn in
war?"

"Zeilant Castle will not fall. You will not defeat us."

"Ho. I can respect a leader’s groundless bravado. But isn't
now the time to consider another virtue seriously?"

Irene spoke earnestly.

"Surrender to us. Then your people will suffer less. If you are a
true leader, make the call."

A call for surrender.

It was Irene’s genuine suggestion, with no hint of mockery.

She wasn’t the type of general who delighted in crushing already
defeated enemies.

She didn’t enjoy tormenting the weak either.

That’s why she genuinely hoped Luna would surrender now. Continuing
the fight would only cause more casualties, and the result—Zeilant
Castle’s fall and Lunarian’s demise—would not change.

She was pushing for what she believed was the rational choice.

But—

"Lady Irene, I appreciate your words, but I cannot surrender."

"May I ask why?"

Luna answered with a very grave expression.

"...Because I believe Serpina von Aingart cannot be entrusted with
the world."

"Ho."

"And."

Luna met Irene’s gaze directly.

"I also believe Lynn Brance must not be given the world."

Irene flinched in surprise.

From this small frame—an overwhelming aura similar to spirit or
willpower radiated.

Something only seasoned warriors could detect—a sovereign’s
presence.

The same aura her own ruler Lynn Brance had—

‘It exists in this small nation’s ruler too?’

"The same goes for everyone else. I can entrust this world to no one.
I will bring peace to the continent. And that... is something I must
do."

It was strange.

The woman before her, while clearly powerful despite her size—

Was still just a leader of a minor nation making a final stand in a
losing battle.

But for some reason.

There was no arrogance in her words.

It was as if she was saying her conquest of the continent and rule
over the world was already determined—

And she spoke with such confidence that it felt natural.

Irene was nearly overwhelmed by her presence.

But quickly shook it off, drew her sword, and aimed it at Luna.

"...I commend your spirit. But the world belongs to our liege, Lynn
Brance. It’s not something for you to worry about."

"..."

A short pause.

Then Irene charged at her, sword pointed forward.

Clang!

Their blades clashed once.

Just as the real battle was about to begin—

"Lady Irene!!!!!!"

From afar, a mounted soldier raced toward Irene.

"It’s dangerous here! Fall back!"

Despite her shout, the soldier didn’t retreat.

A more brutal general might’ve punished the soldier for
disobedience.

But instead, Irene wondered if something had happened that forced
this breach of command.

Enemy numbers had clearly dwindled.

They’d taken losses too, but they still held a clear advantage.

'We’re winning. Just a little longer, and Zeilant Castle will be
ours.'

So why?

Why was this soldier rushing toward her so desperately?

"What is it?!"

As soon as he arrived, the pale-faced soldier shouted.

"Retreat, General! The entire army must retreat!"

"...What did you say?"

"Retreat!"

'Retreat' – both Irene and Luna widened their eyes in shock and
looked at the soldier.

The gazes from the two women might have been burdensome, but for the
soldier who had rushed from Anel Castle to deliver crucial news, he had
to report the newly issued command as quickly as possible.

"Orders from our liege! All hostilities with the Lunarian Army are to
cease immediately! Troops must be redeployed to Kelstein Castle in the
north without delay!"

"Kelstein Castle?"

Was Kelstein Castle under threat?

'No way...'

Irene instantly grasped the entire situation with just that one
line.

There was only one nation bordering Kelstein Castle.

'Has the Serpina Army... made their move?!'

"General! Issue the retreat order immediately!"

'Damn it!'

Just a few more days.

No, even just one more day, and the castle would have been
theirs!

But with trouble erupting in the north, she knew better than to waste
time here any longer.

Irene turned to Luna and said,

"...Lady Luna, seems fortune is on your side."

Without waiting for a reply, Irene turned her horse.

It wasn't long before the Brance Army's relentless onslaught, which
seemed unstoppable, ground to a sudden halt.

Luna dismounted and slowly assessed the situation.

"Is it over?"

"Looks like the Brance bastards are running away."

Soldiers of the Luna Army murmured and pointed as they noticed
changes all around.

And then the words the Brance soldier had delivered echoed in her
mind.

'Wait. If the war is called off...'

At that moment.

From the same direction the soldier had come, a man on horseback
approached.

A white-haired man in ragged clothes.

The very one who had first responded to her recruitment request,
which no one else would.

The man who had begged her to endure because he would put an end to
this war – Swen – was now riding toward her.

"Lord Swen!"

Swen dismounted in front of Luna and approached her.

With a solemn expression, he spoke to her.

"My liege, there is no need to send pursuit troops. Please allow them
to retreat unchallenged. They will not touch us again."

"L-Lord Swen... you mean..."

"Yes."

Swen nodded.

Then, with a proud smile, he said, "We succeeded in establishing a
ceasefire."

"......"

"Did I not say it? That I would stop this war no matter what, so
please endure just a bit longer."

Hearing those words, tears streamed down from Luna's eyes.

Then—

She threw herself into Swen's arms with all her might.

"...Thank you... thank you, Lord Swen... truly, thank you..."

"..."

Perhaps being a leader had never truly suited her.

Even so, she still wished to bring peace to the continent. She
resolved to stand her ground and never turn away from the task she had
been given.

That was what Luna believed.

But still, she needed someone to lean on.

Whether he understood her circumstances or simply pitied her—

Swen said nothing.

He simply looked down at the woman clinging to him, then slowly
placed a hand on her back.

"This is our victory, Lady Luna."
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Brance Army withdrew at high speed.

As promised, our forces did not pursue them.

Honestly, it wasn’t like we couldn’t just chase them down
and stab them in the back by breaking the agreement, but if we pulled
something like that, the Lunarian Army would no longer be able to
conduct normal diplomacy with any other country.

That was a given, so we refrained.

Besides disrupting Brance Army, we had nothing to gain by chasing
them.

Over half of Zeilant Castle’s walls had collapsed, and more than
eight thousand soldiers were incapacitated, but in the end, we
successfully defended the castle.

Brance Army would be preoccupied with Serpina for the time being,
which meant we were handed a golden opportunity to reinforce our
internal structure.

This place—inside Zeilant Castle’s royal fortress.

Compared to the royal castle at Anel that I had visited, it was
downright shabby, but maybe because it felt like I was finally home, I
didn’t mind it all that much.

Here, the sovereign Luna, along with Gustav, Aaron, and Cain, who had
all been guarding different regions, were gathered in one place.

I heard Tifa had sustained serious injuries during the war and was
currently under treatment.

I set the bag filled with gold onto the table and spoke.

"Three thousand gold."

Cain checked the gold, then looked between it and my face several
times with a disbelieving expression.

"So… Swen, you went to form a ceasefire agreement with a condition of
paying thirteen hundred gold, and came back with three thousand
gold instead?"

"Yes, that’s right."

"How in the world…"

I spoke to Cain, who was too shocked to continue.

"I just did some bargaining."

"No, I mean, bargaining, sure, but… damn."

Cain wiped cold sweat from his brow and stared at me.

When he first looked at me, there wasn’t any particular emotion in
his gaze.

It was probably just "is this a new guy?" or something like that.

But as time went on, he became increasingly wary of me, and then
gradually started showing signs of being impressed by my abilities—

Now, he looked at me with outright reverence.

"Swen, you’re incredible. What on earth were you doing until now,
hiding such talent?"

"Just doing odd jobs."

"Hah, is that so? I never thought someone this outstanding would
still be flying under the radar in times like these. Really, life
surprises you the longer you live. You’re truly remarkable, Swen. I
won’t doubt your decisions from here on."

"We were shocked too. To go in with unfavorable terms and come back
with money instead—that’s amazing."

"Swen, you really have a lot of talent."

Gustav and Aaron were also singing my praises.

I wasn’t the type who particularly enjoyed being flattered, but as
long as I was working with the Lunarian Army, this kind of response
wasn’t bad at all.

I was going to keep making predictions based on my 100 intelligence
stat that hit the mark despite the unclear process, so having them trust
me completely would definitely make things easier than having to explain
everything each time.

"I expected this outcome."

Luna added calmly from the side.

"I trusted him. Thank you, truly, Swen."

Reading the deep trust in her ruby-red eyes as she looked at me
wasn’t hard.

Yeah.

More than anything, I felt reassured by the overwhelming support of
Sovereign Luna.

If I’m always right, but the sovereign doesn’t listen to me, it would
lead to frustrating situations.

But at least while I was working under Luna, I didn’t think I’d have
to worry about that.

She trusted my words that much.

She’d probably continue backing me without fail.

Just in case, I mentally replayed the very first question Lunarian
Iniang had asked me.

‘Can Lunarian Iniang become the sovereign who unifies the
continent?’

The answer remained the same as before.

The one to unify the continent wouldn’t be anyone else—it would be
the woman standing before me.

Even now, I had no clue how she was going to pull it off, but…

My predictions never miss. She will become the Unifying
Sovereign.

Until then, I just need to stick close to her and smoothly make my
return to my original world.

Even I had to admit, this was a solid isekai plan.

‘Too easy.’

Wait.

No, no. I can’t.

Just because things are going well doesn’t mean I can let my guard
down.

Even if the future is already decided, the Lunarian Army is still a
minor power for now.

We’ve barely managed to hold on until now, but there’s no telling
what trials lie ahead.

And so, our army ended up with 3,000 extra gold.

This time, Luna didn’t use all of it on relief for the people.

She was planning to prioritize domestic affairs, conscripting troops,
boosting commerce, and funding mercenary activities.

It was, without doubt, essential funding to help develop our
territory of Zeilant Castle.

At first, I thought we might abandon the castle soon.

But at this point, all the nearby castles around Zeilant were held by
different lords.

Since we had neither troops nor funds early on, we couldn’t expand,
and in the meantime, other lords snatched up all the vacant castles.

This place’s location—too close to Brance Army—wasn’t exactly great
either, and though it was a shame, there was no choice now but to grow
what we had.

"It’s fine. Everything will work out."

As long as I’m here, we’ll make it somehow.

With that in mind, I continued supporting Luna by her side.

​* * *

Irene arrived at Anel Castle, quickly assigning the wounded and
ordering supplies for the remaining soldiers before heading straight to
the royal castle.

It wasn’t long before she arrived at the royal castle where her
liege, Lynn Brance, awaited.

"My liege. Irene Juliette, just arrived."

"..."

Lynn approached Irene, who was reporting to her.

One step. Two steps.

When they were close enough to touch noses if either stumbled—

Smack!

Lynn slapped Irene hard across the face.

Her cheek immediately turned red from the blow.

The unexpected attack made Irene stagger slightly, but she quickly
regained her balance and stood firm.

"What was that? If you had taken the castle sooner, we wouldn’t have
had to suffer that humiliation. How many more days would it have taken
you?"

Lynn glared icily at her.

‘Unfair.’

This was clearly unjust, and Irene knew it too well.

Still, she never once considered defiance.

Instead, she bowed deeply and apologized.

"I apologize, my liege. I failed to capture the castle due to my
inadequacies."

‘Just a few more days.’

Even a single extra day would have been enough.

She could have explained that, but she chose not to make excuses.

"I will accept any punishment."

"Forget it. Just report, how many troops do we have left?"

"Yes. Excluding the wounded, about 18,000."

Despite conducting a siege and retreating, they had only lost about
5,000.

And not all were dead—some were injured.

By any objective measure, it was an excellent outcome, yet Lynn
remained dissatisfied.

Because in her mind, it was Irene’s failure that forced her into that
humiliating negotiation with Swen.

"Tell the troops to prepare to march immediately. We're sending them
to Kelstein Castle."

"Then shall I take the vanguard—"

Lynn cut her off harshly.

"Why? Want to mess things up again like you did before?"

"...No, I understand."

Irene bowed slightly.

It was a silent signal that she would accept any judgment.

Reading it, Lynn sighed deeply.

"Just in case, stay here and defend the castle walls. Got it?"

Defend Anel Castle's walls.

For reference, Anel Castle was surrounded entirely by Brance Army
territory.

Meaning there was no need to defend it.

Assigning a general to an unnecessary post was a blatant insult, but
Irene nodded and replied earnestly.

"Yes! I will carry out your orders faithfully."

"Good. Go."

As Irene disappeared from view, Lynn bit her thumbnail in
thought.

‘If we add those 18,000... maybe we can just barely defend Kelstein
Castle.’

By combining the forces already at Kelstein, nearby units, and the
returning soldiers, nearly 40,000 troops could be mustered.

The western and southern armies could push the total over 80,000, but
mobilizing them would take time and effort.

Considering defense has the advantage over siege, she estimated that
40,000 troops could hold off 55,000.

But...

If the ceasefire hadn’t been signed, and they had been pursued?

They might have lost another 8,000 during retreat.

Retreating soldiers are always vulnerable.

And the pursuers were elite units from two renowned mercenary
groups—Raven and Chilein.

It might not have been 8,000 lost at most—it might have been the
minimum.

So...

‘That man, Swen, had been right.’

The ceasefire had saved the Brance Army from a crisis.

She didn’t want to admit it, but...

Sigh.

Lynn felt herself trembling.

She wanted to claim that man for herself right now, but fending off
Serpina’s offensive came first.

‘This time, I’ll go personally.’

Her eldest brother, Chel, was in the south, and her second brother,
Karlinz, was unreliable.

That meant it was time for her to take the field again as Supreme
Commander.

‘This should be fun, Serpina. Whatever you’re planning, you’re not
setting foot in the center.’

With that thought, Lynn swiftly began preparing to depart.

​* * *

Since the ceasefire with the Brance Army, things had gone
peacefully.

Days passed into weeks, weeks into months.

A calm, almost dull peace.

Delegating duties to the generals, testing predictions, lending what
little strength he had.

Zeilant Castle had changed greatly.

Buildings had been rebuilt where the typhoon had raged.

Once eerie streets began to come alive again.

Farming. Livestock. Life returning to a once abandoned land.

Seeing this with their own eyes, the people praised Lunarian’s
grace.

Looking back, this was peace.

​* * *

Time passed, and the harvest season arrived.

Luna and I toured the territory under the pretense of inspecting
public sentiment.

Golden wheat fields swayed in the breeze across the vast plains.

It was the first harvest since reclaiming Zeilant Castle.

"The crops turned out well."

Luna nodded.

"Thanks to the people’s efforts."

"Those people all praise your rule, Luna. I think it's time you
acknowledge you're a great leader."

"You're the only one who thinks that, Swen. Hehe... but thank
you."

Then.

A noisy commotion could be heard from afar.

'A festival?'

Luna looked toward it, then tugged my sleeve.

"U-um."

"Yes?"

"Would you... go with me?"

I glanced at her face.

She blushed and fidgeted like a startled animal.

Our inspection was nearly done, and if the liege wanted to go, what
else could her vassal say?

"Shall we?"

"Y-yes! Let’s go!"

Her face lit up.

Under the sunlight, her red eyes sparkled like gems.

We walked together toward the crowd.


Ch.20 - Chapter 20. Brief Peace (2)
Where we went, the territory residents had gathered in small groups,
sharing food they had cooked.

It seemed to be a kind of harvest celebration.

A few of the territory residents recognized Luna's face and bowed to
greet her.

"Isn't this Lady Lunarian?"

At the voice of the man at the front, the festive mood quickly turned
solemn.

Of course, it wasn’t like the mood turned sour, but more that they
were caught off guard by an unexpected high-ranking figure.

Even so, there was no sign of hostility.

Rather—Luna was being warmly welcomed by the residents.

"Lady Lunarian, welcome."

"Greetings to our sovereign!"

"If you don’t mind, please try some of this!"

In an instant, the residents flocked to us.

Luna gracefully raised her hand and nodded.

"Everyone, please continue as you were."

'...'

I had told her not to use honorifics with those beneath her if she
could help it, but breaking a habit is no easy task.

If this world had a political system like the one I came from,
treating the common people respectfully would be natural since they held
voting power.

But since that wasn't the case, it was often better for a superior to
show authority.

I considered nudging her about it again but thought better of it.

'Well... maybe this kind of leadership isn’t so bad even in this
era.'

She wasn’t acting this way in front of her retainers, but in front of
her people.

In terms of public sentiment, her approach might actually be
better.

And what's truly impressive is that none of her actions were the
result of calculated planning like mine—they just came naturally to
her.

"Thanks to Lady Lunarian, peace has returned to our Zeilant Castle.
No other lord ever even looked our way... We're truly grateful for your
attention."

A middle-aged woman, on the verge of tears, bowed repeatedly.

Luna approached the woman and clasped her hands warmly.

"It is not thanks to me. It is because you all didn’t give up and
kept working hard. Please don't forget that."

"Lady Lunarian..."

"Lady Lunarian! Please, bring unity to this war-torn continent!"

"How could we ever entrust our country to a tyrant like Serpina?!
Isn’t that right, everyone?"

“”Yes, yes!””

Testimonies praising Lunarian started erupting from all around.

Well, she had used a whopping six thousand gold for territory relief
and made frequent patrols through the territory, so it was clear she'd
won the people's hearts.

Even when conscription was announced, many soldiers volunteered.

Our current army, excluding the mercenary corps, had grown to about
ten thousand strong.

Zeilant Castle might be small, but if the territory had a larger
population, the numbers would be even greater.

After chatting with the residents, Lunarian wrapped things up so they
could return to enjoying the festival and approached me.

"Swen."

"Yes, my lady?"

"Um..."

Luna pointed somewhere with her finger.

Looking over, I saw a large bonfire with several couples dancing
around it.

A few bards were playing the lute, and the scene reminded me of a
loading screen illustration from a medieval game.

"It’s peaceful. All thanks to you, my lady."

"No, it’s not that..."

"Hm?"

I looked at Luna.

She was blushing slightly, hesitating, and then let out a quiet sigh
as if bracing herself.

"...Never mind."

What the?

Why stop mid-sentence?

What was she trying to say?

'...Could it be.'

I had a hunch and asked, "Would you like to dance?"

"Ah? Ah, yes, um, I mean..."

Judging by how she couldn’t answer clearly, I figured I was
right.

So this was it?

She wanted to dance but held back because I always talked about how a
unifying sovereign should maintain dignity and authority?

A ruler dancing at a festival with the people might be great for
public sentiment but didn’t exactly scream authoritative presence.

But so what?

She was still a ruler of a small nation. There was no need to get
caught up in appearances just yet.

One should always be flexible depending on the situation.

"It’s fine. Go ahead."

"Pardon?"

"You can forget what I said for now. Mingle with the residents as
much as you like."

Luna was a sovereign who deeply cherished her people.

When I used to play this game, I thought only someone like Karelia
had that kind of concept—a ruler who loved peace and cared for the
people—but that wasn't entirely true.

So here, it was better to let her enjoy herself freely.

But then.

I thought she’d run off immediately after hearing my words, but she
didn’t.

Instead, she shyly approached me again and spoke,

"Um..."

"Yes?"

"If... if it's not too much trouble, Swen... would you... would you
dance with me?"

When I didn’t answer right away, her face flushed bright red and she
began frantically explaining.

"It’s just, um, everyone else is paired up and going alone would be
awkward and I’m the sovereign so it might be a bit much for the
residents and, uh, so—"

"You're asking me to dance with you?"

"Ah..."

She finally lowered her head.

Her face was even redder than before, practically like a beet.

"...Yes..."

"..."

This game has more events than I expected.

If you could even call something like this an event.

After spending months in this world, I had grown attached to the
Lunarian army and started to feel a bit of pride in this territory.

I had been wary of that.

Because ultimately, I had a world to return to, and this was still
just a game world. Letting emotions cloud rational judgment could be
dangerous.

But.

Even now, I’m sure of it.

Lunarian Iniang will become a unifying sovereign.

So in the end, I have to stay by her side to get back to my original
world.

If that’s the case, then this much should be fine, right?

"Let’s go."

"Ah?!"

"If that’s what you wish, I will accompany you."

I took her hand.

She was surprised but didn’t pull away.

Instead, she gently gripped my hand and said in a trembling
voice,

"Y-yes! Please take care of me!"

And so, I danced lightly with her in front of the bonfire.

Her pale skin reflected the firelight.

Her cream-colored hair swayed with each graceful movement.

And her ruby-red eyes, looking into mine... were burned vividly into
my mind.

​* * *

The royal castle of Anel

Lynn Brance sat upon the throne, receiving a report from her
envoys.

"We've returned, Lady Lynn. We were able to successfully establish a
three-week ceasefire with the Aishas Army."

"Good work. What about the southern front?"

Another envoy, standing beside the first, responded.

"We also successfully reached a ceasefire with the Roland Army, whose
border is adjacent to ours... however, we had no choice but to settle
for a one-month term."

"One month? I thought we agreed on three months?"

The envoy bowed his head apologetically at Lynn's remark.

"M-my apologies. The Roland Army insisted three months was too long,
and offered mediation terms... so we had to compromise at one
month."

"Those Roland bastards really make it obvious they’re just looking
for an opening. I didn’t want to deal with the south for a while. Still,
one month is plenty."

Thinking that, Lynn smiled and spoke.

"It’s fine. Honestly, one month is enough. I told you from the start
that I was okay with it as long as a ceasefire was established."

"Y-yes, but..."

"That's enough. Discussion over. You both did well! Take a good rest
for now. If I don’t call for you in a week, you can help out in the
marketplace. Got it?"

""Yes, ma'am!""

After the envoys left the room, a waiting soldier spoke up.

"My liege. General Chel's army has just arrived."

At those words, Lynn's expression brightened.

"Oh, really? As expected of my big brother ♡ He came up so fast!"

"Shall I let them in?"

"Yes, right away."

"Aye!"

Not long after—

A man with short blue hair, looking incredibly strong at a glance,
began striding in wearing plate armor.

A towering physique, sunken eyes, scars scattered across his
face.

Despite the scars, he was a strikingly handsome man.

Behind him followed a woman with short purple hair and violet eyes,
exuding an enchantingly alluring aura.

The two soon knelt before Lynn.

The man's name was Chel Brance.

He was known as the greatest swordsman of the Brance Army.

"Chel Brance, just arrived from the southern Saintica Castle as
ordered."

The woman was named Parfalle.

Strategist of the Brance Army, she had been known as the "most
brilliant woman in the central region" since childhood and had quickly
caught Lynn Brance's eye as a prodigy.

Chel Brance had temporarily left with her as a strategist on the
southern front, where he served as supreme commander, and had just now
returned.

"Parfalle, as ordered by my liege, I have just arrived from Saintica
Castle in the south."

"Mm-hmm. Good to have you both here!"

Lynn spread her arms wide to welcome Chel and Parfalle.

Chel, wearing a puzzled expression, asked Lynn a question.

"What is the reason you summoned us to Anel Castle? As far as I know,
the northern front has quieted down."

"You're right, I don’t intend to send you up north now. My little
brother is guarding that region already."

After somehow managing to fend off a 55,000-strong vanguard,

Even after that, Serpina's army continued its invasions with forces
numbering 20,000 and 30,000.

Though it came at a considerable cost, they were able to protect
Kelstein Castle through three successive sieges—

And in doing so, had managed to quell Serpina's ambitions of
advancing into the central region.

Whether they had simply retreated or given up was unclear, but for
now, the Serpina Army had halted its attacks.

In this situation, they needed to stabilize the remaining fronts to
quickly consolidate their forces, excluding the ones guarding the
north.

The two ceasefire agreements were precisely for that purpose.

"And, I heard we reached a ceasefire with the Roland Army... is that
true?"

"Yes, so there’s no need to worry about the southern front for the
time being."

"I see..."

Chel sounded confused, as if he didn’t quite understand what she was
thinking.

Ceasefires with both the eastern Aishas Army and the southern Roland
Army. No plans to send troops north.

That left only the west, which was populated by small,
non-threatening minor states.

Yet she had summoned the large force defending the south, including
Chel himself, to Anel Castle.

Perhaps sensing Chel's unspoken thoughts, Lynn nodded and said,
"You’re right, brother. We don’t need you to clean up the west. But,
what we’re going to take isn’t just some pitiful piece of minor
territory."

"So you mean..."

Lynn’s blue eyes sparkled for a moment as she answered Chel’s
question.

He knew that look well.

That was the face of his little sister when she was about to go on a
talent hunt.

"We’re about to seize the missing pieces needed to conquer the
world!"


Ch.21 - Chapter 21. Three Predictions
The weather was growing colder.

Before I knew it, quite a bit of time had passed since I arrived in
this world.

And I—though I couldn’t explain why—was gripped by the instinctive
feeling that something was about to happen.

‘It’s too peaceful.’

According to intelligence, the battle between the Serpina Army and
the Brance Army had more or less concluded with a defensive victory for
the Brance side.

On top of that, both the southern and eastern fronts were reportedly
quiet.

Logically, that would make our territory—the western side—a likely
next target, yet for some reason, time kept passing without
incident.

Of course, I hadn’t been sitting idle during that time.

We’d done everything our forces were capable of.

We conscripted as many soldiers as we could without losing public
support. Currently, our total force, including the mercenary groups,
numbered around 31,000.

Even if we pushed public support to its limits and rounded up every
last man in the castle like gathering souls, we could only add another
2,000 or so, so we ceased conscription efforts.

Instead, we focused on training. I ordered the recovered Tifa to
train the troops, and Cain was tasked with continuously reinforcing the
castle walls under the assumption that no surprises would occur.

Not only Cain but I myself and even our liege, Luna, joined in the
repair work, the three of us working together.

As a result, we’d managed to strengthen our defenses more effectively
than during the last siege.

All of this required Luna’s formal approval as our liege, but she
trusted me completely—so much so that she’d believe me if I said I could
make steak from wheat. In truth, I was the one running and governing
this country.

And there was one more thing.

We’d sent envoys and signed six-month non-aggression pacts with
nearby minor countries sharing our borders.

Even Garammil, which once helped the Brance Army invade us, was
included.

In this world, there were no permanent allies or enemies. Besides,
Garammil didn’t seem to hold a grudge against us—they’d been coerced by
the Brance Army, more or less.

We were simply preparing in advance so we wouldn’t be caught off
guard.

Fortunately, those minor nations were too preoccupied with their own
internal affairs to cause any problems, and the treaties went
smoothly.

Our biggest issue now was, as always, the lack of talent.

I’d been using my 100 intelligence stat to tackle the problem, but no
suitable results emerged.

Even when we scouted for talent, we found no one.

On the plus side, we weren’t wasting time on pointless searches, but
still, not once in the actual game had it been this hard to recruit
talent.

Though Gustav and Aaron were working for our army, they were
mercenary commanders and thus couldn’t be given orders outside of
battle.

So in terms of administration, we had only four people: Cain, Tifa,
myself, and Luna.

We were in dire need of administrative support, but time kept
slipping by without even a single C-rank officer turning up.

‘Still, we’ve done all we could.’

In the game, if you played as a minor country, even if you did
everything possible, you’d often be blindsided by some ridiculous stroke
of bad luck and hit a game over before you could do anything.

Since Luna was destined to become the Unifying Sovereign, I wasn’t
too worried about us being wiped out, but for some reason, I couldn’t
shake this strange feeling of unease.

‘Forget it. I’ll deal with it when it comes. I’m probably right
anyway.’

With that thought, my head felt a little lighter.

As usual, I made my way toward the castle walls to help with the
repairs.

I’d been walking for a while when I saw Cain hurrying toward me.

Since I was coming from the palace, he must’ve been heading
there.

"Is something wrong?"

"Oh! Swen! I was just looking for you."

Cain reached me and caught his breath before continuing.

"To the palace—our liege has summoned you. It’s urgent."

"Urgent?"

"A messenger has arrived."

A messenger.

That could only mean one thing.

"It’s here."

"Am I the last to hear this?"

"Yes, I’ve already told Tifa, who was in training."

"Understood."

Together, Cain and I quickly made our way to Zeilant Castle.

​* * *

Me, Cain, Tifa.

And Aaron, leader of the Chilein Mercenaries, and Gustav, leader of
the Raven Mercenaries.

The five of us gathered around a table in front of Luna.

"Thank you all for coming."

Luna spoke with a serious expression.

"What’s the matter? Is it the Brance bastards? Did they make a
move?"

"Yes."

Luna nodded at Tifa’s question.

Given that we’d signed non-aggression pacts with every other nearby
country, only the Brance Army remained a potential threat.

"Is that red-haired lady knight coming back this time? I’d love to
get some payback."

Tifa slammed her axe on the ground with enthusiasm.

Her wounds had healed faster than expected since the truce, but it
had been a close brush with death.

We couldn’t afford to lose a main character like Tifa in a place like
this.

"Still, haven’t we prepared to the best of our ability under Swen’s
orders? The castle walls are stronger than ever, and our troop count
isn’t low."

Cain directed his concern at Luna, whose face was clouded with
worry.

We’d done everything we could.

We knew the Brance Army would invade again eventually.

We’d even considered an alliance, but my pre-bargaining predictions
all returned as impossible.

The Brance Army would never ally with us, no matter what.

All I could do was predict. I couldn’t change the outcome.

That’s why we’d focused everything on preparing to hold the
castle.

So why—

Why did Luna wear such a hopeless expression?

"…You’re right, Cain. We’ve done all we could."

"Then you mean?"

I slowly asked.

At this point, I had a hunch.

And her answer only confirmed it.

"The Brance Army is marching toward Zeilant Castle. Their numbers
are…"

She let out a short sigh.

Then, with a resolved expression, she spoke.

"Eighty-one thousand."

“"……"”

"Wh-what!"

"Eighty-one thousand?!"

Everyone but me, who had guessed the truth, reacted with disbelief at
the number.

Yes.

Even after all our preparations, if we were attacked with such an
overwhelming force, despair was inevitable.

A force of more than 80,000!

It felt like they’d gathered soldiers from every front except the
north.

Zeilant Castle’s walls were tougher than ever.

Our troop numbers were the highest yet, and morale had soared since
our previous victories.

But what did that matter?

We couldn’t stop 81,000 soldiers.

It wasn’t impossible in theory—if we had multiple SS-rank champions,
they could massacre enemy troops like vacuum cleaners. But the game
wasn’t exactly grounded in realism.

Unfortunately, we didn’t have those kinds of champions. Tifa was
strong, but at best, she was still just A-rank. Even if mercenary elites
were stronger than normal soldiers, numbers were still king.

So the Brance Army was coming to crush us.

"Then why?"

Why were they coming?

Zeilant Castle wasn’t a strategic location. It was just another
middling castle in the central region.

Leading a force that size required immense preparation, and this land
wasn’t worth that effort.

Just then—

"…Swen, what do you think we should do?"

Cain naturally turned to me.

No one objected. They all looked to me for answers.

Luna closed her eyes in thought, then slowly opened them to meet
mine.

"Swen, light the way for me. Can we win this battle?"

"……"

[Can we win this battle?]

As always, the answer came swiftly.

[We cannot.]

‘……’

We had no chance.

If the prediction said we would lose, then even a meteor from the
heavens would hit us and make sure of it. The world did not allow me to
overturn a 100-intelligence prediction.

"Victory in this battle is nearly impossible."

"Th-that can’t be…"

Tifa, desperate to smile, asked hopefully.

"But you always pull something off, right? You’ll find a way
again!"

"…Let me correct myself. It’s not nearly impossible—it’s definitely
impossible."

"Wh-what kind of answer is that?! We always managed somehow! Isn’t
there any way to make a pact this time?"

"There isn’t."

If that were possible, the prediction would have told us to form an
alliance like before.

"That's not fair! Think of something! I know it's a lot to keep
asking you, but... you're the smartest one among us!"

The smartest, huh.

If we're talking about raw intelligence as a number, then maybe
that's true.

But in this world, intelligence only increases prediction accuracy—it
doesn't help you come up with brilliant ideas out of nowhere.

Sure, perfect prediction is a broken ability in itself... but it
still can't make the impossible possible.

"Then... is this the end for our army? With no options left, are we
just destined to accept our fate and be destroyed?"

Luna looked at me with a face on the verge of collapse.

This was just the beginning.

The Lunarian Army had only just begun to stretch its wings.

And yet... are we fated to be driven off the stage of history by a
powerful lord?

Is there truly no way to resist that fate?

All the surrounding castles belonged to other leaders.

Meaning we had no escape.

'...Hold on.'

Just in case, I mentally input her last, almost defeated question—"Is
there truly no way for our army to avoid destruction here?"

And as expected—a conclusion came almost instantly.

[That is not the case. Leave the Lunarian Army.]

Huh?

What?

Leave the Lunarian Army? Me?

Leave... as in resign?

...Wait.

I re-input a question that had returned the same result until just a
few days ago.

‘Can Lunarian Iniang become the ruler who unifies the continent?’

[Yes.]

That hadn't changed.

She was still destined to become the Unifying Sovereign, but we could
not win this battle.

And for the Lunarian Army to avoid destruction... I had to leave?

"Swen?"

Luna noticed the change in my expression and asked, her face filled
with concern.

I looked at her and did my best to answer with a neutral face.

"My liege. I deeply apologize, but may I ask for a moment of time? I
need to think."

"...Very well."

Luna nodded, watching me carefully.

With her gaze behind me, I mentally fired off a series of critical
questions.

‘Can Lunarian Iniang become the ruler who unifies the continent?’

[Yes.]

Next question.

‘Is there a way to win this battle?’

[No, it is not winnable.]

Still the same. No matter what happens, we cannot win this
battle.

Final question.

‘Is the Lunarian Army doomed? Is destruction inevitable?’

[That is not the case. Leave the Lunarian Army.]

Three predictions.

Now, what I had to do was figure out what kind of narrative these
three '100% accurate predictions' were pointing toward—

And craft the most convincing path leading to them.

It's hard to determine the exact steps a fixed outcome will take.

But it's a little easier to think, "If this is the result, then
surely this step must be included."

The Lunarian Army doesn't vanish completely at this point.

Why? Because she is still destined to become the Unifying
Sovereign.

Unless that destiny changes, anything done for the Lunarian Army is
also done for me.

After all, I can only return to my original world as a retainer of
the unified nation.

However, with no place to run, we cannot avoid being erased from the
map.

Because we can't win this battle.

If we can't win, Zeilant Castle will fall—that's practically
guaranteed—and our army holds no other territory.

A force with no land can't even be called a lord, not even as a
formality.

Putting these two facts together leads to a single conclusion that
shines brightly in my mind.

‘The Lunarian Army will disappear for a while, but later, it will
reappear on the stage of history.’

Lord Lunarian Iniang will not die.

She will survive somehow.

By some trigger, she will rise again.

The problem is the rest of the companions.

Tifa and Cain, whose potential hasn't bloomed yet, may be killed if
captured.

Lynn Brance.

I recalled how the CPU version of Lynn Brance handled prisoners in
the game I spent 10,000 hours playing.

Useful prisoners were recruited—if they didn't swear allegiance, they
were executed.

If she couldn't have them, she'd rather kill them.

On the other hand, those with no value were spared generously.

Of course, there were exceptions.

Sometimes even useful prisoners were released.

But there was one type always executed without exception—leaders.

In that case, the chances of losing your head were extremely
high.

She must have seen them as potential threats.

I lost count of how many times I had to restart a minor nation
playthrough because of Lynn Brance.

No matter how talented, someone who once ruled would never serve
another—that's likely how she thinks.

Anyway, if Cain and Tifa are taken prisoner...

‘They will both die.’

Cain had a high politics stat. Because of our army's special
circumstances, he was handling wall repairs, but he had more than proven
his worth in commerce and agriculture too.

Tifa was a general, not quite S-class, but at least A-class.

And neither of them would surrender to a different ruler.

Cain was hiding his identity and wouldn't want to serve under a
powerful lord.

Tifa, well... her personality made it obvious.

Cain might survive if he surrenders and lays low, but Tifa
would definitely be executed.

‘We can't afford to lose even one.’

Even if the Lunarian Army is destined to unify the continent—

Losing a single comrade could make the path there much harder.

So Tifa and Cain cannot be allowed to die. We must protect
them for the sake of future greatness.

Which leaves one conclusion.

Make everyone, including Luna, flee the castle.

Having them stick close to Luna, whose safety is more or less
guaranteed, is the best option.

Of course, that raises the obvious question—if a sovereign flees with
a small force, wouldn't a pursuit force be dispatched?

But they won’t.

Why not? Because of the third prediction.

[That is not the case. Leave the Lunarian Army.]

If I leave the Lunarian Army, it avoids destruction.

Then I need to think—why would me leaving prevent its
downfall?

The answer came surprisingly easily.

Lynn Brance's goal isn't Zeilant Castle or the Lunarian Army's
destruction.

‘Her goal... is me.’
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The reason Lynn Brance brought such a large army here.

If that reason is me, then all these speculations fit perfectly.

What they wanted was me. So once they secure their target—me—they
won't care about the ruler of a small nation who flees and disappears
somewhere on the continent.

Why did I become the target?

It's incredibly embarrassing to say it with my own mouth,
but—thinking as objectively as possible.

It seems our meeting during the last agreement left quite an
impression on her.

Lynn Brance had an especially strong desire for talent among rulers.
Believing that she wants to recruit a decent-looking strategist working
under a weak nation adds plausibility to this theory.

Another piece of evidence would be the ridiculously large army
attacking this castle.

She must have highly evaluated me and is trying to prevent me from
devising another miraculous strategy to overturn the situation.

Unfortunately for her, the only thing I can do is make 100% accurate
predictions.

In summary, what I need to do now is make everyone flee the castle
and then surrender alone.

This will lead to the temporary destruction of the Lunarian Army—but
it won't be total annihilation.

As long as everyone is alive, raising an army again is always
possible.

I didn't know what kind of process raising an army entailed in this
world, unlike how easy it was in the game, but regardless, this method
was much better than dying and being unable to do anything.

'Sure, there might be a better way than this.'

A more convincing strategy.

A move no one thought of, something that strikes where they least
expect.

With an intelligence stat of 100, I wish such ideas would just pop
into my head—but they don't.

All I can do is come up with perfect answers to questions.

So, at the very least, this was the best I could scrape together
right now.

'Alright.'

Still, with this, a decent puzzle had formed from the three
predictions.

There was no guarantee this was the right answer. But with the enemy
approaching, I had no time to sit around and think.

"Everyone."

I finally looked around and spoke.

I could feel every member of the Lunarian Army was waiting for my
words alone.

I slowly began to lay out my plan.

"We will lose this battle. But that's okay. Even if we lose this
battle, we can achieve an ultimate victory elsewhere. That's the
longer-term concept—war. For the future, now is the time to take a step
back."

"But isn't there no other territory where we can flee?"

"And attacking another weak nation doesn't seem like a very realistic
option either."

Hearing Gustav and Aaron's thoughts, I nodded.

"That's right. We have no retreat. Once we've signed a non-aggression
pact, attacking another country isn't a good idea. And if we engage the
Brance Army in battle like this, we will be 100% destroyed. But... if we
abandon the concept of a 'nation,' a retreat becomes possible."

"...That, that means..."

Luna opened her mouth with a trembling voice as if she had realized
something from my words.

I had no choice but to inform her of the harsh reality.

"This is the end of our army's journey. For now."

"The end?"

"We will surrender to the Brance Army."

Tifa's eyes went wide, then she shouted at me in anger.

"Hey, this isn't right! Didn't you join our army because you
supported Luna's ideals?! Do you think that woman will let Luna live if
we just surrender to Lynn Brance?!"

"Indeed. I agree with Miss Tifa."

"What?!"

"I said I would surrender, but I never said I would let the Lunarian
Army become just a force mentioned in history books."

I turned and looked directly into Luna's eyes.

"My liege. Take Miss Tifa and Mr. Cain and flee."

"...What?"

"You must go south. Seek refuge with the Karelia Army in the southern
continent. The lord of the Karelia Army, Makana Karelia, is a virtuous
ruler who will treat you and your companions with respect. Even if you
later leave her forces with a different purpose, she won't blame
you."

Makana Karelia.

If this game has a 'lawful good' alignment, she would be the
representative of it.

A kind personality. Her desire for a peaceful world was on par with
Lunarian.

No, in fact, I only learned after coming to this world that Lunarian
Iniang held such ideals, while in the game, it was Karelia who played
that role.

After playing this game for 10,000 hours, I was confident.

Going to the Karelia Army was undoubtedly the safest way for Luna to
go into hiding.

Karelia's territory was located even further south in the southern
continent.

The south had a relatively well-balanced power structure, and like it
or not, there was another country acting as a buffer against the Brance
Army, making it a safe place to hide.

"If you stay hidden long enough, an opportunity will come someday. To
preserve your life for a greater purpose in the future, that is the only
way."

"But... Swen. Still..."

Just as Luna was about to continue, an unexpected voice reached my
ears.

"May I have a word with you?"

I turned toward the voice.

Its owner was Cain.

He was facing me with a seriousness I had never seen before.

Why is that?

I felt like I was finally seeing the real face of the elderly royal
who went by the alias Cain Nerkis, struggling to survive.

"Swen… When you asked me to lead the vanguard with 1,800 soldiers,
honestly, I could've argued that it made no sense to just trust you. But
I didn't. I didn't want to go against our liege, and to be honest, since
the country was going down anyway, I figured I could still survive
somehow under the Brance Army or some other lord."

I listened closely to his words.

"Looking back, these last few months were filled with strange
miracles. Doing as you said made money roll in, we won battles that
seemed unwinnable, and two mercenary groups pledged loyalty to us. I
still don't know what mysterious power you used to bring all this about.
However..."

My impression of Cain was never one of strong memory, more like a
foggy background figure.

But in this moment.

His sunken black eyes were clearer than ever before.

"Living here for a few months, watching our people, who probably
lived the most miserable lives on the continent due to our geography,
wear happy faces... I started to think. Instead of hiding away on the
continent, I want to see my liege, Lunarian, rule the Garland Continent,
the world, all creation. That desire has only grown stronger."

Cain continued, eyeing me warily.

"I'll be honest. It looks to me like you're using this as an excuse
to chase our liege away so you can offer up this land's gold, troops,
and the entire castle to Lynn Brance and gain favor."

"..."

"With your abilities, staying stuck in a small, weak country like
this would only hold you back. Am I wrong?"

"...Is... is that true?"

Tifa asked in shock after hearing Cain.

Before I could say anything, Luna came to my defense.

"That... that can't be! Lord Swen isn't like that! Lord Swen
is..."

I raised a hand to calm her down.

"My liege. If you don't mind, allow me to explain."

"...Lord Swen..."

She said nothing in response.

But I could tell it meant she gave me permission.

Cain, after watching the situation for a moment, looked straight at
me again.

"Rebuilding a fallen nation is incredibly hard. It could take years,
decades even. On top of that, there isn't even any land on the continent
worth settling on right now. And you're telling us to give up the
nation, surrender, and flee?"

"Yes, sir."

"Sorry, but this isn't like when you had me repair the walls or had
Miss Tifa handle market commerce. I could follow those orders without
question. But not this one. If you want to convince me, bring undeniable
proof. Otherwise, I'll stay behind and fight to the end. I just can't
accept surrendering for the sake of some future when we haven't even
resisted the Brance Army once."

Proof.

Proof, huh.

Honestly, if I knew what that proof was, I wouldn't be having such a
hard time.

The two predetermined facts I'd gained from prediction were: 'To
avoid the Lunarian Army's destruction, I must leave.'

And, 'Lunarian Iniang will become the Unifying Sovereign.'

Everything I proposed was merely reasoning based on these two
absolute truths.

But saying something like 'my intelligence is 100 so all my
predictions are guaranteed' wouldn't fly in front of Cain.

So how could I persuade him?

I had to approach it differently.

If Cain was convinced of anything, it was probably this: 'I'm giving
up this castle to Brance to gain favor and quickly secure a high-ranking
position.'

'That's the point I need to hit.'

I drew my blade—one made of words.

"To summarize your words, Mr. Cain, you're saying that I'm offering
this Zeilant territory's gold, troops, and land to the Brance Army in
order to gain credit and settle in there, correct?"

"That is correct."

"Then take it all."

Everyone's attention focused on me at my firm response.

"...What did you say?"

I looked around at everyone and spoke.

"Take all the gold in the castle. And as for the soldiers—aside from
the minimum number required for a safe escape, split the rest into two
groups and attach them to the Chilein Mercenaries and the Raven
Mercenaries."

Gustav and Aaron, who had been watching us in silence, were startled
and asked in surprise.

"Excuse me?"

"You're saying they'll become our troops?"

"Yes."

Handing all our soldiers over to the mercenaries.

That was my answer.

In this game, when you surrender, the soldiers in the castle
naturally become part of the occupying force.

And since the game rules seem to apply to some degree here, the same
would likely happen.

However, mercenary units not directly under our army's command
wouldn't be handed over, even if we surrendered.

So the best option was to split our soldiers and have them retreat
with the mercenaries.

Mercenaries, once allied with a nation, would never betray it unless
triggered by a specific event.

In the game too, mercenaries wouldn't betray first, although players
could betray them to exploit this and pull tricks.

With my 'Intelligence 100' rule applying so thoroughly, it was only
logical to assume the rest of the game's minor mechanics also mostly
held true.

And if Lunarian's future unification was already set in stone, these
mercenaries would undoubtedly be a great strength at that time as
well.

"With that, Zeilant Castle becomes a land with zero troops, zero
gold—an utterly worthless prize. Unless the castle itself, or its
location, had strategic value on par with Kelstein Castle... What do you
think, Mr. Cain?"

"Th-this place..."

Cain was at a loss for words.

Of course he was. This place was meaningless.

No outstanding people, infertile land, no special products, not even
a large population.

"If I really wanted to impress the Brance Army, wouldn't I have tried
to spin a story and scheme to do something with the gold and troops,
rather than giving them away outright?"

"No... even before that."

Cain's expression shifted.

Strangely, his guarded demeanor seemed to have softened a little.

"If you boldly surrender an empty castle like that... the sovereign
might take offense and have you executed. That would be an insult to the
occupying force."

'Huh?'

That much?

In the game, it was such a given. If it looked like you were going to
lose, you just took all your gold, provisions, and troops and ran.

Because you couldn’t hand over your money or your soldiers.

But here, it seemed like that very act was perceived as a serious
insult.

Well, sure, if someone runs off with everything, it would definitely
piss off the occupying force.

"If nothing else, if even you ran away with everyone else,
maybe that'd be different. But staying behind in an empty castle to
greet the occupying army? That would practically be suicide."

Hearing that, I felt it immediately.

This is my chance.

Right now, to Cain, I probably look like I'm playing a deadly gamble
with Lynn Brance.

I definitely wouldn’t seem like someone who would betray them.

And that's exactly what I was going to use.

I slowly opened my mouth to speak.
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"Of course, as you said, it's certainly a dangerous method."

If a good opportunity presents itself, I can't not take advantage of
it.

That was the only survival strategy I had: relying on prediction.

"But it's fine. The chances of me dying are extremely low."

Even though I knew the future where I wouldn't die was 100% certain,
I deliberately used the word 'possibility' without making it
obvious.

It would better convey to Cain that I had no thoughts of
betrayal.

"What Lynn is targeting is me. She'll probably keep me alive. But if
I'm not there, Lynn, having failed to obtain what she wants, will use
her overwhelming forces to scour and hunt you down. You won’t be able to
last long. And if Lunarian were to be caught by Lynn, she would
certainly be killed. No matter how small the nation, Lynn has a habit of
not forgiving those who once stood against her for the world."

I looked Cain straight in the eyes as I spoke.

I could feel the momentum shift to me.

"Just as you said, Cain, raising an army again is incredibly
difficult. Who knows how many years it would take? But death is the end.
Everything ends there. However, as long as you are alive, you can do
anything. Even if time is needed, if breath still flows, we can make
something happen. As long as Lady Luna, the spirit of our army, is
alive, we can do anything. Right now, in this moment where the Lunarian
Army is on the verge of collapse, in order to keep the flame from going
out, we must flee."

"..."

Cain listened to me and let out a short sigh.

Then, with a faint smile, he said, "You really are staking your life
on this."

Well, technically, it's a brain with 100 intelligence points on the
line, so it's a safe asset.

"Very well. I will trust you."

"You won’t regret it."

A way to save Cain, Tifa, and the two mercenary corps along with
Lunarian.

Stay behind alone in the emptied castle, and surrender to Lynn
Brance.

This must be the best option.

I turned and looked at the unit commanders.

"Sir Gustav and Sir Aaron, please take your mercenaries and leave the
central region for a while. When the Lunarian Army returns, please
rejoin us."

"...Understood."

"It's not a difficult request, but..."

"As I mentioned earlier, we will divide the Lunarian Army’s forces in
half and assign them to your respective mercenaries. Please take them
with you."

The two commanders looked genuinely surprised.

"Swen... Are you serious about this?"

"Yes."

"..."

Gustav slowly nodded and began to speak.

"We are mercenaries. We operate independently from any nation and
take on requests. And as long as the Lunarian Army no longer exists on
this continent, we might have to serve other countries with this
force."

"That’s fine. The Lunarian Army will return to the world stage. When
that time comes, that’s when we’ll need your help."

"...Such confidence. Swen, you're a truly remarkable man."

Hearing Gustav, Aaron nodded.

"Understood. We will withdraw for now. The soldiers will be treated
the same as the existing mercenaries."

"That is most appreciated."

I looked to Tifa and Cain.

"Tifa, please assist Gustav in integrating our soldiers into the
Raven Mercenaries. Cain, please assist Aaron in doing the same with the
Chilein Mercenaries. The enemy forces will soon arrive, so please act
swiftly."

"Understood."

"...Damn it, is this really the only way?!"

And with that, the four of them left.

I turned to give instructions to Luna, who remained alone in the
royal castle.

"My liege. Please gather as many troops as possible, enough not to
hinder your escape, and prepare for evacuation. Take Tifa and Cain with
you and bide your time. Then a new opportunity will come to our
army."

"........"

Luna could only hang her head, saying nothing.

"My liege?"

It wasn’t until I called her again that she, with a sorrowful
expression as if she might shatter at the slightest touch, spoke.

"...Swen."

"Yes, my liege?"

"Do you... really have to stake your life on this? Can’t you come
with us?"

"..."

If going with you was the right decision, I would have.

But the '100 intelligence' brain had made it clear: I must leave the
Lunarian Army.

For the future, in this moment, I cannot be with them.

"Yes. Lynn Brance’s goal isn’t Zeilant Castle or the destruction of
the Lunarian Army. It’s me."

"Why?"

"As I mentioned, it seems she wants to recruit me into the Brance
Army."

Hearing that, Luna spoke with a voice trembling so much she could
barely get the words out.

"But... I, I..."

Luna slowly raised her shaking hand and gripped the hem of my sleeve
tightly.

Only then did I realize it. She was crying.

"I... I can’t leave you behind, Swen. I can’t run away while pushing
only you into the jaws of danger."

"It won’t be dangerous. I will survive, no matter what. And I will
return to your side, my liege."

"But, but... even so, even if that’s true, I can’t use you as a
sacrifice in the name of the future!"

At that moment.

Maybe I was overwhelmed.

Had I grown attached to her during our time together?

I placed my hand firmly on her shoulder as she clung to my
sleeve.

Clack —the sound echoed through the empty royal castle.

Then, I shouted at her.

"Lunarian Iniang!!!"

Startled, she looked up at me.

Her ruby-red eyes trembled like a lost puppy.

"...Did you not say you would bring peace to the world? That you
yourself would unify the continent? Wasn’t it you who said that to me on
the day you appointed me?"

"Th-that was..."

"I also remember you saying you had infinite trust in me. Was that a
lie?"

"...No, it wasn’t. I just..."

I spoke to her with all my heart.

"I am not trying to be a sacrifice. As your retainer, I have merely
chosen the best course of action. I will survive. And we will
meet again."

Then, looking into her eyes slowly...

I made a promise that would surely come true someday.

"Lady Lunarian. If you trust me, then in return, I will place the
world in your hands."

I saw her pupils contract in shock.

This was no lie.

Because this decision would only hasten her unification of the
continent.

"So... for now, for the sake of the future, please run. I will handle
the Brance Army."

"...Sob."

Drip. Drip.

Tears once again began to fall from her eyes.

And then... she silently embraced me.

I naturally held her.

To help her stop crying and regain her composure, I comforted and
soothed her as best as I could.

"It's okay, Luna. Please trust me. I promise, I will return to serve
you again."

"...Alright."

She slowly stepped back from me—

Wiped away her tears and looked at me with trembling lips.

"...You must, you absolutely must come back."

"I promise. I will return to your side, no matter what."

That wasn't a lie either.

Since the one who would unify the continent was Lunarian, it was only
right that I stay by her side.

"...Then."

As Luna turned and ran off, I shouted once more.

"My liege! Stay safe! And if an opportunity comes, don't let it pass
you by! I will definitely return to your side!"

She paused for a moment, looked back at me—

Then turned her head again and quickly ran out of the royal
castle.

'......'

Looking back—

Luna might have been the only liege who would believe me based on
just one sentence.

Without any additional explanation, just based on a single
word...

Thinking about it now, that's what I realized.

Even if I had said, 'If I'm wrong, cut off my head,' and she
responded with 'I'm not sure your head is worth that much,' that would
have been the end.

No matter how weak a nation, no matter how short on talent... in the
end, trust was something the liege alone could decide.

To be honest, the only reason I could so confidently assert my
opinions was because she unconditionally believed in me.

Even the perfect advice from someone with 100 intelligence meant
nothing if the liege wouldn’t listen.

Thinking that, I snapped out of it and found my own eyes moist.

I roughly wiped them away with my sleeve.

'Now's not the time to get all sentimental and start crying.'

I still had something to do.

To fulfill my final duty as strategist of the Lunarian Army, I began
to walk.

​* * *

Having dashed out of the royal castle, Luna ran quickly to the
barracks where the soldiers were gathered.

Even as she ran... she continued to shed tears.

'Swen... Swen...'

Swen had spoken with certainty. That Lynn Brance would keep him
alive.

But—Luna had heard that word.

That word that came from a heartfelt conversation with Cain.

He said the probability of surviving was high.

It was the first time the ever-confident Swen had used such a vague
word.

A high probability didn't mean 100%. A low chance—death—was still on
the table.

So then, wasn't Swen...

Wasn't he, in effect, sacrificing himself for the sake of the
Lunarian Army, in a situation where he might die?

'I'm sorry, Swen. I... I'm such a powerless liege. A pitiful leader
who can do nothing in this kind of situation...'

The only person who ever accepted her invitation to this weak little
country that no one else would join, even after she scoured the
continent.

The one who didn't oppose using the sudden gold she acquired to aid
the citizens, and supported her will. Who understood when she couldn’t
recruit soldiers aggressively, for the sake of the people.

If only she had hardened her heart a bit more as a leader back
then.

If she had invested all the gold into urban development and recruited
as many soldiers as possible.

Then maybe Swen wouldn’t have had to sacrifice himself.

Of course, she knew full well that even if she had, nothing would
have changed.

The enemy had over 80,000 troops.

From the moment Lynn noticed them, this small nation had already been
on the path to destruction.

“'...Swen…”

Muttering his name over and over, she realized.

That regretting her past softness here and now, apologizing over and
over to someone who could no longer hear her, would change nothing.

If she truly cared about the man who was sacrificing everything for
their army—then she had to believe him completely, and trust that this
was the best path for them.

Swen had said:

If you trust me, I will place the world in your hands.

And he said this too: Don't miss the opportunity. If you do that,
I will survive and return to your side.

'...I believe you. I'll trust in you and survive, no matter what.
Even if I have to make cold-hearted decisions, I won't let the
opportunity slip by. Everything that happened today, and every word you
said to me... I'll live on without forgetting a single one. Swen.'

Luna thought:

If the qualifications to unify the continent could take human
form—then surely that form was the man named Swen.

'And so, please, definitely... definitely come back, Swen. If you're
in a situation where you can't find me, then I'll find you no matter
what it takes... I promise...'

In the heart of the leader known as Lunarian Iniang—the woman named
Luna—

A fragment that could never be removed was now embedded deep within
her soul.
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* * *

In front of the gates of Jeilant Castle.
Gustaf, the leader of the Raven Mercenaries, and Aaron, the leader of the Chilein Mercenaries, were saying their final farewells to Luna.

"Then, I entrust our soldiers to your care."

Gustaf bowed his head at Luna's words.

"You don't need to use honorifics with me."

"For now, I'm no longer a lord."

Hearing this, Gustaf made a bitter expression before speaking in a serious tone.

"When Lunarienne returns to the stage of history, I will certainly come to your aid."

"Please take care of yourself until that moment."

Aaron also bowed his head in respect.

"Well then."

"Until we meet again, Lady Lunarienne."

With that, the two leaders departed with their respective forces.

The mercenary forces had been supplemented with about 70% of Lunarienne's original military, split evenly between them. Soldiers who wished to retire were allowed to remain as territory residents, while the rest wanted to continue their careers as soldiers, so they would likely adapt well to being part of the mercenary groups.

The remaining force numbered about 3,000 soldiers.
This was the number that would accompany Luna to the southern part of the continent.
Considering food supplies and travel speed, taking any more would have exponentially slowed them down.

As Luna bid farewell to the leaders, she thought to herself.
Having been trained under Tifa, they should be able to perform their duties as soldiers well enough—
For some reason, she recalled Swen's voice, speaking softly to her as she watched the soldiers training in the barracks.

'Lord Swen...'

If you trust me, in return, I will place the world in your hands.

Can I really establish a nation again?
Can I survive... and settle in a new territory?
She closed her eyes slightly and resolved not to harbor such doubts anymore.
I can do this.
I will believe in Swen's words unconditionally.

Because Lord Swen said so, I can do it.

"My Lord. Preparations for departure are complete."

"Ah..."

Kein's urging voice reached Luna as she organized her thoughts.

Two generals and 3,000 troops.
Was it coincidence that this was exactly the same as their forces before meeting Swen?

At that moment,
Tifa scratched her head and said:

"Man, this is bothering me."

"What is it?"

At Luna's question, Tifa bowed her head slightly, then clicked her tongue and said:

"...Really, is this the best option? Leaving only a scrawny kid like Swen in the castle—is that really the right thing to do? Aren't we just abandoning him? I really hate that."

It seemed Tifa thought this action was a cowardly act to preserve their lives.
Luna shook her head and said:

"No, Tifa. Lord Swen told us this path is the answer. I believe in Lord Swen. No matter what."

Tifa looked at Luna's expression.
Her ruby eyes were sparkling, filled with faith and trust.

"I guess so. I'm just an uneducated fool, so honestly I don't really understand what he's talking about, but everything he's said has been right, hasn't it? Like you said, we should believe him. If we don't believe someone who insists we trust them, who will?"

"That's right, Miss Tifa. Lord Swen has extraordinary talent. If he says there's an opportunity, an opportunity will surely come."

Hearing Kein's words, Tifa nodded.
Their overwhelming trust.
In Luna's mind, that was the only way to repay Swen.

Yes.
Then we must escape from here as quickly as possible.
That was the way to repay his belief that she would hold the world in her hands.

Luna mounted her saddle and spoke while standing straight before the 3,000 soldiers.

"Everyone, please listen!"

At this moment,
All the soldiers were looking only at Lunarienne's lips.

"From now on, we're heading south. We may end up serving under another lord. You're free to leave along the way if you wish. Or you can remain in the new territory we settle. But."

There was an appeal in her voice.
A spirit that naturally led people.
Despite her small frame and somewhat fragile personality... she definitely had the appearance of a "leader."

"If you follow me to the end... I will take responsibility for the lives of those who follow me. As much as you believe in me, I will never abandon you along the way. I will not use you as chess pieces to be sacrificed. I promise you that!"

UOOOOOH!!!

The soldiers' shouts pierced the sky in response to Luna's words.
It was the best way to boost morale before embarking on a long journey.

"Everyone, please mount your horses! We will depart immediately!"

And so—
Luna left Jeilant Castle, her first home, accompanied by Tifa, Kein, and 3,000 soldiers.
It would be a temporary farewell to her first strategist as well.
Nevertheless—she believed without doubt that he would return to her side.

'Lord Swen. I will... I will definitely rise again. Let's meet again.'

Lunarienne, the ruler of the Lunarienne army, thus temporarily disappeared from history.

* * *

Near an old seat in the royal castle prepared for the monarch, by a pillar.
I was sitting there, leaning against it.
More precisely—I was tied to the pillar next to the seat, with both hands bound.

On the surface, I needed to appear as though I had been abandoned by Lunarienne.
Since I would eventually be under the Brands army anyway, having no troops or gold with the castle in this state would be a good excuse when pledging allegiance.

And the soldier who tied me up and stayed to listen to my final instructions—
Was now kneeling before me, reporting to me.
It must look quite bizarre to any third party, which made me smile involuntarily.

"Lord Swen. As you ordered, I've raised the white flag over the castle."

The white flag on the castle signified surrender.
It was placed where it could be most easily seen, so they wouldn't launch an unnecessary attack.
Doing so would surely lose them the goodwill of the territory's residents.

"Thank you for your hard work."

"And here..."

The soldier handed me a well-folded flag.
When I unfolded it to check... it was the bright lime-green flag that had symbolized the Lunarienne army.
It seemed he had brought the one that had been flying before the white flag was raised.

"What should we do with this?"

"..."

For a moment I considered keeping it, but...
A surrendering general personally keeping the defeated nation's flag?
It would certainly not give a good impression to the new ruler.

"Please dispose of it appropriately."

It was a flag that wouldn't hold much meaning for a while anyway.

"Yes! But throwing it away seems wrong... if it's alright, I'll keep it myself."

The soldier said this while carefully gathering up the old flag.

"Is there anything else you'd like to order?"

"No, there isn't. You're free now, so please go wherever you wish. Thank you for your service to our army all this time."

"It's nothing. It was my duty."

Hearing those words, I examined the soldier's face.
Looking at him now, I suddenly realized.
This soldier was our army's messenger who would rush to the monarch whenever war broke out.
Seeing him like this made me realize that the messenger wasn't just a system but an actual living person.
I asked him a question.

"By the way, you're not following the mercenaries or Lady Luna?"

"No. This is my hometown. My parents' and grandparents' graves are all here, and my family is here too. It would be burdensome to wander around with my family."

"So you'll stay here?"

"Yes. Though I'll take off this armor."

The former messenger smiled and said:

"If I keep wearing this, I'd have to work for the Brands, wouldn't I? So I'm quitting soldier life and going back to farming. If they try to conscript me again, I might just cut off a finger or something."

"I'd prefer you didn't do something like that."

"I'm joking. Haha."

The soldier said as he removed his helmet.

"I'm... just an uneducated person who never received even basic education, let alone attended the academy, just a farmer, so I don't know much. But I believe without doubt that this world should be unified by a ruler like Lady Lunarienne. She used large sums without hesitation to aid the territory's residents, and didn't even enforce conscription that other leaders consider natural."

"..."

"So... I believe in the choices made by Lady Luna, Lord Swen, and the other generals. I'm certain Lady Lunarienne will raise an army again. Until then, I'll live my life doing what I need to do."

I looked at the soldier's face.
His eyes were remarkably clear.
He is an extra. Not a leader-class talent, not even a C-class general. He was just a numerical value 1 soldier that would be filled when pressing the conscription button.
Such an existence was now powerfully stirring my heart.

The soldier slowly rose from his position, then bowed 90 degrees toward me, who was still tied up.

"So, please stay healthy until then, Lord Swen. I'll wait for the day when we can serve Lady Luna together again. Well then."

"Excuse me."

I stopped the soldier as he was about to leave.

"May I know your name?"

"Me? My name is James. Being a commoner, I have no surname."

A name so common it could break the sense of the world setting.
Still, this soldier's—this man James's—universe was shining brilliantly even now.

"Please survive, James."

James smiled at my words, then left the royal castle.
Now I was the only one left in the castle. Without even a single guard, I was completely alone here.

Lunarienne Iniang.
Just one of the many insignificant rulers of a minor central nation.
She supposedly had a "royal return" concept, but it would take a long time,
And among users, unless they were planning to role-play, she was a ruler they wouldn't bother with.
Not even a ruler played as a hardcore concept that became a meme among users, just one of the forgettable ABC leaders with no presence.

Yet there was someone here who wanted her to rule the world.
And my prediction still maintained that "she will become the unifying monarch."

I recalled her face.
Those ruby eyes that shone when we danced together...

'We'll definitely meet again.'

The important thing for me now was to survive this chaotic era without making too many enemies.
To return to my original world, I needed to be under Lunarienne, the unifying monarch.
Until that day, whatever might happen—I would avoid getting caught in the currents of history and dying. Definitely.
My intelligence of 100 would serve as my compass.

Now it was time to wait.
Like it or not, I had to move forward.
To welcome the person who would become my new master.

* * *

Leading the massive force of 81,000 was Lynn Brands herself.
It was extremely rare for her to personally lead troops. After all, unless one was a combat-type ruler, it wasn't particularly wise for a leader to roam the battlefield.
But she couldn't wait even a little.
She was about to devour a "deliciously tempting" prey... she was too restless to sit around in Anel Castle.

At the vanguard of this army were Chel and Irene.
Originally, she had planned to appoint only Chel to the vanguard, but Farfalle, who had resumed his duties as strategist, had repeatedly sent messages to Lynn.

"Please make good use of General Irene. She will certainly be of great help. At the very least, place her in the vanguard with Lord Chel. She is definitely not someone who should just be guarding the safe walls of Anel Castle."

In fact, Farfalle had advised using Irene in this way several times before—

'How can I help it if I just don't like her?'

She was just a general who was good at siege warfare, not someone without whom the Brands army couldn't function.
Besides, despite her reputation, she had failed to capture Jeilant Castle.

Still... it wouldn't be right as a leader to not use someone just because they failed once.
That's why she had called Irene back.
Whether that decision was right or wrong—it was as good as absolute will for the Brands army.
After all, she was the ruler of the Brands army.

At that moment.

"My Lord!"

A soldier on horseback was galloping toward them from the distance.

"What is it?"

Had the Lunarienne army prepared something else?
She asked with some excitement, wondering what they might have prepared for such a large force, especially with someone like Swen there.

"On the outskirts of Jeilant Castle... there's a white flag flying."

"What?"

Lynn certainly knew what a white flag meant.

It meant surrender.
And for the Lunarienne army, which had only one territory, to raise this flag—

It signified the fall of the Lunarienne army.

Ch.25 - Chapter 25. We'll Dream The Same Dream
"How refreshingly it flutters."

Chel, who was at the vanguard, commented as he watched the pure white flag fluttering.

"What do you think?"

Irene, who was beside Chel, answered.

"We'll need to enter the castle to know for sure... but I wonder if there might be some hidden scheme."

As Irene said this, she recalled Lunarienne's face from when she last visited this place.
Those two ruby-colored eyes that shone clearly.
The spirit and ambition unbefitting the ruler of a small nation who boldly declared that she couldn't entrust the world to Serphina, let alone Lynn.

Irene had faced many people on the battlefield.
There were those who died by her hand, and those who nearly killed her—but people with an overwhelming presence were extremely rare.
It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that recently, Lunarienne was the only one.

Would such a person declare surrender like this, with the castle gates wide open?

No matter how she thought about it, Lunarienne didn't seem like someone who would surrender so feebly.

"Hmm..."

Just then.
A soldier came running from behind.

"A message from our Lord! The vanguard is ordered to enter the castle gates immediately! However, she warns you to be careful of potential traps!"

"Traps?"

Chel stroked his chin.

"Well... I think our Lord is being overly cautious. What could a small nation possibly do?"

"But Kalinz was actually ambushed."

"There's a difference between 8,000 and 80,000 men. Numerically it's a tenfold difference, but in terms of destructive power, it's far beyond that. The situation now is different from then."

Irene simply nodded at Chel's words without adding anything.
He was a man whose pride and arrogance matched his skill. It was clear he wouldn't listen to anything else she might say.

"Still, we can't disobey our Lord's orders."

After saying that, Chel let out a slight chuckle, then spoke loudly as if shouting:

"Listen up everyone! We're now entering Jeilant Castle! Siege weapons are to remain on standby outside! There might be traps, so everyone move with caution!"

And so, 80,000 soldiers entered the castle through its wide-open gates.

*

"My Lord. The search is complete."

Inside the territory of Jeilant Castle.

Lynn nodded slightly as she looked at Irene who was reporting to her.

"The results?"

"...Nothing. We found nothing that appears to be a trap."

"Did you check the royal castle?"

"We haven't investigated it yet, but judging by the absence of guards, it seems no one is there. It appears they've fled."

"Where to? Don't they have nowhere to go?"

"That's hard to say..."

"Well, they probably abandoned their country to save their lives, right? After all, she's just the ruler of a small nation."

As Farfalle spoke, Lynn rested her chin on her hand and thought.

'Is that really it?'

It didn't make sense.
Would someone who had a person like Swen by their side flee so feebly like this?
Without any preparations?

Even as the leader of a small nation, raising an army and becoming someone's leader was never an easy task.
No matter how she thought about it, this situation didn't feel natural at all.

'There must be something...'

"Um, my Lord. May I make a suggestion?"

At Irene's words, Lynn responded with obvious annoyance.

"...What is it?"

"What about forming a pursuit team?"

"A pursuit?"

"Yes. I'm concerned about leaving Lunarienne alive..."

Lynn didn't really care about Lunarienne.
If Swen wasn't here, forming a pursuit team would make sense.
If they divided the 80,000 soldiers carefully and searched thoroughly, they could easily find the fleeing Lunarienne forces.

Just then.
A soldier came running hurriedly toward them.

"My Lord! There's someone in the royal castle!"

"What?"

Lynn asked the soldier.

"Who is it?"

"Well... a young man with white hair introduced himself as someone who belonged to Lunarienne's forces. He was tied up behind the throne."

'Swen!'

Lynn's expression immediately brightened upon hearing the soldier's words.

'He stayed behind!'

Her joy at his presence was momentary.
Farfalle, who was beside her, rested her chin on her hand and said:

"Did she leave her retainer behind while fleeing? It's a difficult decision to understand."

Lynn nodded at Farfalle's words.

"Well, I find it strange too... but we can just go ask him directly. After all, I came here to get him♡"

Then, looking at the soldier, she ordered:

"I'm going to the royal castle right now, so prepare for it."

"Yes! Understood."

Lynn slowly dismounted from her saddle.
Irene grabbed her and said:

"Um, my Lord. About forming a pursuit team..."

"No. There's no need to pursue. The prey seems to be right here anyway."

"But there's only that one man in the royal castle, right? That means Lunarienne is still fleeing, so it would be best to pursue and capture her. If you entrust me with minimal forces, I can pursue and capture Lunarienne as soon as possible—"

"Hey."

Lynn roughly cut off Irene's words.

"Why have you been telling me what to do? I already said there's no need to pursue. Are you planning to disobey me? Are you bored because your sword hasn't tasted blood today? Should I let it taste yours?"

"...No. I apologize."

Irene bowed her head as she answered.
In her opinion, letting Lunarienne go like this would surely become a significant threat to the Brands forces in the future.
She couldn't imagine someone of that caliber simply abandoning their country and living in hiding.

But.
Her lord was Lynn Brands, and as her retainer, she needed to obey her words.

"Good. If you understand, then stay quiet. Please."

After saying that, Lynn turned and headed toward the royal castle of Jeilant.
Farfalle, who was following behind her, looked at the bowing Irene with a sympathetic expression and said:

"I understand General Irene's concerns, but wasting troops to chase after the fleeing ruler of a small nation is not a good strategy. If we've succeeded in achieving our Lord's objective, we should redistribute our gathered forces back to the frontlines as quickly as possible. Even with agreements in place, leaving the frontlines empty is dangerous. So please don't worry too much."

Farfalle seemed to want to offer words of comfort.
Recognizing his intention, Irene nodded.

"It's fine. As a general of the Brands forces, I simply follow my Lord's orders. Thank you for your concern."

"..."

Farfalle nodded slightly, then followed behind Lynn.
Irene let out a short sigh and slowly followed after them.

*

This was the royal castle of Jeilant.
Until just moments ago, this place had been the headquarters and capital fortress of Lunarienne's forces, handling various affairs—but now it had fallen into enemy hands.
And I was kneeling, tied to a pillar near Luna's chair where I had been sitting.

And.
Before my eyes—she whom I had met as an envoy.
The blue-haired ruler Lynn Brands was looking down at me with an extremely satisfied expression.

"Hello, Swen♡ How have you been? It's been so long. How many months has it been?"

"..."

I didn't particularly answer.
She didn't wait for my response either and continued speaking.

"So, what exactly is going on here? Would you care to explain it to me?"

So it begins.
I spoke with the most expressionless face possible.

"My Lord... or rather, my former Lord Lunarienne tied me up here and escaped the castle with her troops."

"Really? But why didn't she take you with her? Don't tell me this Lunarienne woman has a fetish for tying up handsome men like you in places like this? Ahaha♡"

I didn't fall for her light provocation and spoke in a serious tone.

"I don't know the reason. However... Lunarienne suspected that I was in collusion with you, Lady Lynn Brands."

"Collusion?"

"Yes. I don't know why she thought that, but..."

"Hmm."

She looked down at me without saying anything.
In any case, I needed to say what I had to say.

"Since things have come to this, I want to rely on Lady Lynn Brands. I'll lend you my strength."

"Really?"

Lynn said that and then—
Instantly erasing the smile she had been wearing, she spoke in a cold tone.

"But I don't need you. What will you do?"

"Is that so?"

Don't panic.
She needs me.
My prediction proved it.
I don't know why she's saying such things, but there's no way she has the power to change this predetermined future.

"Yes. How can I trust your words? Conversely, Lunarienne might be planting you as a spy. Don't you think? Isn't this whole situation too contrived—leaving just you behind while taking all the soldiers and gold? Ah."

Lynn put a smile back on her face and spoke teasingly.

"Could this be your scheme, Swen? Did you notice that I came for you, and you're sacrificing yourself to save your Lord or something like that? If that's the answer, it's an incredible loyalty. Don't you think?"

Unexpectedly sharp reasoning.
Indeed, being in the position of a named ruler, she must be an extraordinary person.
Still, I shouldn't show a flustered expression here.

"If that's how it appears to you, I have nothing to say, but I haven't told any lies."

"Right. I'm sure you haven't. Hehe...♡"

"And well, if you don't need me, there's nothing I can do. Still, I beg for your mercy. If you spare my life, quietly farming would be enough for me."

"What?"

After briefly questioning my words, she soon burst into laughter for some reason.
Her laughter echoed throughout the royal castle.

"You're not upset, are you? Alright. It's a lie that I don't need you. I came all the way to this small, unremarkable castle with such a large force—you'd be stupid not to notice."

After saying that, she walked steadily toward me who was tied up, crouched down to match eye level with me who was kneeling and bound—

"You know what, Swen? Whether this is your scheme or whatever, I don't care. I want to make you mine. And there aren't many people I've wanted to make mine this badly. And."

Then, just as she had done before, she slightly lifted my chin with her snow-white hand.

"I'm confident I can have you. The scenery I'll show you will be far more splendid than the trivial landscape that someone like Lunarienne shows you. I pride myself on the fact that you'll find it very pleasing. Soon, you'll be dreaming the same dream as me, Swen...♡"

The same dream.
I was about to say, "I'm sorry, but my dream is to work under the unifying ruler," but I closed my mouth.
Lynn, either unaware of my inner thoughts or confident despite knowing them, smiled and said:

"So, won't you work under me?"

What was there to hesitate about now?
My answer was already decided.

"I will do so."

"Great♡ Wait just a moment!"

She approached me directly and spread both hands to untie the rope binding me.
Her face and body pressed against mine, and the same perfume scent I had smelled when meeting her as an envoy strongly pierced my nose.

The rope was untied.
And to me, now free, she extended her hand.

I took her hand and said:

"From now on, I will work for Lady Lynn."

"Yes! I'm counting on you, okay? Hehehe♡"

After the fall of Lunarienne's forces—a small nation with only one territory—
I officially became a member of the Brands forces.
In a way, I had achieved the goal I had set when I first possessed this body in this world.

Ch.26 - Chapter 26. Taking Refuge In Brans (1)
I left the palace and joined the Brands army.
The streets of Jeilant that I walked every day somehow felt unfamiliar.
When I turned my head to look up at the royal palace... the bright sky-blue flag symbolizing the Brands army was fluttering vigorously.

That's right.
Jeilant Castle and the surrounding territory now belonged to the Brands army.

On the way, when I turned my head, there was the market that had just begun to show signs of life, including the new building Tifa had erected.
Going a bit further and looking to the side, the golden wheat fields that I had watched with Luna stretched out before me.
And walking a little more, the small village square where I had danced with her came into view.

Though the current scenery was utterly desolate with all the territory's residents staying inside their homes due to the influx of soldiers—
I couldn't avoid seeing the traces of the paths I had walked with her over the past few months, appearing like afterimages throughout the city.

'...Lunarienne.'

I set aside the thoughts of Lunarienne that remained in a corner of my heart.
To survive, I couldn't let anyone discover my plan to return to Lunarienne's army.
The light green flag that had fluttered over Jeilant Castle.
Someday that flag would fly again.
Until then, I am Swen of Lynn Brands.
No.
I was prepared to be anyone's Swen.
Even if it meant working like a dog under that tyrant Serphina.

And by surviving—
I will definitely join Luna, who will establish a unified nation.
At least as long as she continues to hold that destiny in her hands.

And so, emptying my heart that had once held her, I filled it with a new sky-blue sun and followed the procession out of Jeilant Castle.

* * *

The first thing Lynn did upon arriving at Anel Castle was to redeploy her massive army of 80,000 troops back to their original frontlines across the region.

"Brother. Can I leave the south to you? Let me know if anything happens."

"Yes! Understood."

Chel nodded and quickly left the palace.
Since most of the troops had come from the south, Chel was the one who needed to move fastest.

In the southern continent, several countries were engaged in fierce competition.
Among them, excluding minor countries with only a few territories, there were four major nations.
The Roland army, which shared the most borders with the Brands army; the Hesna army, which shared relatively fewer borders;
And below them, the Kareliya army and the Ohana army, which had no adjacent borders.
It was easiest to think of these four countries as maintaining a similar balance of power.

Though divided, if the national power of these four countries were combined, they would far exceed that of the Brands army.
Of course, they wouldn't form an alliance, but to conquer the south, it was necessary to narrow the frontlines as they were now.
Setting aside Serphina in the north, they needed to first deal with the numerous small countries scattered throughout the central region and somewhat concerning countries in the east, including the Aishers army, before they could confidently deploy troops to the south.

So, until the situation was somewhat resolved, Chel, the First Sword of Brands, would be stationed in the south.
Meanwhile, they would quickly pacify the central-western part of the continent, and if possible, the eastern part as well.
This was Lynn's grand strategy for the Brands army.

'The location is quite unfavorable, isn't it?'

This might sound like complaining with a full stomach, given that they owned the richest, most fertile land in the central part of the continent—
But they were certainly in a position where conflict was unavoidable.

"My lord. Should I assist Chel in the south again this time?"

Lynn shook her head at Farfalle's question.

"No. Stay here for now. Something seems likely to happen in the south... but they won't bother us immediately."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Intelligence has come in. It seems there's going to be quite a commotion."

"Is the Hesna army on the move?"

"My, my."

Lynn looked at Farfalle with an amused expression.

"It seems you have some idea?"

"Well, I was in the south until quite recently."

The border between the Hesna army and the Ohana army.
Word had come that troops were gathering there.
While there was a high possibility that war wouldn't break out, if it did?
The Roland army would be more concerned with attacking the neighboring Hesna army than worrying about us.
Then we could move according to the situation.

Whether we raid the empty Roland army or go after the Hesna army first—we held all the cards.

"That's right. So let's take our time and observe for now. By the way, would you call Swen for me?"

"Swen... you mean that man who was abandoned by Lunarienne?"

"Yes!"

Farfalle asked with a puzzled expression.

"He doesn't seem that impressive..."

"No, I was completely fooled. Of course, it might have been because you weren't by my side... but he's definitely an extraordinary person! Now that he's part of our family, shouldn't we show him around? Hehe♡"

"..."

Hearing Lynn speak so cheerfully, Farfalle fell into thought.
Was she truly a sincere ruler who cared for each of her subjects individually?
Objectively speaking, she was not.
The only ones she took care of were the S-class generals that anyone would find useful. The rest of the officers were just treated as people who handled the castle's internal affairs or filled positions in places that weren't particularly important.

From what she knew, her lord Lynn's foresight, despite some strange stubbornness, was generally not bad.
Was this man Swen truly remarkable? Farfalle was becoming curious about that as well.

"Please wait a moment."

"Sure, sure! Tell him to come in comfortably, without being nervous!"

"Yes."

Farfalle nodded and left the palace.
Exactly ten minutes later, Swen, now a free man, walked in with Farfalle.
He knelt on one knee to show respect and then uttered words that were incredibly sweet to Lynn's ears.

"You called for me, my lord."

"Yes! Welcome! It's good to see you here!"

The man who had come as an envoy saying, 'I've come to deliver a message from our lord Lunarienne,' and toyed with me with his tongue, was now kneeling before me and calling me 'my lord.'
What a thrilling feeling!
Nothing excited her more than having capable talents serve her and address her as 'my lord.'

"I just thought it would be nice to formally greet each other now that you're part of our new family."

Lynn immediately said with a high-tension, beaming smile.

"I'm Lynn Brands! As you know, I'm the ruler of the Brands army. I'm the one who will unify this continent. What do you think, Swen? Don't you agree?"

Standing beside her as she sat on the throne, Farfalle inwardly felt sympathy for the man called Swen.
She didn't know what ability he had used to deceive her lord to receive such attention... but the Lynn she knew was a performance-oriented person who valued results above all else.
If he couldn't produce notable achievements, he would quickly fall out of favor and have to be content with a low position, wasting his days.
If he was just someone who cared about making a living and didn't have great ambitions, it might be fine—but if he had aspirations, it would be unbearable treatment.
Besides, it wasn't the first time Lynn had made such a fuss over new talent.
And not a single person had ever met her unreasonably high expectations.

"..."

After listening to Lynn's words, Swen bowed his head and then carefully spoke.

"I will do my best to assist Lynn in achieving her goals."

"Great! I like your attitude! Yes! I hope you'll use your abilities for me from now on?"

"How could I refuse?"

Lynn looked at Swen with satisfaction, then remembered something and spoke.

"Oh, right. Come to think of it, you don't have a place to stay here, do you?"

"Not particularly... but I'm fine with staying at an inn."

"An inn? What are you talking about? Sure, the inns in Anel Castle are decent, but I can't treat a valuable subordinate of our army like that. Wait a moment. Farfalle, are there any empty rooms?"

"No, there aren't..."

Of course, she didn't personally provide rooms for all her subordinates.
She was clearly giving Swen special treatment.

"Hmm, is there no good place..."

Lynn pondered for a moment, then tapped the armrest of her chair as if she'd thought of a good solution.

"Ah, right. East Anel, 32nd Street on the right side of the palace. There's an officer living in a spacious room there. Go and live with them."

"Live together?"

"Yes! It's like having a roommate. All the buildings in that area are managed by the state, so you can just go and stay there! The person living there is also my subordinate, so you can ask them anything."

Swen bowed his head and said.

"Yes, I understand. I will stay there as ordered."

"Good!"

Lynn smiled with satisfaction and said.

"You can go now! The next regular meeting is in three days, so come to the palace then to attend. Your roommate will tell you the details. See you then?"

"Yes."

With that, Swen stood up, maintained his respectful demeanor until the end, and slowly left the palace.
As soon as Swen went outside, Lynn turned to look at Farfalle and asked.

"So? What do you think?"

"Well..."

Farfalle couldn't find the right words to answer.
After all, her first impression of the man called Swen was that he was a mediocre officer who looked rather weak, though his face was decent enough.
It's not like we're going to eat his face, and a man needs skills to be useful, right?
She couldn't understand why Lynn was so fixated on that man.

But there was no need to upset her mood at a time like this.
Farfalle finally came up with an appropriate answer.

"He certainly has an unusual aura about him."

"Right? That's what I've been saying."

'I guess that's good enough.'

Farfalle inwardly sighed with relief.
Nothing could be more terrible than souring her capricious mood.

At that moment.

'Wait a minute.'

Lynn had clearly told him to go to East Anel, 32nd Street.
She had added that he should live as a roommate with the person living there.

Farfalle knew that neighborhood well.
She herself was staying in the East Anel area.
As such, she also knew who lived at 32nd Street.

'That place is definitely...!'

A chill ran down her spine!
Farfalle looked at her lord, Lynn.
She was sitting on the throne, smiling brightly while organizing documents on the side table.

...She did it on purpose.
She deliberately sent that "man" Swen there.

'Those who fall out of favor with our lord truly suffer greatly.'

The way to survive safely in the Brands army:
Never fall out of Lynn Brands' favor.

* * *

Outside Anel Castle, within the territory.

"I'm Lynn Brands! As you know, I'm the ruler of the Brands army. I'm the one who will unify this continent. What do you think, Swen? Don't you agree?"

At that moment, I could clearly input the question.

'Can Lynn Brands unify the continent?'

And as expected, the output came ridiculously quickly.

[No, she cannot.]

'Yes, she can, my new lord.'

The result was no different from when I first met Luna.
She is not destined to be the unifying monarch.

But there's no need to voice this.
In any case, to avoid her unnecessary suspicion, I needed to gain her trust by being helpful.

After checking the map of the town square, I headed toward East Anel Street.
That place was certainly different from Jeilant Castle with its dilapidated buildings.
Despite it being evening, quite a few people were walking around, and unlike Jeilant with its aging wooden houses, this area had beautiful two-story medieval-style brick houses.
After walking for a few minutes, I finally reached East Anel, 32nd Street.

'Is this it?'

An ordinary brick house with elegant trees around it.
Still, it was much better than my quarters in Jeilant, which could hardly be called a residence with just a single bed.
Normally, I would have felt like I'd moved up in the world... but somehow, I wasn't entirely happy.
Where might Lunarienne be now?
Was she somewhere on the route to the south?
Were Kein and Tifa following her without any problems?

'...Enough.'

There was nothing to be gained by thinking about her now.
With that thought clearing my mind, I slowly knocked on the door.

And then.

A voice came from beyond the door.

"Who is it?"

'Huh?'

...It was a woman's voice.
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# Unexpected Female Voice

I was a bit taken aback by the unexpected female voice.

But checking again, this was indeed the house located on East Anel Street 32.
I slowly opened my mouth.

"I've come here by the order of my lord, Lady Lynn."

There was no immediate response to my words—
But soon enough, the door opened.

"..."

Before my eyes appeared a woman wearing what looked like a snow-white nightgown.
Skin so pale it seemed almost cold.
Long red hair.
Purple eyes.
I knew this woman's name.

'Irene Juliet.'

An S-rank warrior with the rare "Siege" specialty, known as both a "Female Knight" and "Master of Siege Warfare."
Her stats were exceptional, and her loyalty to her lord Lynn was so high that she would never betray her—
Yet ironically, her compatibility with Lynn Brands was nearly -100, meaning when the CPU controlled Lynn, Irene would almost certainly meet the tragic fate of being beheaded by the very lord she served so faithfully.
The only way to see her excel on the battlefield was for the player to choose Lynn and play the game themselves.

During my time with the Lunarian army.
When I went to Lynn Brands at Anel Castle as an envoy, it was Irene who had invaded Jeilant Castle.
Luna didn't show much reaction, but after returning and examining the situation, it wasn't hard to figure out.
If we had been a little later, Jeilant Castle would have fallen.
Considering that siege warfare requires more soldiers than defensive battles, she was certainly the best card the Brands army could play.
Despite being such a capable general—her fate was predetermined.
She was destined to be beheaded by the lord she served.

Thinking under the premise that 'Lynn and Irene are incompatible,' I could understand why I was sent to a place where a woman resided.
So... Lynn was treating Irene poorly.
Something like: Take in this new "male" general at your place. If you don't like it, what are you going to do about it?
It was hardly appropriate behavior toward a young female general of Irene's caliber.
Even though this world was basically a mix of medieval fantasy, common sense in these matters wasn't that different.

Irene blinked her large purple eyes—
Then, as if she had finished assessing the situation, she nodded and spoke.
It was impressive self-control not to sigh.

"You are the new arrival...?"

"Yes. My name is Swen. As of today, I'll be serving Lady Lynn Brands. My lord has ordered that I stay here as your roommate for the time being."

"I see."

She answered briefly and then stared at my face.
As a response, though it felt a bit odd to call it that, I observed her as well.
I couldn't tell from the dot graphics, but this woman... her chest size was truly no joke.
She had two mounds almost the size of her face.
If she had been wearing armor as usual, it might have been less noticeable, but now she was wearing comfortable clothing.
Her feminine figure was all the more pronounced.

'To fight with a chest that size must have been incredibly uncomfortable, yet she spread her fame far and wide until finally being called a female knight... what an amazing woman.'

As I was admiring her in a strange way, I added:

"...However, I didn't expect the resident here to be a woman. If it's uncomfortable for you, I'm fine staying at an inn, so please feel free to say so."

I was uncomfortable right away.
Living with a woman I'd never met before—what could be more tiresome than that?

But she shook her head.

"No. That's not necessary. If our lord has given an order, I shall follow it. You may come in."

"..."

Not wanting to waste time here, I slowly nodded and said:

"Then excuse me."

And so I came to live under the same roof as Irene Juliet.
A big city. A nice house. Living with a beautiful, well-endowed woman.
From a third person's perspective, it would seem like a stroke of incredible luck.

*

Irene's house was extremely simple.

Though she possessed strikingly beautiful looks—she was born a warrior through and through.
In spaces where an ordinary woman might have placed pretty furniture, there stood two practice dummies covered in countless sword marks.
Next to them were what appeared to be various unidentifiable devices for strength training.
There wasn't even a wardrobe; instead, a few sets of armor were roughly hung on the wall.

"Feel free to sit down."

I pulled out a chair at the table and sat down.
She prepared something in the kitchen, then came over with it and sat across from me.

What she placed down was hot tea and light snacks.
This world really had everything. That was to be expected, of course.

"If I had known you were coming, I would have prepared more... I apologize for the modest hospitality."

"Not at all. It's fine. I'm the one who showed up suddenly. By the way, do you always speak this way?"

"My manner of speech? Yes, I do..."

Since I always played from the lord's perspective in the game, I didn't know how subordinate generals like Irene spoke to those below them, but now I knew.
It felt like conversing with a stereotypical monarch.
Thinking about it more, it seemed like her speech pattern would be more fitting if switched with Lynn, the actual ruler.

She parted her pink lips and looked at me.

"My name is Irene Juliet. In private settings, you may call me 'Miss Irene' if you wish, so please don't feel too burdened."

"How could I dare address you so casually, Lady Irene? I prefer this way."

"Well, whatever makes you comfortable."

She said that and took a sip of tea.

"More importantly, Swen, I understand you were with the Lunarian army until recently, is that correct?"

"Yes."

"I heard that Lunarian abandoned you and fled."

"Yes. For some reason, she thought I was in collusion with Lady Lynn Brands. No matter how many times I explained, she wouldn't listen."

"..."

Irene remained silent for a moment after hearing this, then spoke as if she had made up her mind.

"I'm not skilled at beating around the bush, so I'll be frank. I find your story very difficult to believe."

"Is that so?"

I took a sip of tea and asked, as if it were no big deal:

"May I ask why?"

"Because the Lunarian I met is not the type of person who would act in such a petty manner."

"You may have met her, but... wasn't it just once when you came for battle?"

"That's right. But one can tell by looking into someone's eyes. She had the eyes of a true leader. She wasn't intimidated even in my presence. When our swords clashed, I felt the aura of a strong person."

Irene spoke with conviction.

"So I suspect this might be some kind of scheme. I apologize for saying this to your face so suddenly."

"It's fine. I've heard the same thing from our lord once before."

"Is that so? But why..."

She trailed off for a moment, then cut herself short.

"No. Please forget I asked."

"...Anyway, Lunarian has a weak personality unsuited for leadership. I'm not sure about her eyes, but as you said, she's not a person of firm resolve. For whatever reason, she had circumstances that made her suspicious of me, a newcomer... something like that, I suppose. It's not important anymore anyway."

"I see."

She closed her eyes and took a sip of tea, then looked at me and bowed her head slightly.

"In any case, I apologize for bringing this up as soon as we met. But if I hadn't asked, I would have felt uneasy and might have treated you unfairly without realizing it, so I hope you can forgive me with your generosity."

"How could I not? You are my superior, Lady Irene. We'll be living together for a while, and I agree that it's better to discuss these things in advance."

"Thank you for understanding."

Irene smiled at me for the first time.
She's pretty.
If Luna had a warm, sunlight kind of beauty, Irene had a fragile, pitiful kind of beauty.

'Wait.'

Will Irene ultimately... remain under Lynn and meet her fate of being killed by her?

'That would be a waste.'

Irene was one of the few S-rank generals. If I could get her to join our side, she would clearly be a tremendous help.
Of course, her loyalty to her lord was immense, but I couldn't just give up like this.
I needed to steadily build her favor toward me.

"Well then."

Irene stood up and pointed to a corner.
There was a single bed there.

"It's getting late, so we should probably go to sleep. You can use that bed."

There was only that one bed in this room.
And there weren't any other rooms connected to this one.
Which meant—there was nowhere else to sleep but that bed.

"What about you, Lady Irene...?"

"I'm fine sleeping on the floor. I don't want to make things difficult for a newcomer."

Normally, I would have politely declined with something like "No, really, I'm fine," but—
Perhaps due to my ridiculously low strength stat, I could feel my stamina depleting after walking from Jeilant Castle following the Brands army's procession.
It was fortunate that the large army moved slowly; if they had picked up the pace even a little, I would have fallen behind from exhaustion.

Wouldn't it be better to sleep on a bed than on the floor?

"...In that case, I gratefully accept your kindness."

"Think nothing of it."

Irene said that and smiled again.
Except for her manner of speech, she was truly an adorable woman.
The feeling was even stronger now that she was wearing normal clothes instead of armor.

I slowly headed toward the bed.
It wasn't an especially plush bed, but compared to the pitiful rag I could barely call a blanket where I used to stay, it was practically an angel's nest.
For some reason, it also had a strangely pleasant scent.

"Well then, good night."

"Good night to you as well."

Irene turned off the lantern and settled herself against a suitable spot.
I felt a bit sorry, but... recovering my body was the priority right now.

And so the first night of our cohabitation passed.

* * *

'...Hmm?'

When I regained consciousness—I was standing alone in an extremely unfamiliar place.
Looking around, I could easily tell it was a port town with beautiful colors: buildings with white brick walls and blue roofs.

'Where is this?'

I looked around with this fundamental question in mind.
There was no one.
Despite all the pretty buildings, there wasn't a single person living here to be seen.
It had an eerie atmosphere, like a movie set.

After wandering for a while and climbing a hill—
A plaza. I came upon a plaza overlooking the port town.

In the center of four pillars supporting a circular roof, "she" was sitting on a chair.

"...Swen."

I approached her.
Wearing a neat, snow-white dress, she looked at me with golden eyes.
Her dazzling golden hair fluttered in the wind.
The distinctive hairpin she wore caught my eye immediately.
She was beautiful. More than any woman I had ever seen.

"Swen. Come here."

As if enchanted by that voice... I slowly walked toward her.

But—I couldn't reach her.
The more I approached, the further away she seemed.
Eventually, the ground beneath me began to crumble.
Unable to reach her, I was falling helplessly.
Why?

Why am I... to ■■■■----------

* * *

"...Swen, are you alright? Swen, Swen! Open your eyes. Swen!"

Consciousness gradually returned.
What I recognized was the voice of my roommate, Irene, whom I had met yesterday.
I slowly opened my heavy eyelids.

'...A dream...?'

A dream.
If it was a dream, it was nothing short of a terrible nightmare.
Though I was in a half-dazed state, I could vividly feel the dampness along my spine.
As I opened my eyes and got past the stage of being dazzled by the sunlight coming through the window—
I began to gradually recognize the scene before my eyes.

'...?'

After a while.
The sight before me became clearer.

'Ha.'

And I—
Let out a short sigh, wondering if I was still dreaming.

...Irene was waking me up in her underwear, wearing nothing else, her snow-white skin fully exposed.
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I slowly rose from my seat, pushing away the haziness as I spoke.

"It was just a nightmare."

"Is that so? That's a relief then... You were making such agonized groans that I worried you might have fallen ill."

Irene heaved a deep sigh, then soon displayed a faint smile.
Though I still wasn't used to her manner of speech, she seemed to be quite a caring person.

"More importantly, hasn't something more significant happened on your end, Lady Irene?"

"What do you mean?"

I asked while looking at her as she tilted her head questioningly.

"Or do you normally wear only underwear at home?"

"...Ah."

Only then did she seem to grasp the meaning of my words. Her face rapidly turned red—
Then she quickly stepped back three paces, covering her chest and hip areas with her hands as she spoke.
Of course, her attempts at covering herself weren't entirely effective.

"Th-this... well, you see... I was changing into my training clothes when I heard your pained voice, Swen... I just...!"

"I understand, so please get dressed quickly. This is awkward for me too."

"...S-s-sorry... If you found it offensive, please forgive me. It wasn't intentional...!"

"It's fine."

I wasn't particularly offended.
To be honest, her body had many appealing aspects.
Her large breasts were so impressive that it would be painful not to mention them, yet they were so magnificently enormous that I couldn't help but note them.
Her waist clearly displayed the firm, lean muscles developed through her training as a female knight.
Her thighs were thick and solid, giving the impression that they properly supported her body as she constantly crossed swords with enemies.
Black lace underwear and a garter belt adorned her beautiful feminine form.
In conclusion, it was a sight sufficient to instantly push away my drowsy thoughts and wake me from sleep.

After all that commotion had passed.

"...Ahem, ahem. I've shown you something unseemly. I apologize once more."

She appeared before me wearing her training clothes.
...The problem was what those "training clothes" actually were.
They differed from her underwear only in coverage ratio—a tank top-like upper garment with shorts.
Something similar to stockings with a garter belt tightly wrapped around her thighs, accentuating them nicely.

"How is this different from underwear?"

"Huh? Of course it's different. This is training attire. Earlier was... u-underwear..."

She blushed as if embarrassed.
So once she's wearing something classified as clothing, she's not embarrassed?
Well, in fantasy games, female knights often wear armor that exposes their midriffs despite being called armor.

"So what are your plans for today? Will you be attending to your duties?"

"Duties..."

She smiled bitterly as she spoke.

"If I had been assigned any duties, I would be doing them... but my Lord hasn't given me any specific tasks."

'Well, well.'

Irene was an S-rank general with high strength.
She would clearly be extremely efficient at training, recruitment, or wall repairs—tasks influenced by strength.
Of course, I could now understand why Lynn wasn't utilizing her.

'She's really being intensely disliked.'

Starting with sending me, a man, to stay at her house, a woman.
Despite the ruler openly showing such contempt and tormenting her, her loyalty remained unwavering.
It was impossible not to feel sympathy for her situation.

What was merely a "compatibility value" set at -100 in the game had become vividly cruel when manifested in reality.

"Then?"

"You ask such questions. Why do you think I'm wearing these clothes?"

Irene said that and slowly picked up a sword placed in the corner of the room.

"When I have spare time, I simply train. If I waste time just because I have assigned duties, I'll be the one who grows rusty. It's only natural that I must do this to be ready when my Lord eventually calls upon me."

"That's impressive determination."

"How about it? Would you like to join me? I have wooden swords that are good for beginners."

She seemed to have immediately recognized that I was a beginner—or more precisely, that my strength wasn't particularly high.
I was momentarily tempted but ultimately declined.

"That's alright. I have other things I need to do."

"Is that so? Well, if you have things to do."

"Before that, there's something I'd like to ask."

I pointed to the paper and quill pen in ink on the desk as I spoke.

"May I use those items?"

"The paper? Yes, feel free to use it."

"Then excuse me."

"Mm."

After answering like that, she approached the straw dummy with her sword.
Then, after taking a short deep breath and exhaling—

"...Hyah!"

She began swinging her sword at the dummy with a shout.
Though a simple motion, repeating it frequently would surely have some effect.
Is this how an S-rank general's abilities are built—steadily from the ground up?

Anyway, having received permission, I approached the desk and spread out the paper.
The most important task I needed to do now:
Drawing a map.

In this game, while the continent itself looked the same, the positions of each country weren't fixed when starting a new game.
Having played the game for 10,000 hours, I knew which countries existed, but I couldn't precisely draw which castles or territories they occupied.
Still, I needed to at least sketch the area around Brands Kingdom.

My ability was only to know "what conclusion" would come.
I couldn't know why that conclusion occurred.
As such, drawing a map to organize the information in my head would surely provide good clues about why certain conclusions were reached.

With that thought, I picked up the pen.

"Hah!"

Though it would be a tedious task requiring some time, Irene's shouts served as pleasant white noise.

*

And so the day came to an end.

Irene, without official duties, lived an almost superhuman lifestyle.
She would wake up, quickly wash herself, and begin training.
Then she would eat lunch.
She prepared lunch for me—a simple meal consisting only of ordinary rye bread with butter to spread on it.
She always served tea with it, though I couldn't identify exactly what kind it was.
Just black tea or green tea... or perhaps some other leaf steeped in water.
It wasn't bad. The aroma was quite nice too.

After eating, training would resume.
Then came dinner.
The dinner menu consisted of dried fish, bread, and a salad of mixed vegetables.

Only after dinner did her training end.
She truly embodied the image of an ascetic silently walking the path of the sword.

After finishing dinner and my bath, I asked her as she emerged with water still dripping from her hair.

"Are you resting now?"

"Hm? Yes, I am."

"Do you train like this every day?"

"Basically, when I don't have duties, I always follow this routine."

"That's impressive."

Irene didn't particularly respond to my admiration, but slowly tore off a piece of bread and asked:

"By the way, it seemed you were drawing a map."

"Yes, that's right. I wanted to understand the situation around Brands Kingdom."

"The map looked remarkably detailed. Do you have previous experience in mapmaking?"

Of course it would be detailed.
It was a map I'd seen tens, hundreds, no, thousands of times while playing the game.
How many mouse clicks had I made while looking at this map?

Still, I couldn't tell her that directly.

"Well, a little."

"I see. You have an unexpected background."

Thinking this was a good opportunity, I asked her a question.

"By the way, Lady Irene."

"Yes?"

"While I'm familiar with the continent's geography... I haven't yet figured out which countries surround Brands Kingdom. If you know anything about this, could you help me?"

Hearing my words, she nodded and said:

"Are you asking me to help with the creation?"

"Yes."

"Hmm. I'm not sure how helpful I can be."

"You'll definitely be helpful. Lady Irene is such a versatile person."

My true feelings slipped out without me realizing, but she seemed to think I was flattering her and smiled subtly as she replied:

"Flattery won't get you anything. Though I don't mind the sentiment."

Huh?
She looks quite pleased despite what she's saying.
Is she more starved for recognition than I thought?
Well, it makes sense—no matter how hard she tries, she's being oppressed by her lord, the very person whose recognition she most desires.

"Why wouldn't it? You like it, Lady Irene."

"...Do you talk like this to just anyone?"

"Of course not."

I said with a grin.
Irene looked at me with a faint smile and slowly approached.
Though we'd only met a day ago, I felt we communicated surprisingly well.
She didn't seem to be particularly wary of me either.

"Well, if I can help, I will."

She came close to me.
Inevitably, her enormously large breasts touched my body.
Not an unpleasant sensation at all.

"First, in the west, there are various minor countries... but I see you've already filled this in."

"I gathered that information when I worked for Lunarienne's army."

"Then let's move to the east. There are three forces there, with Aishers Army sharing a border with us. I think Aishers Army is the only country we need to be concerned about. Beyond them, Charam Army and Alrepel Army govern small territories as minor countries."

Charam Army and Alrepel Army.
All familiar names.
Both were rather insignificant minor countries.
Their talent pool was mediocre, and their rulers' abilities were slightly below average.
They were extra countries that would leave no historical footprint unless controlled by a player.
It seemed that in this world I'd been reincarnated into, they had spawned near Aishers Army.
That was certainly better than spawning near Serphina's army... but they probably had little chance of defeating Aishers Army.
However.

'Huh?'

Two minor countries... both still surviving?
Even so, it was somewhat surprising they were still alive.
In such a confrontational setup, the typical flow would be for at least one of them to have already been crushed under Aishers Army's boot.
From Aishers' perspective, wouldn't they have devoured them already if they could?
Just as Serphina's army quickly eliminated surrounding minor countries, Aishers Army would typically use their overwhelming talent pool to gradually consume neighboring forces after surviving the first three months or so.

Perhaps the two minor countries had formed an alliance, establishing a delicate balance with Aishers Army?
If that were true, one question remained.
From Aishers' perspective, they would be facing two fronts, and there was no reason why Brands Army wouldn't have invaded Aishers Army, which would inevitably respond sluggishly with divided fronts.

'...Something's going on.'

I didn't know exactly what it was, nor whether this information was particularly important—
But clearly, something unusual was happening that wouldn't occur in normal circumstances.
Just to be sure, I asked her:

"Lady Irene. Do Charam Army and Alrepel Army still exist on the continent?"

"Yes, they do. Charam Army recently presented gold to our army."

"???"

They gave money?
Of course, there was a diplomatic command to give money to improve relations, but nobody ever used that command.
In this game, no matter how much you improved relations, it meant little unless you formed an alliance.

Moreover, when giving money like that under the pretext of improving relations, it was for something else.
After raising favorability and promising joint attacks...

'When they stab us in the back.'
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Yes.

In this game, I know that 99 out of 100 times, gold gifts without reason are betrayals.
If someone makes an alliance proposal soon, you can assume with almost 100% certainty they're planning to betray you.

This was a strategy that could be used if your strategist had Intelligence of 95 or higher and the [Betrayal] specialty.
Giving money was just a necessary action included in this "betrayal" strategy within the game.
To detect this in advance, you'd need Intelligence of 99 or higher and the [Mind's Eye] specialty... Farfalle was a good strategist, but with Intelligence only in the low 90s, not even reaching 95, there was no way she could figure it out.
Besides, it wasn't worth mentioning since players who had been betrayed a few times would inevitably notice the pattern anyway.

Now that this had become reality, it was certainly possible that someone might give money purely for "goodwill"—

But seeing how all my Intelligence 100 brain's predictions were coming true, I couldn't ignore situations that were common in the game.

However.
To perfectly explain all these hypotheses, there was one essential piece missing.

That was—'the existence of a strategist-type talent with Intelligence 95 or higher and the Betrayal specialty in a small nation like Charam.'

'In such a small nation? What for?'

Of course, it wasn't an impossible proposition—but the probability was extremely low.
Still.

No matter how low the probability, my ability was Intelligence 100, wasn't it?
Perhaps if I asked this question, I'd get an answer?

"Um... Lady Irene. I have a request."

"A request?"

Irene, who had been waiting patiently while I was lost in thought, tilted her head and asked.
Despite her manner of speech, she was undeniably an adorable young lady in her behavior.

But.

'It feels awkward to suddenly ask a question here.'

While I was hesitating to speak, she addressed me first.

"Swen?"

"Ah... yes."

"Is something wrong? You suddenly went quiet..."

Irene looked at me with a worried expression.
After deliberating, I changed my mind.

"...It's nothing."

Instead of pressing further, she nodded and continued with her explanation.
It seemed she was letting it go.
I felt strangely grateful to her.

"...Anyway, let's move on to the south. Except for four countries, there aren't many threatening nations there either."

The southern situation was roughly as I knew it.

Roland, Hesna, Karelia, and Ohana.
If left to the CPU, Karelia would likely conquer the south due to their superior talent pool, but quite frequently Ohana or Hesna would also emerge victorious.
Roland's victory was as rare as finding a bean during a drought, and the remaining small nations were doomed to perish unless a player took control of them.

"That's it. And finally—"

She pointed to the top of the continent.
The northern continent.
The only region unified under one country at this point.

"The entire northern continent belongs to Serphina. You know that much, right?"

"Of course."

Small nations allied with Serphina were quickly annihilated in the game within a year.
In this world without deployment restrictions, they would have perished even faster.

Thanks to Irene's help, I was able to clearly check the current power structure.
There was a small gain from confirming this layout.

"Thank you."

After giving a proper acknowledgment, I took out a new piece of paper and picked up my pen again.

"Hmm? What are you doing?"

"I thought I'd draw a map of the surrounding areas while I'm at it."

Almost all the major battlefields in this game.
Having played for 10,000 hours, they remained vivid in my mind even after several months in this world.

It seemed useful to organize this information.
Besides, I didn't have anything better to do.

Irene nodded, then placed her hand on my shoulder and said:

"I'll leave the lantern on. Just turn it off before you go to sleep."

"Won't it be too bright for you?"

"I'm used to sleeping by campfires."

After saying that, Irene gave a faint smile and left my side to sit with her back against the wall.
Was she going to give up the bed for me again today?
As always, it was best to gratefully accept kindness when offered.

"Good night."

First, the battlefields around the eastern Aishers border...
I slowly picked up my pen and began drawing lines.

*

The next evening.
While Irene was briefly away from home, I was alone drawing maps of the surrounding battlefields.

'There are more mountainous areas around here than I expected.'

They weren't particularly steep cliff-like mountains, but there were quite a few hills.
While Anel Castle and its surroundings were vast plains, strangely enough, there seemed to be many difficult terrains right along the border.

I planned to continue checking the battlefields even after finishing this organization.
You never know when this information might come in handy.

Just then.
The door opened, and Irene returned from outside wearing armor.

"You're back?"

"Mm."

She was carrying something in both hands and placed it on the desk.
I checked what it was.

"Is this... meat?"

Several pieces of raw beef, along with various ingredients.
Irene looked at me with a smile and said:

"I realized that since you've become a new member of the household, I should properly welcome you, shouldn't I?"

So she bought meat?
Surprised by this unexpected kindness, I responded awkwardly:

"You really don't need to go to such lengths."

"It's fine. This makes me feel better. Besides, looking at you, you seem quite frail. Am I right?"

"..."

Honestly, I had nothing to say.
If I tried to follow Irene's routine, I'd collapse from exhaustion before two hours were up.
The reason I didn't refuse her offer of the bed was because sleeping on it genuinely helped my weak body recover strength.

"Don't be disheartened. No one is born with stamina. At times like this, meat is the answer. Eat meat and regain your strength. Have a seat. I'll prepare it right away."

Saying that, Irene removed the armor protecting her chest.
Her large breasts momentarily bounced.
Then, after changing into comfortable clothes for cooking, she picked up a knife and began preparing the meal.

'...'

Living with her, I noticed she had remarkably high survival skills.
Moreover, she possessed the mental strength to not be defeated by her circumstances, no matter how miserable.
Honestly, when I, a man, arrived—she must have felt humiliated.
What kind of ruler sends a new male retainer to live as a roommate in a female knight's home?
While obeying one's lord is a retainer's virtue, it must have been a humiliating situation.

Yet she showed none of this to me.
Instead, she was cooking meat she had bought for a welcoming meal.

'Why?'

Despite what Lin said about compatibility, I couldn't understand why she treated someone like Irene so poorly.
Perhaps the reason Lin couldn't become a unifying ruler was due to this peculiar narrow-mindedness and gloominess?

While I was thinking about this—

"It's ready!"

Irene brought the plate with a somewhat proud expression.
The plate that usually held hard rye bread or dried fish now seemed incredibly sophisticated just by containing freshly grilled meat.
I picked up the fork and knife and cut into the meat.
This sensation. How long had it been?
After cutting the meat and putting it in my mouth, chewing that piece made me feel alive.

"It's delicious."

The seasoning was just right, and it was cooked perfectly.
Hearing my words, she smiled brightly.
She seemed genuinely happy to receive the compliment.

"I'm confident in grilling meat. When camping, I usually handled all the cooking."

"You mean Lady Irene?"

"Yes, that's right."

She said that while patting my back and continued:

"Swen. I know it must be uncomfortable staying in the home of an officer of the opposite sex, and you've seen things you shouldn't have, so you must be concerned... but I'm sorry I can't resolve this situation right now. As soon as a vacant house becomes available, I'll send you there immediately, so please bear with it until then."

She spoke to me with genuine apology.
What a conscientious personality.
Hearing this, I smoothly replied:

"What are you saying? As long as you're fine with it, I'd like to continue living with you, Lady Irene."

And as for seeing things I shouldn't have—it was the finest view ever, but I kept that comment to myself.

"You're quite good at flattery. As I've said before, you won't get anything from it."

"No. I'm being sincere."

I answered very seriously.
And I truly meant it. There was nothing better than living together to raise her affection level.
While Lin probably sent me here to torment her, that choice was actually not bad for me—rather, it was a good one.
Besides, she was beautiful. Seeing her large breasts every day would surely extend my lifespan.

Hearing my words, Irene became flustered and suddenly blushed.
Then, scratching the surface of the meat with her fork, she awkwardly said:

"...Ahem, hmm. Let's finish our meal."

And she silently cut the meat roughly and put it in her mouth.
Her shy demeanor was quite adorable.

"Then, I'll enjoy this meal."

I first thanked Irene for preparing the meat for me—
And then, I silently thanked Lin for preparing Irene for me, before continuing with my meal.

* * *

Three days had passed since my appointment to Brands.

That meant it was time to participate in the "regular meeting of Brands."
Though I had been floating around without work until now, I would probably be assigned duties starting this month.

Irene, who had woken up early and put on her armor, spoke to me:

"Are you ready to go?"

"Just a moment."

I slowly got dressed, then put on the outer garment Irene handed me.
The front pocket area had the emblem of Brands engraved on it.
Just wearing this clothing made me realize more than ever which faction I belonged to.
In the small Lunarienne nation, there were no such uniforms.
I guess even being a servant is better at a large corporation?

"I'm ready."

"...Ah. One last thing to say."

"What is it?"

"It might be better for you not to be associated with me. I'll go ahead first, and I recommend you follow five minutes later. You should know the way to the royal castle."

"..."

I easily understood the true meaning behind her words.
Since she was disliked by Lynn Brands, she was saying she'd understand if I kept my distance?
I was genuinely impressed that she could say such things even to someone who was essentially her housemate, and I responded in a firm tone:

"What would a mere newcomer like me know? Rather than engaging in politics from the start, wouldn't it be better to show an innocent appearance of knowing nothing?"

Hearing this, Irene smiled slightly as if amused.
In three days, we had grown closer than expected.

"...You really do say such things without hesitation. I almost want to learn from you."

"I'll teach you when the opportunity arises."

She let out a slight laugh and opened the door to leave.
Of course, I didn't wait five minutes at all and immediately followed behind her.

*

The morning in East Anel was incredibly peaceful.
The sounds of bustling citizens and carriages moving here and there carrying goods.
The most notable feature was the large number of people wearing clothing with the same emblem as mine.
Were they all working under Brands?
Interestingly, not only officers but also soldiers and lower-ranking organization members seemed to be given this distinctive emblem.
While in the game only "officers" used it, to run such a large organization, there must be countless "Jameses" belonging to Brands who were working hard but not visible in the system.
Thinking about it gave me a somewhat bitter feeling, but there was no time to dwell on sentiments.

Before long, we arrived at Anel Castle.
The sound of people greeting each other could be heard.
By this point, people who recognized Irene should have approached to greet her—
But surprisingly, no one spoke to her.
The occasional people who did greet her were all lower-ranking individuals like servants or maids, not officers.

'So this is what she meant.'

Did they think there was no point in personal interaction with Irene, who was disliked by Lynn Brands?
Feeling strangely resentful, I stuck even closer to her side.

Fortunately or unfortunately, people weren't paying particular attention to me following behind her.
They probably thought I was Irene's attendant.
Of course, whatever they thought wasn't an important issue.

After walking a few more minutes.
Irene and I entered the meeting room inside the royal castle.

Inside the castle, there were truly, truly many people lined up on both sides.
Just at a glance, there were dozens of people.
Compared to Jeilant Castle, where there were only five people including myself... this was a completely different world.
Since Lynn hadn't arrived yet, the throne was empty.

"This way."

Following Irene's direction, I positioned myself appropriately behind her right side.
And shortly after—

"The Lord is coming!"

With the soldier's resounding announcement, footsteps echoed through the now quiet castle.
Long blue hair.
Cruelty hidden behind beautiful appearance.

The absolute will of Brands—Lynn Brands, accompanied by Farfalle behind her, arrived at the throne with dignified steps and sat down.
Then, addressing her retainers in a rather solemn tone that was somewhat uncharacteristic of her typically frivolous manner:

"Well. Is everyone here? We're going to start Brands' monthly regular meeting. Any objections?"
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# Monthly Regular Meeting

The royal castle meeting in the Lunarienne Army was, despite its name, essentially just a small gathering where four of us, including myself, huddled together to decide "what shall we do this month?"

Even then, since Lord Luna almost completely trusted my words, these meetings often ended in less than an hour.

But the Brands Army was different.
Every month, dozens of people gathered—from the most basic subordinate generals to the castle lords who handled the actual administration of surrounding castles—all proposing commands to Lynn and receiving missions to carry out.
Perhaps I was experiencing this "monthly meeting" for the first time only at this moment.

"First, I'll receive last month's reports. Castle lords, come forward and speak in turn. Same order as before."

"Yes!"

First, a middle-aged man with blonde hair from the far left of the line stepped forward firmly.

"I am Rasion, lord of Kelstein Castle. I will report on this month's objectives of 'training' and 'military reinforcement.' The number of soldiers has increased by 3,300, with a current total of 39,000 soldiers stationed."

It's nice to see a familiar face.
Rasion.
Just an average A-rank general, but someone who reliably does his job no matter what he's assigned.
He wasn't particularly loyal and would usually surrender when captured, but perhaps because of that, I saw him frequently whenever I played the game.
I utilized Rasion quite often myself.
His portrait in the game was just a pixelated extra, but in reality, he had quite a dignified charm.
It felt like all the pixel characters received tremendous upgrades when the game world became reality.

"Any other notable matters?"

"Two new talents have been recruited, and the small fortress that began construction in front of the castle under Kalinz's leadership should be completed by next month."

"I see. About the fortress defense commander—I think we should just keep Kalinz on it. Pass that along."

"Yes! Understood."

After Rasion bowed respectfully and stepped back, the man beside him came forward and spoke.

"I am Daltrick of Jog Castle. First, I would like to report on the achievements of the past month."

And so it continued—each castle lord giving their presentation.
The Brands territory was vast, with a total of nine castles, both large and small.
After the castle lords finished their presentations, Lynn looked down at everyone and said:

"Now. Today I plan to appoint a lord for Jeilant Castle, which has newly become part of our Brands territory. I've prepared a list of people to work there, so those who receive assignments should head to Jeilant. If there are personnel not present here, the castle lord they belong to should relay the message. Shall I call them?"

This atmosphere.
Unfamiliar yet familiar at the same time.
Yes, it felt like being a trainee waiting for unit assignments.

"I appoint Aneka Lem as castle lord. Banya, Mirika, Yuz, Diaka, Bran. These five will work at Jeilant Castle."

"Understood!"

Several voices responded.
After that, Lynn rose from the throne and said:

"Now, we'll determine this month's action plan. Does anyone have good ideas? Feel free to speak."

Though called an action plan, it was the same concept as the "opinion submission" we did in the Lunarienne Army meetings.
As a newcomer, I decided to listen rather than step forward, and kept my mouth shut.
Indeed, several people raised their hands and began offering opinions.

"I believe the most important thing now is to organize internal affairs. Implementing policies focused on commerce and agriculture would be best."

"As we are surrounded on all sides by enemy nations, I propose implementing policies focused on military reinforcement."

"Roland Army's Chellam Castle in the south has weak defenses, so we should prepare to attack. We should conscript and train new soldiers at Saintica Castle on the southern border, using all the nation's resources."

One by one, they raised their hands and presented their opinions.
I could instinctively sense something.
The people raising their hands and speaking their minds here were all decent talents who were pulling their weight in the Brands Army.
That's precisely why they could freely offer opinions to their lord.

Then.

"My Lord. May I also offer an opinion?"

At Farfalle's words, who stood beside Lynn, Lynn nodded.

"Go ahead."

"I've confirmed that you've been focusing on the west all last month, but I recently received intelligence that the Aishers Army in the east is planning to punish the Allepel Army in the west."

"Really? If that's true, isn't it quite a good opportunity?"

Farfalle nodded strongly in agreement with Lynn's response and said:

"Indeed. It's an excellent opportunity to mobilize 56,000 troops to invade the Aishers Army's Valhart Castle. I believe we should prepare for invasion as soon as the armistice ends."

"Oh? You must have something you're confident about?"

Instead of answering, Farfalle gave a faint smile.
Lynn nodded and then addressed us:

"Hmm... Any other opinions?"

At that moment, someone broke the silence and raised their hand.

"My Lord."

A now somewhat familiar female voice.
It was Irene who offered an opinion.

"...Speak."

"I believe the Serphina Army has been quiet for quite some time. Rather than focusing elsewhere, I think it would be better to station more troops at Kelstein Castle in the north to strengthen our defenses."

"Oh? The north?"

After hearing Irene's words, Lynn responded with an indifferent expression.

"Didn't we just build a new fortress there? Kalinz is there too. And we already have the most troops stationed there of all our borders. Do we really need to send more?"

"Well..."

As Irene tried to explain, Lynn raised her hand to stop her.

"No. Well, everyone is free to express their opinions."

Though Lynn said this with a smile, her words were clearly laced with thorns.

A strange atmosphere formed in the meeting hall.
The flow of the atmosphere itself, carrying the will of the absolute ruler, was targeting Irene.
This pressure...
Even I, a third party, felt intimidated... Had Irene always been treated this way?

"..."

Irene did not continue speaking, but bowed her head in submission.
Lynn summarized the situation:

"Well. Anyone else want to offer an opinion? No more?"

Shortly after, Lynn organized the opinions that had been presented.

"First. Implementing policies focused on internal affairs. Do you think this is the best approach for our Brands Army? If so, raise your hand."

Hearing this, several people in the hall raised their hands to indicate agreement.
I was beginning to understand this system.
In the game, generals would offer opinions, and the lord (the player) would typically implement policies decided by majority vote.
Of course, the lord could ignore the meeting results if they wished, but doing so would lower the loyalty of generals except those with deep devotion, and worsen relationships. Unless you were doing a concept play, there was no reason to do that.
It seems they're roughly deciding by majority vote here too.
Unlike the Lunarienne Army, which was a small nation with very few people, ignoring results decided by majority vote would be burdensome even for the lord here.

'Let's see.'

I input the question: "Is implementing policies focused on internal affairs most efficient for the Brands Army?"
The conclusion was [No].

'To give the impression that I'm working properly, I should choose what I think is right here.

Of course, since these were just opinions being offered, it was possible that the answer to all questions would be [No].
In such a case, if Lynn wanted to, she could ask me "What would be most efficient?" just as Luna had done, and that would resolve things.
But I just wanted to be moderately helpful, not ambitiously earn merit.
After all, Luna would eventually unify everything anyway, so there was no need to exert myself.

So I let it pass.

"Then second. Implementing policies focused on military reinforcement would be best. Raise your hands."

Again, several people raised their hands.
I did not raise mine.

"Third. Gathering troops in the south to prepare for invading Chellam Castle would be best. Raise your hands."

Surprisingly, only one person raised their hand this time.
The proposer, who had spoken confidently, looked a bit embarrassed, but what could they do?
If they didn't like the outcome, they should have established a proper line of supporters for their proposal.

Of course, I didn't raise my hand this time either.

"Fourth. Mobilizing 56,000 troops to attack the Aishers Army's Valhart Castle. Those who agree?"

And then, many of the ministers who had been hesitating until now unanimously raised their hands.
Farfalle, observing this scene, smiled with satisfaction.

Farfalle.
She was the Brands Army's national strategist—military advisor.
In this game, a national strategist was someone who served the lord from the closest position and could deeply influence the lord's various decisions—in a way, it could be considered the highest position a minister could reach.
Of course, as territory expanded further, positions like corps commanders could be established, but that was for later.
In any case, giving the impression that I agreed with Farfalle's opinion and strengthening my relationship with her would be good politics.

I input her opinion in my mind.

'Is attacking Valhart Castle the best opinion?'

[It is not.]

'Hooh.'

I know her intelligence exceeds 90.
So, I was planning to casually raise my hand for her opinion. High intelligence usually means correct statements.
But it seems that wasn't the case this time.

If you agree with an opinion, your favorability with the general who proposed it increases.
If the strategist Farfalle's opinion wasn't absolutely correct, I should just agree with Irene's opinion to raise her favorability.
I was really taking this matter quite lightly.

"It's pretty much decided."

Lynn added a needless comment before opening her mouth again.

"Lastly. Adding more troops to Kelstein Castle in the north to strengthen defenses and prepare for the Serphina Army's invasion would be the best approach. Those who agree?"

And this time, except for the proposer Irene, not a single person supported her opinion.
Irene had fallen out of Lynn Brands' favor. Only her talent allowed her to participate even in meetings like this.
But it seemed that in organizational life, finding people loyal enough to side with someone who had fallen out of favor with the leader was just as difficult in this world as in any other.

'If I raise my hand alone, will her favorability increase?'

At that moment, I thought this and casually input her question in my mind.

'Is it right to gather troops at Kelstein Castle to prepare for the Serphina Army's invasion?'

And the result came.

[Very close.]

'...Huh?'

What?
Not "No," but "Very close"?

'What's happening in the north?'

Honestly, I had thought about supporting Irene's opinion, but as Lynn said, they were already building a fortress there and had the most troops stationed there.
It seemed unnecessary, so did this mean her opinion was actually the most efficient one?

"No one?"

I hastily raised my hand at Lynn's words.
My action drew the attention of every general in the room.
Their gazes were quite varied, but could ultimately be summarized as:

'What are you thinking, siding with her?'
Even Irene seemed a bit surprised that I would raise my hand, as if she hadn't expected it.
Lady Irene, hold your head high. Surprisingly, your opinion is the most efficient among these.

At that moment.

"Hooh."

Lynn, seemingly amused by the situation, slightly raised the corner of her mouth, then pointed at me and said:

"Swen. You raised your hand for Irene's opinion?"

At Lynn's words, the attention already directed at me became fixed on my face.
It would have been natural to feel intimidated, but compared to when Lynn had once held a knife to my throat, this was nothing.

"Yes."

"Oh? Why?"

"Because I agree with her words."

"So you think we should send troops to the north? To a place that's already building a fortress and has the most soldiers?"

"Yes. That's right."

"Hmm."

She smiled as if finding it amusing, then looked at Farfalle beside her and said:

"That's what he says, Farfalle. What do you think?"

"Well, umm..."

What was Lynn thinking?
By this point, I had one guess.

'Could it be.'

"Farfalle. Would you like to have a debate after a long time? Don't you want to hear what the newcomer thinks?"

"..."

Debate.
More commonly known to users as a "war of words," it referred to a 1:1 debate within the game.
Debate was the intelligence version of 1:1 combat where generals with high strength compete against each other.
As this world was based on the game world, it seemed that system existed at least formally.

Hearing those words, Farfalle seemed to realize something and nodded.

"I see. Understood."

Lynn, satisfied with that answer, now looked at me and asked:

"What do you think, Swen? It's okay if you're scared."

It seemed she wanted to test me.
Why?
Because I sided with Irene, whom she didn't like?
Or perhaps she recognized my abilities to some extent and conversely wanted to be persuaded?

Either way, I couldn't back down now.
The more enthusiastically I defended Irene's opinion here, the more her favorability toward me would increase.
Thinking only of that, I said:

"If you put it that way, I dare to try convincing my Lord, the Strategist, and everyone here in the Brands Army."

"Ahaha. How interesting!"

Lynn laughed heartily, seemingly pleased with my bold attitude.
Then, Farfalle slowly walked forward to face me.
I also took a step forward to stand before her.

"Is this acceptable, Strategist? I would like to request your guidance."

I spoke in a very respectful tone with my head bowed.
Hearing my words, Farfalle slowly nodded and said:

"I should be the one requesting your guidance. I welcome it anytime. If you can convince me, I will follow General Irene's opinion."

"Then."

I slowly walked to the center.
She too walked from beside the throne to face me.

Facing each other—
I began my first 1:1 debate.
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As soon as I stood before Farfalle, a message suddenly appeared before my eyes!
[Which command would you like to choose?]
And various 1:1 debate commands floated before my eyes, and I crush my opponent with a command imbued with Intelligence 100—

----Of course, no such development occurred.
If that were going to happen, a status window would have appeared when I first arrived here.

In the game, Intelligence was the most important stat in one-on-one debates.
Just as a general with high Strength would slaughter one with lower Strength in a one-on-one battle, the basic mechanism of debates wasn't about the logic itself but about a general with high Intelligence sending their opponent on a sightseeing tour via tour bus.
After all, the game itself wasn't designed with such intricate detail; it was fundamentally a simple classic game.

However, now that the game world had become reality, my high Intelligence stat wouldn't make my opponent's health bar decrease while they trembled and said things like "Hmm, I see your point..." just because I used commands with favorable matchups.
I had to genuinely persuade my opponent.

So what I needed to utilize wasn't my Intelligence stat.
It was the truth that only I could know—the rules of this world that I'd learned during my 10,000 hours of gameplay.
And striking at the right moment when they'd wonder, "How could they possibly know this?"

Those were the two points where I needed to make my stand.

Those two were my weapons.

This wasn't the Lunarienne army.
There was no one here who would readily accept my assertions that might sound like Luna's stubborn insistence.
For my story to sound plausible, I had to demonstrate knowledge of things they thought I couldn't possibly know.

'I need to create an opportunity.'

At that moment, Farfalle looked at me and spoke in a gentle tone.

"Please, feel free to speak first."

I nodded lightly to Farfalle, who had yielded the first move, and began to speak.

"At this point, invading the Aishers army isn't the best approach."

"May I hear your reasoning?"

"Before I explain my reasons, I would rather ask something of you, Farfalle—and if I may be so bold, of our noble Lord as well."

As I spoke, I looked past Farfalle's shoulder—
At Lynn, who sat on the throne, watching us with an interested expression.
She was smiling. Fortunately, she didn't seem displeased.
In that case, I could proceed.

"Why haven't you invaded the eastern Aishers army until now?"

"...I'll answer that. Because the opportunity hasn't presented itself."

"Opportunity, you say?"

"As you know, the Aishers army possesses power that cannot be ignored. Though their territory is small, they have many talented generals and maintain a considerable number of soldiers befitting the population residing in the fertile lands of Balhart. No matter how small their territory may be, for our army to attack them decisively, we would have to accept the risk of endangering our other fronts."

I nodded at her words.

"Yes, I completely agree with your assessment, Farfalle. But that's precisely why I must ask: why are you now advocating for an invasion of Balhart Castle?"

"Because when the Aishers army attacks the Alepel army, there will inevitably be gaps in their defenses."

"Is that the only reason? I believe the Aishers army has sufficient capacity to both attack the Alepel army and fend off our forces."

"I wouldn't have proposed it if that were the only reason."

In response to my probing question, she answered with barely concealed confidence.

"...It relates to what I mentioned earlier. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity has presented itself to us."

An opportunity has presented itself.
In other words, without this opportunity, an invasion would be unreasonable.
And in the current situation, there could only be one thing that would constitute an opportunity: additional external intervention.

Hearing this, I turned my thoughts inward.
Irene had mentioned that the Charam army had come here to present money.
In this game, when someone just gives money, there's a 99% chance it's to use the [Betrayal] stratagem.
Though this wasn't a prediction made with Intelligence 100—it was something I knew from playing the game for 10,000 hours.

"Once our course of action is decided, I plan to brief everyone, including our Lord, about the situation... but I cannot speak precisely about it yet."

Her additional comment added credibility to my speculation.
Of course she couldn't talk about it now. How could she say "The Charam army has agreed to attack the Aishers army from behind" in front of all these people?
She was the strategist of the Brands army. Even with such vague explanations, she would naturally gain trust based on the results she had shown and proven so far.
Just like how Kein and Tifa had gradually begun to trust my abilities during my time with the Lunarienne army.
Moreover, since she clearly stated that she would explain her plans once they were finalized, she would seem much more trustworthy to the audience than someone like me who had to ask them to trust me while serving under Luna.

In that case.
The person I needed to shake up now wasn't the audience or Lynn.
It was the purple-haired strategist standing before me, Farfalle, the architect of this plan.

I deliberately put on an expression suggesting I knew something.
Confidently, as if I possessed some grand strategy.
With a slight curl of my lips and in the most relaxed voice I could manage.

"Farfalle, are you perhaps thinking of a joint attack?"

"A joint attack?"

"Specifically... I'm asking if you've considered forming a secret agreement with the Charam army for a simultaneous attack."

"...!!"

Good.
I didn't miss it.

I could see her pupils contract momentarily.
She quickly regained her composure, but I definitely caught it.
The moment of surprise when she heard my words.

'That's it.'

Well, there wasn't much else it could be.
I continued speaking assertively.

"If that's the case, I must insist even more strongly that we should not proceed with the invasion. Charam Masakuru, the ruler of the Charam army, is not a particularly trustworthy person. If they were the ones who proposed this plan first, I believe there's a high possibility that this is a trap aimed at our Brands army."

"......"

This time, Lynn, who stood behind Farfalle, nodded with interest.
She seemed to be focusing intently on my words.

"Let me ask one more thing. Did you also receive the information that the Aishers army will attack the Alepel army from the Charam army?"

"......"

"If so, it would be correct to assume that the Alepel army is also in on this."

After a moment of silence, she finally parted her heavy lips.

"You speak quite assertively."

Farfalle said this, then intensified her gaze upon me.
It seemed she was surprised that I had seen through her thoughts.

"While I cannot speak precisely yet... both the Charam army and the Alepel army are not on good terms with the Aishers army. This is something anyone involved in central politics would know without difficulty. Of course, Swen, you might not be aware of this since you haven't been with the Brands army for long. The assumption that they would conspire together to deceive us lacks plausibility."

She was trying to provoke me clumsily, but it wouldn't work.
Come to think of it, in the game, Intelligence 100 was immune to the [Provocation] keyword. That idle thought made the corners of my mouth curl up naturally.

"Farfalle, I apologize for saying this, but we shouldn't place too much faith in what seems like easily obtainable information for the Brands army, which is ultimately a third party, no matter how adjacent we may be."

"Pfft."

Lynn laughed behind me after hearing my words.
Farfalle maintained her composure despite Lynn's reaction and spoke calmly.

"I understand your point, Swen. Indeed, Charam Masakuru, and by extension Alepel Jaramka, are not particularly trustworthy individuals. But precisely because of that, it's reasonable to believe they won't betray us."

"May I hear your reasoning?"

"......"

She took a deep breath before speaking.

"Assuming, as you suggest, that we are in communication with the Charam army, their primary goal is to maintain their territory as it is. They are men without ambition who are content as long as their own power is recognized. The characteristic of such individuals is that they can become the most reliable allies if you can properly give them what they want."

In other words, she was saying, 'If we guarantee their safety, they'll follow orders meticulously, so this can't be a scheme.'

"In contrast, Baranga Yuuri Aishers, the leader of the Aishers army, is not only capable but also ambitious. From her perspective, acquiring the territories of the Charam and Alepel armies would essentially provide her with the foundation to make her name known throughout the continent. Given this, I don't believe that petty rulers who desire the status quo would cooperate with her. They're not foolish enough to help a woman who is constantly eyeing their castles."

While it sounded plausible at first glance—
Upon closer examination, there were quite a few holes to poke.
Perhaps she was flustered because I had seen through her scheme?

Well.
I didn't come here to work passionately like I did in the Lunarienne army.
Though I felt a bit sorry for her, I decided to pick apart her argument.

"That's precisely the point, Farfalle."

"What? What do you mean...?"

"Baranga Yuuri Aishers is an excellent ruler. Have you considered why the Charam and Alepel armies still exist on the continent?"

"T-that's..."

Good. She's flustered.
I pressed on more forcefully.

"You can think about it simply. Imagine if you were Baranga Yuuri Aishers. Before facing a powerful neighboring nation like the Brands army, wouldn't you first consolidate your foundation by dealing with the weaker nations?"

Farfalle didn't say anything, but she seemed to agree with my point.
After all, she bit her lip for the first time, looking vexed.
But she was a smart woman. So rather than giving her time to think, it was the right choice to press further here.
After all, to persuade the people watching this debate, showing that I 'seemed to have the upper hand' was as much a debate strategy as actually having it.

"So why didn't she do that? If we assume she's not a foolish woman, there must be a reason, wouldn't you agree?"

"A reason... do you have some idea?"

"I have some suspicions, yes."

Of course, that's a lie.
But there was no need to reveal my hand by saying, "I don't know."

"Then please tell us your reasoning."

"Farfalle, please recall what you said earlier. Didn't you yourself say, 'I cannot speak precisely about it yet'? I believe there's a reason you said that. The same applies to me."

"......"

Just as you have things you're hiding, I have the right to hide things too.
Understanding what I was getting at, Farfalle fell into thought for a moment—
Then she questioned me.

"Let's assume, for the sake of argument, that you're correct. Let's say that the proposal for a secret joint attack is some kind of scheme, and we're being deceived. Wouldn't this be a perfect opportunity to turn the tables and strike the Aishers army from behind? We've essentially discovered the plot in advance. If that's the argument you're making, I would agree. However."

Her voice became clearer.
I felt that she was finally addressing me sincerely.

"Your opinion isn't 'let's turn the scheme to our advantage.' The opinion you endorsed—Irene's opinion—is to send troops to the north to strengthen our defenses. Do you still maintain that position?"

"......"

Come to think of it, that's right.
I came up here to push for Irene's opinion.
Is she touching on this topic because she feels she's losing ground on the previous subject?
It seems her position as strategist wasn't obtained without merit.

I couldn't rely on the power of prediction, and they wouldn't blindly trust me like Luna did, so I had to somehow manage with rhetoric...
But Intelligence 100 had only said it was "nearly correct," not that it was the most efficient method.

In fact, what's the difference between "that's right" and "nearly correct"?

'Is it that the action itself is correct... but the conclusion is different?'

It's not the answer, but an opinion that's somewhat close to the answer.

The fact that a mechanism that only makes 100% correct predictions gives an answer like "nearly correct" clearly reveals one fact.
It meant that Farfalle's "turning the scheme to our advantage" wasn't such a good method.
If it were, when asked about Farfalle's opinion rather than Irene's, it would have said "nearly correct."
Since it's an action related to the Aishers army.

To summarize, "using 56,000 troops to do something with the Aishers army" itself was far from the most efficient method.

That leaves Irene's opinion.
I apply the same logic here.

'The action itself is correct, but the conclusion is different.'

Here, the phrase [nearly correct] appeared.

'So, sending troops to the north... itself is correct?'

It was more plausible to judge that "sending troops" rather than "defense" was correct.
It was difficult even for me to argue against the opinion that defense itself wasn't necessary yet.

So let's say that sending troops is the correct conclusion.
There were only two things that could be done by sending troops.

Either strengthen the castle's defenses.
Or gather them for an attack.

And—

'...!'

As soon as I realized this, cold sweat ran down my spine.
It's close to a deduction based on my reasoning, but if so...

'If saying "let's strengthen our defenses" isn't the answer but close to it, then the answer is...!'

The compass's result was unexpected.
But I know this compass speaks the truth.

I slowly opened my mouth.

"...We need to send troops to the north. I still agree with that opinion. However—"

"Then you're advocating for defense? I have much to say about this as well. First, including the forces already building fortifications, the number of troops in the north is currently—"

"Farfalle, please forgive my rudeness. I just wanted to point out that I haven't finished speaking yet."

Though I interrupted her, Farfalle nodded, perhaps acknowledging that she had interrupted me first.

"...I apologize. I seem to have gotten a bit excited. Please continue with your opinion."

"It's correct that we should send troops to the north. However, we shouldn't focus solely on defense. No, sending troops merely for defense is not enough."

"...Pardon?"

My words surprised Farfalle.
Lynn, who had been watching the debate with a relaxed expression, was also surprised.
The ministers within earshot were all surprised.

And... even Irene, the originator of this policy, was surprised.

But.
When you exclude all the "incorrect answers" based on prediction, what remains.
No matter how absurd it might seem, that's the answer.
Beyond the logic of how it could be possible, the shining answer predicted by Intelligence 100.

I confronted her once more with that absolute "answer" as my weapon.

"We should gather troops in the north and invade the territory of the Serphina army."

Ch.32 - Chapter 32. Monthly Regular Meeting / Brans (3)
"Are you suggesting we invade the north?"

Farfalle couldn't hide her bewildered expression for the first time.
As if she'd heard something completely unexpected.

"That's correct."

At my words, the officials who had been listening silently to our debate began to murmur among themselves.
Irene was also staring at me in shock.
She apparently hadn't expected me to go this far.
That's understandable. I didn't expect myself to say such things either.

"No... Lord Swen. Do you understand what you're suggesting right now?"

I could see cold sweat running down Farfalle's forehead.
There was no trace of the intimidating presence she had shown earlier.
She was simply flustered, caught off guard by the outlandish proposal I had just made.

At that moment.

'Ah, maybe I can use this.'

I carefully chose the most natural words possible and casually asked.

"What do you mean... exactly what are you referring to?"

"I'm asking if you really think sending troops to the north to attack Lady Serphina's territory is the best course of action."

How perfectly she provided such an exemplary answer.
I quickly entered the question Farfalle had given me.

'Is attacking Serphina's territory by sending troops to the north the most efficient method at this point?'

The question was entered.
Now, all that remained was for the conclusion to be output.

[Yes, it is.]

'As expected.'

I had thought as much, given that I had reached this conclusion by eliminating all other possibilities, but since it was still just my personal guess without using prediction, I had been somewhat lacking in confidence.
But now with the certification from my Intelligence 100 brain, there was no more need for hesitation.
The best move for the Brands army this month was to attack Serphina's territory in the north.
Of course, I had no idea why.

Whether she knew what I was thinking or not, Farfalle spoke in a somewhat faster voice than before, almost shooting her words at me.

"With our current national power, we cannot invade any castle in the north. We are clearly outnumbered compared to Serphina's vast territory and army size. Moreover, her soldiers are seasoned veterans who have quickly pacified the north and gained experience suppressing sporadic rebellions there. While our soldiers have also gained experience through many battles... given how aggressively she has conducted her conquests, it's fair to say her troops are more skilled than ours."

And she's probably recruited all the mercenary groups based in the northern continent at a high probability.
Farfalle didn't seem to know that yet.

"Besides, let's say we somehow managed to launch an attack from Kelstein Castle. The closest place we could potentially attack would be Cherien Castle in the northeast. Currently, about 40,000 troops are stationed there, so considering it would be a siege, we'd need to prepare at least 70,000 to 80,000 troops, wouldn't we? If we gather more forces and combine all the troops from the smaller castles near the northern front, it's not an impossible number. But if we do that, the forces at Chorel Castle and the surrounding fortresses in the northwest certainly won't just sit and watch as Kelstein Castle becomes an empty house."

After saying this, she took a deep breath.
My opinion must have been quite shocking to her.

"To prevent that, well, we could pull troops from other borders. We still have armistice agreements with other countries along our borders, but those will all end soon enough. And invading a northern castle cannot be resolved in such a short period, considering both distance and military strength. Serphina's army is no small force."

Having said that much, she looked straight into my eyes and said:

"Therefore, I cannot understand at all why Lord Swen would suggest such a thing. If you have any basis for this, I'd like to hear it. Why did you make such a judgment?"

Basis.
I have no basis.
It's just that my prediction said so.

But—Luna isn't here.
Lynn Brands won't believe me so unconditionally.
No, thinking coldly—except for someone like Luna, it would be right to assume that no one would blindly believe my far-fetched story.

So I need to say something.
If I had time to think slowly about the confirmed prediction and come up with a plausible explanation, that would be one thing—but right now, I had too little information about why this was the case.
So what should I say?

As I was pondering this while still maintaining eye contact with her:

"That's enough."

Lynn's voice came from behind.
When I came to my senses, I realized she had already walked closer to us.
Both Farfalle and I had been so focused on our conversation that we hadn't noticed.

"The conversation is getting too long, so let's stop here for now. Is that okay with both of you?"

She's cutting off the debate here?
I easily read Lynn's intentions.

'She doesn't want to be persuaded by my argument.'

Since the new topic was so radical, the rest of the debate would likely revolve around me.
She seems to somewhat overestimate me, so she probably thought I might present some convincing strategy.
Then the officials would have no choice but to be persuaded.
That would make my argument—or rather, Irene's argument—the monthly policy, which she wanted to prevent.
It was a rather small-minded action for a ruler, but considering Lynn's attitude toward Irene so far, it was quite plausible.

However.
Her assumption that I would present a convincing strategy was her tremendous misunderstanding.
I had only just gained confidence in my prediction, without even thinking about why it would work.
But that misunderstanding—from my position, I couldn't help but take advantage of it.

"I..."

"If it is my lord's wish, I am fine with it."

I answered first, taking the initiative.
Farfalle looked at me hesitantly, but soon nodded and said:

"...I am fine with it as well."

"Good. That's how it should be."

Lynn was a ruler with no small amount of arrogance.
A ruler who generally wouldn't tolerate anything that went against her mood.
It wasn't difficult to notice this from how she treated Irene simply because she didn't like her.
Farfalle, who served her more closely than I did, probably knew this better.

"Now, I'll ask all of you. Those who think Farfalle's opinion is better, raise your hands."

At her words, the crowd unanimously raised their hands.
It wasn't much different from before.

"Next. Those who think we should change to Irene's opinion, raise your hands."

This time, no one raised their hand.
It was an entirely expected result given that the debate had ended at this point.
Well, it didn't matter to me. It's not like my life would change if the Brands army didn't make the best choice.
They would be the ones to regret it, not me.

"...So it's decided, Swen. There wasn't a clear winner in the debate, but I think it's fair to say Farfalle had the upper hand. It seems you failed to persuade people."

I bowed my head deeply with the most humble expression I could manage, and answered in the most respectful voice I could muster:

"How could I possibly win a debate against someone like Lady Farfalle? I'm satisfied just to have learned from the experience."

"..."

The look in Farfalle's eyes as she watched me was unusual...
Anyway, it seemed I had managed to get through this situation somehow.
After all, I only needed to gain Lady Irene's favor.

And so the debate ended.
I slowly returned to my original position behind Irene.
She was looking at me with great concern.
You really don't need to worry about me that much.

Lynn shouted loudly, as if to change the atmosphere:

"Our army's action plan for this month is 'The Conquest of Balhart Castle.' Everyone, do your best in your assigned roles."

"Yes! Understood!"

After the subordinates' responses echoed throughout the royal castle,
Lynn raised her hand and said:

"Next, we'll distribute individual roles. Check the castle walls to see what you need to do. With this, I conclude the monthly meeting. Good work, everyone."

With those words—
My first monthly meeting with the Brands army came to an end.

* * *

After the subordinates who had participated in the meeting left, the royal castle became somewhat empty except for the guards.
There, Farfalle was wandering around with a serious expression.

'Swen... how does that man know everything?'

She had tried her best not to show it during the debate, but everything he had said in the early part of the discussion was correct.
The secret proposal from the Charam army.
The grand plan that an envoy, who had recently brought gold to improve friendly relations, had subtly mentioned to her.
Saying it was difficult to speak in front of the ruler, he had discreetly told only her first.
She had also heard about the Aishers army's plan to invade the Alepel army at that time.

And certainly.
After hearing Swen's words, she felt somewhat persuaded.
Why hadn't the Aishers army conquered such a small country until now?
Rather than "didn't conquer"... "couldn't conquer" seemed more natural.
If that was the case, what was the reason?

Yes.
Up to that point, she had definitely been impressed by this man called Swen.
Until then, she thought she could understand why his lord, Lynn, was so concerned about him.

Until Swen said, "We should attack Serphina's territory."

'It's an absurd opinion.'

In debates, it wasn't uncommon to throw out ridiculous opinions to shake the opponent's resolve.
She had no idea how he had figured out that she had received such a proposal—but his suggestion seemed more like empty bluster than anything else.

At that moment:

"Farfalle."

"Yes?"

Lynn, sitting on the throne, spoke up.

"What do you think about Swen's opinion?"

"You mean his suggestion to attack Serphina's territory in the north?"

"Yes."

Farfalle answered without even thinking:

"It's an extremely unrealistic proposal. Isn't that why you cut off the debate in the middle, my lord?"

"...Well..."

The answer was somewhat unsatisfactory, but she had no intention of changing her opinion.

"We don't need to worry about the northern front right now. I, Farfalle, will definitely deliver Balhart Castle into your hands as a reward for your trust."

"..."

Lynn remained silent, lost in thought.
Then she wondered:

'Why did I cut off the debate in the middle?'

Lynn knew well that Swen was no ordinary man.
From the beginning, he had shown signs of even knowing that Serphina's army from the north would attack the Brands army.
Could he have informants in the north?
She couldn't guess exactly, but perhaps he had some way of learning about the situation and political climate in the north—and was basing his words on that?
After all, without performing some kind of "miracle," that humiliating armistice agreement would never have been reached.
So even if his opinion seemed absurd... maybe it was actually feasible. She had been thinking that deep down.

But.
Swen hadn't come up with his opinion on his own.
Swen's argument was... strictly speaking, Irene's opinion.
If Swen won the debate and convinced everyone, wouldn't the Brands army adopt Irene's proposal as the monthly directive?

She disliked that.
Even she, who always made cold judgments for the sake of the country—her judgment became clouded when it came to Irene Juliet.
Swen's prediction had been correct.

Of course.
Setting aside her dislike for Irene—if Swen's words were trustworthy, she would change her opinion too.
But wasn't "having some way of learning about the situation and political climate" just her own baseless speculation?
Even though she had recommended Swen herself, she couldn't blindly trust him without concrete evidence.
He wasn't her only subordinate, and there were quite a few strategists in the Brands army, including Farfalle, the chief strategist.

Even so, since it was Swen who had spoken—a man who seemed to possess peculiar insight in Lynn's eyes—she couldn't completely ignore his opinion.

'Considering the possibility that something might happen in the north, it would be good to station some troops there.'

Not as many troops as Irene's opinion suggested—
But it seemed reasonable to divert some forces from those intended for invading the Aishers army.

Come to think of it, Swen was living in the same house as Irene.
Given that neither had said anything, were they getting along well enough?
She had thought about accommodating them if Irene came first to apologize, or if Swen said it was uncomfortable living there—
But if they didn't come to her, well, what could she do?

'...Never mind.'

Lynn was an extremely stubborn woman.
The kind of person who wouldn't think of changing things if both parties were satisfied.
This straightforward personality of hers was an element that enhanced her charisma as a leader—but it also had the side effect of making inflexible decisions in strange areas.
And in that respect—her evaluation of Swen, who didn't bother to come to her, was becoming increasingly ambiguous.

'Swen. I need more time to figure out whether you can be mine or not.'

No matter how capable he might be, if he ultimately couldn't be hers, then at that time...

She thought this while twirling her hair.
It was a habit of hers when she had a lot on her mind.

Ch.33 - Chapter 33. Just That And Nothing More
* * *

After the meeting ended, I checked the duties I had been assigned.

'Commerce... is it.'

I don't know what my Politics stat is, but I'll have to do what I'm told regardless.
I'm not sure exactly what I need to do at the market.
Well, in this game, Intelligence wasn't a stat that particularly affected commerce.
And I don't even know what I'm supposed to do in the first place.
When I was in Lunarienne's army, I did exploration once, but otherwise I was just doing maintenance... Embarrassingly, since my Strength was insufficient, Tifa and Luna did all the direct repairs to the fortress walls while Kein and I worked in more of a supporting role.

'I'll figure it out when I get to the market.'

It seemed that official duties would begin the day after the meeting ended.
In Lunarienne's army, things just rolled along without any systematic organization, but I guess big organizations really are different.
Anyway, I'd completed everything I needed to do today.

And as for the woman who came with me, Irene Juliet—
Once again, she wasn't assigned any duties.
While there were a few other officers in the Brands army without assignments, they were all unremarkable C-rank officers.
Only Irene was left with nothing to do despite her high abilities.

"..."

I silently followed behind her as she wordlessly headed home.

*

She only began speaking after we arrived home.
Her face, which had maintained a consistent expressionless look, now clearly showed apologetic feelings.

"I'm sorry, Swen. I didn't mean to ignore you, but I was worried that if you appeared too close to me in front of others... you might receive unfavorable treatment."

"Why bring that up now? I already publicly agreed with your opinion in front of all those people."

"Yes. That's exactly what I want to ask about!"

Irene asked me with strange excitement:

"What... what did you mean by that? That the Charam army is planning to betray us through a secret agreement? Do you really believe that?"

Oh. Thank you.
After mentally thanking Irene for asking the very question I wanted to input, I entered the question in my mind: 'Does the Charam army plan to betray our army?'
But the result was [Unknown].

This result wasn't unfamiliar.
It was the same result I saw long ago, before joining Lunarienne's army, when that old man I used to chat with asked me if he would win or lose at gambling.

'I thought this might happen, but it seems impossible after all.'

In this game, the advice from a Strategist with 100 Intelligence concerned matters of the ruler and state, battle outcomes or strategy success, mission assignments, or the most efficient policies.
It seemed that such specific questions couldn't be answered even with 100 Intelligence.
I'd have to rely on wringing out my own thoughts.
I don't know the exact criteria yet, but I should be able to figure it out once more big data accumulates.

"And you said we should attack Serphina's territory in the north? What does that even mean? Isn't that too reckless?"

I answered in a calm tone to pacify the excited woman before me.

"Irene. If I may, before answering your questions, could I ask you something first?"

"...Go ahead."

"Why did you suggest strengthening our defenses by sending troops to the north?"

Irene sighed briefly after hearing my question, then spoke.

"Let's sit down first."

She removed her heavy armor and hung it up, then took a seat at the table.
I naturally sat across from her and looked into her eyes.
I was ready to listen.

"Do you know about the decisive battle our army fought against Serphina's army in the north for several months recently?"

"I've heard about it."

While I was enjoying peace at Jeilant Castle, the Brands army must have had a hard time battling Serphina's forces.

"During that time, we managed to hold them off somehow... but we weren't able to defeat the enemy forces efficiently despite it being a defensive battle. Our army may have won the immediate battle, but in the long run, the reality is that our Brands army is falling behind."

"You mean we lost in terms of exchange ratio?"

"That's right."

As expected of Irene with her siege specialty, she seemed to have some insight in this area.

"There's quite a large population in the north. The central region, which makes up most of our Brands territory, is excellent land too, but it's still chaotic. While the area around Anel Castle may be peaceful, the residents of territories near the border have already been heavily conscripted as soldiers. So in a situation where we can't quickly raise more troops, I think it's premature to mobilize 56,000 soldiers to subjugate the Aishers army. I'm convinced that Serphina's army will seize the opportunity to attack Kelstein Castle again."

After saying this, Irene rose from her seat saying [Wait a moment] and prepared tea.
She really was a diligent woman.
Soon after, I accepted the teacup she offered and took a sip.
The tea had a subtle smoky aroma.

"Now that Farfalle has raised the issue, there's a very high chance it will pass. She's the most trusted woman in our army."

"Is that why you raised your hand?"

"Yes."

She nodded and took a sip of tea.
I see.
Despite knowing she would be disliked, she raised her hand out of concern for the country, believing the current course was wrong.
Even though Lynn wouldn't appreciate it, and Irene herself no longer expected such appreciation—she still spoke up when necessary.
She was truly loyal, but in most timelines of the game, her loyalty ended in tragedy.

Will she end up dead because of this?
Because of her unbending personality?

One fact I know: 'Lynn Brands kills her officer Irene Juliet, with whom she has poor compatibility, with her own hands.'
It felt like puzzle pieces were gradually coming together for this statement that only showed the outcome.

As she stared blankly at her teacup, I carefully asked her a question.

"...Irene. This might be impertinent, but—"

"It's fine. I can't grow if I take an officer's words as disrespect. Feel free to speak your mind."

"Then I'll ask directly. Do you know that you're disliked by our lord?"

"..."

She smiled bitterly and said:

"Yes. I know."

"Yet you remain loyal?"

"Yes."

"May I ask why?"

"..."

Irene Juliet.
S-rank officer. Red hair with purple eyes. [Siege] specialty and high Strength. The ill-fated officer who ultimately gets beheaded by her lord Lynn Brands.
This was all the information available about her in the game.
The tips were equally simple: [If you want to utilize Irene, either choose Lynn Brands directly or destroy the Brands army as soon as possible! However, even if the Brands army falls, Irene rarely gets recruited, so try with patience!] That was all that was written about this woman.

But.

This "that's all" Irene Juliet practiced her disciplines every day, waiting for her lord to call for her.
This "that's all" Irene Juliet always offered loyal counsel for the sake of the country, despite knowing she was disliked.
This "that's all" Irene Juliet was generous to her subordinate officers, didn't overestimate her abilities, and never took out her frustrations on those beneath her even when she suffered humiliation.

I became curious.
Why was Irene so loyal to Lynn Brands despite being disliked?
Not because of a character setting that said [Deep loyalty], but why this woman before me—who lived and breathed, who made tea, who never neglected her daily practice—didn't betray the lord who hated her.

And if possible, I wanted to save her.
This woman before me, whose smile looked like it might crumble at any moment.

"...This is somewhat personal."

She said this while lightly scratching the rim of her teacup with her finger.

"It was my father's request."

"Your father's?"

"Yes. After the Empire fell, the man who claimed the central region's prime territory, Anel Castle, faster than anyone else was the man known as the Empire's watchdog, Olland Brands. You know of him, right?"

Olland Brands.
A name I'd heard, but never actually controlled in the game.
He was already dead by the time the game started, and the Brands army had been inherited by his third daughter, Lynn Brands.

"My father, Kafka Juliet, was Olland's personal guard."

This was a name I'd never heard before.
Unlike Lynn Brands, who was a powerful ruler in the game, Irene was just an officer with good abilities.
The game didn't detail the background settings of such officers.

"On the day I first held a sword, my father always told me something. That we live to serve the Brands family. That our very existence was because of them. Indeed, when Olland was alive, our family could live without worry."

I focused on her story without adding any comments.

"My father died protecting Olland's life."

"What happened?"

"There was an assassination attempt on Olland."

Ah.
I could roughly picture what had happened.

"At that time, right after the Empire had just fallen, people still had an 'Imperial citizen' identity, and many still followed the Aingart family. After my father died, my mother also fell ill and passed away."

"So you've been carrying on your father's will... until now?"

"Yes."

Irene looked at me more clearly than ever before as she spoke.
In her eyes, even if somewhat faded, there was a distinct pride.

"Serving the Brands family and living for them—serving Lynn Brands, who became the successor after Olland Brands passed away—is only natural for me. Don't you think so, Swen?"

"..."

I took a sip of tea without answering.
Saying "I don't think so" here wouldn't convince her anyway.

In this game, the stat that most affected officer recruitment was Charisma.
With 100 Charisma, even officers who were difficult to recruit would usually bite eagerly.
Based on my ordinary appearance, my Charisma stat would probably be around 50 to 60, though that was a meaningless thought.

Methods I used in the game to recruit legendary officers with [Loyalty 100]:

1. Raise favorability to MAX.
2. Establish a special relationship (deeper friendship than others, etc.).
3. Use strategies to lower their loyalty.

These were just three that came to mind.
Of course, from my perspective of just pressing buttons, I had no idea how to apply these in this world—but for now, doing what I could would be best.
No matter her circumstances, there must be ways to recruit Irene to our side.

'Let's start by raising her favorability.'

With that thought, I felt more at ease and carefully spoke with as much consideration in my voice as possible.

"I understand now. I see why your loyalty to Lynn remains unshaken."

"I'm glad you understand... but I'm worried I might have burdened you by sharing such personal matters when we haven't known each other long."

"It's fine. Learning about you is a truly wonderful thing for me."

"...!"

At my words, Irene's pupils dilated slightly—
Then she blushed and turned her head to the side.
Is she awkward around men?
Well, since I said it to raise her favorability, this reaction should be good.

"Ahem. Um... anyway, my story is fine to leave at that. Let's get to the main point."

She covered her mouth with her fist, cleared her throat several times, and then spoke again.

"I'd like to know the basis for the conclusion that we should attack Serphina's territory in the north."

"The basis, huh."

To be honest, I don't know either.
I just made inferences based on the results so far -> and when Farfalle conveniently asked a question, I applied it and the answer turned out to be correct.
But the fact that the result turned out that way meant something was definitely going to happen.

"..."

I considered making something up right now, but it seemed better to wait until I was more certain.
We weren't in the middle of a debate, the policy was already decided, and there wasn't much Irene could do even if she heard my reasoning.

"I have some vague ideas, but my thoughts aren't refined yet. Could you give me some time?"

"That's fine with me."

"That's a relief."

I didn't have anything to say right now anyway, so that worked out.
This was something I needed to think about alone.

At that moment.

"Swen."

"Yes?"

"...Thank you."

She said this with slightly flushed cheeks.
Why?
Whether due to her manner of speech or something else, Irene, who had seemed like a strong warrior, now appeared like a woman who simply needed someone to lean on.

"For supporting my opinion... thank you. ...It's the first time this has happened."

I spoke in a serious tone.

"Irene. Let me say this—I didn't raise my hand out of pity. I did so because I thought your opinion was the most rational. Please keep that in mind."

"...I will."

She smiled at me again.
This time, it wasn't an expression that looked like it might crumble at any moment.

*

That night.

After Irene had finished her practice and fallen asleep.
I spread out the map of the northern region I had drawn and, by the dim light of a lantern, stared at it deep in thought.

'Something is definitely happening in the north.'

Attacking the north being the optimal result was the prediction of 100 Intelligence.
But no matter how I looked at it, I couldn't see the angle.
The castles in the north all had large concentrations of troops, and if we mobilized forces to enter from our side, it would inevitably create a perfect situation for someone else to attack Kelstein.
Even looking for variables related to newly built fortresses, nothing seemed to fit.

'There's a reason Farfalle was incredulous.'

Even I, who had cleared this game thousands of times, found it absurd—how much more so for her?
Of course, since this world was based on a game that wasn't very realistic in tactical terms, it wouldn't be impossible if we used cheats to bring multiple SS-rank officers with [Siege] specialties.
But that was a meaningless assumption right now.

Anyway.
If "attacking the north" was indeed the most efficient method—it meant something seemingly impossible would actually happen.

I recalled all the variables within the game.
Everything that could happen in the game.
From those, I selected events that would put Serphina's army in distress while creating an opportunity for our army to invade.

First, I eliminated events that wouldn't benefit our army much even if they occurred.
Quite a few "variables" disappeared at this stage.
Then I organized what remained. There were three in total.

First: A natural disaster occurs.
Natural disasters existed in this game.
If you were really unlucky while playing, an earthquake could destroy your castle—something truly absurd.
What is an earthquake? It was more plausible than being destroyed by a meteor strike, though that possibility also existed, albeit remotely.
From the beginning, this was a somewhat arbitrary world where even magic-using wizards existed, so there were quite a few unfair events like this.

But the probability was extremely low. Even based on the prediction of 100 Intelligence, recalling scenes I'd rarely seen while playing the game lacked plausibility.
Unless this was the only possibility.

So let's ignore this one.

The second was the sudden death of a ruler.
If a ruler died without designating a successor, countries with many territories would likely split into three or four parts.
That's why some players used the trick of repeatedly saving and loading to assassinate rulers of large nations.
If a country split apart, it would certainly be a good time to advance into the north.

But... Serphina dying?
She was a key figure in this game who survived throughout the scenario, and in a way, was even the face of the game.
In most timelines, she was the absolute powerhouse who unified the continent.
Plus, she was young. And healthy.
So this also seemed as unlikely as a natural disaster.

Right.
Only one option remained.
A sudden increase in fronts that Serphina's army would need to respond to.
Which means—

I marked two castles in the north with O symbols.
Chorel Castle in the northwest, and Cherien Castle in the northeast.

One of these two castles.
In one of them—

'A rebellion... will occur?'

The third option.
A rebellion and uprising in a castle due to a coup.

No matter how I thought about it, this seemed like the answer.

Ch.34 - Chapter 34. Devoted To The Mission At Castle Annel
# Rebellion.

It meant the act of a vassal entrusted with a castle rising against their lord for some reason.
During rebellions, vassals in the castle would either remain or be driven out to their original forces depending on whether they supported the rebellion—but resources like troops, gold, and food could be swallowed up by the rebels.
In any case, if a rebellion occurred, it would create a crack in Serphina's powerful ranks.
Was the idea to use that moment to invade either the rebelling castle or a nearby one, giving our forces an advantage?

However.
For the Brands forces to take advantage of this situation, they would inevitably need to station sufficient troops at Jeilant Castle at the moment of rebellion.
Even Serphina's forces would be in disarray immediately after a coup—but they were a nation with the resilience to quickly suppress rebellions and regroup.
So, this conclusion was reached—coincidentally thanks to Irene.
If Irene hadn't suggested defending the north based on her "warrior's intuition," this would have been a method impossible to know at this point.
Of course, if Lynn had asked me directly, I would have provided the answer—but unlike Luna, Lynn wasn't a ruler who asked me how to do everything and trusted me absolutely.
Besides, I could reach this conclusion through step-by-step reasoning, but if she had asked me directly, the prediction "Invade Serphina's northern territory" would have popped up, and I would have struggled to find the right words to convince her.

Anyway—the course was set.
At this rate, even if a rebellion occurred, they wouldn't be able to do much while worrying about Aishers' forces, and ultimately they would fail to plant the Brands flag in the north.

Well, but—

'I suppose that's just how it's meant to be.'

Lynn Brands wasn't destined to be the unifying ruler.
From my position as someone who needed to work under the unifying ruler, there was no need to sincerely convince her.
In the meantime, I could just spend time with Irene while handling commercial matters in the market.

With that thought, I organized the map and turned my head.
Irene had fallen asleep, crouched with her back against the wall.
I approached her slowly, making sure my footsteps were silent.

She was beautiful.
Long red hair.
A delicate nose and skin so white it seemed impossible for someone who wielded a sword.
She possessed beauty sufficient to learn proper etiquette and marry into a decent noble family to live peacefully—but she was born in turbulent times, and the blood flowing through her veins was not noble.

Somewhat foolishly stubborn, yet never choosing the easy path—a person fighting arduously while holding her father's will close to her heart.
A knight. A specialist in siege warfare. The sole descendant of House Juliet serving House Brands—beyond all that, a woman named Irene.
She carried so much on her shoulders, with no one to acknowledge her burden.

I had no intention of killing this woman.
She would clearly be of great help in completing the "unified nation" for Luna, who would someday be my lord again.

'I will find a way to save you, Lady Irene.'

I slowly moved away from her.
After turning off the lantern that dimly lit the room, I lay down on the bed.

Lying there, all sorts of thoughts came to mind.
Wearing clothes emblazoned with the Brands insignia, attending meetings for the Brands forces, hearing Irene's personal circumstances...
Yet through it all, one woman still occupied my mind.
Lunarienne Iniang.
The ruler who would unify the continent.

'Come to think of it.'

A question I hadn't asked myself in a while.
Can Lunarienne Iniang become the ruler who unifies the continent?

Just to check again before falling asleep, I casually entered that question into my mind.

...And then.

'...Huh?'

*

"Hey, you! Stop right there!"

"Hahaha. Catch me if you can!"

Children's shouts and laughter.

"This is... Is this really the right price for this?"
"Yes, it is. Anel Castle has relatively good supply, so it's cheap. Go check the next town over and see how much they charge."

Customers haggling over merchandise and merchants dealing with them.

In the middle of this peaceful marketplace, what I was doing was—

"Welcome."

Surprisingly, working at the counter greeting customers.

"You're from the Brands forces. Thank you for your patronage again."

Judging by the shop owner's words, it seemed common for military officers to come help with work like this.

There were dozens of officers assigned to commerce duty from the Brands forces this month.
The most capable among them—presumably the one with the highest politics stat—took the lead in distributing work to everyone.
And my assigned job was customer service.

The location was inside a tavern.
A place where hidden talents gathered and rumors from across the continent circulated.
I too had spent time in taverns during my unemployed days, hoping to be recruited by someone.
Perhaps the development of taverns where talents gathered and adventurers fulfilled various requests led to commercial development.

The tavern in Anel Castle was enormous, so there were several employees besides me.
Some appeared to be C-rank officers like me who had been assigned to work here.
Being placed here made one thing clear.

'My politics stat must not be particularly high.'

That's why I was assigned to a position requiring relatively less skill, right?
Of course, customer service could be endlessly complex if one wanted to master it, but considering how leisurely I was spending my time, I clearly wasn't in an important position.
Since I couldn't see a status window, I had to estimate my stats myself.

Still, it wasn't bad.
With plenty of time, I could verify various things.

First of all.

The question I asked before falling asleep yesterday: "Can Lunarienne Iniang become the ruler who unifies the continent?"

There was no answer to that.
Not that I got an "unknown" response—I simply couldn't obtain an answer at all.
It felt similar to when I hadn't received a question in the first place.
Usually, I could ask a question I'd received multiple times, but for some reason, this one was blocked.

Sensing something strange, I immediately asked myself several questions.
All were questions I had received when I first met Lunarienne.
[Can Serphina von Aingart unify the continent?] And, [Is Baranga Yuuri Aishers a ruler who can unify the continent?] [Can Lynn Brands unify the continent?]

Of these, only the last question about Lynn produced an answer.
The answer was [No].

Basically, I couldn't directly question myself.
To make predictions, I needed to hear questions from others.
Once I heard a question from someone else, I could ask myself the same question repeatedly.
But—despite having received these questions before, answers weren't forthcoming.

At this point, I could vaguely guess a rule I hadn't known:

'The questions I receive are reset when I change the ruler I serve...?'

If this was correct, it would simply explain why only the question about Lynn could be predicted.
This question was the first one Lynn asked me when she recruited me.

So my questions—
Since they were ultimately the "strategist's" predictions, were questions related to my affiliated army given priority?
That seemed odd considering I could predict the futures of other rulers too.

Of course, this wasn't a perfect answer.
It seemed right that something was being reset, but it could happen periodically... or due to some other factor I hadn't noticed.

'Well, I can't know for now.'

If I could grab someone and ask them to "please ask me if Lunarienne Iniang will be the ruler who unifies the continent," I could easily check the results again.
But without Luna, who would unconditionally listen to me, going around asking such strange questions would only draw unwanted attention.
Though Irene was here, we weren't that close yet.

'I'll have another chance to check someday.'

So I just did my assigned work at the tavern, dealing with people adequately.
I wondered if this really counted as "contributing" to commerce... but in domestic affairs, politics stats were far more important than intelligence stats.
Well, I didn't particularly dislike this job. It would have been more annoying to come up with ideas to develop the market.
Why work so hard when I was just affiliated with the Brands forces anyway?

'Let's just do the job.'

So I spent my time working without particular enthusiasm.

*

A week had passed since starting the mission.
On my way back from the market, I bought a snack that all the children were carrying around.
It was a typical pastry with sweet jam inside.

"I'm back."

"Mm. Good work."

When I arrived home, Irene greeted me warmly, drenched in sweat and resting in that obscenely revealing training outfit.

"Have you been swinging your sword until now today as well?"

"That's right."

Those firm muscles on her waist must be the result of that arduous training path.
Feeling a bit guilty in this situation, I laid out what I had bought on the table.
Irene approached, showing interest in my purchases.

"What's that?"

"Snacks. The children in Anel Castle were all carrying and eating them."

"Ah... Swen, do you like sweet things?"

"Not particularly, but you always make tea for me, don't you? I thought these might go well together."

There were snacks in Irene's house too, but they were more plain than sweet.
If we're going to have tea, wouldn't it be nice to have something sweet with it?

"I see... I've been focusing on my training, so I've been avoiding sweet foods as much as possible."

Right.
That made sense.
Someone so focused on building her body would naturally control her diet.
Actually, except for when she grilled meat for my welcome feast, she generally seemed to eat modest portions of simple food.

"Well, if you're avoiding sweets while training hard, I suppose it can't be helped—"

As I was about to put away the snacks after saying that.

With a soft touch—
She placed her hand on my wrist.

"..."

"?"

"...Ahem."

She cleared her throat awkwardly without saying anything.
Even when I tried to pull my hand away, her strong grip kept me from moving.

"...Lady Irene."

"What?"

"Would you like to have some?"

"...!"

Judging by how quickly her face turned red, I'd guessed correctly.
Living together, I'd noticed she was surprisingly bad at hiding her emotions.
But—she seemed to be having an internal conflict because the food didn't fit her routine.

At times like this, a little encouragement helps.

"Let's eat together if you'd like. A few won't hurt."

Not realizing my words were like a devil's whisper, she nodded while covering her mouth with her hand.

"...Well, it's not that I want to eat them... but since you went to the trouble of buying them."

She said this while mysteriously raising the corners of her mouth.
Why?
Hearing Irene's obvious lie, I felt like teasing her.

"No, I'm fine. If you're only eating them because you're concerned about what I bought, you don't have to."

"What...!"

"I don't want you to force yourself. I'll eat them all. Don't feel obligated."

"Ah... well, that..."

Taking advantage of her momentary weakness, I moved the bread aside.
She leaned forward like a cat eyeing a treat, moving closer to where the bread was.
Her purple eyes flickered with such obvious disappointment.
She really can't lie at all.

That's enough teasing.
I smiled lightly, then nodded and said:

"I'm just kidding. Let's eat together, Lady Irene. That's why I bought them in the first place."

Hearing my words, she looked somewhat indignant and pouted.

"...Swen, sometimes I don't know what you're thinking."

"I hear that a lot."

"...Pfft."

Hearing my response, she laughed briefly, seemingly amused—
Then she stood up and headed to the kitchen, saying:

"I'll wash up quickly and bring some tea. Please wait a moment."

"As you command."

It had been nearly 10 days since I started living under the same roof as Irene.
I was gradually getting used to her.

*

"The news" came about two and a half weeks after starting the commerce mission.

"You're saying I should stop the mission and come to the royal castle immediately?"

I asked the soldier who had come to fetch me.

"Yes. Our lord is looking for you, Swen. She said it's fine to temporarily suspend your mission."

'Lynn is looking for me?'

What could it be?
I couldn't imagine why she would be looking for me at this point—

'I'll find out when I get there.'

"Understood. I'll organize things and head to the royal castle right away."

"Yes. I've delivered the message clearly. Well then."

After briefly exchanging greetings with the soldier, I explained the situation to the people I worked with, left the tavern, and headed straight for the royal castle in Anel Castle.

Ch.35 - Chapter 35. The Summons, And
No matter how many times I visited, I couldn't get used to the vast space of Anel Castle.
Even before entering the royal castle, I felt overwhelmed by the magnificent decorations lining both sides of the road.

When I reached the castle gate, a guard blocked my path.

"State your business."

"My name is Swen. I was summoned by my Lord."

I showed him the Brands family crest on my clothes.
The guard verified it, then lowered his guard and saluted me.

"Yes! My apologies. Please come in."

The guard clearly had a similar emblem on his armor, but perhaps there was some marking that identified someone of higher rank?
I made a mental note to ask Irene about it later as I made my way into the castle.

I entered, walked along the red carpet, and proceeded to the central audience chamber where the ruler was.

Upon entering the audience chamber, Lynn, who was sitting on the throne, spotted me and raised her hand.

"Swen, you're here? Come this way."

I walked steadily forward and took my place among the people who were already kneeling on one knee, then paid my respects.

"Swen, reporting as summoned by my Lord."

"Yes, yes. Welcome."

I glanced around.
One man and two women were kneeling on one knee like me.
Two of them were unfamiliar faces, but one was someone I knew.

'Lady Irene?'

Did Lynn summon her too?
Since Lynn rarely called for her unless absolutely necessary, I naturally became curious.

"Well then, is everyone here?"

It seemed I was the last to arrive.

We all answered our ruler loudly.

"Yes!"

"Good."

Lynn crossed one leg over the other and spoke while rhythmically tapping her finger on the chair.

"From today, you will take 10,000 soldiers and move to Kelstein Castle."

"Kelstein Castle, you say?"

The man beside me asked.
He was quite young, but... since he wasn't in my mental database, he probably wasn't a particularly talented retainer.
In this game, C to D-rank generals all looked remarkably similar, as if they were stamped from the same mold.

"Yes. The vanguard... Irene will lead it."

"I will obey your command."

Lynn heard Irene's response and smiled with satisfaction, then spoke in a somewhat exaggerated tone.

"Originally, these soldiers would have been used to attack Valhart Castle, but well... Irene, it's rare for you to voice an opinion on such matters. It may not be as many soldiers as you wanted, but I can give you this many. Go and try to achieve something. I'm giving you an opportunity."

She spoke with a smile, appearing to act benevolently—
But anyone who wasn't a fool could easily detect the thorns in her words.

However, Irene acted as if nothing was wrong—rather, she seemed grateful, bowing her head even lower and answering vigorously.

"Yes! Thank you very much. I will certainly achieve merit."

"Good. And... hmm."

Her gaze, which had been fixed on Irene, eventually turned to me.

"Swen. Raise your head."

I slowly raised my head.
Her blue eyes examined me thoroughly before breaking into a bright smile.

"I wanted to give you more soldiers, but I'm sorry I couldn't. As you know, I can't accommodate every proposal that lacks credibility. Still, since you spoke up, there must be something to it, right? I'd like you to show me something during this opportunity, if possible."

I see.
I was beginning to understand why she had summoned Irene and me.
The proposal I had brought up at the meeting—'We should send soldiers to Kelstein Castle and attack the northern territory.'
That opinion seemed to have bothered her.
So she was taking at least some action now.

But, well...
If there really was a rebellion, even combining with the troops stationed in the north would probably be insufficient.

But what could I do?
That wasn't my problem.

"I will do my best."

I put on the most loyal expression I could muster, then bowed my head deeply again as I answered.
Lynn seemed quite pleased with that response, smiling for a long time before standing up and extending her hand forward.

"Now, prepare to move out immediately. I've made all the departure preparations, so you just need to go and leave right away. Your current assignments are suspended. Go and achieve merit, won't you?"

"Yes, understood!"

We greeted Lynn and quickly left the royal castle.

"I'll give you about an hour. To prepare for the journey. Let's meet at the north gate."

After hearing Irene's words, Jack and Sillin left first.
Irene and I also returned home to prepare for the long journey.
What I did was gather the maps of the northern region that I had drawn in my spare time.
I wasn't sure if they would be useful, but since I had already drawn them, it would be good to bring them along.

Kelstein Castle.
The castle that once saved Lunarienne's army from a northern invasion—now I was entering it with my own feet.

*

On the road to Kelstein Castle, with Irene as the vanguard, leading 10,000 soldiers.
Since all the routes were within Brands army territory, we were moving comfortably without any special security measures.

During rest breaks along the journey, I exchanged introductions with the other two.
Since Irene was the vanguard, her rank was the highest, so she naturally became the leader among us.

"I'm Irene Juliet. I look forward to working with all of you."
"Sorry for the late introduction. My name is Jack. I've been with the Brands army for about three years."
"My name is Sillin. I look forward to working with you on this mission."

Surprisingly, everyone seemed to be meeting for the first time.
Well, in such a vast nation, it would be difficult for all retainers to know each other's faces.
It's a bit unfortunate to say, but there probably wouldn't be many occasions for a major military officer like Irene to meet with the other two who weren't particularly distinguished.

"I'm Swen. I look forward to working with you."

"Ah, Mr. Swen."

After my introduction, Sillin approached me with a question.
She was a very ordinary-looking young woman with plain brown hair in twin tails.

"Don't you recognize me?"

"Pardon?"

Had I seen this woman before?
I racked my brain, but couldn't remember.
Rather than pretending to know her and stepping on a landmine, it was better to be honest.

"I'm sorry. I'm not very good at remembering faces."

"That's okay. It's understandable. We work together at the market. You're the one who manages the tavern counter, right?"

"Ah..."

Only then did I recall the woman who had been investigating the market's commercial status behind me while I was working at the counter.
So she was Sillin.
I thought she was just an ordinary person working at the market, but to think she was affiliated with the Brands army...

"Now that you mention it, I do remember."

"Hehe. I'm glad a handsome person like you remembers me."

"You're quite good at flattery for someone I just met."

And so, we exchanged trivial small talk throughout our journey to Kelstein Castle.
What surprised me anew was Irene's attitude toward them.

Sillin and Jack.
The fact that their names didn't register in my database after 10,000 hours of playing this game meant they were not even D-rank officers, but E-rank—or perhaps, like "James," they were entities who definitely existed and worked in this world but didn't appear as officers in the game.
They were the kind of characters who were chosen when someone needed to fill an empty space but didn't have anyone special to use.

As such, from Irene's perspective as a proper military officer and renowned general, it would have been natural for her to treat them with condescension, and it wouldn't have been strange if she actually did—
But although she spoke informally, throughout the journey she made efforts to accommodate everyone, including me.
She took on menial tasks that soldiers could have handled, and preferred to do things herself rather than delegating to others.
It was enough to make me think, so this is how someone earns people's respect.
She even took night watch duty with the soldiers.

'She's certainly a woman with remarkable mental fortitude.'

Well, considering that she didn't chase me away when I suddenly showed up at her home but welcomed me and got along well with me, it wasn't hard to see that she was an extraordinary person.

After riding horses northward for several days, passing through numerous castles, we finally arrived at Kelstein Castle, located near the border at the northernmost point of Brands army territory, adjacent to Serphina's forces.

'So this is Kelstein Castle.'

It was slightly smaller than Anel Castle, but still the largest compared to the other castles we had encountered within the territory.
Entering through the castle gate and looking around the domain... there were many people gathered, but none of the peaceful vibrancy that could be felt in Anel Castle.
Rather, it was very busy, but with an atmosphere that was somewhat difficult to approach.
Being a castle adjacent to the border, it would be hard to present a peaceful scene even as a formality.
Of course, people's expressions weren't as desperate as those in early Jeilant Castle.

"Everyone, good work. I'd like to rest right away, but I think we should report to the royal castle first."

"I think it would be best to follow Lady Irene's wishes."
"I agree."

Having obtained our consent, Irene gave a light bow and said:

"Thank you. Then, let's handle this quickly."

With those words, we moved to Kelstein royal castle at once.

*

Kelstein royal castle wasn't as luxurious as Anel Castle's royal palace, but it wasn't unimpressive either.
The minimally restrained decorations were each sophisticated and refined, and the eyes of the soldiers standing guard were much sharper than those at Anel Castle.

We followed Irene to the audience chamber.
In the audience chamber, a man with a familiar face I had seen once before was sitting in the lord's chair, waiting to receive us.

It was Rasion, the lord of Kelstein Castle.

"Irene Juliet, and three others. We have arrived at Kelstein Castle with 10,000 soldiers as commanded by our Lord."

"So you've come, General Irene. I've been waiting for you."

Rasion spoke with a somewhat displeased tone while remaining seated.

"I appreciate receiving the troops, but... unless something happens or orders come from our Lord, I and our Kelstein Castle soldiers will focus on defense. We might be dispatched to General Kalinz's fortress, but we have no plans for direct invasion yet, so I hope General Irene keeps that in mind."

Rasion was one of the few people who had closely observed the debate I had with Farfalle.
It seems that since they sent troops including Irene, who had proposed this plan, he naturally couldn't help but think about 'northern invasion.'
She could have said that it wasn't her opinion but that of Swen standing beside her, but instead of saying that, she bowed her head and answered:

"Yes, I understand. I await your orders."

"Well, I'd appreciate it if you just stay quiet. Such absurd ideas as invasion... tsk."

Rasion clicked his tongue once, then briefly glanced at my face.
No matter how intently you stare, you won't get anything out of me.

"I heard from our Lord that you haven't been officially assigned to Kelstein Castle. So you don't need to take on duties within the castle. I'll call you when needed, so feel free to rest until then. I'd appreciate it if you could stay quiet."

"Yes!"

After that brief audience with the castle lord ended.
Jack, who had left the castle, let out a short sigh and said:

"Whew... Lord Rasion is as intimidating as they say."

"I want to go back to Anel Castle soon..."

Sillin agreed, but I couldn't possibly concur.

Intimidating?
Rasion, the representative fair-weather friend of Garland Eternity Saga who would definitely join you if you captured him as a prisoner and pressed 'recruit'?

"Is Rasion... I mean, Lord Rasion known to be intimidating?"

"Ah, Mr. Swen might not know since you haven't been here long. Kelstein Castle, well, because there are so many wars... the military discipline is much stricter than other castles. It's not a preferred posting among retainers."

"I see..."

It feels more like witnessing the woes of civil servants rather than state retainers.

At that moment, Irene spoke as if to change the atmosphere:

"I'll secure rooms at a nearby inn. As the castle lord said, you're free to do as you please for now. You must be tired after moving around busily for quite a long time, so feel free to rest until orders come."

"Ah, then I'll go to the market for a while. I have some business there."

"Me too. Is that okay?"

"Of course. Come to the inn later, mention my name and you'll be able to get a room."

With that, Jack and Sillin left.

'Free to do as we please for now, huh. But if my prediction is correct...'

Something will definitely happen soon.
I discreetly approached Irene, who was leading the way.

"Hmm?"

"Lady Irene. I think it would be good to tell the 10,000 soldiers we brought to be ready to march out at any time."

"...!"

Irene heard my words, looked around briefly, then spoke:

"You think there will be a reason to march out?"

"Yes. Probably."

"...Hmm."

"It's just preparation. If nothing happens, that's the end of it. There's no harm in preparing for the future, is there?"

That's right.
I wasn't saying to take them out right now, just to be prepared.

"Understood."

I slowly stepped away from her.
Well, 10,000 men would be woefully insufficient to make a meaningful impact even if a rebellion occurred—

I wanted to let Irene know that her proposal wasn't wrong.

'The problem will be what comes next...'

And so we temporarily moved our residence from Anel Castle to Kelstein Castle.

* * *

A bedroom with sunlight gently shining through.
Extremely beautiful decorations, and curtains embroidered with luxurious silk.
Between them stood a massive bed carved from mahogany wood, the kind you might only see in an imperial palace.

And in the middle of the bed—
Sat a woman with long golden hair so bright it dazzled the eyes.
Skin like white jade.
Beauty so exquisite it would naturally inspire worship in anyone who beheld it, approaching that of a goddess.
Eyes that seemed to capture the golden light reflected in the sunshine, and a large bosom that looked as if it might burst through her snow-white nightgown.
This perfect beauty, as if sculpted with all of God's might, had just awakened from sleep and murmured:

"...Was that... a dream?"

Today too, she had the same "dream" that she repeatedly experienced without being able to sleep soundly.

Ch.36 - Chapter 36. Dream
# Dream

She had been repeatedly having a specific dream for the past few days.

A place that seemed familiar, yet she couldn't pinpoint exactly where it was.
In that place filled with buildings made of blue roofs and white bricks, a man approached her.
That man was an incredibly beautiful male with snow-white hair and gray eyes.

She didn't know who he was.
But in the dream, she knew who that person was.

His name was—

'.....'

Even though she naturally called out his name in the dream, she couldn't remember it at all after waking up.
She slightly furrowed her brow and placed her hand on her forehead.
Perhaps because of her brilliantly striking appearance, even her slight frown with golden eyes was breathtakingly beautiful.

'Who is that man....'

If she had more time, she might have calmly thought about that man—
But the position she stood upon simply wouldn't allow her any personal time.
She knew this well, so as soon as she regained her senses, she got out of the soft bed.

'...Never mind.'

Today too, for the sake of those who needed her, she had no choice but to become the "her" that everyone wanted.
As if submitting to the fate given to her, she gathered her distinctive hairpin from the table, quickly organized her thoughts, and prepared to leave the bedroom.

*

After leaving the bedroom, she passed the guards and walked down a long corridor.
While walking this corridor, she closed her eyes slightly.
This was a kind of ritual she performed.
The "real me" who had just woken up would walk down this corridor with eyes closed, transforming into the "me that everyone demands."

Before long, a thick door appeared.
And when she opened this door—

'.....'

With a creaking sound as the door opened.
A woman with brown hair tied back bowed respectfully to her.

"Have you awakened, my Lord?"

"...Mm."

She nodded, then took her place on the absolute sovereign's throne prepared for her.
The brown-haired woman stuck close to her side, reporting on recent events and matters she needed to hear.

"The forces for the 4th Kelstein Castle expedition have been fully prepared at Chorel Castle and Cherien Castle. And from General Julian, there's a suggestion to first destroy the fortress newly built by the Brands army to the north of Kelstein Castle."

"How many troops?"

"There are approximately 28,000 troops stationed at the fortress."

"If we're to attack the fortress, we'll depart from Chorel Castle, correct?"

"That's right."

She fell into thought for a moment, then asked the woman.

"Jena, I'm curious about your thoughts."

"May I speak frankly?"

"I'd be troubled if you didn't."

At her words, the brown-haired woman—Jena—smiled slightly and answered.

"Regarding the fortress first, I don't understand why they built a fortress there in the first place. It's not in a particularly strategic location. So rather than focusing on this, I think it would be better to lead a large force using the southeastern route from Cherien Castle to directly attack Kelstein Castle. If we do that, the 28,000 troops stationed at the fortress will come down for defense anyway, and then we can divide and conquer them with forces from Chorel Castle. That seems like a better approach than attacking the troops inside the fortress."

"I see."

She tapped the armrest of the throne with her finger.
Her golden eyes naturally sparkled.

"So the key is Cherien Castle... Anything else to report?"

"There are reports of troops gathering near the border between the Aishers army and the Brands army."

"Oh?"

Are they planning to attack the east at this point?
For whatever reason, this was quite favorable for our army.

How should we proceed if our army wants to move beyond the north to another location?

If we continue southeast from Cherien Castle, we'll reach a massive mountain range, and crossing it would lead to where the Aishers army is—but it's not a path suitable for troop movement.
The southwest of Chorel Castle is also a series of rugged mountains and swamps, so advancing to the mid-west of the continent through this route isn't a wise choice either.
The choice is Kelstein Castle, located at the gateway directly into the central region.
If we break through here, we can finally leave the north and advance to the south.
Although three expeditions had failed, the battle ratio was still turning in our favor.
In a war of attrition, we would inevitably win.

In this situation, if the Brands army extended the front line, what could be more welcome?
I don't know what their strategist is thinking, but given this opportunity, we can't help but take advantage of it.

At that moment.

Jena bowed her head to her and asked.

"Serphina. What will you do?"

"....."

At Jena's words, the one sitting on the absolute sovereign's throne, the only person externally carrying on the will of Aingart and the one closest to achieving the goal of continental hegemony—
With her piercingly brilliant golden hair and even more intense golden eyes, Serphina von Aingart answered in a somewhat dry voice.

"The execution date will likely be determined within a week. Until then, make sure to report in detail on the situation at the eastern border of the Brands army."

"Understood. I will order thorough preparations so that we can proceed whenever you command."

"I'm counting on you."

And at that very moment.

BANG!
The main door of the audience chamber opened with a chaotic sound.

"My Lord!!!!"

A soldier rushing frantically towards them.
Serphina asked in a calm tone, not showing any panic.

"What's the matter?"

"Che... Cherien Castle."

The soldier desperately blurted out information that needed to be delivered immediately, without even time to catch his breath.

"The lord of Cherien Castle, Ian Lishfalt... has rebelled...!"

"...!!!"

"....."

Unlike Jena, who turned pale with shock upon hearing those words—
Serphina merely frowned slightly, showing no other reaction.

"Claiming to purge the false witch of Aingart who has nothing left but a name, and declaring that the Lishfalt family is the true legitimate successor to the rightful heir Algot of the Aingart Empire, he has raised an army to restore order!"

'.....'

Serphina's impression upon hearing this was very simple.
—A pathetic man who can only rely on the authority of someone already dead.
Algot von Aingart, her brother—surely wouldn't have wanted something like this.

She thought about her "past" for a moment and gritted her teeth—
But she needed to hide such emotions.

"How many have joined him?"

The soldier quickly answered Jena's question.

"Including Solana Lishfalt, the lord of Mati Castle, about 13 people in total. Most of the rebel forces are people associated with the Lishfalt family."

Mati Castle was a small castle near Cherien Castle.

"I see."

That Ian.
Was he kneeling with his pride cast aside for this moment?
Serphina let out a brief sneer.
She knew it was just the desperate struggle of people who couldn't change history anyway.

"...What will you do, my Lord?"

"Let's postpone the 4th expedition for now."

"But—"

"It's fine. The current forces of the Brands army won't have any impact."

According to the latest intelligence received yesterday, the forces at Kelstein Castle had somehow increased by 10,000 from the last confirmed count.
Unless there were many more gathered, that level of force wasn't a major threat.
In fact, the reason for rushing this 4th expedition was to invade quickly before they could gather more troops.
The sudden increase in troops made her wonder if they had noticed the planned reinvasion, but if so, they would have sent more than 10,000 soldiers.
The Brands army certainly had the capacity to do so.

"...Understood."

After hearing Jena's response, Serphina rose from her seat and extended her hand toward the soldier, saying:

"Go and announce this. Summon all generals on duty immediately! We will prepare to march. Send a messenger to each sacred site's lord to share the situation as quickly as possible, and tell them they can march without my approval!"

"Yes, understood!"

With those final words, the soldier ran off at a rapid pace once again.

'Rebellion....'

Even with a rebellion, nothing would change.
She would just do what she had always done.
That was—to "thoroughly crush" them.
For the sake of re-establishing the imperial flag. For herself, who had "inherited" the will of Aingart.

"....."

She mulled over her brother's name.
Algot von Aingart...
The person she killed—yes, "killed"... right?
If that was the fate she had to accept—

'...Another bloodbath is coming.'

The woman known publicly as a tyrant was having thoughts quite unlike her reputation.
Of course, whether it was like her or not—even she couldn't tell anymore.

* * *

As I expected, it wasn't long before everything blew up.

"A rebellion... you say?"

In response to Irene's words as she knelt, Rashion nodded and said:

"Yes. The lord of Cherien Castle, Ian Lishfalt, has raised an army. According to the most recent information, he has about 40,000 troops, but he may have gathered more by now."

'So it is a rebellion after all.'

I had somewhat anticipated this would happen.
But seeing it actually unfold gave me mixed feelings.

Moreover, the name of the rebel, Ian Lishfalt, was familiar.
However, there was one unfamiliar aspect—he wasn't a general under Serphina's command, but one of the lords of the northern region leading an independent force called the "Ian Army."
Of course, since he respawns in the north, he would very likely become Serphina's food—but this scene of someone starting under Serphina and then declaring independence was something even I hadn't seen before.

Rashion stared at me kneeling beside Irene for a long time.
I thought he might ask something unnecessary, but instead of asking questions, he got straight to the point.

"I received a request from General Kalinz for troop support... but excluding the forces needed to safely defend our castle, it seems only the 10,000 troops that General Irene brought can be moved. Please tell me how much time you need to prepare for departure."

"We can leave right now."

"...What?"

To Rashion's question, Irene answered firmly once more.

"Yes. We can march immediately, my lord."

"....."

Rashion broke into a slight sweat before finally speaking.

"...Did you anticipate this? That this would happen?"

"....."

Irene silently looked up at Rashion.
Rashion must know from our previous discussions.
That the moment to deploy troops had finally arrived.
And—that ultimately, Irene's opinion, and by extension my opinion, had been correct.

Well.
The opportunity has already passed.
Adding 10,000 troops wouldn't be enough to turn the tide, and waiting for additional reinforcements would surely miss the optimal timing.

'Well, it would be nice if we could at least get Valhalart Castle.'

But that's probably not going to happen either.
In this moment, I freshly realized that my abilities could be meaningless without a "lord who believes in me."

Rashion let out a brief sigh, then loudly commanded us:

"General Irene, take 10,000 troops and move to the fortress where General Kalinz is stationed!"

"Yes, understood!"

As we left the royal castle after saluting, Irene finally turned her head and looked at me with an expression of disbelief.

"...Swen. There's something I want to ask."

"Please go ahead."

"Did you anticipate this would happen?"

Ah.

Come to think of it—from Irene's perspective, it must seem like I had completely foreseen this future.
If at that time, I had somehow managed to overturn opinions in the debate with Farfalle without Lynn's interference, we would have stationed more troops for northern defense as Irene suggested.
And naturally, with those many troops, we would have had the opportunity to invade the newly raised Ian Army much faster than Serphina's forces.
What is opportunity? We probably could have successfully attacked Cherien Castle.
So once again, my prediction had been correct.

Although Irene wasn't my lord, she was still a woman who would have to work with me in the long term.
It wouldn't hurt to appear "impressive."
I spoke with the most nonchalant attitude I could muster:

"I did sense something unusual in the north. I have relatives near the north, so I occasionally hear news through letters. I anticipated a rebellion might occur, but I couldn't be certain... If I had known it would come to this, I should have made a stronger case."

"...!"

Irene stared at me with a shocked expression, as if she couldn't believe the current situation.
I drove the point home to her:

"Didn't I tell you clearly? Your opinion wasn't wrong, Irene. No, your opinion was the only correct answer. I think you'll understand what I mean soon enough."

"Ah...."

After hearing my words, Irene remained frozen for a moment, slightly bowed her head—
Then murmured in a pitiful voice that seemed on the verge of tears:

"I see. I... wasn't wrong."

"That's right. It doesn't matter that no one else raised their hand to agree with your opinion. In the end, you were right."

"....."

And then.
She looked up at me cautiously, her face flushed.

"And... you were the only one who believed in me, Swen."

?
Rather than believing in her, I was just taking her side to raise her affection, but since the answer came out "nearly correct," I suppose her words were accurate.
Anyway, recognizing that this was a really good opportunity to raise her affection, I smiled at her.

"Didn't I tell you, Irene? I didn't take your side out of pity. So, you don't need to feel discouraged."

She nodded at my words.
Her purple eyes rippled as if they might spill tears at any moment.

"...Yes. Thank you, Swen."

If the situation had been better, we could have slowly discussed "why Irene's plan was right"—
But right now, we had received orders to go straight to the fortress.
I spoke as if to change the atmosphere:

"Anyway, we can't help that the opportunity has passed. Let's head to the northern fortress since we've been summoned."

"Let's do that."

I immediately set off for the newly built fortress with Irene, Jack, and Silin.

* * *

And when we arrived at the fortress—
The "worst-case scenario" had, surprisingly, become reality.

Ch.37 - Chapter 37. Battle In The North (1)
Leaving Kelstein Castle, we rode north on horseback.
The distance to the fortress wasn't very far.
Though it appeared to have just been completed and looked quite sturdy, I couldn't help but face a fundamental question.

'Why on earth would they build a fortress in a place like this?'

No matter how I looked at it, it didn't seem to have much strategic value.
The surrounding area was nothing but open plains.
Of course, it could serve as a forward base. After all, there was quite a distance between Kelstein Castle and Cherry Castle, located at the southernmost point of Serphina's army.
If that was the case, I thought it would be better to build a simple camp or watchtower rather than investing so much time and resources into a fortress.
A fortress, once captured, would immediately become the enemy's asset.

Thinking about the possibility of it being captured made this even more concerning.
From Serphina's army's perspective rather than Brands' army, acquiring this fortress would be extremely useful.
Considering the significant amount of gold, labor, and time consumed in building a fortress, the Brands army might end up cooking porridge only to feed it to a dog.

'Well, I suppose they have their reasons.'

Come to think of it, when I played this game, the CPUs would just build fortresses and watchtowers in any available empty space without much strategic planning.
There was no need to think too deeply about it.

After entering the fortress, we easily met Kalinz Brands, the commander in charge of this fortress and the younger brother of Lynn Brands, the ruler of Brands.
A blue-haired, refreshing-looking handsome man.
Next to him stood a middle-aged man with brown hair, a face I didn't recognize.

"I am Irene, and I've just arrived with 10,000 soldiers on our Lord's orders."

As Irene bowed her head slightly in greeting, Kalinz welcomed her warmly and said:

"Oh, General Irene. You've arrived. Faster than I expected. And also..."

Kalinz examined those of us standing behind Irene.

"Jack of the Brands army."

"Silin of the Brands army."

"Swen of the Brands army."

After receiving greetings from Jack, Silin, and myself, Kalinz stared at my face for a long time.

"Hmm... Haven't we met somewhere before?"

We have.
Kalinz was the first enemy commander I encountered after crossing into this world.
If the mercenaries hadn't helped, I would have already lost Jeilant Castle to this man.

But.

"I have such an ordinary face that you must be mistaking me for someone else, General."

"Is that so? Hmm... I can't agree with the 'ordinary' part, but I'm not entirely certain either."

I managed to dodge that well.
There was no need to loudly announce to this man that "I belonged to Lunarienne's army."
He might hear about it later from Lynn, but there was absolutely no reason for me to volunteer that information.

"Well then. 10,000 you say... What about the castle's garrison?"

"Without any garrison troops, I was only able to bring the additional soldiers dispatched by our Lord."

"Is that so? That Rashion... What is he hesitating for? When will we ever get another opportunity like this!"

Kalinz struck the desk lightly with his fist in irritation.
The sound of the thump gradually filled the space.

"Anyway... 10,000, you say? Did Lynn—no, our Lord—dispatch 10,000 soldiers from Kelstein Castle?"

"That's correct."

"The timing of sending them is good, but I wish she had sent more. We could have secured victory for certain."

Kalinz Brands had been spending his time building this fortress instead of attending the regular meetings.
What gets conveyed from regular meetings is not the process of the meeting, but only the decisions made.
So—unlike Rashion who directly witnessed my conversation with Farfalle during the one-on-one debate—Kalinz was unaware of the situation itself.
That's why he could only think of it as "good timing."

At that moment, Irene cautiously asked Kalinz:

"Lord Kalinz. When you say we could have secured victory...?"

"Ah yes. We're about to gather these troops and immediately attack Cherry Castle, which Ian's army has just seized in rebellion."

"...!"

What?
The current fortress troops numbered 28,000, and with the 10,000 we brought, that made 38,000.
The enemy forces, according to recent information, were 40,000. There was a possibility they had grown even more.
Even if we took all our forces, victory would be difficult, and we needed to leave at least 3,000 men at the fortress for contingencies.
Even though the game that formed the basis of this world wasn't particularly realistic in terms of strategy/tactics, and S-class commanders could cut down numerous soldiers, to win a siege, we would need about 70,000 troops to see a path to victory...

'Ah.'

At that moment.
For some reason, I thought I understood Kalinz's strategy.
Is he targeting 'the chaotic state right after the rebels have risen up'?

"Excuse me, Lord Kalinz. Has our Lord approved this...?"

To the middle-aged man's question, Kalinz replied as if it were a ridiculous thing to ask:

"My brother and I have been granted the authority to carry out tactical operations independently without consulting our Lord within the Brands army."

"But when deploying such large-scale forces—"

"Besides, now is the time for a surprise attack. If we report everything and wait for a response, we'll miss our opportunity. Would you take responsibility then?"

Cutting off the man's words, he could only respond with an apologetic expression:

"...No. I apologize for my rudeness."

Kalinz patted the man's shoulder and said:

"I appreciate your concern. But trust me. I have a plan."

At that moment.
Irene cautiously raised her hand and spoke:

"General Kalinz. I believe marching out would be too risky."

"Oh? Why is that?"

Irene began to explain to Kalinz with the utmost respect:

"Before a siege, the attacking force should generally outnumber the defending force. Capturing a castle with fewer troops than the defenders is an extremely difficult task."

Kalinz nodded at Irene's words, but then made an expression as if she didn't understand and said:

"Under normal circumstances, Irene, I would agree with everything you've said. Attacking a castle with a smaller force against a larger garrison is nearly impossible. However, the current situation is not normal."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Ian's army has just rebelled, so the order within the castle must be in chaos. The soldiers stationed in the castle who served Serphina went to sleep and woke up to find their lord had changed. In such a situation, morale can only drop. No matter how many troops they have, if they've lost the will to fight, there's no need to fear even if they outnumber us two or three times. If we can quickly eliminate the low-morale interception teams coming out to handle siege weapons in this chaotic situation, I believe we have a good chance of winning."

'As expected.'

In this game, when a rebellion seized an existing castle, the soldiers' morale dropped dramatically.
Logically thinking, it would be strange if they weren't confused when suddenly the lord they served changed.

And in this game, the 'morale' stat had a huge impact on battle.
I had often seen, during my 10,000 hours of playing this game, scenes where 10,000 high-morale soldiers led by an SS-class general defeated 30,000 soldiers with very low morale.

But.

'Unfortunately, that's not the case this time.'

First, the judgment that Ian's army's morale at Cherry Castle would have dropped.
There were two points suggesting otherwise.

First, considering the world setting.
Ian Lishfalt, who started the rebellion, was originally one of the lords with an independent force called the "Ian Army" in the north in the in-game scenario.
From what I remembered of his background setting, he was a fanatical follower of Algot von Aingart, the older brother whom Serphina von Aingart had killed.
Since this was a game with variables each time, I couldn't know why he was under Serphina's army in this world line—
But it meant that unlike some random group, he had a proper foundation.
The soldiers who had been serving with him likely wouldn't have suffered much of a morale drop.

And second, thinking purely from a system perspective.
In the game that formed the basis of this world, there was only one case where morale didn't drop despite a rebellion.
That was when characters designated as lords rebelled.
That's all there was to it, but considering how my predictions with Intelligence 100 were consistently accurate, I couldn't ignore the possibility that the 'system' might apply here as well.

And Kalinz couldn't know the fact that Ian was originally a lord.
He was just someone living in this world line.

Of course, regardless of what I thought—
Kalinz was excitedly explaining his prediction as if it were a certainty.

"With that in mind, we can overcome a difference of about 5,000 troops. I wouldn't have pushed if I only had 28,000 troops, but with 38,000, it's worth trying. We'll leave a minimum of 3,000 men behind and lead a large force of 35,000 to attack immediately. We'll surprise them before Serphina's army can even assess the situation."

'So that's how it is.'

If Lynn hadn't sent any troops at all, Kalinz would have known it was a losing battle and wouldn't have marched out.
But it seemed that by sending an ambiguous number of troops, she had made him think it was worth trying.

Of course, in the game this world was based on, it wasn't entirely impossible for 35,000 soldiers to capture a castle defended by 40,000.
If you recruited the "Jerome Mercenaries," a siege-specialized mercenary group, somehow gathered at least three of the continent's rare siege-specialized generals, and filled the ranks with high-Leadership SS-class generals and siege weapons, you could capture it as easily as eating cake.
But that wasn't the current situation.

"And fortunately, you, who are known as a specialist in siege warfare, have come here."

Kalinz praised Irene.
While it was true that she had a siege specialty, she alone couldn't turn the tide of battle.

"But..."

"Don't argue. I have no intention of changing my mind. This is an opportunity! An opportunity to achieve merit by invading Cherry Castle!"

I sighed as I watched Kalinz passionately making his case.

'He seems obsessed with achieving merit.'

Thinking about it that way, I could naturally guess why he built a fortress in such a place.

Literally, did he want to show that he was doing something?
Kalinz Brands. The second of the three Brands siblings, between Lynn Brands, who became the heir to the Brands family, and Chel Brands, known as the First Sword of Brands.
He was an S-class general with a calm personality, which made him easier to handle compared to his impulsive older brother—
But objectively speaking, he was inferior to his brother as a general and inferior to his sister, the ruler, in leadership.
He was certainly talented, but relatively the most ordinary general among the three siblings.

He was a reliable character for players since he was quite strong and rarely fell for schemes, but seeing him so anxious now made me realize once again that the in-game descriptions could never fully explain everything about a character who existed in this world as a human being.
Could even a 'calm' person end up like that when backed into a corner?

Moreover, he had failed to capture Jeilant Castle with 8,000 men against only about 3,000 defenders.
Perhaps I had made him nervous.
Well, that was something he needed to overcome on his own.

In this situation, it wouldn't be good to oppose him by saying "it's dangerous, we shouldn't march out."
If I unnecessarily earned his enmity, my life could be endangered in unexpected ways.
Unless someone unconditionally trusted me like Luna, the safest path was to avoid expressing opinions as much as possible.

"We need to move before Serphina's army does. Such an opportunity won't come again. I'll give you 10,000 soldiers, so prepare to march quickly. I'll follow soon."

Judging by Kalinz's attitude, it seemed he intended to put her at the vanguard.
Being generous, I didn't care if the soldiers were sacrificed and they lost, but I couldn't stand seeing Irene placed at the vanguard in what was essentially a guaranteed defeat.
She would end up taking all the blame.
It was time for me to step in.

"Excuse me, General Kalinz."

"What is it?"

"If you don't mind, I'd like to offer a brief opinion."

"Go ahead."

"I believe sending General Irene with troops to march out now is not the right choice."

Kalinz, hearing my words, twitched his eyebrows and asked.
There was a strange edge to his words.

"Oh? What was your name again?"

"It's Swen."

"Right. Swen. Are you saying that my plan, Kalinz Brands' plan to attack Cherry Castle, is not the right choice?"

In normal circumstances, I might have wondered why he was getting so worked up, but at this moment, I was incredibly grateful.

'Is attacking Cherry Castle not the right choice?'

[That's right.]

I couldn't say 'That's right,' so here I put on an extremely apologetic expression.

"Not at all. I just think that since this will be a very difficult battle, it would be more efficient for you, General Kalinz, who has been fighting in the north and is familiar with the northern situation, to lead the vanguard rather than General Irene, who has less experience from staying in the rear."

"Hmm... Is that so?"

"Yes. Since I also serve the Brands army, I've been continuously hearing about your achievements in the north. If you want to achieve merit, I think now is a good opportunity."

Kalinz seemed quite pleased with my words, and he withdrew his earlier sharp attitude completely as he spoke:

"Then, since this is an important battle, I will lead the vanguard."

It worked as expected.
His younger sister Lynn Brands certainly had talent but was somewhat arrogant and indecisive. She also harbored a very deep-seated inferiority complex.
His older brother Chel Brands was a general with extremely strong abilities, but due to his arrogant personality, he sometimes acted impulsively and ruined things.

The common trait between the two—arrogance.
It wasn't difficult to guess that someone sharing the same blood, no matter how calm, would be somewhat arrogant as well.
Handling such people was very easy.
All you had to do was flatter them a little.

Moreover, he was currently anxious. With his own sense of pride, he probably wanted to quickly show that he wasn't inferior to his brother and sister.

"You, Swen was it? Would you like to join me in achieving merit?"

"No. As you can see, I have a weak constitution... I don't think I would be much help in battle."

"I see."

Kalinz didn't ask me anything more and turned his head.

"Then I'll prepare to march immediately. In the meantime, I'll leave this fortress to Parke."

"Understood!"

The brown-haired man finally spoke up.
So he was a general named Parke.
Even hearing the name, I didn't know much about him. He didn't seem to be an important figure.

"The rest of you who came with Irene should guard the fortress. And Irene, I'm sorry, but I'd like you to take charge of the rear this time. Please assist General Miguel who will be marching with us."

"Yes, sir!"

So he wasn't going to take me, Silin, and Jack along.
After Kalinz left the fortress, I whispered in Irene's ear as she was preparing to follow him and march:

"Lady Irene. Please make sure to position at least 5,000 troops in the rear to secure a retreat path. If possible, more would be better."

"Swen..."

After hearing my words, Irene looked around briefly and then cautiously asked me:

"Do you... think we cannot win?"

"Yes."

In fact, I was more than thinking—I was certain. I had made my prediction.
Irene must have been thinking skeptically like me, as she nodded slowly without asking for my reasons.

"Then, about standing at the vanguard—"

She seemed to have something on her mind and was about to ask me something—
But then she slowly closed and opened her eyes, and responded to my words:

"...I understand. I'll try to persuade General Miguel to consider it. If I speak directly to General Kalinz, he won't listen."

"I appreciate it. And one more thing, an even more important request than what I mentioned earlier."

I spoke in the most serious tone I could muster:

"No matter what happens, please make sure you return alive, Lady Irene."

"...!"

Whether the Brands army suffered consecutive defeats or other generals died, that was a burden for Lynn to bear, not me.
What I wanted to protect in this country was not Ruler Lynn Brands' unattainable dream—
But Irene's will, standing firm despite everything about her denying who she was.

Hearing my words, Irene remained frozen for a moment without saying anything—
Then, she slowly nodded.

"I promise."

"I'll trust you, Lady Irene."

At my words, she said nothing and turned to walk away.
Though she said nothing—I could clearly see it.
Faint but unmistakable, she was smiling.

Ch.38 - Chapter 38. Battle In The North (2)
# How many days had it passed since Kalinz's forces left to attack the castle?
As expected, the news that arrived was not good.

"You're saying our army is on the verge of defeat?"

"Yes. Currently, about 18,000 men have become casualties, and preparations are being made to retreat using the 5,000 troops positioned to secure our withdrawal route. Though Lord Kalinz hasn't made a final decision yet... I believe he will likely order a retreat."

"Hmm... I see. So it has come to this after all."

Fark, who was in charge of the fortress, let out a short sigh.
The price of recklessly engaging in a battle that even an ordinary commander like Fark knew was doomed to fail had been devastating.

'We have about 10,000 troops remaining.'

Fortunately, it seemed that Irene had somehow managed to convince them to position 5,000 soldiers in the rear to secure an escape route.
A small blessing amid misfortune.
They should abandon the fight and retreat as quickly as possible, but the fact that they were hesitating to make that decision meant—

'Though defeat seems likely, it appears they're somehow keeping it close.'

Kalinz was an S-rank commander in his own right, and Irene had a specialty in "siege warfare."
So they were somehow managing to hold their ground.
Perhaps they were thinking that if they pushed just a little more, they could breach the castle gate. And if they breached the gate, they could turn the tide... That must be why they kept pressing forward.
It would be better if they retreated right away, but considering they sent a messenger instead of withdrawing, that didn't seem likely.

"...I understand. We'll prepare to receive the wounded here. I wish I could send reinforcements, but we only have about 3,000 troops remaining... I'm sorry. For now, let's send word to Kelstein Castle as well."

"Understood."

After sending the messenger away, Fark sighed deeply and then looked at all of us gathered in the meeting room.

"I don't know what we should do now."

"..."

Fark let out a deep sigh.
The six commanders present, including myself, Jack, and Silin, remained silent.
All the capable commanders with decent stats who had originally guarded this fortress had departed with Kalinz, leaving only C-rank commanders with unremarkable abilities behind.
There wasn't much we could do even if we wanted to come up with a brilliant plan.

Just then.
Jack, who was standing next to me, cautiously raised his hand.

"Excuse me, Fortress Commander."

"Speak."

"I've been concerned from the beginning... We have too few troops in the fortress. If we were to face an invasion, we'd quickly lose the fortress. Wouldn't it be better to request reinforcements from Kelstein Castle even now?"

I had been thinking about that point as well.
There was no way Serphina's forces would simply ignore our army after we had essentially stabbed them in the back.
If we had succeeded in capturing the castle, they might have ignored a small fortress like this and focused their efforts on reclaiming the lost Cherien Castle, but that wasn't the case now.

"Hmm... I'm not sure if Lord Rashion will send help, but I'll at least ask."

After that, as expected, no further opinions were offered.
After we dispersed, we hurriedly began organizing commanders to provide support.
It seemed they had decided to send three commanders, including Jack, with the forces that would meet our retreating soldiers.

My only concern was one thing:
Irene's survival.
Irene was an exceptionally strong commander, and since I had warned her in advance that this was a battle they would lose, she wouldn't push herself too hard.
However, if she were to be captured as a prisoner while repeating these meaningless battles, it would be extremely troublesome.

'When she returns safely, I should suggest to Kalinz that we withdraw to Kelstein.'

Continuing to engage in these precarious battles here was extremely dangerous.
After such a crushing defeat, Kalinz wouldn't insist on continuing.
Though arrogant, he was fundamentally a rational person, so he should make a cool-headed and calm decision this time.
His pride might be severely wounded, but compared to the lives of the soldiers lost due to his judgment and what those soldiers could have accomplished, it was merely cheap pride.

With these thoughts, I waited for our retreating army for several days.
Then, a soldier keeping watch on the fortress wall shouted loudly.

"I see flags in the distance!"

Soldiers were rushing toward the fortress, carrying sky-blue flags emblazoned with the symbol of the Brands army.
Judging by the considerable number of troops visible, it seemed they had fortunately managed to retreat safely.

We followed Fark to greet them.

"We've heard the news, General Miguel. Did you retreat after defeat?"

In response to Fark's question, the man at the front—Miguel—answered.
It was a face I'd seen a few times before.
He was a B-rank commander, good to have as an adjutant.

"...That's right. Fortunately, they didn't organize pursuit forces, so we were able to arrive safely. But... the fact that we were defeated remains unchanged."

"That's alright. I'm glad you returned alive."

At Fark's words, Miguel could only bow his head in silence.

At that moment.
We, including Fark, noticed a subtle change.
Kalinz, who should have been at the vanguard, was nowhere to be seen.

"Um, what about General Kalinz...?"

"..."

Miguel couldn't say anything at first, then finally spoke in a devastated tone.

"General Kalinz... has become a prisoner of Ian's forces."

"What did you say...?"

He must have been captured while leading from the front, commanding deep in enemy territory.
And then.

'...?'

Looking more carefully, I realized Kalinz wasn't the only one missing.
Irene was... nowhere to be seen either.

'No way...!'

Feeling my heart sink, I quietly slipped away to check the rear, wandering among the retreating soldiers to find her.

This can't be happening.
I didn't care about someone like Kalinz. He got himself captured because of his own stupidity—who could he blame?
But Irene couldn't be captured. I needed to raise her favor and get her to defect to Lunarienne's forces, but if she was captured here...!

No.
That wasn't it.

Only after thinking that far did I realize.
If that were the only reason, there would be no cause for my heart to pound so anxiously like this.
There were many other excellent commanders besides her.
From the beginning, Tifa, who was already deeply loyal to Lunarienne, would become an SS-rank commander incomparable to Irene once she awakened to magic.

I was—
Worried about her as a person.
Not as an S-rank commander who would serve in Lunarienne's army in the future, but simply as Irene Juliet, the woman. I wanted her to be safe.

'Lady Irene...!'

I ran frantically from place to place, panting.
How long had I been searching through the crowds of soldiers?
Amidst the painful groans of the wounded—I heard a now-familiar woman's voice.

"Just hold on a little longer. We've reached the fortress."

"...!!!"

I looked toward the source of the voice.
There was Irene, wearing armor engraved with her pride, tending to a wounded soldier.

"...Haa, haa."

Only then did I realize how frantically I had been running, and a deep sigh escaped me.
My stamina was poor to begin with, and running around wildly had made me slightly dizzy.
Then she—who had been tending to the wounded—noticed my gaze and turned her head toward me.

"...Swen?"

"Lady Irene."

I slowly approached her.
When I reached her, my legs nearly gave out, but she caught me.

"S-Swen?! Are you alright?"

"Lady Irene... I'm so relieved, so relieved that you're safe."

Damn it.
I felt like I was going to cry.
It felt similar to when I parted with Lunarienne.
Was I always this emotional?

Irene, with a surprised expression, held me as I gasped for breath.
Then, with an incredibly benevolent smile—
She gently patted my back.

"Didn't I promise you? That I would return alive."

"..."

It was warm.
I could feel this woman's body heat.
Stripped of all modifiers—S-rank commander, siege warfare specialist, a commander oppressed by her ruler—
The simple fact that Irene as a woman existed here, breathing, was being conveyed to me in its entirety.
And.
That fact was a great comfort to me.

"Um, well."

"...?"

"It's... not that I mind, but how long do you plan to stay like this? It's... a bit embarrassing."

"Ah."

Only then did I realize that I had been resting my face against her chest.
Since she was wearing armor protecting her chest, it felt hard and I didn't feel much... but from her perspective, it seemed rather embarrassing.

After moving away from her somewhat, she cleared her throat a few times and said:

"Ahem. More importantly... though we managed to retreat safely without pursuit forces, in the end—"

"You mean Lord Kalinz has become a prisoner, right?"

"So you've heard the news."

"What exactly happened?"

Irene spoke with a grim expression.

"It's exactly as it sounds. The soldiers at Cherien Castle were much stronger than we expected. There were no signs of their morale dropping or their formation breaking. Though we were able to inflict significant damage, our losses were naturally greater. It's fortunate that I somehow convinced them to position 5,000 men in the rear; otherwise, the soldiers at the vanguard were almost completely annihilated."

"Then the casualties...?"

"...About 28,000 in total."

So excluding the wounded, only about 2,000 soldiers had returned alive, apart from the 5,000 positioned in the rear for retreat.

"It was a close defeat. If we had just a few more soldiers, we might have captured the castle."

Irene said this with a bitter smile.
She too had realized.
That this battle had ultimately only benefited Serphina's forces.

Hearing her words, I looked around.
Everywhere were soldiers groaning in pain.
If one were to capture only this scene, it would truly be a vision of hell.

'A devastating defeat.'

I was newly grateful that I had suggested keeping Irene from the vanguard.
If I hadn't, she might have been the one taken prisoner.

"Anyway, I'm glad you returned safely. It's good to tend to the wounded, but let's go report to Lord Fark first."

"Yes, let's do that."

Just as we were about to turn and leave.

"...Ah."

As my strength gave out, I nearly fell after a misstep, but Irene caught me.

"Are you alright, Swen?"

"Thanks to you, I survived. Thank you."

A body with low strength is truly inconvenient.
As I was thinking this, she blushed slightly and said:

"If... if you don't mind, I could... hold your hand and walk with you."

"My hand?"

"No, I mean, um... support you. Swen, you look like you're having great difficulty even walking. I... I'm okay with holding your hand."

The way she tried desperately to hide her embarrassment while clearing her throat seemed somehow cute.
Perhaps I should honestly accept her kindness here.

"Then I'll take you up on that offer."

"Mm."

I took the hand she extended.
It was warm.
I could feel the warmth I had wanted to save.
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Time turned forward to when Swen's group had just arrived at Kelstein Castle in the north.

In the royal castle of Raclaine, located at the easternmost point of the Brands army territory, Farfalle, the national strategist of the Brands army, was conversing with Nate, the lord of Raclaine Castle.

"Are you saying that our lord has sent 46,000 soldiers?"

"Yes, Strategist."

That was exactly 10,000 short of the 56,000 she had requested.
The 56,000 was Farfalle's calculated maximum number of troops that could be deployed immediately, excluding border guards.
This meant that 10,000 troops would remain as surplus.
While this might be insufficient against the Aishers army under normal circumstances, they were about to attack the Alepel army soon.
Having 56,000 troops would have been more certain and quicker to finish the job, but the number they had wasn't too small to make it impossible.

"Have any troops been deployed elsewhere besides here?"

"I heard that 10,000 troops were sent to the north."

At Nate's words, Farfalle inwardly slapped her knee.

'So she ended up listening to him after all?'

Swen.
The man who had strangely seen through her plans.
Her lord, Lynn, had valued him highly from the beginning.
Although her proposal had been approved at the meeting, Lynn was essentially telling her that 'she couldn't ignore the concern.'

Of course, she was surprised that he had figured out the entire plan.
But since he made such absurd claims afterward, Farfalle herself had quickly lost interest.
There had been plenty of retainers who failed to meet the expectations of their lord.

However.
At the same time, there weren't many retainers her lord had paid this much attention to.
Moreover, although Swen had slightly changed his opinion, he essentially agreed with Irene's view.
For Lynn, who strangely avoided Irene, to go this far meant that she trusted Swen considerably.

Though it wasn't exactly according to the approved plan but somewhat divided.
This actually made her curious.
Her lord Lynn, while somewhat willful and critically indecisive at times, wasn't a fool.
If that was the case, could the words of Swen, whom Lynn valued so highly, possibly be correct?

The secret agreement proposed by the Charam army.
The question of whether it was, in itself, a blade aimed at their army.

If that were true, continuing with this operation would be extremely dangerous.

'...Our lord must have her own thoughts. So I shouldn't dismiss the possibility that he's right. It's worth keeping in mind.'

If the Aishers army was truly conspiring with both the Charam and Alepel armies to deceive them—
Wouldn't they need to turn this scheme against them?
But if they had no intention of betrayal, her actions might ruin this joint operation, so she needed to be cautious.
Charam was an ignorant fellow, but he was straightforward and wouldn't cause trouble as long as he got his share.

"Has there been any additional envoy from the Charam army?"

"Yes, there has."

She had already discussed the secret plan established with the Charam army with Nate, the castle lord.

Farfalle spoke in a careful tone.

"If an envoy comes... could you call me before receiving them?"

"You, Strategist? Well, of course I'll grant your request, but... is there a particular reason?"

"There's something I need to confirm."

"I see."

Farfalle nodded.
Nate didn't pry further and simply nodded to indicate his agreement.
After all, Farfalle had earned the trust of many people within the Brands army.

After confirming his answer, she left the royal castle and fell into thought.
After prolonged deliberation—uncharacteristic for someone known for her decisive nature—she finally decided to let go of her unnecessary stubbornness.

'...It would be best not to trust them completely.'

Farfalle.
A woman who had built her reputation through various achievements in the Brands army was, for the first time in years, taking someone else's opinion into consideration.

* * *

After that.
I spent most of my time following Irene around, treating the wounded.
When I woke up each day, only a few of the people I had seen the day before had recovered, while most soldiers breathed their last right where they lay.
It was extremely difficult to watch soldiers weep bitterly while looking at Irene's face, before their flame of life was extinguished.
In the game, they were just numbers—a value of 1 that gathered when you pressed the "conscription" button.
But could this person, who was dragged into a hopeless battle, fought bravely, and was now suffering vividly, really be explained as just a number?
For some reason, James's face flashed in my mind.
What did these people do wrong to meet such an end?

'Should I... have somehow tried to persuade Kalinz?'

Of course, I knew realistically there was nothing I could have done.
No matter how much I tried to persuade him, Kalinz was stubborn.
And frankly, if I had unnecessarily tried to stop him and gotten on his bad side, it would have been my life at risk, not someone else's.
Not every commander loves a strategist who speaks the truth.
Besides, persuasion itself... what could I, who only knew the outcome, have done?
If I had Intelligence 100, my brain might have developed exceptionally, but all I could do was make accurate predictions.

Having thought that far, I closed my eyes and offered a light prayer for the departed.

'Your lord Lynn Brands will carry your soul with her for the rest of her life.'

Ironically, this was all the comfort I could offer.

How many days had passed like this?

A soldier recognized Irene as she was tending to the wounded and rushed over quickly.

"Excuse me, are you General Irene?"

"I am."

"Sir Miguel is urgently looking for you."

"Urgently...?"

The urgency was somewhat concerning, but it's better to face bad news quickly.
Irene and I made our way toward the fortress.

And.
As soon as we entered the fortress, Miguel greeted us with a grim expression.

"You've arrived, General Irene. Now everyone is here."

"What's happening?"

Miguel sighed deeply before delivering "the news" in a devastated tone.

"...Word has come that the Serphina army is advancing on this fortress with 33,000 troops."

They say misfortunes never come singly.
The news Miguel delivered to us was exactly that.

One misjudgment by a relatively competent commander.
That misjudgment had snowballed into an unstoppable avalanche.

*

The Serphina army had launched an invasion.
They must have noticed that troops had been withdrawn from the fortress.
They wouldn't have sent forces only in this direction; they probably sent troops to Cherien Castle as well.
Kalinz had done them a favor, so it was only a matter of time before the Serphina army resolved the situation.
Of course, considering the Serphina army's national power, they would have quickly suppressed Ian's rebellion even without intervention—but one couldn't deny that he had made it easier for them.
The proof was right now, at this very moment of attack on the fortress.

If we had stayed put, they might have been annoyed but wouldn't have paid much attention.
But because we depleted troops from the fortress, they moved their army to clean things up while they were at it.
So the attack on the fortress was—a kind of self-inflicted wound.

"......"

Irene lowered her head with a dark expression.
It seemed she had vaguely sensed this would happen.
Judging by how she expressed her opinions during the meeting, she was much more astute than I had thought.
Her Intelligence stat wasn't that high in the game, but perhaps it was something like a warrior's intuition honed through repeated battles.

Anyway.
Kalinz, who had caused this mess, was captured and not here.
The responsibility to resolve this fell to Miguel, who had the highest influence in the army at this fortress after Kalinz.

"......"

But.
What clever solution could he, who had only served as Kalinz's adjutant, come up with in this situation?
Of course, it wasn't that he was incompetent and couldn't find an answer.
It would be nearly impossible for anyone to devise a solution in this situation.
Simply fleeing would be the best option, no.
In my opinion, an even better solution would be—

'To burn down this fortress and escape.'

If we burned down the newly built fortress and fled, we could at least prevent the Serphina army from swallowing it whole.
From the beginning, this fortress would be more useful when occupied by the Serphina army than by us, so strategically, burning it down made sense.

Of course, only someone like Kalinz could make such a bold move without the sovereign's approval.
Moreover, among the garrison troops, there would be many who had been involved since the fortress's construction—how would they feel watching the fortress they had just painstakingly built being burned down so soon?
It would certainly devastate the soldiers' morale.
However, judging by his expression, Miguel lacked the courage to make such a decision. Even now, he was sweating profusely, wondering what to do.

'Anyway, a desperate resistance is out of the question.'

The fortunate thing was that, at the very least, he didn't seem like he would force a desperate resistance in the name of the country, even if he couldn't come up with any solution.
It didn't matter much if the Brands army suffered consecutive defeats, but it would be problematic if Irene were captured or her life endangered.
I valued my own life as well.

So.
When opinions were sought, I planned to raise my hand and say, "Although losing the fortress is very regrettable, now is the time to retreat to Kelstein Castle for the future."

And just then.

"...I ask everyone here. In this situation, does anyone have a good solution?"

I slowly looked around.
No one was raising their hand.
Well, it would be burdensome to openly suggest "abandoning the fortress" or something similar.
Then perhaps it was my turn, as someone who didn't plan to stay with the Brands army for too long.

'Wait.'

Since I was asked anyway.
Just to check, I entered a question in my mind.

'In this situation, is there any good solution?'

The answer I expected was [Burn the fortress and flee].
From any angle, this battle seemed unwinnable.
In conclusion, Kalinz's actions would end up being futile, but based on my game knowledge, that seemed like the right answer.

The answer, as always, came very quickly.

[Take position where the enemy can see you and hold out.]

'Hmm... take position and hold out. I see...'

I pondered that answer and then...
Soon.

'...?'

I began to gradually comprehend what the answer meant.
Wait.
What?
Hold out?

'Holding out is the right answer???'

Once again.
The absolute compass in my mind was pointing in a direction I never expected.
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I quickly assessed the current situation.

Our army had 8,000 soldiers available for deployment.
If we selected those in decent condition among troops who had just returned from battle, we could probably utilize about 2,000 more.
A total of 10,000 men. Under normal circumstances, this might not have been such a desperate number, but—

The enemy was currently approaching with an army exceeding 30,000 troops.
Moreover, this wasn't a castle but a fortress. Its defenses were weaker than a castle's, meaning it would collapse much faster under siege weapons.

And they want us to hold out here??

Why on earth???

And what did they mean by "position yourself where enemy troops are visible"?
If that was the prediction, there must be a reason behind it. That's how it had always been.

I would have liked to carefully consider all possibilities.
But since everyone else was already discussing potential solutions among themselves, I needed to stop thinking and focus on not missing any part of the conversation.

"I believe we should withdraw from here."

Miguel nodded at Fark's words.

"Hmm... what about approval from our Lord?"

"I've already sent a messenger. Based on timing, we should be receiving the next instructions soon..."

"What did you tell her?"

"I reported our defeat, that General Kalinz has been taken prisoner, and that we have few troops remaining and might soon face invasion."

"...So the question is whether to wait for the messenger's return or act independently."

Not long after Miguel pondered this dilemma,
a soldier entered the meeting room with perfect timing.
He wore a distinct red armband on his forearm.
Exactly who we needed—a messenger.

"Messenger just arrived! I bring word from our Lord, Lynn Brands!"

"Oh! Speak of the devil! Welcome. So, what does our Lord command?"

"...It's right here."

The soldier handed over a paper bearing Lynn's handwriting with a somewhat tense expression.
Miguel's face darkened progressively as he read it.

"Um... General Miguel. What does it say?"

"Hmm... huh."

Miguel made a disgruntled sound without answering Fark, then looked at the messenger and asked:

"Is this certain?"

"...Yes. It matches exactly what I heard directly from our Lord."

Everyone was staring at Miguel's face, wondering what the message could possibly contain.
After a long silence... he finally spoke with careful, heavy words.

"...Our Lord has ordered us to defend the fortress."

"T-that's...! Ah. Perhaps she's sending reinforcements...?"

Miguel slowly nodded at Fark's question.

"They've... departed from Anel Castle, it says."

"What...? Did you say Anel Castle...?"

Even departing from Kelstein Castle would have been cutting it close.
If they were coming from Anel Castle, there was absolutely no way to defend this fortress against Serphina's army.

'What is that woman thinking?'

Unless she wants all of us to be captured or killed fighting, why would she issue such an order?

And then.
Miguel answered my question more quickly than expected.

"...However."

After saying that, he continued in a dejected tone.

"Some officers are to be reassigned for new duties, and upon hearing this message, they are to leave the fortress immediately and proceed to their assigned locations to carry out their missions."

"What?"

'...No way.'

My bad premonition soon became reality before my eyes.

"...Miguel Brown, Fark, Lilia, Jayden. These four are to go to Kelstein Castle. And Jack, Sillin, Swen. These three are to return to Anel Castle to attend to new duties... so she says."

"...!!"

"The remaining officers... are ordered to defend the fortress until reinforcements arrive. She says she expects them to achieve merit."

Everyone finally realized why Miguel had been hesitating, and all eyes turned to the only person in the room whose name hadn't been called.

Irene Juliet.
Lynn was, once again, trying to extinguish her flame of life in this timeline too.

* * *

Rewinding time a bit.
Around when the messenger Fark sent arrived before Lynn.

"Kalinz Brands... has become a prisoner of Ian's army...?"

The messenger could only bow his head without answering as he watched Lynn turn pale with shock.

'No... how could this...?'

Soon enough, she too could understand the truth of the war.
The rebellion at Cherien Castle. Ian's army rising up.
The reckless battle entered with 35,000 men.
Figuring out why such a reckless battle occurred was possible even without her strategist Farfalle.
Did her brother... think "it was worth trying"?
Because I sent him 10,000 additional troops?

'You foolish... little brother...!'

Ever since his defeat by Lunarienne's army, he had seemed desperate to achieve merit.
And now he had caused an incident.
She had granted him full authority to act without her approval because she thought he was a reliable general, and in reality, he had been much more trustworthy than Chel with his impulsive personality. But it seemed he had misjudged after seeing the troop reinforcements.

If she had sent even more soldiers, Kalinz might truly have been able to capture Cherien Castle.
After all, attacking Serphina's castle was quite different from attacking a small nation that had just risen up.
The Brands army could have achieved their dream goal—planting the sky-blue Brands flag in the northern region.
When she thought that far, his face flashed through her mind.

The face of the man who had insisted 'we should send troops'—Swen's face.

"...!!!"

Lynn's eyes widened in shock.
This time too... it was the same as before.

He had been right.

'This can't be...!'

Moreover, that man hadn't advocated for defense.
He had argued they should gather as many troops as possible and then 'attack' the north.
In that moment, a chill ran down Lynn's spine.
This feeling wasn't new to her.
She had felt something similar when she first met Swen who came as an envoy, and when the messenger arrived announcing Serphina's invasion.

He had anticipated Serphina's attack on the Brands army.
And this time he had predicted the rebellion at Cherien Castle?

'Swen... how... how did you know this would happen?'

But.
The opportunity had already passed.
No, her half-hearted choice had actually made things worse.
If she hadn't sent any soldiers at all, Kalinz wouldn't have taken such a risk despite his impatience.
The reason she hadn't fully supported him but provided ambiguous support was quite simple.

She disliked Irene Juliet, who had been the first to argue that 'troops should be sent to the north.'
So, this is my fault...?

'...No. It's not my fault...!'

Irene Juliet.
That name was once again disturbing Lynn's composure.
In Lynn's mind, she was a strangely untrustworthy woman.
Yes. If she had to pinpoint it, she had disliked her since childhood, when her father was still alive.

In this situation, her pride wouldn't allow her to admit her mistake—the pride of someone who had finally been selected as successor over her brothers whom she had felt inferior to, and had risen to the highest position.
Moreover, the very fact that 'she had missed an opportunity by not listening to Irene' was violently shaking her composure.

'...Fine. If you're right, you need to prove it, don't you?'

Her anger-filled mind once again raced toward a somewhat misguided judgment.
Why hadn't she listened to Swen, whom she had personally recruited?
Wasn't it all because of Irene?
If anyone but her had made that suggestion, she wouldn't have cut off the discussion, and the result would have been different.

So—the person who should 'take responsibility' for this wasn't herself but the woman who had raised the issue.

It was an extremely self-serving thought, but those in absolute power sometimes had to be forgiven for being self-serving.
No. Even before that—who would dare to speak of forgiving or not forgiving her?

She would send reinforcements, of course.
But since the only troops available right now were those defending the capital, what choice did she have?

And surprisingly, after shifting the blame like this, she felt more at ease than expected.

At that moment.
Lynn recalled Irene's voice from some forgotten time.

"My Lord. Please trust me just this once. I will surely achieve merit."

Merit, is it?
Since you put it that way, let's see what you can do.

'Go ahead and try to achieve merit, Irene. Prove it's not just empty words?'

Lynn thought with a smirk.
In the Brands army, falling out of favor with her, the ruler, was practically equivalent to a death sentence.

* * *

It was Irene who broke the silence in the meeting room where no one dared to speak.

"I understand. I, Irene Juliet, will obey my Lord's command."

"General Irene..."

"I will devote myself fully to defending this fortress until reinforcements arrive."

A fortress that wasn't particularly strategic from the Brands army's perspective, hastily established by Kalinz in his eagerness to achieve merit.
She pledged her complete loyalty to the Lord who was sending her to her death by ordering her to defend it—just as she had always done.

It must have always been this way.
In every timeline, Irene would have foolishly done everything she was told—
And even if she survived, her head would eventually roll at her Lord's hand.

"Please leave the fortress as soon as possible. It will soon become dangerous."

"..."

Miguel couldn't say anything as he looked at her face.
Irene seemed to understand him and smiled as she spoke.

"Don't worry. I took up my sword for Lynn. I will simply serve my Lord until this body burns away to nothing."

"..."

Miguel probably knew.
At least how Irene was treated in the Brands army.
But there was nothing he could do.
He didn't have the power to twist Lynn's enormous will to push Irene away.

But.

'I can do it.'

I instinctively realized that an opportunity had come to me.
The prediction made by my Intelligence 100 brain—[Position yourself where enemy troops are visible and hold out.]
I had no idea why such a prediction had emerged, but one thing was certain.

If I followed the instructions and held out, we would win this battle.
Without fail.

I was confident I could 'twist' Lynn's persistent and sinister will.

"...Then, I'll leave it to you."

"Understood. If you'll excuse me, I'd like to spend time tending to the wounded now. May I leave first?"

"Go ahead."

"Then."

Irene slowly left the meeting room with those words.
After that, no one dared to speak again.
That's when I finally raised my hand.

"I have something to say."

"...An opinion?"

Miguel, looking somewhat tired, questioned me.
Why was it?
Despite the situation, I wasn't anxious at all.
I wasn't even angry. Rather, I felt as if a burden had been lifted—the burden of having to persuade someone.

Irene will not die here.
Though sent to her death by her ruler, ironically, this place was not a death trap.
Because—the absolute answer had already appeared in my mind.

I slowly opened my mouth.

"I will remain here."

* * *

"What did you say?"

Miguel looked at Swen with an astonished expression, then quickly regained his composure and asked:

"...Excuse me, may I ask your name?"

"I'm Swen."

"Right. Swen. One of the officers who recently arrived with General Irene, I see. Anyway... what do you mean you'll stay here?"

"I'd like to help General Irene fight to defend this place."

"What?"

The previously quiet meeting room began to stir at Swen's words.
Miguel couldn't help but be surprised.

'Stay here and fight?'

Anyone who had served in the Brands army long enough could tell what was really happening.
Their Lord, Lynn Brands, was now... sending Irene to her death.
The fact that she was disliked by Lynn was information known to anyone who had served in the Brands army for a long time.

The problem started with sending reinforcements from Anel Castle rather than Kelstein Castle.
It was a way of showing the other officers that 'we did what we could.'
Not many people would be simple enough to fall for it, but there was a big difference between doing something and not doing it.

But... despite seeing this, he wanted to stay and help her?

"No... well, I understand you might want to fight for our army. But do you... realize?"

Miguel spoke with a serious expression.

"Not responding to our Lord's summons is equivalent to disobeying her orders. This is an issue that goes beyond your patriotism."

"But isn't this fortress one that General Kalinz personally commanded the construction of? As such, I'd rather fight to the end than abandon it."

"Hmm..."

At that moment.
Fark, standing beside Miguel, turned his thoughts over.

'Come to think of it... that man has often praised Kalinz.'

If Fark had been a smarter person, he might have noticed that 'he put Kalinz in the dangerous vanguard position instead of Irene.'
But he wasn't that impressive.
Therefore, he simplified the situation.

'Is he trying to establish a connection with Kalinz?'

Kalinz Brands.
Though taken prisoner, he would likely survive.
While executing this man directly might have its uses, from Ian's army's perspective, they wouldn't do so for fear of future repercussions.
Even if Serphina's army recaptured Cherien Castle and took custody of the prisoner, using him as diplomatic material would be a much wiser course of action—so although captured, he had a high chance of survival.
There was also a good possibility he could escape during the confusion.

If one planned to work in the Brands army for a long time, riding on Kalinz's coattails rather than trying to please the difficult Lord Lynn or the somewhat oppressive Chel seemed quite a wise decision.
If Kalinz returned alive, everything this man Swen did here would move his heart.

'He's throwing his life away to advance his career somehow.'

Though the chances were slim, if this became known, he would climb the ladder of success in the Brands army with Kalinz as his strong backer.
Young new officers like him sometimes showed such spirit for success.
Fark was already too old and more concerned with self-preservation.

Perhaps that's why.
Fark wanted to help this young newcomer do as he wished.
If the result was death, that was something he would have to bear on his own.

Of course, all of this was Fark's misunderstanding.

"General Miguel. I think we should let him do as he wishes."

"What...?"

"Although the reinforcements are departing from Anel Castle, they are coming, and General Irene is very capable. He's saying he wants to fight for our army, not for some other reason. Perhaps a miracle could happen?"

"..."

After hearing Fark's words, Miguel fell into thought briefly, then remembered they didn't have much time left.
Yes.
From his perspective too, he couldn't keep worrying about a moth throwing itself into the flames.

"...Very well. I'll do my best to convey your intentions to our Lord."

* * *

Yes.
That's what I wanted to hear.

I bowed and answered:

"I will certainly bring you good news."

"Hmm. I look forward to it."

He probably doesn't expect much, but he'll be surprised.
This fortress definitely won't fall.

Whatever the case, the die is cast now.
It was time to do what only I could do.

'Let's go.'

Irene Juliet.
To prevent her flame of life from being extinguished.

Ch.41 - Chapter 41. Irene Juliet
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Currently, Irene was at the top of the fortress wall on the northern side, which could only be reached by climbing the stairs.

She needed to go down the stairs from the conference room to treat the wounded, but—
Due to her turbulent emotions, she needed a moment to calm herself.

She was gazing at the vast plain.
And—she was sensing her fate.

'I'm... being abandoned.'

She had anticipated this future might come.
No matter how much she tried to reach out to her lord's heart, no matter how much she tried to prove her loyalty.
Despite all her efforts, her lord, who should have been her sun, was more eager to push her away than to shine warm light upon her.
No matter what achievements she made, they were never acknowledged, and no matter what she said, it was never heard.
Nevertheless, she kept her father's words in her heart and worked diligently to ensure that pride would not be broken.
Slashing training dummies with her sword was quite good for clearing her mind of scattered thoughts, and somehow she had been enduring with strong mental fortitude.

She wanted to burn brightly for her lord.
The more her lord disliked her, the more she wanted to show and prove her burning loyalty.
But—she wasn't superhuman.
Her passion and will, once burning brightly, had become a tiny ember, now precarious and at risk of being extinguished by the slightest breeze.

In this state, receiving what amounted to a "go out and die" order from the lord she believed in and wanted to believe in until the end—
Even someone as strong as her couldn't help but crumble.
But she doesn't think that way. She steadies her wavering heart again and again.
She harbors the vain hope that Lynn Brands might have given her an opportunity to achieve merit.

'...Father...'

The face of her father, her only blood relative, came to mind.
What should I do now?
If the sword I took up to protect someone can no longer protect anyone... No.
If I'm not even allowed to protect someone... how should I live from now on?

The House of Juliet exists for the House of Brands.
Even for someone like her, who had lived by this golden rule, the situation was exhausting.

'...'

If I stay here until the end and fight to the last, will she recognize me?
Will Lynn eventually... understand that I worked hard for her?
If I'm captured but refuse to surrender... if I remain loyal until death, will my sincere heart finally reach her?

Thinking this way suddenly made her feel choked up and on the verge of tears, but she held them back.
Even if abandoned, she wanted to keep her father's dying wish until the end.
Even if she died fighting for her lord until the end.
If that was her fate, then accepting it would be right.

But why did her chest ache so much?
She thought to herself.
If only there was just one person.
If there was just one person who recognized how hard I was trying, who knew I was working hard to be acknowledged...

And then.

"So this is where you were."

"...!!!"

Irene, who had been lost in thought, was startled and looked toward the source of the voice.
There stood Swen, the handsome white-haired man with whom she had spent quite some time.

"I went to where the wounded were but you weren't there, so it took me some time to find you."

"S-Swen... why are you here...?"

"Hmm? Well, I came to see you, Lady Irene."

Ah.
Has he come to say his final farewell?
Come to think of it, she had grown quite fond of Swen.
Though they ended up living together unintentionally at first, the memory wasn't bad for Irene at all.
The human warmth she had always craved—just feeling that made living together quite enjoyable.
Besides, wasn't he almost the only person in the Brands army who believed in her?

"...I see. Have you come to say your final farewell? I've felt this before, but you truly have a kind side."

She forced a smile.
A somewhat pitiful smile that seemed like it might crumble at any moment.

Nevertheless, she tried not to waver.
She didn't want to burden him with the weight she carried.
She didn't want to trouble the man who had stayed with her all this time because of emotions she should bear alone.

"Swen. The time I spent with you wasn't bad at all. I will never forget it. Make sure you protect the fortress. ...But, if by chance... I don't return to Anel Castle..."

If I don't return to Anel Castle.
As she said those words, her body trembled ever so slightly.

"Feel free to use everything in my house as you wish. There should be some things that would fetch a good price if sold."

From what she had observed over the past few weeks, Swen was an extremely kind and gentle man.
When she was training alone, he would subtly take care of various things for her and often keep her company.
It couldn't have been comfortable living with a superior officer of a different gender, yet he had never once mentioned any discomfort.

Because he was a kind person, she thought he might try to stop her, asking her to apologize to the lord and beg for another chance.
If he tried to dissuade her that way...
She would tell him, regretfully, that she wished he would leave.
Somehow hiding her emotions that seemed about to collapse, she intended to properly say goodbye.

After all, if Swen became deeply involved with her this way.
Then Swen would eventually fall out of Lynn Brands' favor too... and face the same "inevitable fate" as herself.
That couldn't happen. She couldn't let Swen walk the same path as her.

But.
Swen uttered words that Irene hadn't even anticipated.

"What? I don't understand what you mean..."

"...Huh?"

"I'm not leaving. I'm staying here. Since our lord told us to achieve merit, shouldn't we do as she said? Ah, Jack and Sillin left first and asked me to convey their apologies and wish you good fortune."

"What... are you saying?"

Irene asked Swen in shock, her face turning pale.
But he spoke in an extremely calm tone.

"I'm saying that I will stay here and protect the fortress with you, Lady Irene."

"...What?"

Upon hearing those words, Irene's voice... began to tremble.

"Why? Why? Staying at this fortress means..."

Only then did she face the reality of the situation she was in—
She stopped averting her eyes from the truth and spoke it aloud.

"...Staying here means... being abandoned by our lord."

Yes.
She had known it all along.
The fact that her lord Lynn Brands, whom she firmly believed in, had ordered her to "die."

And as soon as she acknowledged that fact—
Cracks began to form in her heart that she had been barely holding together.

"But why... Swen, why would you also stay here..."

"Abandoned? She told us to achieve merit, didn't she? Shouldn't we do as our lord commands?"

"No. I... Swen, if you're doing this out of unnecessary sympathy, stop this foolishness and right now—"

At that moment.
Swen placed his hand on Irene's slightly trembling arm.
She flinched a little but didn't reject his touch.

"Lady Irene. I am not staying here out of sympathy for you."

"...!"

Irene looked into Swen's eyes.
There was no trace of deception.
Far from deception, she could even feel a kind of warmth.
The warm sunshine she had so desperately wanted from her lord but never received—
Ironically, she was feeling it from the subordinate officer standing before her.

If not out of sympathy, why stay here?
Was Swen the type of ambitious subordinate who wanted to impress his lord by any means necessary?
Many ambitious officers would do anything to look good in their lord's eyes.

"But... if you want to achieve merit, there must be safer and more certain paths. No matter how much merit you achieve in a place the lord doesn't expect, far from recognizing it, she might instead—"

"Lady Irene. Forgive me for interrupting."

Swen looked straight into Irene's eyes.
Unlike Irene's wavering gaze, his eyes looking at her were remarkably clear.

"Though I receive my pay from the Brands army... I'll be honest with you. The reason I'm staying here to achieve merit is not for Lady Lynn."

"...What do you...?"

"It's for you, Lady Irene."

"!!!"

Irene's pupils dilated dramatically.

"I want to see the result where Lady Irene protected the fortress, where you achieved merit that everyone would find hard to believe."

"Me protecting the fortress...? Why would you want such a result... what does it have to do with you...?"

Irene was flustered, her eyes trembling with nowhere to settle.
Swen then told her words she would probably never forget for the rest of her life.

"Because the person I want to protect in this country is you, Lady Irene."

"!!!"

"I want to see you succeed spectacularly. I want to witness it firsthand and tell everyone. That everything Irene Juliet said, whom none of you paid attention to, was right. That she accomplished the impossible. Wouldn't that change how they look at us?"

"...Swen."

"So I absolutely cannot leave you behind. I apologize for saying so."

Upon hearing those words, Irene's body trembled violently.
Nevertheless, she somehow maintained her composure.
...If Swen truly stayed behind for her sake rather than Lynn's... she couldn't let him follow her down this path of abandonment.

"...Go back, Swen."

Swen gave no answer.
Irene took several deep breaths slowly... and then barely managed to speak, as if squeezing the words out.

At first, she had clearly intended to urge him to return using refined language.
But before she knew it—
Irene was revealing thoughts from deep within her heart that she had never shared with anyone.
Already half in tears, she barely managed to speak.

"Following me in the Brands army... you won't be able to accomplish anything. Even if you want to burn with passion and prove your loyalty, you can't. No matter how hard you try, no matter how diligently you fan the dying embers in your heart... no one, nothing will acknowledge you. Including our lord, no one. Even if I achieve merit, even if you prove that I was right... no one will acknowledge it. Nothing."

Yes.
She knew it too.
That no matter what she did, she would never be acknowledged.
But that was too miserable to accept.
A life taught only to live for the House of Brands seemed too worthless.
So she averted her eyes. She worked even harder. She endured every humiliating treatment.

But.
Her true feelings, which she had suppressed so deeply, could no longer be hidden in the face of the sincere heart of the man before her, who confronted her without hiding anything.
She wanted to prevent this man from suffering any harm because of her.

"So... Swen, I can't let you become like me... So please, I'm already too exhausted to burn what little flame I have left for this country. I can't help you who wants to help me... If you stay by my side... you'll surely suffer too—"

"Lady Irene."

Swen interrupted her words again, but—
Irene didn't mind.
No, rather... she thought that perhaps she had been waiting her whole life for someone to have this conversation with.

"As I said earlier, I don't particularly want to burn myself for the Brands army. Why would I follow someone who didn't care until your heart's flame was almost extinguished?"

"That's..."

"And your flame hasn't completely gone out yet, has it? That's why you're still trying to overcome this alone, bravely, without causing me any trouble. That's just fine with me. I won't ask you to protect me. Instead."

After saying that, Swen—
Smiled the smile he often showed at his home where they lived together.

"With your remaining embers, brew tea for us to share. From now on, always."

"...!!!"

And.
Starting with tears that finally streamed down her face after being held back for so long.
Everything she had built up inside began to collapse all at once.

"...Hic."

Irene buried her face in Swen's chest.
Swen silently patted her back.

"...I, I..."

It's okay even if no one acknowledges me.
Someday my feelings will reach my lord.
I will continue my father's legacy, become a daughter he would be proud of, and eventually gain recognition from the House of Brands.

The many "lies" that constituted her began to crumble one by one.

It was never okay.
She knew it wouldn't reach her.
She knew they wouldn't acknowledge her.

Only after the armor of lies protecting the female knight Irene was stripped away did the truth emerge.

...She had been lonely.
She was terribly, desperately lonely.
Because of the reality that no one acknowledged her, she was so very, very lonely.

And.
Only after shedding the lies that had been covering her did she realize.
That this man before her was the only one who acknowledged her as she was.

"Uugh... hic, huuk..."

And so Irene cried in Swen's arms for a long time.
Swen comforted her until the end.
After all, there was no one else who would come looking for them.

Thus, they spent a moment simply confirming each other's warmth.

* * *

Time passed.
Swen continued to pat the back of the woman who had stopped crying.

"Are you feeling better now?"

"...Yes."

After shedding all the tears she had been holding back, she felt as if a heavy burden had been lifted from her heart.
Why had she endured and persevered all this time for a goal she knew was impossible to achieve?
After sobbing in this man's arms, she could finally make a somewhat objective judgment.

Irene turned her head slightly to look at Swen, who was patting her back.
He was handsome. Although she didn't particularly value a man's appearance, he was attractive enough to catch her eye.
But what strongly moved her heart at this moment wasn't his handsome appearance.

Kindness. Gentleness.
The strength not to abandon her when she was cornered.
The warmth of his hand still patting her back was too comforting.

When she was abandoned by Lynn Brands, she wondered how she should live from now on.
Perhaps the answer to how she should live wasn't far away at all.

For the first time in her life, she could think with a mind free from the spell of the Brands.
It was an audacious thought she could never have had if he hadn't existed.

"I'm glad you've calmed down."

"Yes."

It was good to unburden her heart and make a fresh start.
But in reality, the situation hadn't changed.
After all, an army of over 30,000 was still marching toward this place at this very moment.

Having regained her senses and assessed the situation, Irene gave Swen a worried look.

"Swen... isn't staying here too dangerous? It might be a bit risky, but I think we should abandon the fortress and flee. If you, Swen, would pledge allegiance to Serphina's army, I would follow you—"

"No."

Swen spoke in a tone that seemed extremely confident.
Thinking about it, she realized he had always been that way.
During the debate with Farfalle, when he insisted that "troops should be sent to the north."
When he said, "We should prepare the soldiers we brought for deployment in advance."
When he boldly stated in front of many people, "Lady Irene's opinion is correct."
And a little while ago... when he told her, "The person I want to protect in this country is you, Lady Irene."

Recalling this, she lowered her head with a flushed face.
Thump, thump.
Through the sound of her rapidly beating heart, Swen's voice reached her.

"Didn't I just tell you, Lady Irene?"

Swen said with a confident smile.
To her, that smile seemed more splendid than anyone else's.

"From now on, it's time to achieve merit."
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* * *

I found Irene, who had regained her composure, and returned with her to the door of the conference room.
Of course, there was no one near the conference room except for the soldier standing guard.

"Thank you for your hard work."

At my greeting, the guard was startled and responded with confusion.

"Ah... y-yes! That is-"

"My name is Swen."

"Yes, Sir Swen. Are you... staying behind to defend the fortress?"

"Yes. Along with General Irene."

"I see..."

The soldier fell into thought for a moment, then bowed to Irene and said:

"...General Irene. I'll do my best until the very end. Thank you for staying to fight alongside us."

'Thank you for staying to fight alongside us... huh.'

In the game, soldiers were just numerical values.
But in this world where the game had become reality, they breathed and lived.
Each of them contained their own universe.
Of course they would know they were being thrown into a death trap.
Despite orders, I wondered what they thought seeing their superiors escaping from this place.
Thinking about it that way, I could understand why this soldier was expressing gratitude.

Irene had always been a commander who stood with her soldiers.
Standing night watch, handling miscellaneous tasks during marches.
She had done everything according to the same standards as her soldiers.
Though she might have been abandoned by Lynn Brands, she must have earned the absolute trust of the soldiers—the pillars supporting the Brands nation from the lowest positions.
After all, the people of this world weren't just data.

After receiving the soldier's greeting, Irene responded in a very solemn tone.

"Yes. I will fight alongside you until the end. And I will not let you die."

"Yes, ma'am!"

The soldier answered with a very loud voice.
It seemed his morale had improved.
Well, high morale couldn't hurt, so there was no need to add anything more.

We entered the conference room.
An empty room with no one in it greeted the two of us.

'They left quickly.'

Well, if you want to save your life, moving quickly is the wise choice.
I had no intention of resenting them at this point.

"Um... Swen."

"Yes?"

"What should we do now?"

Seeing her worried expression, I suddenly felt like teasing her.

"Are you asking me? General Irene, didn't you just tell that soldier you wouldn't let him die?"

I thought she might respond with embarrassment, saying something like, "T-that's... hmm... are you joking at a time like this?"
But her response was quite different from what I expected.

"I believe in you, Swen."

"...What?"

"I believe in you."

Irene said this with a bright smile.
The sunlight streaming through the window illuminated her cheeks.

"So I'm not worried. You said you could defend the fortress. You can save everyone. That's what I believe."

"..."

Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I sighed briefly before sitting down in an empty chair in the conference room.

"Well, as you said... we will win."

"Do you have some kind of plan?"

A plan.
Yes. A plan.

The situation had been unfolding so rapidly that I was only now starting to think about it... but there was a plan.

[Take position where the enemy can see you and hold your ground.]

Since the prediction said "hold your ground," this must be the correct answer. So there was a plan.

The problem was—

'Why is "holding ground" the right answer?'

I only knew the answer, but couldn't understand why it was correct.
The fortunate thing was that I had poured 10,000 hours into this terrible classic game.
And the fact that my words were "absolutely correct."

With these two premises, I should be able to find the solution somehow.

I took out the paper with the terrain around the fortress that I had drawn at Irene's house.
I had drawn it in my spare time just in case, and sure enough, it was coming in handy.

"What's that?"

"A map. I'm trying to figure out what to do now. I have a vague idea... but I'm not yet certain what exactly needs to be done."

A normal person might have gotten angry if someone boasted about "making achievements" but then gave such a vague answer when asked about their plan.
But Irene simply nodded and said:

"I understand. Is there anything I can help with?"

"Nothing in particular."

"Then I was thinking of checking on the wounded soldiers, if that's alright?"

"Yes. That's fine. Actually, that would be extremely helpful."

Holding ground wasn't something I could do alone.
It would involve all the soldiers in the fortress.
Showing that Irene, a rather prestigious general, was staying to fight instead of fleeing would boost the morale of the remaining soldiers.
In a situation where we didn't know what would happen next, raising morale could only help, not hurt.

"Alright, Swen."

"?"

"If anything happens... feel free to call me anytime. I'll come running."

She said this with a faint smile.
Her purple eyes, which had been wavering without direction until just moments ago, were now completely steady, as if she had firmly decided on her path.

After Irene slowly left the conference room.
Having told her what I needed to, it was now time for me to do something.

It seemed daunting at first glance, but ultimately I just needed to do what I'd been doing all along.
Consider all variables, and eliminate the impossible ones.

'Let's look at the terrain first.'

I carefully examined the terrain around the fortress.

First of all.
The possibility of winning through combat was close to zero. No, it would be fair to say it was zero.
Irene was good at siege warfare but average at defensive warfare. Though her stats were S-class, with my low strength and leadership stats, defending a fortress with low defense using 10,000 troops against 30,000 would be extremely difficult.
If they brought siege weapons, we would have to go out to intercept them whether we liked it or not, which would mean not following the prediction to "hold ground."
So, it wasn't about combat. If nothing happened, we would definitely lose this battle.

So let's think about something else.
The first possibility I considered was a landslide.
This game was full of random encounter events that felt like the game was cheating.
Sudden famines due to locust swarms attacking wheat fields, plagues that started without any warning signs, and various natural disasters that made you wonder if they even made sense in the game's world.
The most likely scenario was the enemy forces being annihilated by a sudden landslide while marching toward us.

However.

There were no mountains around the fortress where a landslide could occur.
Everywhere I looked were gentle hills or vast plains.
It would feel like driving on a highway if you rode a horse across it.

'It's not a landslide.'

No matter how carefully I examined the route from Chorel Castle, where Serphina's army had likely departed from, to our fortress, it didn't cross any mountain ranges.
So I eliminated this possibility.

Next.
Something unexpected happening to Serphina's army, causing the advancing soldiers to retreat.
There were many possibilities. Another rebellion breaking out, or perhaps something happening to Serphina herself this time.
Realistically, this seemed more plausible than a natural disaster.
One might think, "How could another rebellion happen so soon after the first one?" but based on the prediction, something was going to happen, however unbelievable it might seem.

But.
Thinking about it this way, there was one phrase that bothered me.

The answer from my intelligence 100 brain wasn't just [Hold your ground].
It was [Take position where the enemy can see you and hold your ground].

Not a single word in the prediction existed without purpose.
This was especially true considering that "almost close" predictions existed.

'If the enemy is going to retreat due to their own internal issues, is there really a need to position myself where they can see me?'

If that hypothesis were true, wouldn't the prediction simply say "hold your ground"?
Thinking about it that way, the possibility of something happening within Serphina's army was quickly ruled out.

And if I eliminate that too... only one possibility remains.

'...A natural disaster will occur.'

I didn't know exactly what kind of natural disaster would happen—
But from Serphina's army's perspective, something terribly unfortunate was going to occur.
No matter how low the probability, no matter how implausible it seemed—the only possibility left after eliminating all impossible ones was the truth.

'A natural disaster will occur, and Serphina's army will suffer severe damage, forcing them to withdraw.'

The most likely disaster was lightning.
If the weather turned gloomy when the enemy approached, it would be almost 99% certain.
The most frequent disaster in the game was earthquakes... but if an earthquake occurred, staying in the fortress wouldn't be the right decision, so I put that aside for now.
Besides, to position myself where the enemy could see me, I would need to be on top of the fortress walls.

But.
Thinking about it... I reached a very fundamental question.

What exactly was the necessity of "positioning myself where the enemy could see me"?
If a natural disaster was just going to happen anyway, couldn't I just hide inside the fortress?
With a little thought, this hypothesis could be refuted by almost the same logic as before.

I pushed aside the two hypotheses—"an incident occurs in Serphina's army causing them to retreat" and "a natural disaster occurs"—and focused on the essence of the sentence.

Take position where the enemy can see you.
Let's just think about this sentence for now, ignoring everything else.

'The area around the fortress is a plain with gentle hills... if I need to be inside the fortress and position myself where the enemy can be seen, should I be on the fortress wall facing northwest, where the enemy is expected to come from?'

What would happen if I positioned myself there when the enemy came into view?

The path from Chorel Castle to this fortress was a gentle hill, specifically a downhill slope.
This meant that if they came close enough, they would be able to see me too.

'Does this mean... I need to be "seen" by them...?'

The pieces of the puzzle started coming together.

A sudden natural disaster.
The necessity for me to be seen by the enemy.

'...!!!!'

Thump!

Without realizing it, I slammed my palm on the table in the empty conference room.

'I... need to make it look like I summoned the natural disaster?'

I needed to make it appear to the enemy soldiers that I had summoned the natural disaster.
Otherwise, there would be no need to "position myself where the enemy can see me."

Having thought this far, I needed to consider one more thing.
What if I applied the concept of "needing to be seen" to the previously discarded hypothesis of "something happening in the enemy camp causing them to retreat"?
In this scenario, me standing on the wall and the enemy retreating didn't form a coherent narrative like "needing to appear as if I summoned a natural disaster."
No matter what I did there, if there was a clear reason for the enemy's retreat, it wouldn't look like I had forced them to retreat with my own power.
So being seen would have no meaning in this case.
If it had no meaning, it wouldn't have appeared in the prediction.

So—here, nothing happens to Serphina's army; a natural disaster simply occurs. That seemed right.
No matter how I thought about it, that was the answer.

But.
That didn't solve all the problems.
This would probably be the last question.

Why did I need to make it appear to people that I had directly summoned a natural disaster?
Why was that the most efficient action we could take at this point?

After organizing my thoughts this far, the answer came surprisingly simply.

'If the invading enemy thinks I caused the natural disaster... they'll flee.'

For example, if lightning strikes.
They would certainly suffer damage, but they wouldn't stop advancing.
In the game, lightning could kill anywhere from a few thousand to, if unlucky, about ten thousand soldiers instantly. If the same rules applied in this world, they would suffer casualties but still have soldiers left.
Even if 10,000 died, they would still have troops left to attack the fortress.
They would still have siege weapons too.

But.
If this wasn't seen as a natural disaster... but rather as some kind of sorcery I had performed?
And if they thought they might be struck by lightning again and again?
Would they fight against this unexpected, mysterious power, or would they flee?

Thinking this far, my previously complicated thoughts suddenly became clear.

'That's it.'

I slapped my knee.
Yes.
So that's why we would win.
I could be certain that this was the meaning behind "holding ground where you can be seen."

But.
Somehow, I didn't feel like this was the complete picture.

This time, I simulated how this situation would spread from our army's perspective.

A newcomer in the Brands army used magical powers to defeat the enemy.
It would be too many eyewitnesses to call it an exaggerated rumor. The soldiers in the fortress, including Irene, would be vivid witnesses.
So what would I, as a third party belonging to the Brands army, think upon hearing this rumor?

What an amazing person, unbelievable, a newcomer achieved great merit...

'Achieved merit...?'

Only then did I recall a fact I had temporarily set aside while thinking about Irene.
I, or rather "Swen," whether for Irene's sake or, as others might see it, to curry favor with Kalinz—
Had disobeyed the return order from my lord, Lynn Brands.
No matter how good my intentions were, I had defied my lord's command and acted on my own.

But.
What if officers who even the monarch had discarded achieved an overwhelming victory with seemingly impossible abilities?
And what if many officers thought my actions were "for Kalinz's sake"?
Unlike Irene, Kalinz was different. He was related by blood to Lynn Brands, the lord.
Actions taken for him, who fundamentally had no rebellious feelings toward Lynn, were essentially the same as actions taken for the Brands army.

So, if rumors spread about my achievement, and it was perceived as being entirely for the Brands army's benefit.
Even someone as willful as Lynn couldn't harm me just for disobeying an order, could she?

And.
Having thought that far, I couldn't help but laugh.

"...Pfft!"

I see.
So that's why my intelligence 100 brain, which only makes correct statements, predicted [Take position where the enemy can see you and hold your ground].

I laughed loudly in the empty conference room like a madman.
It didn't matter.
Compared to the truly crazy thing I was about to do, this was nothing.

I stood up and took three deep breaths.

"...Well, let's go."

It was time to create a miracle.

* * *

Finding Irene tending to the wounded soldiers wasn't difficult.
I approached her.

"Lady Irene."

"Swen. Have you organized your thoughts?"

"Yes, I have. I also brought something I need your help with, if that's alright?"

Irene nodded and said:

"Of course. At this moment, Swen, you are my superior. What can I help you with?"

"That's good news."

Because I was about to ask for something completely absurd.

"Please bring as many bricks as you can find."

"Huh? Bricks? I'm sure there are leftover bricks from building the fortress... but why suddenly?"

I spoke to her in a very confident tone.
With an expression that seemed to see through everything.

"The energy of the sky is unusual. I'm going to build an altar to communicate with the heavens."
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"Swen. As you instructed, I've built a simple altar that you can step onto..."

"Very good."

After hearing Irene's words, I checked the altar she had built near the fortress wall.

It had small steps on both sides, and if I climbed up to the center, it would be quite visible even from outside the fortress. Still, I thought I should ask just to be sure.

"Excuse me, Lady Irene."

"What is it?"

She approached me closely.
She came so close that I could feel her body slightly brushing against mine.
Moreover, she wasn't wearing her heavy chest armor at the moment to make carrying bricks easier.
Naturally, her impossibly large chest pressed slightly against my arm.

Somehow, the usual distance between us seemed to have changed subtly.
Well, if she was showing me trust, that couldn't be a bad thing.

"For example, that hill over there. When soldiers coming down from there look at me... will they be able to see me clearly?"

"It's a gentle slope... I think they should be able to see you."

"Really? That's good then."

"...But I'm curious why you asked that."

Yes.
I should probably explain to Irene...
Of course, I couldn't tell her everything honestly.
But what's important was that she 'recognized' what I was doing.

"Lady Irene. Can you promise not to be surprised by whatever I might say?"

After hearing my words, Irene answered without a moment's hesitation.

"I promise. Swen, I won't be surprised by anything you say."

"..."

I slowly closed my eyes.
This was it.
From this point on, I needed to take action.

Yes.
First, I needed to deceive myself.
From now on, I would perform a miracle by calling down 'lightning,' one of nature's disasters.
However, it couldn't be implemented in the form of magic. If I claimed to use magic, people would start talking about wizards and demand proof.
Obviously, I didn't have the ability to cause natural disasters, so proof would be impossible.
Of course, magic does exist in this world.
It's just that wizards were entities that only appeared very late in the game.
It wouldn't be good to be prematurely labeled as the continent's first wizard when not a single wizard had emerged yet.
My current lord, Lynn Brands, had a personality that disliked talents she couldn't contain within her vessel.
If I became a wizard, she might cause trouble for me.

Therefore, this had to be presented as a result I achieved through means other than magic.
So—with an expression as if I had realized something,
As if receiving divine revelation, I spoke with a slightly trembling voice:

"Last night, I looked at the sky. Seven stars were shining particularly brightly."

"Seven stars...?"

"Yes. And three of those stars... shone brightly before my eyes and suddenly disappeared."

"...?"

Hearing my words, Irene tilted her head in confusion.
She couldn't help it.
She probably had no idea what I was talking about.
Of course, I had no idea what I was saying either.
I was just stringing together plausible-sounding sentences at random.
How could someone else understand words that even I didn't understand?

But.
That was fine.
All this nonsense I was spouting would be reevaluated after the miracle occurred.

"The energy of the sky is unusual. This flow... if I can interpret it favorably, I think I might be able to achieve a miracle."

"A miracle...? What kind of miracle specifically?"

"A miracle that can eliminate Serphina's army in one stroke."

"!!!"

Surprised by my words, Irene asked:

"Can... you explain in more detail?"

I wanted to tell a big lie like 'I'm going to make lightning strike,' but...
The weather was still clear.
In a situation where I only vaguely predicted that a natural disaster would occur, but didn't know what kind, it would be problematic to reveal my hand.

"In a few more days... I think I'll be able to read the flow of the sky clearly. That's why I had to ask you to build an altar. I need to communicate with the sky."

"Is... that so?"

Irene tilted her head to the other side, clearly not understanding.
She looks cute like a small animal.
But then she closed her eyes, slowly nodded, and said:

"...I understand, Swen. I don't know what you're talking about... but I don't think you would talk nonsense."

While Irene's words were appreciated, I felt guilty for deceiving her.
Still, the results would speak for themselves.

"Thank you for believing in me. From today, I plan to communicate with the sky here for a few days. If it's alright with you, could you bring me some simple food to eat during that time?"

"That's not a difficult request."

Good.
Now I just need to sit here for a few days, looking like I'm doing something.

Well, let's try communicating with the sky.
I looked up at the sky.
Then, as if in a trance, I stared blankly at the sky.
Amusingly, this time was becoming a great healing moment for me.

I briefly wondered what I was doing, but...
After checking my predictions and the rules of this game world that I knew, this was the answer.

'It's okay. It will go according to my plan. That was the only possibility.'

And so.
On the altar, I sometimes made gestures that looked meaningful, or quietly recited lyrics from pop songs I had heard in my previous world.
And this scene was being firmly imprinted in the eyes of the soldiers in the fortress, including Irene who brought me food.

*

A soldier ran up to Irene as she was attending to matters inside the fortress.

"Excuse me, Lady Irene. I have something to ask."

"Speak."

"Um... Sir Swen is asking for two drums to be prepared..."

"Drums?"

"Yes, instruments that make sound when beaten."

"I know what drums are... but he asked for them to be brought?"

"Yes. He said they don't have to be finished products, just something similar, but I'm not sure where to get them..."

Irene fell into thought for a moment.

'If we carve wood and cover it with cowhide meant for food... we could make something similar.'

"Um... Lady Irene."

"Hmm? What is it?"

"Is this right? I mean... how should I put this..."

The soldier was speaking in an extremely cautious tone.
As if he felt very apologetic for bringing up such a topic.

"I don't understand at all why Sir Swen is asking for these things... Serphina's army is about to invade this fortress soon, isn't it? We barely have enough time to check defensive facilities and make additional arrows, but he's... dancing and singing in strange languages on that weird altar... I, in my humble position, cannot understand what Sir Swen is trying to do."

Though he was being very careful with his word choice, the conclusion was clear.
He couldn't understand Swen's behavior.
He was just a soldier and Swen was a commander, so he would follow orders, but he was appealing to Irene, who was in a higher position than Swen, to see if this was really okay.

And Irene could quickly understand what the soldier really wanted to say.
Is he asking me to explain this incomprehensible behavior?

"I understand your concern. I too haven't figured out exactly what he's trying to do."

"Then—"

"However."

Irene slowly closed her eyes, then nodded, opened her eyes, and looked directly into the soldier's eyes as she spoke:

"I guarantee this. Swen is not a man who would engage in useless actions. Can you follow my orders here, as Irene Juliet?"

"Your orders... you say."

Yes.
Honestly, the soldier didn't know much about this man called Swen.
But if Irene, the general, was taking responsibility for all this, the soldier could follow.
Who was she?
Among all the commanders of the Brands army, she was the one who cared most for mere soldiers like himself.

"...I understand."

"Good. While we're at it, I'd like to make a request."

"Anything, General Irene."

"I'd like you to prepare wood and cowhide."

"Yes, ma'am!"

Soldiers had eyes too.
They were witnessing all of Swen's strange behavior.
Not just the soldier who asked, but quite a few soldiers approached Irene with similar questions, but she managed to quell all complaints at her level.
If Irene, who was trusted by the soldiers, hadn't stepped in to mediate, Swen, a new commander without the soldiers' trust, wouldn't have been able to even set up the altar properly, let alone do anything else.

'Swen. I believe in you. Now... I won't hesitate anymore.'

In this way, she was firmly protecting the man she had newly decided to protect.

* * *

Indeed.
After a few days, as if on cue, the sky began to grow overcast.
Fortunately, it didn't immediately affect visibility.

'As expected!'

It seemed that lightning, the most likely natural disaster after landslides, would strike Serphina's army.
Since I had anticipated lightning and talked to Irene about the sky, I felt relieved inside.

So, today too, I was repeating actions that looked meaningful but were actually meaningless—mumbling nonsensically, selecting two soldiers to beat drums freely, bringing paper to place certain patterns on the altar floor and weighing them down with stones so they wouldn't blow away in the wind.

"You're working hard today too, Swen."

"Lady Irene."

She brought my daily provisions again today.
It wasn't particularly luxurious food, but it was just the right amount to satisfy my hunger.

"Thank you so much every time."

"Not at all. You're the one working hard. So, how is your communication with the sky progressing?"

"Smoothly. Before Serphina's army arrives... I think I might be able to twist the flow somehow."

"I see."

And.
While I was doing all this nonsense, Irene never questioned me once and just brought me meals while taking care of various parts of the fortress that I couldn't attend to.
Gathering soldiers for training, persuading soldiers who questioned my actions, or handling them according to regulations.
While also caring for the wounded, she must have been much busier than me who was just doing this nonsense.

"I'd like to brew tea, but... unfortunately, there are no tea leaves in this fortress."

"Brew it for me when we return home."

Hearing my words, Irene smiled faintly again.
Recently, she had been smiling much more often.

"I will. We'll definitely be able to return together."

Seeing her smile made me genuinely want to create a miracle.
Of course, I was planning to do so anyway... but having a place to return to makes a person feel fulfilled.

'It will work out.'

So I kept muttering to myself again and again that it would work out, as if brainwashing myself.

*

The enemies revealed themselves just as the sky was growing overcast, looking like it would pour rain at any moment.

"The enemy is coming!"

"Serphina's army is in sight!"

Even without the soldiers shouting, it was easy to confirm.

"Swen! I heard the soldiers' voices, could it be...!"

Irene, who had rushed over after hearing the news, stood beside me and looked toward where the enemy was coming from.

"...They're here."

Serphina's army was approaching.
The number of soldiers looked overwhelming at a glance, and there were an incredibly large number of siege weapons.
It seemed excessive to bring that many siege weapons just to attack one fortress.
Normally, the fortress walls would have collapsed in less than a day. The defensive capabilities of fortress walls were dimensionally inferior to those of castle walls.
The moment the soldiers got close to the walls and the catapults were within range to hurl rocks would essentially be the last moment for this fortress.

Then.
If my prediction was correct. And if my guess was right.

'Now.'

This is it.
At this distance, lightning should strike Serphina's army.
From that moment on, everything would be crucial.

I slowly rose from the altar.

"Swen...?"

I spoke to her casually.

"Lady Irene. I will bring you victory without fail."

Then, I looked toward where the enemies were gathering.

'Come.'

Thinking that, I spread my arms wide.
The once-in-a-lifetime show I was betting everything on was about to begin.
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The time had come.

I looked back at the two soldiers who had been playing along with my madness these past few days.

These soldiers had been beating drums in rhythm with the strange sounds I made.

Even with Commander Irene's orders, being conscripted and forced to do something like this should have been enough to make anyone regret their life choices.

Yet they silently followed all my nonsensical instructions.

"Everyone. Thank you for your hard work until now. All the practice we've done until today has been for this very moment. I ask for your best effort until the end."

"Yes! Understood!"
"We'll follow exactly as we practiced!"

Hearing their responses, I smiled, then turned my head to face the enemies and shouted.

"Now! The enemies are starting to approach. Everyone, get ready!"

"Yes!"

The two soldiers who had been practicing the strange performance with me took their positions at the drums placed on either side of the altar.

"Please do exactly as we practiced. Today is the most important day! Beat as if you're knocking on heaven's door!"

"Understood!"

At my command, the two soldiers raised their drumsticks instead of their usual weapons.
And then—
They began furiously beating the crudely made temporary drums.
As I stood at the altar with drums being beaten on either side, I felt a surge of excitement, as if I really had become some bizarre cult shaman performing a strange ritual.

Yes.
This will work.
According to my prediction, this is the answer.

"Haaaa...ahhh...ahhh!!"

I closed my eyes and made movements that looked like I was gathering energy.
I knew that to any objective third party, all these actions would make me look completely insane.

'If this is going to work, I need to fully commit to being a madman.'

From now on, I would be the man who called down lightning.
To become such a person, I needed to appear completely insane to everyone watching.
If I held back due to embarrassment and didn't fully commit to the performance, it would look like a natural disaster rather than something I summoned.
Besides, putting on such an absurd display was perfect for instilling fear in the enemy.

Right now, I couldn't just be any madman.
I needed to be a standout lunatic, conspicuous even among other madmen!
What could be more insane than claiming to call down lightning?

So.

"Heavens above!!! Hear my voice!!!! Answer me!!!!!"

I shouted toward the sky with a voice much louder than the drumbeats.

But... something was strange.

I could see the enemy troops approaching, and it should be about time now.
But why... weren't any raindrops falling?

* * *

The one who received orders to lead 33,000 troops with siege weapons to destroy the fortress was Julian, a general in Serphina's army.
Initially, his proposal to "attack the fortress" had been rejected, but now his lord had summoned him again, saying the situation had changed.
Though the order was sudden, Julian was far from displeased—in fact, he was quite satisfied.

'I knew I was right.'

Julian, a middle-aged man with brown hair who had been through countless battlefields, smiled with satisfaction at this thought.
Though his intelligence was somewhat lacking, he had enough battle experience that Serphina treated him with a certain level of respect as her vassal.
However, what Julian wanted was something more.
To have an irreplaceable, prominent position in Serphina's army.
It was the desire of any military commander who wanted to achieve merit and advance.

'Capture the fortress, use it as a base, and strike Kelstein Castle once more. I can do it.'

With such grand ambitions, he finally approached the Brands army's fortress when—

"General Julian!"

"What is it?"

An adjutant approached Julian with a serious expression.

"There's... a man on the fortress wall, appears to be from the Brands army, doing something strange..."

"What?"

Julian, mounted on his horse, rode ahead to check the fortress.
An unbelievable scene unfolded before his eyes.
A young white-haired man with all limbs intact was spreading his arms and shouting at the top of his lungs.
The distance was too great to hear exactly what he was shouting, but he seemed to be waving his arms wildly and pointing in their direction.

And on either side of him, soldiers were beating drums instead of standing guard as they should.

'What on earth is that?'

Though startled by this bizarre sight he'd never seen before—
When he thought about it, it was just strange, not something to be wary of.
Looking at the simple facts, there was just one man in the middle shouting loudly and performing a strange dance, with soldiers beating drums on either side.
In a battle they had no chance of winning, instead of focusing on defense, they were wasting time on such nonsense?

If this was some kind of "ritual" meant to summon something...
From Julian's perspective, they couldn't be easier opponents.

'There's no easier enemy than those who rely on religious power on the battlefield.'

God will protect us, God will give us strength...
The sweet rhetoric that religion once offered had lost its appeal since the world entered an age of chaos.
The greatest evidence was that religious preachers who used to be everywhere across the continent had disappeared.

What Julian preferred over relying on religious power on the battlefield was making judgments based on objective numbers.
According to recently obtained information, the available troops in that fortress numbered around 10,000.
With those numbers, they could never defeat 33,000 troops equipped with siege weapons.
Moreover, it wasn't just a castle but a fortress. When attacking a fortress, with this difference in troop numbers, victory was assured for his army no matter what.

'What a madman.'

Yes.
That's how lightly he thought of it.
Capturing the fortress was just a step in the process; what really mattered was Kelstein Castle.
If he succeeded in recapturing Kelstein Castle using this fortress as a base, he would catch Serphina's eye.
And that would lead to advancement. It was essentially his opinion that had helped Serphina's army with their desired central advance.

He was getting older. Though he was a warrior who felt at ease on the battlefield, he couldn't risk his life forever.
Now he wanted to step back and watch his family prosper.

"What should we do?"

"Not worth our attention."

Hearing his adjutant's question, Julian muttered in a resolute tone, then turned his head and shouted in a very loud voice.

"Everyone! You've worked hard marching here, but nothing is more precious to us than time! Prepare to capture the fortress as quickly as possible! Tell those in charge of the siege weapons to get ready as well!"

"Yes!"

At Julian's command, soldiers began charging toward the fortress one by one.
A precarious situation.
Until this moment, Julian was confident in his victory.
No, it didn't even feel like a victory. This was literally just a process.

* * *

And to give a taste of their own medicine to those who thought this was just a process...
I continued to shout at the top of my lungs while striking impressive poses.

"Heavens!!!!!"

'Soon the raindrops will fall! Definitely!'

I didn't know when lightning would strike.
However, in the game, lightning only struck when it was raining—so first, it needed to rain.
But no matter how long I waited, there was no sign of rain.
The sky was clearly churning, full of dark clouds... yet strangely, not even a small raindrop was falling.

I muttered to myself as if to calm down.

'Don't be anxious!'

Right now, my performance was being watched by the enemy troops, our fortress soldiers, and Irene beside me.
Setting Irene aside, the soldiers following her orders to hold the fortress were probably starting to feel uneasy.
If I showed any signs of anxiety here, it would be disastrous in many ways.

"Haaaah!!!!"

I tried to change the atmosphere with an impressive battle cry.

But.

The sky remained completely silent.
It was about time for rain to pour down to set up the perfect timing for lightning, but there was still no sign of it.

'No!'

I couldn't be wrong.
Natural disaster. And making it look like I was using a natural disaster. This had to be the answer.

Intelligence 100's prediction. 10,000 hours of gameplay experience.
Reasoning based on that.
Weren't all signs pointing to this being correct?

'It's okay! The rain will definitely come! If it were an earthquake, it wouldn't make sense to stay in the fortress! It has to be lightning!'

I whispered to myself while continuing to make impressive movements and shouting.
Meanwhile, the battle cries of Serphina's soldiers began to grow louder, piercing through the noisy drumbeats.
The siege weapons were almost ready to begin their attack.
If one of those catapult stones flew toward the wall I was standing on, I could die on the spot.

It's okay.
If that were the case, the prediction to "hold the fortress where the enemy can see" wouldn't have appeared.
At the point where my life was endangered, that answer wouldn't be the most efficient solution.
Besides, if it were about suddenly retreating, it wouldn't matter whether the enemy could see us or not.

It had been like this before.
In a situation where anyone would say negotiations with Lynn had failed, a messenger had burst in.
As soon as our troops arrived at Kelstein Castle, a rebellion broke out at Cherien Castle.
Everything had gone according to my predictions.

But why did I feel so anxious now?
Why was I... thinking that I might have made a wrong judgment for the first time?

Because not even a raindrop was falling, let alone lightning?
Because nothing was happening no matter how long I waited?

"Haaaaaaah!!!!"

I let out an even louder, meaningless battle cry.

'No!'

No.
I shouldn't doubt myself.
Believe.
I am right.
My words are absolutely correct.

Because my intelligence is 100!

"Heavens!!!!!!!!"

And.
Finally, only then.

"W-wait?!"
"What? What's happening?!"

I heard soldiers exclaiming in surprise and confusion.

"Th-that...!"

Even Irene beside me was too shocked to speak.
The sky was just churning, not particularly looking like lightning would strike?
But somehow... I thought I saw a shadow fall strangely over where Serphina's army was gathered.

'...Huh?'

Only then did I notice something strange.
Slowly raising my head... I looked up at the sky I had been calling to so desperately.

Yes.
Looking at the sky, I realized I had failed in my perfect reasoning for the first time.
No lightning was striking.

What "the real event" predicted by my intelligence 100 brain was-------













A massive meteor falling to the ground.
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"What... What is this?"

"Something is falling from the sky!!!"

"What?!"

Julian, who was at the vanguard of Serphina's army, froze in shock as he looked up at the sky.
A boulder... was falling.
A burning boulder.
A massive boulder so enormous it could rightfully be called divine punishment, as religious people might describe it.

And that boulder—
It was gradually blocking the sky above Julian as he stared upward.

'......!!!!'

At that moment, Julian quickly realized how dangerous his situation was. Putting aside all thoughts in his mind, he yanked hard on the reins in his hand.
Simultaneously, his horse began galloping at full speed.

He had to avoid it!
Command be damned—if he didn't escape now, he would die!

Death!
Even for a general who had taken countless lives on the battlefield, how could death ever be something trivial?
If he were to die valiantly fighting on the battlefield, he could at least console himself that it was a meaningful death.
But.

To be crushed by some boulder suddenly falling from the sky?
His name would certainly go down in history. As the general who died crushed by a boulder from the sky.
Not as a general who fought bravely until the end in an impossible battle.
Not even as a general who died in an unfortunate accident during preparations.
But as a general crushed by a random boulder that suddenly fell from the sky!

"Absolutely not!!!!"

Julian shouted as he raced forward, desperately trying to escape the impact zone.
Because their commander had panicked in that moment, the chain of command fell into chaos.
What if he had ordered, "Everyone, flee as far as you can!"?
But it was already too late.

And then.

"Aaaaargh!!!"

"Save me!!!!"

The massive meteorite—as if it couldn't care less about the situation of Serphina's army—
Fell directly onto the area crowded with soldiers and siege weapons.



BOOM-------!!!

What followed was a thunderous sound that seemed to tear the earth apart.
And between the sounds, the wretched screams of Serphina's soldiers leaked through.
As the sound of spreading flames reached their ears, thick smoke immediately obscured everyone's vision...
Then, one or two raindrops began to fall—before turning into a downpour that soaked the ground.

How much time had passed?
Julian slowly raised his head as he became aware of the raindrops striking his forehead.

"Ugh... Urgh."

Thrown from his horse by the meteorite's impact shockwave, he had been flung sideways. Now he wiped away the blood flowing from his head and sat down on the ground.
Though he was in quite a pathetic state, the fact that he was still breathing held tremendous significance.
He could feel pain. He could breathe. A deafening ringing continued to throb around his eardrums.
All these things proved one simple fact.

'I'm alive...!!'

Despite the pain that instantly dominated his body, he could still manage a smile of relief.
Pain was fine. Pain could be endured somehow.
But death couldn't be endured. Death meant the end of everything.
It would mean everything he had lived for until now would become meaningless.

However.
Julian couldn't hold onto that relief for long.

'W-wait... What happened?!'

Only then did the scene before him come into view.

A massive boulder that had fallen right in the middle of his army's formation.
The ground, deeply cratered.
...The remains of soldiers who couldn't escape and were crushed beneath it.

'H-hiiik...!!'

He had cut down countless soldiers on the battlefield.
He knew better than anyone that if he didn't kill, his life and the lives of his comrades would be in danger.
On such battlefields, he thought he fully understood how lives—including his own—could be treated as disposable as flies.

But.

An unknown power.
Something fundamental, something completely incomprehensible.
To be suddenly crushed by a giant boulder falling from the sky.
In the face of this mysterious terror—something he couldn't control no matter what he did or how he behaved...
Even Julian, hardened by countless battles, couldn't help but be terrified.
After all, he was just a commander who was good at fighting. Not some superhuman.

At that moment.

"...!!"

Feeling a subtle gaze, Julian slowly turned his head to look behind him.
The wall.
He could see the fortress's not particularly high wall.
Because he had galloped away on his horse, he was now somewhat closer to it.

And.
On top of that wall—
A white-haired man stood with his hand outstretched.
He was looking at the boulder.
Though he was too far away to clearly see his expression... at least he didn't appear to be disturbed.
He was just calmly looking at this scene without showing any sign of surprise.

'W-what is this?!'

If such a boulder fell from the sky, any normal person would naturally be shocked.
But why... could he remain so detached?
As if he had known from the beginning that this would happen...?

Come to think of it, that man.
He had been building some strange altar on the wall and behaving oddly.
Beating drums, shouting at the top of his lungs.
The memory of him performing some kind of ritual was still vivid.

At first, Julian thought the man might be insane.
But now that something impossible had happened... he couldn't simply dismiss the man's behavior.

'Could it be...?!'

Magic...?
Was it magic?
Was that ritual... some form of magic?

Magic couldn't possibly exist. Magicians only existed in legends.
Besides, even the magic described in legends wasn't this absurd.

But if not magic, how else could this situation be explained?
Everything he had witnessed with his own eyes, not something he had heard from others!
How could a boulder suddenly fall from the sky without warning?
Wasn't it more plausible that the man's actions had summoned the boulder!

And then.

The man on the wall... slowly lowered his head to look down at him.
And then, he looked directly at where Julian was.

"Wh... What...!"

Overwhelmed by the man's expression, Julian unconsciously flailed his arms and stepped backward.
He felt like he would be devoured by those cold, gray eyes.

And at that moment.
The man looked at him with an extremely displeased expression.

As if saying, "Why are you still alive?"

"H-hiiik...!!"

He was certain.

This man was responsible for making the boulder fall from the sky!
Whether it was magic or not didn't matter.
Once the result was evident, the process became irrelevant.
If so, the identity of the man who did this—

'G-god...??'

Just moments ago, he had dismissed religion as weak and mocked the idea of performing rituals to non-existent beings.
Now, looking into the man's cold eyes, he was thinking of gods that couldn't possibly exist.

At that moment.

"General Julian!!!"

From behind, a soldier on horseback approached where Julian was.
Apparently, he was a soldier who had been at the very rear of the formation and had escaped the damage.
He quickly approached Julian and supported him while asking:

"Are you alright, General?!"

"I... I am."

He wanted to stand up.
But because of those cold eyes, his feet wouldn't move, as if he was being forcibly held down.
This was fear.
A very primal fear of an unknown power.

The reason humans fear death is because they can't even imagine what lies beyond it.
In this realm, there was no one to ask. It was impossible to revive the dead to question them.
That's why humans rely on the power of religion to overcome that fear.

The fear he felt now was very similar to the fear of death.

"S-save me...!"

"General Julian...?"

Only then did Julian realize again that there was a soldier beside him, and he said:

"R-run... Run away! All troops! We must retreat! God... God has appeared...!! We must flee!!!"

"What? What are you...!"

"Can't you hear me? Quickly! We must flee!"

The soldier was also at a loss for what to do after seeing a boulder fall from the sky.
Therefore, there was nothing he could do now except follow his commander's orders.

"Understood...!"

The soldier supported Julian and handed over the horse he had ridden.
Somehow managing to climb onto the saddle, Julian began to ride, swallowing the pain he felt throughout his body.

He had to escape!
That thought alone was the driving force that allowed him to move his body in this situation.
And so, Julian rode away on his horse to save his life, without even attempting to rally his collapsed army.

* * *

'...I can't see well.'

I wanted to check the face of a man who appeared to be an enemy soldier near the wall.
Even squinting, I couldn't see clearly.
I thought about getting closer to check, but abandoned the idea. My body felt weak.

Still, as I expected, it seemed the Serphina army had begun a full retreat.
They were fleeing in a hurry, abandoning even the siege weapons they had brought with such effort, showing how terrified they must be.
Well, it would be stranger not to be scared when a meteorite suddenly falls from the sky.

"...Phew."

I'm glad things worked out well, though I was actually really nervous.
There was absolutely no sign of lightning striking.
The sky was churning, but no rain or wind came. In this game, lightning—or thunderbolts—only struck when it was raining, so I was really worried when it didn't rain even as the enemies reached the fortress.
It was a bit scary when the siege weapons approached so close... but I wasn't extremely anxious.
"Hold the fortress" was the correct answer, so something was bound to happen.

Even so, I never imagined a meteorite would fall.
In the 10,000 hours I played this game, I rarely saw meteorites.
To see a meteorite in the world I was possessing.
How astronomically low would the probability be?

Actually, when the meteorite was falling, I worried the fortress might completely collapse from the shockwave.
Fortunately, it seemed to cause only the amount of damage set within the game.
Although I could predict the outcome by observing the battle pattern, it was quite fortunate that this world faithfully followed the rules of the game.
For reference, when hit by a meteorite, regardless of the number of soldiers, about 90% of the entire force is instantly vaporized.

I let out a small sigh.
Even though the result turned out as I predicted, I couldn't control the tension.
Now that the tension had eased, my body felt extremely languid.

If I turn my head slightly after feeling a gaze...
There was Irene, frozen with a pale face, staring at me.

"Swen... what... what on earth... did you do...?"

Right.
From Irene's perspective, this situation must look like I built an altar, spouted nonsense about "communicating with the sky," shouted at the heavens while doing strange things—
And suddenly a meteorite fell from the sky.
After pondering how to explain this, I decided to answer simply.

"...Fortunately, I succeeded in... drawing out the distortion... of the sky..."

Huh?
Somehow my words weren't coming out properly.
My vision was also becoming blurry, and I felt like I might lose consciousness at any moment.

Ah, I see.
Low Strength means low basic stamina.
Even though I knew things would work out, I had been performing bizarre actions while witnessing death before my eyes, so my body must have been under tremendous stress.
Now that it was all being released at once... it seemed I was experiencing an overload.

"Swen!"

As I staggered and was about to fall, Irene quickly ran over and caught me.
I couldn't be more grateful that she was nearby.
If I had fallen straight down, I might have been injured.

"Lady Irene... as I told you... Lady Irene..."

After saying that much, I continued to mumble something more—
And then lost consciousness.
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"Irene... as I said... Irene..."

"SWEN!!!"

Irene called Swen's name over and over again.
But he gave no response, having lost consciousness.

"No... what is this, Swen!! Answer me! Wake up!"

No matter how many times she grabbed and shook him, there was no response.

Irene couldn't comprehend what was happening right now.
He built the altar when she asked him to, made the drum when she requested it.
It was true that she had believed in him even when Swen did strange things.

But... the result—
She never imagined the result would be flaming rocks suddenly falling from the sky.

'What... did you do?'

Swen had said, 'We need to communicate with the sky.'
He mentioned something about three stars disappearing.
At first, she didn't understand what he meant, but the Swen she had known was always a man with peculiar insight.
So, surely all his actions must have had meaning.

The result...
Could he have done something to make rocks fall from the sky?
If so.

What exactly did he do that caused him to lose consciousness immediately?
With a little thought, she could easily deduce it.
Even though Irene had absolutely no knowledge about these mysterious powers, she understood that making rocks of this size fall from the sky would consume an enormous amount of energy.
No.
Given the scale of this event, it must have been more than just "energy" being consumed.
Could it be...

'Did you... risk... your life?'

Thinking about it, it made sense.
It would be stranger if he hadn't risked his life to create such an impossible miracle.

But why?
As soon as the question "why" came to mind, all the words Swen had spoken to her until now flashed through her head.

"My name is Swen. From today, I will be serving Lynn Brands. My lord instructed me to stay here as your roommate for the time being."

Right. That's how we met.
Although the circumstances of our meeting weren't pleasant, he had always been supporting me.

"What are you saying? If it's alright with you, Irene, I'd like to continue living with you."

Despite being caught up in my affairs with my lord, he didn't get angry but instead comforted me.

"It's fine. Learning about you is a wonderful thing for me."

He was truly a kind person. Kind enough to listen to everything I said, even when I brought up heavy topics.

"Irene... I'm so glad, so glad you're safe."

He genuinely worried about me when no one else in this country did.

"The person I want to protect in this country is you, Irene."

He was someone who told me he "wanted to protect" me—someone born to protect, yet stripped of even that.
His kindness was almost too sweet for her.

"Irene... as I said... Irene..."

And at this moment...
For my sake, he defied orders and risked his life to create a miracle.
Because he wanted me to achieve merit... to prove that my words were right.

"...Swen."

Tears began to stream down Irene's eyes.
She soon buried her face against Swen and began to sob.

"Don't die, Swen... don't die..."

Her heart ached.
Someone who believed in her, told her she was right, worried about her, and said he wanted to protect her.
She, who had lived her whole life protecting others—couldn't protect the one person who had said such things to her.

If.
If this man were to die, what would become of me?
Just as I was about to move forward, having escaped the curse of the Brands family—
What if I lose the man who freed me from that curse?

"...No...!"

I absolutely cannot lose you.
I won't let you die.

Irene shouted toward the nearest soldier.

"Call a doctor right now!"

There should be a doctor at the fortress who had been tending to the wounded with her.

"A doctor... you say?"

"Hurry!"

At Irene's urgent cry, the soldier loudly acknowledged and quickly ran off somewhere.
From the soldier's perspective, it must have been quite shocking.
Irene, who was always expected to command everyone with dignity, was now crying like a child.

But for Irene, this was no time to worry about appearances.
She quickly checked Swen's current condition.
Though unconscious... he was breathing faintly.
Since she didn't know exactly how much strain communicating with the sky had put on his body, she needed to hurry all the more.

'I absolutely won't let you die...!'

It was at this moment.
She cleanly accepted that she had been abandoned by the person she had wanted to protect all her life.
It was okay.
Now she wanted to protect someone else... not that person.

'I will... definitely protect you...!'

The subject of Irene Juliet's sword's protection had changed.
A miracle that had never occurred in any timeline was happening right now.

* * *

When I regained consciousness, I found myself wandering through familiar alleyways once again.
Between buildings with blue roofs and white walls.
But this wandering didn't feel so bad.
The breeze felt refreshing, the sky was blue and comforting, and most importantly, she was by my side.

I both knew who she was and—
couldn't properly identify who she was.
It seemed strange, but somehow I accepted it without questioning.
Like how objects fall from top to bottom, or how night comes when the sun sets and the moon rises.

I hold her hand as we walk through various alleyways.
We don't encounter a single person between the alleys, but I feel comfort rather than curiosity.
After all, how long has it been since I've walked with her like this, just the two of us?

When I turn my head to look beside me.
She was looking at me with a smile.
Her piercingly bright golden hair, and eyes even more dazzling than that golden hair, like the stars of the night sky had been poured into them, so brilliant they created an illusion...
Yes. This time.
This time I can spend with her...

At that moment.
The ground beneath me collapsed.
I lost her hand and began falling endlessly downward.
And my consciousness began to fade.

*

"...Ah."

Consciousness returns.
After about 30 seconds, I feel my heart beating, and the smell of furniture in the air tickles my nose, making me realize.
Ah, this was a dream.
That dream. The same dream I had when I first slept at Irene's house.

"..."

I slowly raised my hand to touch my eyes.
Tears.
I don't know why tears came... was I crying?
No.
Having just woken up, the contents of the dream were still vivid.
It didn't seem to be sad content.
It was like a dream of walking through an unfamiliar neighborhood with an unfamiliar woman.
I remember the golden hair... but I can't remember anything else.
Do dream experiences evaporate so quickly?

Instead of the fading dream memories, my mind was filled with vivid reality.
I was lying on an old bed.
This ceiling... I think I know it. It looked like the ceiling of the fortress commander's room.
Connected directly to the conference room, used by Kalinz when he was around, and by Irene when he wasn't.

Only then did my memories from before losing consciousness gradually return.

I saw the meteor strike the Serphina army and then lost consciousness.

Right... the meteor.
A meteor fell.
Who would have thought a meteor would fall?

In fact, there was one flaw in this plan of "making it seem like I caused a natural disaster."
If someone could summon lightning with sorcery, wouldn't that make them a magician?
I deliberately put on a show by building an altar and beating a drum to make it not look like magic, but causing lightning to strike the ground is identical to the image of legendary magicians.
It would be troublesome if I was mistaken for a magician, but I needed to make the enemy flee, and since the orders were to "demonstrate in plain sight," I just followed them.

But.
A meteor is different.
No magician in this world uses such things.
In the latter part of the game, magicians who awaken to the talent of sensing mana and reveal themselves on the continent use typical but predictable magic like fire magic, lightning magic, earth-shaking magic—
No one used such a brute force magic reminiscent of Meteor.
I was wondering if I had done something so outrageous that it might be more comfortable to be mistaken for a magician.

Only then did I feel something pressing on my knees.

"...Ugh."

I lightly tensed my waist and sat up in bed.
Only then could I identify what was pressing on my knees.

"..."

Irene, seated in a chair, had fallen asleep with her head on my knees.
The sunlight shining on the side of her face created a very peaceful atmosphere.

On the small table beside her were dishes from what appeared to be her meal, and various medicinal herbs used in this world.
Could she have been nursing me all this time?

"Irene."

"..."

"Irene."

After calling her name a few more times, she stirred slightly on my knees...
And slowly raised her head.

"...Mmm...?"

"Irene. Are you awake?"

Looking slightly dazed, she turned her head to look at me.
The pupils in her eyes dilated slightly.

"...Swen?"

"Yes."

She looked at me for a while without saying anything—
Then, a tear streamed down from her large purple eyes.

"Swen... are you, are you conscious?"

"Yes. Somehow."

"Swen...!!"

As if her emotions exploded, she hugged me tightly.

"Swen... thank goodness... I'm so glad you regained consciousness, Swen...!"

She spoke to me almost sobbing.
At this point, I realized two new things.
First, for some reason, I wasn't wearing a top.
I could feel her tears flowing down my body.
And second, she wasn't wearing her armor either.
Thanks to that, I could feel her soft body and warm temperature more vividly.

"I'm fine. But... the fortress... what happened to the Serphina army?"

"You protected it. Swen. In a battle everyone said was unwinnable, you succeeded... by pushing yourself this hard..."

"Pushing myself?"

Irene looked up at me and nodded.
On her face was something like guilt, as if she had made me overexert myself.

"For my sake... to prove I was right, you pushed yourself... and did this? That's why... you lost consciousness? Because you risked your life..."

"...What?"

"Well, without risking your life... you couldn't have done something like this..."

???
She seems to be misunderstanding something.

When you don't understand someone's actions, they say you should put yourself in their shoes.
I quickly thought from Irene's perspective.
How did I appear in her eyes?

First, I say nonsense like "I'll communicate with the sky" and "three stars have fallen," then suddenly build an altar and mutter strange words.
Then I ask her to make a drum, and when she does, I have soldiers beat it.
On the day of battle, I perform a strange ritual, shouting "Oh heavens!!" like a madman, and then a meteor falls from the sky.
After the meteor falls, for some reason, I immediately lose consciousness and faint.

'...Ah.'

I instantly understood why Irene was talking about risking my life.
It must have looked exactly like I summoned the meteor and then collapsed from exhaustion.
In my opinion, it was just that my Strength stat—my basic stamina—was low, and I fainted due to the release of tension, but the timing was perfect.
If someone witnessed that without prior knowledge, it would certainly look like I had risked my life.
If it had been lightning, maybe not, but it was a meteor. It was enough to make one think, 'This must have required risking one's life.'

"Because of me... I'm sorry... Swen, please don't risk your life for me again..."

Irene had abandoned her usually dignified tone and was clinging to me, sobbing.
Seeing that made my heart warm.
I reached out my hand, stroking her head as I spoke.

"Irene. I'm fine. I didn't risk my life. I'm okay."

"Liar... fool... don't lie, Swen..."

"..."

I looked down at Irene, who was trembling.

Well.
There's no need to convince her right now.
Instead of saying anything more, I hugged her tighter.

The miracle I performed wasn't summoning a meteor.
It was—saving Irene from Lynn.

The fact that I had succeeded in protecting the person I wanted to protect in the Brands army was far more important right now.
So, just a little longer.
It wouldn't be bad to feel her warmth...

* * *

While I was recovering in bed, an unexpected face appeared.

"Oh! Swen! I heard you regained consciousness!"

'...Huh?'

A familiar face, a man's voice I'd heard before.
A handsome man with blue hair, the fortress commander who had led the construction of this fortress and one of the main generals of the Brands army.

"Lord Kalinz...?"

"Mm! Yes, Swen! I'm so glad you've come to your senses!"

I blinked, looking at the man.
Why is this man here?
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Seeing me frozen in shock at the sight of Kalinz, Irene approached with a gentle voice.

"Ah, Swen. You were unconscious, so... you probably don't understand what's happening."

I turned my head to look at Irene.
And then- I was able to hear from her about what had happened while I was unconscious.

* * *

Turn the clock back.

After successfully escaping from the prison at Cherien Castle, Kalinz had stolen a soldier's horse and was quickly riding toward the fortress.
From what he'd heard, Serphina's army was marching with 50,000 soldiers toward Cherien Castle, where defenses had been lowered and troops withdrawn after he had sent his own soldiers there.
He had managed to escape by taking advantage of the inevitable chaos, but... the problem was what came next.

'I was foolish.'

Thinking with a cooler head while imprisoned, he finally realized just how stupid his actions had been.
First of all, the morale of Cherien Castle's soldiers hadn't decreased at all.
Serphina had conquered the north, but since she hadn't completely won the hearts of the entire northern region, various disturbances were occurring—something Kalinz himself was well aware of.
If he had considered that, he could have deduced that the rebels might be unexpectedly loyal to Ian.

In any case, the result of the battle he had started was disastrous.
A general from an enemy country who had done Serphina's army's work for them!
Thanks to none other than himself, Kalinz, Serphina's army would easily suppress the rebellion.
He had achieved the military merit he so desperately wanted.
Except it wasn't for the Brands army, but for their enemy, Serphina.

'Damn it!'

How humiliating was this situation?
Only now, after everything had happened, did he feel his own arrogance and foolishness.

Moreover, having ruined everything, it was inevitable that the fortress he had personally led the construction of would be lost.
This fortress had been built because Kalinz himself had strongly advocated for it.
After being humiliated in battle against the small Lunarienne army and failing to achieve any notable results in the north, he needed to do something, to show something.
He wasn't just any general—he was a blood relative of Lynn Brands, the ruler of the Brands army.
Already constantly compared to his brother and sister, he didn't want to hear people say, "That incompetent man rose to his position only because of his bloodline."
Objectively, he was an extremely capable general, but being constantly undervalued compared to his siblings had made him impatient.

In such a situation, to lose a fortress whose strategic value had been questioned from the construction phase, and one that hadn't even been built that long ago?
And as a result of recklessly starting a battle that only benefited others?

When building this fortress, he had repeatedly been advised that "if captured, it would likely benefit the enemy, so it would be better not to build it."
At the time, his vision had been clouded, and he had ignored the advice and proceeded—but now he understood.
They had been right.
Looking back, he had consistently chosen to do only useless things.

'Damn it!'

Kalinz thought to himself.
Having fallen this low, he should at least not beg for his life.
He would rather die fighting at the fortress.
For the honor of the Brands family, he needed to die on the battlefield.
If he had done something so stupid, shouldn't he at least take responsibility himself?
Otherwise, he wouldn't have the courage to face his lord, his sister, and his brother, the greatest swordsman of the Brands army.

But.
No matter how he thought about it, he was anxious that his sister Lynn would have ordered a retreat.
It was in her nature not to cling to battles that couldn't be won.
If, upon arriving at the fortress, the flag flying was not sky blue but the bright yellow symbolizing Serphina's army...
Kalinz was even considering the extreme option of fighting the fortress alone.

'Please... just hold on a little longer...!'

Perhaps his wish had reached them.
Fortunately, the flag flying over the fortress was sky blue, proving it still belonged to the Brands army.

However.

The atmosphere seemed strange somehow.

'...What is that?'

On top of the wall, some man was doing something strange.
He seemed to be shouting loudly between two drums.
Getting closer, Kalinz saw it was a white-haired man.
There was definitely a young white-haired man at the fortress, wasn't there...?

But he wasn't given more time to think.

"...Huh?"

When he looked up at the sky.

There------

* * *

After hearing the situation from Irene, I was able to understand the current situation.

'I see. He escaped.'

Generals with high stats not only rarely get captured, but even when they do, they often escape.
That's why they're quickly recruited or used as diplomatic bargaining chips.
Given the circumstances, Ian's army apparently hadn't handled the situation wisely.
Well, I understood. How could they manage prisoners properly when they had just raised a rebellion and fought a battle?
Most likely, Serphina's army had been dispatched.

Kalinz nodded as if overwhelmed by something and spoke to me.
Somehow, the look in his eyes toward me was unusual.

"Swen! Your name is Swen, correct?"

"Yes, it is."

"Right! Your name... I, Kalinz Brands, have remembered it clearly. I will never forget it from now on."

?
I wondered why he was suddenly acting this way, but I didn't want to pour cold water on his enthusiasm, so I decided to go along with it.

"Thank you."

"Thank me? I should be thanking you! I heard that when everyone else gave up on the fortress, you were the only one who disobeyed orders and said you would fight personally, even without receiving direct orders...?"

I don't know when he heard that story.
But since it was true, I might as well confirm it.

"That's correct."

"Yes! Swen... you disobeyed orders and risked your life to fight and protect this fortress! For me, Kalinz Brands!"

???

What on earth is he talking about?
Why would I fight for you?

But.
Kalinz, unaware of my thoughts, spoke with high energy, seemingly overwhelmed by something.

"Swen! I personally witnessed the miracle you created! I could see it as I was riding toward the fortress!"

'Ah.'

Hearing that, I suddenly felt clarity.
When I was making deductions earlier—I thought I might be able to somehow explain that Kalinz had backed my insubordination.
But it wasn't that; he had actually seen me performing my show with his own eyes.

Which meant—
Kalinz Brands had gone beyond recognizing me as "an incredibly impressive person" to being completely convinced of it.

'...That's frightening.'

The prediction of Intelligence 100.
Even though I had made it myself, there were times when it was eerily accurate.

"Building an altar, barely surviving day by day on minimal food to communicate with the heavens... and continuously knocking on heaven's door by playing the drums—that's true, isn't it!"

Somehow the story seems to have gained some embellishments.
It sounds interesting, so I'll just stay quiet.

"Ha! That expression asks how I knew."

Kalinz continued excitedly without even waiting for my response.

"The soldiers who fought alongside you at the fortress! I was able to hear the details from them! Swen! I am truly proud of you! To think that such an incredible talent has joined our army—indeed, our lord's eye for people is never wrong!"

"Thank you."

"Yes! That's right!"

Kalinz said with a broad smile.
His confident tone suggested he was certain I would be moved by his words right now.

"I will never forget that you risked your life for me in this battle! As long as you're in the Brands army, no one will ever dare disrespect you! I promise on the name of Brands!"

"..."

Honestly, I felt somewhat annoyed—
But still, it was probably easier to let him praise me as he pleased than to antagonize him.

After Kalinz caused a commotion and left the room,
Once again, only Irene and I remained.

I turned my head to look at Irene.
She was looking at me with worried eyes, as if something was making her anxious.

"...Swen. I would like you to rest for a while."

"I've slept for about a day, so I'm fine."

"Please listen to me. I'm asking you."

"..."

I felt like I could get up now...
But I might as well accept her kindness here.
It seemed like a good idea to replenish my already low stamina.

"Alright. But please call me if anything happens."

"Yes. I will."

And then, silence fell again.
Only then did I sense something odd and asked:

"Um... Lady Irene."

"What is it?"

"Are you going to stay here the whole time?"

"Yes."

Irene nodded and answered promptly.

"Swen, taking care of you is my job. As for the fortress, now that General Kalinz has returned, he'll handle things."

"...Is that okay? Don't you have other duties?"

"No. For me right now... taking care of you, Swen, is the most important task."

She spoke in a very firm tone.
However, her eyes were warm rather than cold as she said this.

Her attitude seemed somewhat different from before I lost consciousness...
Honestly, I didn't dislike this attitude of hers.

"Then I'll be in your care."

"Yes."

She smiled at me.

That smile, I was able to protect it—
At this moment, for the first time, I felt grateful that my Intelligence was 100.

*

After several days at the fortress.
News arrived that all of Ian's castles, including Cherien Castle and Mati Castle, had fallen to Serphina's army. Ian's forces had been destroyed, and Ian Lishfalt, who had raised the rebellion, had been executed. Not only Ian but all the rebel generals who had joined the rebellion, including Solana Lishfalt, had been beheaded.

It was truly a short-lived rebellion.
It couldn't have lasted long anyway, but I wondered why they had rebelled knowing this.
I became newly curious about such things, but there was no way to know now.
Because Ian was gone.

'What will happen to the north now?'

The suppression of this rebellion and the execution of all involved sent a clear message.
The message that anyone who defied Serphina's army would die without exception.
Serphina's influence in the north would grow even stronger.

If the north became completely stable... the blade would naturally point toward the Brands army next.

'My lord will need to prepare well.'

Well, she'll handle it properly, I'm sure.
I just needed to find the right timing to escape with Irene.

And after several more days.

Reinforcements sent by Lynn from Anel Castle had finally arrived at the fortress.
I joined Kalinz in the conference room with Irene to welcome those who had arrived as reinforcements.

"Under our lord's orders, I, Taltin, have just arrived, General Kalinz."

"Hmm, I see."

"We were truly relieved to hear that General Kalinz had successfully escaped. Our lord must have been pleased to hear the news as well."

"..."

Kalinz didn't respond and changed the subject.

"So. The reinforcements are to be deployed at this fortress from now on?"

"About that, it seems that won't be the case."

"What?"

In response to Kalinz's question, the officer who had introduced himself as Taltin spoke in a firm tone.

"These are orders from our lord. General Kalinz Brands and all officers under his command are ordered to return to Anel Castle."

"What? Return? Then who will remain at this fortress?"

"..."

Taltin hesitated very slightly, then carefully began to speak.

"And secondly, after gathering all the supplies you can... she has ordered the destruction of the fortress."
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"Burn down the... fortress?"

Kalinz nodded at Taltin's words.

"Yes. It's our Lord's order."

"That's... impossible."

Kalinz lowered his head and trembled with clenched fists, unable to accept it.
But I actually thought Lynn's decision was extremely wise.

'The strategic value of this fortress is close to zero for the Brands army. Rather, if it falls into Serphina's army, it's more likely to become a fatal blade aimed at our forces. The only reason they've been overlooking this was because the person in charge was none other than Kalinz. But now that Kalinz has acted on his own out of desire for achievement, it's hard to trust him anymore. Ordering the fortress to be burned down and returning is the most rational decision.'

In fact, I initially thought that a brain with 100 Intelligence would predict "destroy the fortress and escape."

However.
If she was going to give such an order eventually, she should have done so when Kalinz was taken prisoner.
But after ordering us to fight, and after we successfully defended it, now she orders us to burn the fortress?
At this point, her intentions became easier to read.

'I can't stay with the Brands army for much longer.'

Even if I'd be fine, I couldn't keep putting Irene in danger.
I felt it was time to move to another country.

"...Damn it...!"

While Kalinz Brands held a fairly high position within the Brands army,
that position came solely from being a member of the "Brands family."
No matter how capable he was, he couldn't refuse the orders of his lord, Lynn Brands.

"Now that I've delivered the message, I'll go prepare. Please be ready to evacuate by the end of today. Well then."

Taltin bowed his head and slowly left the room.

After he left,
Kalinz sighed several times, then looked at me with great regret.

"I'm sorry, Swen. To think we must destroy this fortress... that you risked your life to defend."

Well.
I didn't exactly risk my life, but there's no reason not to use that misconception.

"It's fine. If I was able to work for you, Lord Kalinz, that's enough for me."

"Really?! Do you truly think so?"

Hearing my flattering courtesy, Kalinz suddenly approached me, placed his hand on my shoulder, and said:

"I'll try to persuade our Lord once more! If you could perform that ceremony of praying to the heavens just one more time! We could annihilate Serphina's army, gather our forces, and finally plant the Brands army flag in the north! Yes, what do you say? Won't you help me make history?!"

'Good grief.'

I thought he would be reflecting after carrying out such a reckless operation.
But after seeing "my ability," he seemed to think it was worth trying again.
Of course, I don't have the ability to summon natural disasters. Obviously, I can't make meteorites fall from the sky.
So I thought I should politely refuse, but at that very moment—

"Lord Kalinz."

It was Irene standing beside me who spoke first.

"I cannot allow Swen to be assigned such dangerous tasks again. Please exercise restraint."

"...What?"

Kalinz looked at Irene with an expression of disbelief.

"General Irene... I appreciate you staying to defend the fortress, but you probably didn't remain here to fight of your own volition, did you? Am I right?"

"..."

Kalinz Brands was practically Lynn Brands' closest confidant.
He couldn't help but know that she didn't think very highly of Irene.

"Right now, I'm asking Swen, who fought for me 'of his own will,' not because our Lord ordered him to. I'd appreciate if you understood when not to interfere."

"Absolutely not. Please don't drag Swen into your reckless operations. If you insist on taking Swen, you'll have to cut off my head first."

Kalinz was slightly taken aback by Irene's strong wording and exclaimed:

"Are you defying my orders, Irene Juliet?"

Despite Kalinz's very stern tone, Irene didn't back down at all and stared straight at him.
Considering that she would normally have backed down by now, this was quite surprising.

"It's not defiance. It's advice. Please listen to my advice, Lord Kalinz. Shouldn't we avoid making another wrong decision that would sacrifice many people and put our forces in danger?"

"What?! How dare you, you...!"

"And currently, our Lord has ordered us to 'dismantle the fortress and retreat.' I believe disobeying our Lord's orders constitutes defiance, but what do you think, Lord Kalinz?"

At Irene's sharp retort, Kalinz couldn't contain his anger and placed his hand on the sword at his waist.

"You abandoned dog—!"

"Lord Kalinz!"

And so,
To prevent the atmosphere from heating up further, I immediately intervened and bowed at a 90-degree angle.

"Please set aside your anger, Lord Kalinz. I deeply regret to say that swaying the will of heaven requires many conditions. Even if we perform the ceremony again, there's no guarantee it will succeed."

"S-Swen...!"

It's annoying, but there's no need to unnecessarily provoke Kalinz here.
I casually mixed in some words that he would want to hear.

"And if you disobey our Lord's orders here, I'm concerned about your reputation, Lord Kalinz. I've heard that a great general knows when to exercise patience. And as far as I know, I believe Lord Kalinz is the most patient general in the Brands army. In this regard, I think even First Sword Chel would concede to you."

"...Do, do you think so...?"

"Yes. That's why I wanted to work under you, Lord Kalinz."

"...Hmm, ahem."

Kalinz cleared his throat unnecessarily a few times.
His previous rage had completely disappeared, and he had visibly regained his composure.
He's much easier to handle than I thought.
That was truly fortunate.

"General Irene and I are exhausted from risking our lives to defend the fortress, making it difficult for us to make proper judgments right now. However, we both hope that Lord Kalinz will make the right decision. I earnestly request that you, as our commander, consider this and show the patience that is characteristic of you."

"...Hmm... Patience, huh. Well... Swen, you must have been through a lot too, and with our Lord's orders... that would be the right thing to do."

Kalinz wasn't that stupid.
Once he cooled down, he could understand what was right with just a little thought.
He must have had time to reflect while alone in prison.

He sighed deeply and looked at Irene beside me.

"Irene, regardless of the reason, I'll specially overlook this matter considering your service in fighting for the fortress. But next time, you should think more carefully about how to speak. Understood?"

"Yes. Thank you very much for forgiving my rudeness. I will keep your words in mind."

Fortunately, Irene bowed her head instead of sharpening her tone further.

'Phew.'

"So we really have to destroy the fortress..."

Kalinz muttered as he left the conference room.

Alone in the conference room, I could finally speak to Irene.

"Lady Irene. There's no need to be so confrontational with Lord Kalinz."

"No. Swen, I don't want to put you in dangerous situations anymore. It would be the same with anyone other than Lord Kalinz. I absolutely cannot compromise on this."

It seemed that her sense of debt to me was greater than I had imagined.
If that's the case... perhaps the time has come.
I carefully asked a somewhat impertinent question.

"Even against Lord Lynn?"

"..."

Hearing those words, Irene slowly turned her head toward me.
Her violet eyes were looking at me more clearly than ever before.

"Swen. ...There's something I need to tell you. It should be fine to say it now."

"What is it?"

Hearing my question, Irene put on an extremely solemn expression.
Then, she drew the sword from her waist.

With the sound of the sword leaving its scabbard, she thrust it into the floor.
Her sharp blade stuck into the conference room floor.
Holding the sword with both hands, she spoke in a very serious tone.

"Swen."

"Yes."

After hearing my response, she closed her eyes.
I couldn't tell exactly what she was thinking about—
But I thought it might be about Lynn Brands, whom she truly wanted to protect.

But by now, she must know.
That she herself could never protect Lynn no matter what.

She slowly opened her eyes.
With an extremely serene expression, her eyes fixed solely on me, she whispered:

"...From now on, I will live not for Lynn Brands, but for you, Swen."

I said nothing and simply looked at her face seriously.

"My sword will exist to protect you. My body will be used for you. I, Irene Juliet, from this moment forward, am wholly yours, Swen."

"If anyone tries to harm you, whoever they may be, I will use all my strength to stop them. ...And."

She, who had been so solemn—put on a somewhat girlish expression and blushed.

"If you don't mind... I was thinking... I could continue to brew tea for you."

"That's the most important thing, Lady Irene."

Hearing my words, a faint smile appeared on Irene's face.
It was a very solid smile that wouldn't crumble no matter what.

"You have a somewhat light-hearted side even in moments like this."

"But it's true that's the most important thing."

Irene spoke again in a serious tone.

"While we're with the Brands army... no, regardless of which army we belong to, I, Irene Juliet, will be a knight solely for you. Just as you said you would protect me."

Only after hearing those words did it start to feel real.

I had finally succeeded in changing a predetermined fate.
I had managed to save her from the tragic fate of dying because she couldn't abandon her faith.
Just for this, I felt fortunate to have come to the Brands army.

"I look forward to working with you, Lady Irene."

"Yes."

After our brief private ceremony ended,
She put her sword back in its scabbard and asked in a somewhat serious tone.

"By the way, Swen. There's something I want to ask you."

"Please go ahead."

"It seems that Lynn is not the lord in your heart."

Hearing Irene's words, I shrugged my shoulders.
There was no point in hiding anything from her now.

"Was it that obvious?"

"I'm afraid so."

If she were her usual loyal self, it would have been different, but now her body and heart belonged not to Lynn Brands but to me.
Therefore, she had no hesitation in uttering such disloyal words despite being part of the Brands army.

"I'm curious about your true lord. Whoever it is, if it's someone you, Swen, choose to follow, I will follow them too."

Lord.
Yes, my lord.
From the beginning, there was only one person.

"I serve the only person who can conquer this continent and become the unifying monarch."

"Oh, the only person? Who might that be?"

"Lady Irene probably knows them too. Didn't you meet them in person a few months ago?"

"...!!!"

She seemed to have an idea and asked me in surprise.

"Could it be... you think Lunarienne will become the unifying monarch...?"

Ah.
Thank you, Lady Irene.
For asking such an appropriate question again.

After a very long time, I was able to input "that question."

'Is Lunarienne Iniang the person who will become the unifying monarch?'

And once again—
The answer came surprisingly quickly.

[Yes.]

'Ha.'

I let out a sigh of relief.

You're safe, my lord.

* * *

Madlan Castle.
This place, the capital of the Karelia army, was undisputedly the largest city in the southern part of the continent.
During the Unified Empire era, it served as the commercial center of the south, with fertile land and surrounding mountains making it an excellent location for building a city.
And here, a woman with cute cream-colored short hair and red eyes—

"Thank you all for your hard work! Please hang in there a little longer! We'll reach our target soon!"

She was plowing the fields with farmers, holding farming tools.
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A woman was approaching her as she diligently plowed the field, encouraging the farmers.

"Luna. So you were here."

"Ah! Hello, Cecile."

Cecile Lohengrin.
She was the only daughter of the wealthy Lohengrin family, who had accumulated fortune for generations. As one of the founding contributors of the Karelia Army, she had donated all her wealth to Karelia after being captivated by the ruler's character.
With her modest, shoulder-length light brown hair and monocle that seemed to prove her meticulousness, she was extremely well-respected within the Karelia Army for her gentle personality, as kind as their lord.
She was also one of the people who had advocated that "it would be fine to accept" Lunarienne's wandering group.
As such, she had grown quite close to Lunarienne beyond just a business relationship.

"How is it going? Is the work progressing well?"

"Well... I believe all the farmers are doing their best... but the weather hasn't been cooperative, so I'm not sure if we can achieve our quarterly target."

Even in this era where various technologies had developed and agricultural productivity had increased dramatically.
If the most important factor—the weather—didn't cooperate, there was bound to be trouble.
There was a saying that the year's harvest depended entirely on the heavens.

"Everyone sees how hard you're working, Luna. I don't think you need to worry too much."

"I'm humbled by your kind words."

Luna bowed politely, then carefully asked.

"But may I ask why you were looking for me...?"

Luna knew that Cecile had been given a special assignment from Karelia, their ruler, this quarter, so she shouldn't have had time to come here.
It wasn't difficult to deduce that if she had appeared, there must be a reason.

"Our lord is looking for you."

"Our lord?"

A nod.
Though she didn't know why she was being summoned, as a subject, she couldn't refuse a call from her lord.

"I understand. I'll go to the royal castle right away."

"Let's do that. As much as I'd love to catch up with you, we're both busy right now... Let's talk again when we have the chance."

"You're always welcome, Cecile."

After parting with Cecile with a smile, Luna turned to the farmers she had been working with.

"Everyone. Since our lord has summoned me, I think we'll end today's work here. You may all return home. I'll finish up when I come back."

"You don't need to come back, Lady Lunarienne! Leave the rest to us! You don't need to return today!"

"No, it's fine. You don't have to push yourselves—"

"Please allow us to work for Lady Lunarienne!"

"...Everyone..."

Luna hesitated for a moment, moved by the farmers' words, then bowed at a 90-degree angle and said.

"...Then I'll leave it to you. I'll be counting on you tomorrow as well. Please don't overwork yourselves and get home safely."

"Have a good trip!"

The fact that there was a leader who apologized to them even when there was no need to do so.
She was completely unaware that this fact had become a small topic of conversation among the farmers of this castle.

*

Madlan Castle was a rather practical space, lacking the splendor typical of a royal castle in a major city.
This was partly because the castle itself was planned and built to serve only minimal functions from the beginning, and partly reflected the current ruler Makana Karelia's preference against meaningless luxury.

Luna walked through the now-familiar corridors of the royal castle toward the audience hall in the center.

When she arrived at the audience hall—

"Oh. Lady Luna. Welcome."

Karelia greeted her with a smiling face.

Her long, dark green hair was beautifully tied up and secured with simple accessories.
Her eyes, slightly darker than her hair color—like black ink with a drop of green mixed in—were filled with something akin to compassion and generosity.
Though without elaborate decorations, the plain, unadorned clothes she wore seemed extremely dignified simply because she was wearing them.
She definitely possessed the aura of a ruler.
Not the charisma that proved itself through coercion and dominance, but the aura of warm leadership that embraced everyone.

Standing beside her was Vanessa Trinity, with short brown hair and a somewhat cold expression as she looked this way.
She was the national strategist of the Karelia Army, perfectly filling in the areas where Karelia was lacking.

"Lunarienne Iniang has arrived just now at my lord's summons."

Karelia gestured to Luna, who was kneeling in respect, and said.

"You may be at ease. Yes, I believe I assigned agriculture to you. How is the work going?"

"I'm working hard... but due to my lack of ability, I don't think I'll be able to achieve the target."

Hearing this, Karelia tilted her head.

"Lack of ability? You don't need to say that. I'm well aware that the weather hasn't been cooperative these past few days. I hope you won't blame yourself too much."

"But..."

"No, no. Let's put that aside. I didn't call you here today to discuss this at length."

After saying that, she continued in a somewhat serious tone.

"Today, I have a favor to ask of Lady Luna."

"A favor?"

"It's about Tepelo Castle. Luna, you're familiar with it, right?"

Vanessa flinched slightly at those words, but Luna failed to notice.

"Tepelo Castle... you mean the castle adjacent to the border with Ohana Army?"

"You know it well. Lady Luna, your friends Lady Tifa and Lord Kein are stationed there as well."

When Luna had pledged allegiance to the Karelia Army with 3,000 troops.
Luna was assigned to Madlan Castle, the capital, while Kein and Tifa who came with her were assigned to Tepelo Castle, separating them.
Since then, they had been too busy to meet even once.
Although no war had broken out, Luna honestly felt uneasy about sending her comrades to the border while she remained in the capital.

"Yes. Recently, the castle lord Carlos expressed his wish to step down due to old age and health reasons. I want to respect his dedication to our army even at his age. Therefore, the position of lord of Tepelo Castle is currently vacant."

"Is that so...?"

"What do you think?"

"Um... I think Lord Carlos must have worked very hard..."

"And?"

"And what? I... I'm very sorry, but I don't know what else to say..."

"...Heh."

Karelia laughed several times, apparently finding Luna's reaction amusing.

"Lady Luna, you are truly an innocent person. I think it would be easier for someone like you if I speak directly."

"...?"

"Lady Luna. As of this moment, I want you to become the lord of Tepelo Castle."

Only then did Luna realize why she had been summoned, and she turned pale with shock.

"M-my lord. Suddenly offering me the position of castle lord is too much—"

"I apologize for interrupting, but my mind is made up. I want Lady Lunarienne to swim in deeper waters. I don't want to waste your abilities here in the capital."

"However..."

Just as she was about to politely decline the position of castle lord again.
A voice she could never forget quickly flashed through Luna's mind.

"My lord! Stay healthy! And if an opportunity comes, never miss it! I will definitely return to your side!"

'Ah...'

Swen.
Her first strategist, buried deep in her heart, whom she could never forget.

Why did the voice of that man who had said, 'If you trust me, I will place the world in your hands,' flash through my mind right now?

Becoming one of the castle lords of the Karelia Army.
This could perhaps be an opportunity.
Being a castle lord meant managing a territory, albeit a small one, and someone who manages a territory well could inevitably win the hearts of the people.
And, in the unlikely event... depending on the situation, one could raise an army in rebellion.
Wasn't that much easier than raising an army in an empty space with no one?

Then wasn't this an opportunity?

But even so, her heart was not at ease.
Fine words like "easy rebellion through treason" ultimately meant stabbing Karelia in the back after she had taken her in.
Luna absolutely did not want to do that. It was true that she wanted to hold the world in her hands, but she couldn't betray someone who trusted her like this—

Only after thinking this far did she realize again why she had lost her country.

'No... I need to be rational... After sacrificing Swen with an emotional decision... I can't run away from responsibility anymore...!'

Yes.
Even without betrayal, this was still an opportunity.
She had sworn to him that she would seize any opportunity that came. So, without hesitation, Luna nodded and said.

"...I accept my lord's command."

"Oh. Thank you. I'll be counting on you."

Karelia rose from her seat, extended her hand, and said.

"Lunarienne Iniang. As of today, you are the lord of Tepelo Castle. Stop all your current duties immediately and go to Tepelo Castle to fulfill your duties as castle lord."

"I accept your command and will do my best not to disappoint you, Lady Karelia."

The position of lord of Tepelo Castle.
Whether this was an opportunity or a poisoned chalice, she did not know.
But she no longer hesitated.
Even if only to fulfill what her one and only strategist had asked of her when they parted...

She fiercely grasped the opportunity that had come to her.
All for the strategist who had believed in her, and whom she had believed in.
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After Luna bid farewell to Karelia and left, only the two of them remained in the audience chamber. Finally, Vanessa spoke.

"My Lord."

"I know. I know what you're going to tell me. You don't need to say it."

Karelia spoke in a playful tone, but Vanessa responded with complete seriousness, without a hint of a smile.

"I must speak because it cannot go unsaid. Please do not trust Lunarienne Iniang too much. She was once a lord herself. She is not someone who will be content serving under another."

"..."

When Lunarienne first came with Kein and Tifa, begging them to take her in.

While some people, including Karelia and Cecile, were in favor of accepting them, there were also those who opposed it.
Vanessa was the leading figure among the opposition, arguing most strongly that taking in someone like Lunarienne would be like adopting a tiger cub, and they should absolutely refuse.
Of course, she personally thought it might be better to kill Lunarienne who had crawled in on her own.
But knowing that Karelia would never accept such a proposal, she didn't go that far.
In reality, Vanessa still didn't trust Luna at all.

Karelia heard her words, let out a short sigh, and then looked at Vanessa with a somewhat calmer expression.

"Vanessa. Have you heard the rumors coming from where Luna has been working?"

"I have. The territory's residents who worked with her unanimously sing her praises, don't they?"

"Yes. She has the capacity to capture people's hearts just by working with them for a short time. Not only that, but she's shown remarkable results in agriculture, commerce, wall repairs, and even training soldiers."

Just now, Luna had said she "might not be able to achieve results."
But that was truly just because of the weather; her abilities themselves were excellent at whatever task she was given.
It wasn't just her abilities that were outstanding. Wherever she went to work, she naturally captured people's hearts.

"Tepelo Castle is at the frontline of our forces, and its importance for our future is extremely high. With Luna's abilities, she will certainly manage Tepelo Castle wisely. Wouldn't it be a great loss to our forces if we didn't properly utilize someone with such talents?"

"It could also be a great threat. The hearts of the territory's residents and the people in our Karelia forces only need to have a place for you, Lady Karelia. I believe there should not exist in this country someone who could become a second-in-command under an absolute ruler."

"Won't that become difficult as the country grows larger?"

"It doesn't matter. I intend to make it so."

"...Well then."

In most countries, the de facto second-in-command role was filled by the national strategists.
They were the ones closest to the ruler, helping with their most intimate decision-making.
But Karelia's forces were different.
Her strategist, Vanessa, wanted to remain strictly in Karelia's shadow without seeking power, and worked to ensure that all achievements would be attributed to Karelia.
In running a country, not everything can be resolved through virtue. Getting blood on one's hands was also Vanessa's job.
Naturally, Karelia's forces were firmly operating under Karelia's sole leadership, known for her virtue.
And throughout this process, not a single blemish had touched Karelia's reputation—all thanks to Vanessa.

From Vanessa's perspective, Lunarienne had several traits that overlapped with her lord Karelia.
That's why she thought they shouldn't give her any opportunity to grow, but...

Karelia awkwardly nodded her head and then spoke in a calm tone.

"It's fine. If someone like Luna were to rise up seeking to claim the world, and if she were to become an even greater lord than me, I don't think it would be so bad if she were the one to shape the world instead of me. As long as this world can become peaceful, what does it matter who rules over it?"

"...The only sky I wish to serve is you, my Lord. Such words only give me more reason why I must remain by your side. Nothing more, nothing less."

"...Is that so?"

Karelia let out a few good-natured chuckles.
She certainly had a somewhat soft temperament.
She acknowledged that Vanessa's contributions were significant in expanding and consolidating their power in the south.

"Let's change the subject. Have you heard about it?"

"About what, my Lord?"

"They say a miracle-working man has appeared in the Brands forces."

"That story... Do you mean the one about a huge rock falling from the sky onto Serphina's forces?"

"So you already knew. It seems the rumors have already spread."

"Well, it was quite an incident."

A stone suddenly fell from the sky.
That alone would be one thing, but what made it a hot topic was that during the process, a white-haired man was reportedly performing some strange ritual.
Since the news had reached Karelia's forces at the southernmost point, probably none of the continent's lords had missed hearing about it.

"A man with the ability to make stones fall from the sky—what kind of person do you think he is? I wonder if a magician, who previously existed only in legends, has finally appeared."

"Well... It's hard to believe without seeing it with my own eyes, but my thoughts are a bit different."

"Different?"

"For instance, what if the man didn't directly use magic-like powers to drop the stone, but rather knew the stone would fall and simply performed a ritual to make it look like his doing... That's what I'm thinking."

At those words, Karelia's emerald eyes gleamed.

"Oh? That's quite a different perspective. Why do you think so?"

"It's simple. How could magic that makes stones fall from the sky possibly exist? Magicians are just legendary beings. If we exclude the impossible, it seems more plausible that he somehow read when the stone would fall and acted accordingly."

Karelia questioned Vanessa's reasoning again.

"Then, conversely, what about 'reading the timing'? I think that alone is already quite remarkable, even if it's not magic."

"..."

Indeed.
At this point, even Vanessa was at a loss for words.
Whether he summoned a stone from the sky or accurately predicted when and where it would fall—both abilities were extraordinary, bordering on the divine.
She had referred to it as "some method," but honestly, she couldn't even imagine what that might be.

"I'd like to meet him. I hear he's a young man with white hair."

"If someone with such abilities were in the Brands forces, given Lynn Brands' showy personality, I would think she'd have put him at the forefront long ago..."

"Well, perhaps she discovered a talent hidden in obscurity, just as I found you. If we speak with him properly, perhaps he might share our vision?"

"..."

Vanessa thought to herself.
Whether it was magic or reading the timing, if she could meet someone who could cause such an unbelievable "miracle"—
Rather than trying to tame and control him, killing him would be safer.
Someone with that level of ability wouldn't be satisfied serving under someone else.

'When we eventually confront the Brands forces, we should be careful.'

She and her country had a priority task.
The southern conquest.
Matters with the Brands forces could be considered later.

'I will definitely make our lord the unifying monarch.'

Though she had some soft aspects, she was the only lord who genuinely cared for her territory's residents and the continent's peace.
From Vanessa's perspective, a world not unified under Karelia would be a flawed world regardless of how it turned out.

*

'Now I can depart, right?'

Just as she finished preparing to leave and was about to mount her horse,
Lunarienne overheard soldiers chatting.

"Did you hear the news? A magician has appeared in the Brands forces."

"They say he summoned a stone from the sky and made it fall?"

A magician?
Come to think of it, though she hadn't listened carefully because she was focused on her work... there had been rumors about a "magician" appearing in the Brands forces.
She remembered hearing that what he did didn't match any magic from legends, making it questionable to call him a magician.
For Luna, when it came to the Brands forces, something different came to mind rather than rumors about magicians.

'Swen... are you doing well?'

Swen, who was essentially sold to the Brands forces.
She was very worried about how he was doing under Lynn Brands.

At that moment,
A word she couldn't ignore reached her ears.

"They say he's a young man with white hair. Apparently, he performed a ritual toward the sky."

"...!!"

Among young men, those with white hair were not common on the continent.
At least among the people Luna had encountered, there was only one young man with white hair.

"Ex-excuse me! Pardon me!"

"Whoa! L-Lady Lunarienne...?"

The soldiers who recognized Luna bowed nervously.

"W-what can we do for you?! Did we do something wrong...?"

"Are you certain about the white-haired man?"

Though they were momentarily tense, as soon as the keyword "white-haired man" came up, they relaxed and answered.

"Ah, you're asking about that rumor. Yes, from what I heard, he is indeed a white-haired man. They say he performed a ritual toward the sky."

"After he performed the ritual, the sky suddenly churned, and a massive rock, like divine punishment, fell directly onto Serphina's forces."

"Is that so...?"

A young white-haired man from the Brands forces who performed an incredible miracle.
For some reason, she was certain it was the person she knew.

'Lord Swen... you're alive...!'

He caused a miracle?
That wasn't so surprising.
Swen had always been like that. Even when he was with her, hadn't he performed things that could only be called "miracles" multiple times?
So if someone had accomplished something this unbelievable—it couldn't be anyone but Swen.

"Um... Lady Lunarienne, we have somewhere to go, so may we excuse ourselves?"

"..."

"...We'll take our leave then. Please forgive our rudeness."

As the soldiers left Luna behind without getting a response,
Luna, not even noticing they had gone, slowly sank to the ground where she stood.

'Lord Swen...! I'm so, so glad you're safe... Lord Swen...!'

How long had it been since she'd heard news of Swen?
Because she believed his promise that "I will definitely return to my lord's side," she hadn't worried too much... but she had still been anxious.
Thinking about it, Swen tended to speak with strong conviction when asserting himself. She knew well that this could come across poorly to others.
Especially in front of Lynn Brands, known for her arrogant personality, showing such behavior could be dangerous in many ways.
But somehow he was alive. Alive and apparently performing incredible miracles again—just as he had done when he was under her.

He summoned a massive rock from the sky.
It was an absurd story, but knowing it was Swen who did it, she didn't doubt it for a moment.
She firmly believed that Swen had summoned it.
He had always been that kind of person.
Swen was the one who would say impossible things like "I will do this" or "This will happen," and then actually accomplish them.

Luna slowly rose from her spot.
Her ruby-colored eyes were burning fiercely.

Now that she knew Swen was alive—
For her, hesitation would only be a sin.

'...I need to prepare so that when I meet Lord Swen again, I can face him with dignity.'

When the time comes.
When the moment arrives that no one can deny.

She would surely seize that moment.
For Swen, who had survived until today.

'...'

With that great resolve in her heart, Luna mounted her horse and set off for her new destination, Tepelo Castle.
She needed to tell Tifa and Kein about Swen's news too.
For the first time since losing her country, her heart was beating strongly.

* * *

And.
Luna in the southern part of the continent wasn't the only one who lost her composure upon hearing about the "white-haired man."

"Is that true? A young man with white hair and gray eyes?!"

"Guh... guk."

Serphina grabbed the defeated commander Julian by the collar and demanded answers.
She was uncharacteristically flustered.

In a battle where she had taken 33,000 soldiers, incredibly, over 30,000 died when struck by a falling rock.
Commander Julian, who barely survived and returned, brought back only about 3,000 soldiers.
Moreover, she heard that before this massive rock fell, a man was performing a ritual toward the sky from atop the fortress.
This alone was full of incomprehensible events, but surprisingly, what mattered most to her now wasn't that.

'White hair and gray eyes... that person...!'

Serphina had rarely seen a young man with white hair.
If she had seen one—it was only once.

In her dream.

Ch.51 - Chapter 51. Becoming Well Known To The Continent (2)
"No way..."

White hair.
Unless it was an elderly person, white hair wasn't a common color among young people.
If only the hair color matched, that would be one thing, but even the eye color of the man she had faced in her dreams matched—gray.

A dream she had repeatedly experienced.
Moments when, for some reason, a corner of her heart would tingle every time she woke from the dream.
That nostalgic feeling she had forgotten since swearing to live as the ruler of Serphina's army, inheriting the blood of Aingart.
The person from that dream... had appeared in the real world exactly as she remembered?

Naturally, she couldn't help but be excited, and the one trying to calm her was Jena, the national strategist of Serphina's army, standing beside her.

"My Lord. Please calm yourself!"

"..."

At Jena's restraint, Serphina finally regained her composure and released Julian's hand.

"Ugh... cough."

Serphina let out a small sigh, then asked calmly.

"...So, you claim that man summoned a massive boulder from the sky?"

"Y-yes. It's true, my Lord..."

Julian spoke, still trembling as if he couldn't believe it himself.

"That man... was no ordinary person. He seemed like a... a god descended to earth. As soon as he stretched out his hand and shouted... a boulder fell from the sky...!!"

"...Huff."

Serphina exhaled briefly.
It was already an absurd situation that a soldier had suddenly died, but now the vanguard commander she had sent was spouting even more nonsensical words.

However.
Julian, while not an exceptionally talented commander, was above average in his capabilities.
And not just Julian, but the few soldiers who had survived and returned were also telling the same story.
So, it wasn't just nonsense after all.

A massive boulder suddenly falling from the sky.
And the white-haired commander of the enemy forces performing some bizarre ritual...

'...'

If she thought about it calmly, there was no guarantee that someone with white hair and gray eyes would necessarily match the figure from her dreams.
Nevertheless, what Serphina felt now was an intense attraction.
A sensation she had never felt before, like the compelling force of destiny.

'I need to find out more about that commander.'

Serphina addressed Julian, who stood before her half-dazed and trembling with fear.

"Though this is an unprecedented defeat, if it was due to a natural disaster, it can't be helped. I won't specifically hold you accountable, so rest until new orders are issued. However, if you continue to ramble incoherently without regaining your senses, you'll find yourself in a very difficult situation. Understood?"

"...B-but...!"

"..."

Instead of answering, Serphina slightly raised her head and looked down at Julian with an extremely cold gaze.

"Ah... y-yes, understood..."

"You may go now."

After Julian left the audience chamber,
Serphina sighed deeply and asked Jena beside her.

"What do you think?"

"About the boulder falling from the sky, you mean?"

"Yes."

Jena bowed her head and said.

"I believe that part is true. There are fragments of what appears to be a shattered boulder scattered throughout our territory, and all the survivors consistently testify to the same thing. It doesn't seem like they were deceived by some illusion or apparition."

"Then Jena, do you also think that the white-haired man might have used some kind of magic?"

"It's a bit cautious to say, but yes."

Jena spoke in a calm tone.

"Magic only exists in legends. However... in the few historical records passed down from the old empire, although they contain many mythical elements of questionable credibility, there seem to have been several similar incidents."

"Similar incidents?"

"Things that could only be interpreted as the use of magic by any observer. Of course, no record mentions anyone using magic to 'summon and drop boulders from the sky,' but then again, no one knows the limits of magic itself."

After saying this, Jena continued in a somewhat uncertain tone.
It was quite different from her usual manner of speaking with near certainty.

"So... I suspect that man might indeed be a magician."

"On what basis?"

"Well, it's a much more plausible conjecture than sudden natural disasters occurring because someone performed a ritual to the heavens."

Jena took a breath and continued.

"To begin with, performing a ritual doesn't allow one to control natural disasters at will. I think that's completely impossible. The remaining answer then is 'that man knew a boulder would fall on that day, at that time,' but in my personal opinion, the ability to read everything that will happen in the future seems far more unrealistic than the magicians recorded in myths. So..."

She gazed intensely into Serphina's eyes.

"Though I still find it hard to believe... he might be a magician. The fact that he deliberately performed an elaborate ritual in a position where enemy soldiers and vanguard commanders could confirm his presence suggests he intentionally did something unnecessary to create the impression that 'all this happened because of a ritual to the heavens.' The reason being—"

"To hide the fact that he's a magician."

"Exactly."

Serphina fell into thought for a moment, then asked her again.

"So Jena, are you saying that the first magician of this era has appeared in the Brands army?"

"When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth."

When you eliminate the impossible, what remains is the truth...

"And checking historical records, magicians typically appeared during times of chaos. Timing-wise, it's not that strange."

"...I see. We need to investigate further."

Serphina, lost in thought, tapped the armrest with her finger.

'Whether that person is the man from my dreams... or truly the first magician... someday, I will inevitably have to face him.'

She let out a short sigh.
Even her sighing was incredibly alluring, possessing enough beauty to captivate others.

"Jena. Information about that man. Anything will do, can you collect as much as possible?"

"My Lord. Not 'can you,' but 'do so.' I will carry out any order."

"...Hmm. Then I'm counting on you."

"Yes."

If he truly was a magician finally revealing himself, as Jena suggested,
For the unification of the realm, she couldn't afford not to collect the chess piece known as a 'magician.'
And incidentally, she could also confirm if he was the person who kept appearing in her dreams.

Serphina set a short-term goal.
It was 'to meet the white-haired man.'
And at least until this moment, she had never failed to achieve a goal she had set.

* * *

Balhart Castle.
Although its glory from the old imperial era had completely faded since becoming a battlefield—
It was still a massive city located in the eastern part of the central continent, housing a large population.

The color of the flag planted atop this castle was a deep red.
A red flag reminiscent of bloodstains danced freely with the wind.
The blood-colored banner symbolized the Aishers army.
The ruler, Baranga Yuuri Aishers, quite liked this color, saying it represented the blood bond between herself and her loyal comrades.

And.
In the royal castle of Balhart, Baranga Yuuri Aishers—called "Yuuri" by her companions—was conversing with an elderly man with a long beard.

"So. It failed?"

"Yes. I am deeply sorry."

Sitting on the throne, Yuuri, the absolute ruler of the Aishers army, smiled regretfully and said.

"Epinel must have had a hard time cleaning up. By the way, even you have moments when your strategies fail."

Her long black straight hair gave a very elegant impression.
Her attire was also incredibly simple for a ruler. It could easily pass for the clothing of an ordinary commander.
The only thing proving she was the ruler was the fact that she was sitting on the throne.

If there was anything unique about her, it was the color of her eyes.
One eye was a deep blue, and the other was a light sky blue.
These heterochromatic eyes gave her a peculiar charm not found in others.

Yuuri encouraged the old man, then fell into thought.

The plan to clear out all the troops from Laclaine Castle on the eastern border of the Brands army, immediately invade Laclaine Castle to advance into the central region, and simultaneously make the Charam and Allepel armies into satellite states to somehow balance against the Brands army had been completely ruined.

"But how did they find out? Did you know? Were the Charam people running their mouths too freely?"

"No. The strategy was perfect. However... it seems someone in the Brands army noticed our plot from the very beginning."

"Are you referring to Farfalle? You said she was the smartest among those who studied under you, right?"

The old man shook his head and said.

"Miss Farfalle certainly has intelligent aspects... but I don't think she has the capacity to see through a strategy from the very beginning."

The Aishers army's strategy.

[Spreading false rumors about planning to attack the Allepel army after secretly communicating with the Charam and Allepel armies, then luring the Charam army to attack the Brands army first].
This seemingly perfect strategy had apparently been accurately predicted by someone from the execution stage.

"Then who else could it be?"

"I'm not sure about that... but ultimately, it was all my misjudgment. I apologize once again."

"It's alright. You did your best, didn't you? I think it's fortunate that you realized it when the Brands army didn't move as expected."

The fact that they could wrap things up without getting entangled in the Brands army's counterattack was largely due to the old man standing before her.
Yes.
The elderly man with the long beard before her.

A man who had intended to spend his life in seclusion, nurturing future scholars.
Yuuri had spent nearly a month persuading him at his residence with her companions.
What the Aishers army lacked was not outstanding generals, nor the mysterious and tight bonds among commanders, nor the will to open a new sky without inheriting the sky of the Aingart Empire—it was someone to fill the position of strategist to become their brain.
A rumor reached her as she searched for a strategist.
The story that 'that person who once worked for the Aingart royal family was staying not far from Balhart Castle.'
She didn't know why such a prominent figure was hiding within her territory... but from Yuuri's perspective, it was tremendous luck.

So.
From Yuuri's standpoint, it was acceptable if a strategy or two failed.
In fact, this was a situation where a completely exposed strategy had been well managed.

She encouraged the old man and spoke his name.

"Don't worry too much, and continue to lend me your wisdom. ...Ginor."

"Yes, my Lord. I, Ginor, will work with the sole intention of making you the unifying ruler."

The Sage of the Empire · Ginor Nighthart.

Now, he was serving as the national strategist of the Aishers army.
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After encouraging Ginor several more times, Yuuri finally got to the main point.

"By the way. Have you heard the rumors, Ginor?"

"Are you referring to what happened in the north, my lady?"

"Yes. The story about a white-haired man who performed a ritual and caused stones to fall from the sky."

Ginor nodded at Yuuri's words.

"Of course I've heard. Isn't it the hottest topic on the continent right now? All rulers must have their eyes on that man."

A man who appeared like a comet and literally made a comet fall from the sky.
His existence was surely being discussed heatedly among all the lords.

"Besides, there are many eyewitnesses who claim to have seen it. It doesn't seem to be a false or exaggerated story."

"Then... has he already appeared? The magician."

Ginor let out a long sigh before answering.

"That's the most likely possibility."

"We're a step behind, aren't we?"

"It's fine. If he needs to perform rituals, he hasn't reached the level of a true magician yet."

"Really? But wouldn't it be better to recruit him if possible? If he's a real magician, isn't it a waste to have him under Lynn Brands?"

"I won't stop you if that's what you wish, my lord... but I'm not sure if he's someone who would understand your intentions. After all, our army is small compared to the Brands army."

"You were also skeptical about joining our army at first. Couldn't we persuade him somehow? Or is it too difficult?"

At those words, Ginor bowed his head and said:

"It's alright. Please give me a little more time. If we can just withstand the great tsunami that is the Brands army, the goddess of victory will raise the hand of our Aishers army. Then we can naturally recruit the white-haired man as well."

Their conversation had a clear difference from those of other lords.

Vanessa of the Karelia army who claimed, "He can't be a magician, so he must have read the signs."
Jena of the Serphina army who insisted, "He can't have read the signs, so he must be a magician."

But Ginor had concluded he was a magician.
This was definitely different from the argument that "he must be a magician" because reading signs was impossible.
It felt as if he had accepted the premise that "magicians exist" as an established fact.

"I believe in you, Ginor. And all my comrades who follow me believe in you too. Being part of the Aishers army means forming an unbreakable bond of trust that will never be betrayed. I told you all this when I came to recruit you, didn't I?"

Hearing those words, Ginor bowed deeply to show his respect.

"I will certainly repay your trust, my lord."

Though the strategy had failed, it didn't mean the Aishers army would collapse.
The resolve he had when he first left his homeland.
The ideal of building a nation for his lord, Baranga Yuuri Aishers.

Ginor had essentially bet the rest of his life on the future she was creating.

*

As Ginor returned home briefly before attending to his duties, he heard a woman's voice.

"Father. Have you returned?"

"Yes."

She was a young woman who appeared to be around twenty.
With long pink hair, she gave an impression of being somewhat empty.
Though she called Ginor "Father," there was a significant age difference between them, and they didn't resemble each other at all as father and daughter.

"How was your training today?"

"I haven't reached the level you mentioned, but..."

She hesitated for a moment, then slowly opened her hand.
And shortly after—

A small spark of fire appeared in her hand.

But it didn't last long.

"...Haa."

She collapsed right there.

"I succeeded in creating a spark... but I don't know how to maintain it. I've been reading all the ancient texts you mentioned."

"That's fine. Even being able to manifest this much is no ordinary feat. So, can you read it a little?"

"If you're talking about 'mana'... vaguely, perhaps."

Ginor nodded and said:

"Yes, Reika. Continue your training as you have been. Your talent is one that will bring peace to this continent. Do you understand?"

"I will keep your words in mind, Father."

The pink-haired woman—Reika—simply nodded with her still empty eyes.
Then, she carefully opened her mouth.

"Um, Father. Rather than that, I have something to—"

"I'm busy. I need to leave right away. Is it related to your training?"

"...No."

After hearing Reika's answer, Ginor turned around and immediately left for somewhere.

Though her living conditions had improved since becoming part of the Aishers army, her daily life hadn't changed at all.
Reading what was called "mana" and training in methods to utilize it.

In this life like a bird trapped in a cage—
Reika's heart was growing colder by the day.

* * *

Naturally, it wasn't the lord who made the decision or the commanders who supervised the construction who were destroying and burning the fortresses one by one.
It was the soldiers who had carried each brick, sweating as they worked hard to build them.
Now those same soldiers were tearing down the fortresses they had only recently completed.

'How ironic.'

I understood it was unavoidable given the times, but seeing such scenes unfold so casually triggered what remained of my modern sensibilities.
The soldiers also seemed unhappy with what they were doing, their expressions far from pleased.
Even if they weren't modern people like me, their emotions couldn't be that different.
It made sense why Lunarienne and Irene, the two people I'd met so far, were so popular among the territory's people and soldiers.

Unable to just watch, I tried to help, but...
Maybe because my strength stat was low, I quickly realized I was more of a hindrance than help and had to step back.
I was sweating profusely and panting just from carrying a few bricks.

Fortunately, Irene was also helping the soldiers with the demolition work alongside me, so my image probably wasn't damaged too badly.

After completely destroying the fortress,
On the night before our departure, I was sitting by the campfire thinking about what to do next.

At that moment.

"Swen."

Irene, who had been working with me all day helping to destroy the fortress, approached me as I sat with a tray in her hands and spoke in a careful tone.

"May I sit?"

"Of course."

She sat down right next to me.
A bit too close, so I could feel her body slightly brushing against mine.
Since that ceremony, I felt her sense of distance toward me had strangely narrowed.

"Here you go."

She handed me a cup from the tray she was holding.

"This is... tea?"

"One of the soldiers had it. Said it was a staple item."

"Did you confiscate a soldier's supplies?"

At my words, she shook her head in panic.

"N-no! I didn't confiscate it. I, I just borrowed it...! Swen, I thought it would be nice to drink it with you... and the soldier said it was fine...!"

"I was joking."

At my words, she blushed and puffed her cheeks slightly.
Though she might be the only one who didn't realize it, her behavior had quite an adorable side to it.

"...That's a bit too much teasing for your superior."

After laughing at her reaction a few times, I accepted the tea she offered.
I felt a warm sensation enveloping my body.

"What's the matter?"

"I was wondering when you'll make your decision."

Decision.
Yes. Irene's heart had already left Lynn Brands.
I also had no intention of staying here long.
However, there was still no news of Lunarienne raising an army, who should become my lord.
That meant I would inevitably have to set out again to serve another lord.

'So I'm destined to live as a journeyman again.'

I could have had an easier time if I had just kept a low profile and performed moderately well in the Brands army.
But if I had done that, I would have lost Irene, who was looking at me with those eyes.
For that fact alone, I didn't regret my actions and decisions so far.
My body might suffer a bit, but what did it matter?
I had a loyal red-haired female knight by my side who believed in me.
With large breasts too.

"I might have to spend some time under another lord for a while."

"Another lord?"

"Since Lady Luna hasn't raised an army yet."

"...I see."

She nodded and said:

"It doesn't matter who. Wherever you choose to stay, I will stay as well."

Her eyes didn't waver at all as she spoke, showing her unwavering sincerity.

"But while we're still here... I hope you won't show too obviously that your heart has left. Just enough that Lady Lynn doesn't notice. Like before. Can you do that?"

Irene gave a bitter smile at my words.

"Don't worry. That's what I've been doing all along."

Well, true.
Loyalty, noble spirit—it's easy to talk about such things.
But until now, her heart must have been rotting away beyond words.

"I'll let you know as soon as the time comes."

"Okay."

We both silently stared at the campfire for a while.
And at that moment—

"...!"

I felt something leaning against my shoulder.
It was Irene.
She was using my shoulder as a pillow.
When I turned my head to look at her, I could see her face had turned as red as a radish.
With even her ears bright red, she looked up at me cautiously... with an expression of a shy girl that I'd never seen from her before, and asked:

"...Do you mind?"

"No, I don't mind..."

"...If you don't mind... let me stay like this for a while."

I could feel her body heat directly.
The sensation of her large breasts pressing against my arm was incredibly vivid.
The scent of the tea leaves we had just drunk made the atmosphere even more peculiar.

Yes. I had to honestly admit it.
The fact that my heart was beating a little faster.

'...'

Come to think of it, this game allowed polygamy.
Men could marry up to four women.
I wondered if that rule applied here too.

With such foolish thoughts,

I spent time with Irene in front of the campfire, feeling each other's presence.

*

After finishing the destruction of the fortress, we returned to Anel Castle as soon as day broke.
Our progress was slow due to the number of wounded soldiers, but since we were within our territory, there was no need to rush.
Besides, Irene's daily nursing hadn't been in vain—there were far more able-bodied soldiers than right after our defeat in battle.

Anel Castle, which I hadn't seen for a while, was still bustling and peaceful, making the events in the north seem like a lie.
Even the expressions on people's faces were clearly different from those residing in Kelstein Castle.
If I only wandered around here, I wouldn't even realize we were in an age of turmoil or at war.

The first place we headed was naturally the royal castle where Lynn resided.
I would have liked to return to the house in East Anel and leisurely drink tea with Irene, but we had duties to fulfill.

"...I will take responsibility, so you two needn't worry too much."

Despite everything, Kalinz seemed well aware of his current position.
After all, it was his decision to build the fortress and to deploy troops recklessly.
Irene and I had simply followed orders.
I was concerned about my insubordination, but with the reason being "I wanted to fight for the country," it would probably be somewhat excused.

So with Kalinz leading the way, we headed straight for the audience chamber as soon as we arrived at the castle.

'Time to wrap things up.'

The true end, in a sense, of this northern battle.
It was time to face our lord, Lynn Brands.
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After preparing ourselves, the three of us entered the royal audience chamber.

Over Kalinz's shoulder, I could see Lynn, the absolute ruler of the Brands family.

Normally, Lynn's default posture was to sit on the throne in a bored manner—resting her chin on her hand or twirling her hair with her fingers. But now, she was watching us with a dignified posture, without any of her usual scattered demeanor.

Irene and I walked forward in step with Kalinz, and when he knelt, we simultaneously knelt before Lynn.

"...Kalinz Brands, I have just returned to Anel Castle from Kelstein Castle."
"Irene Juliet, I have also just returned."
"Swen, I have returned to see my lord."

"..."

If I were to describe her usual demeanor...
Rather than possessing the dignity of a ruler, she had more of a playful air about her.
Of course, that's not to say she lacked dignity or the aura of a ruler, but Lynn certainly had a somewhat unruly side that made it difficult to call her a "ruler" in the traditional sense.

But at this moment.
She was looking down at us with an extremely serious and cold face, without a hint of a smile.

"...Brother Kalinz."

"Yes, my lady."

"I heard what happened. You escaped safely? That's fortunate. Thanks to that, we were able to save the resources and capabilities of our army that would have been spent bringing you back through negotiations. We couldn't just let a man of the Brands family die. So I suppose you did accomplish something at the last moment. Congratulations."

At Lynn's openly sarcastic words, Kalinz bowed his head even deeper and said:

"...I am ashamed, my lord. I will accept any punishment."

"No. What fault could the smart and successful Brother Kalinz possibly have? It must all be my fault as your ruler. It's because I'm unworthy that I couldn't stop you from making such a strange decision, right?"

At Lynn's sharp words, Kalinz could only bow his head in silence.

"Still, I am grateful that you've proven something to me through this opportunity."

"What do you mean...?"

"That our father was right."

Lynn said this and let out a small laugh.

"When I became the successor, many couldn't understand it, right? I still vividly remember someone who self-immolated because they couldn't accept it. But I'm grateful that you've proven that decision was correct. Isn't that right, brother?"

"..."

Wow.
Her wording is incredibly harsh.
I could see Kalinz trembling as he kept his head bowed.
Though he's a bit unlikable, I feel somewhat sorry seeing him being torn apart by his own sister.
Moreover, he was essentially being humiliated in front of his subordinates—me and Irene.
That must be the ultimate humiliation.
Of course, he brought it upon himself.
No matter how many times I think about it, all the blame for this incident lies with Kalinz's unilateral actions.

"Anyway, I'd appreciate it if you could keep a low profile for a while. I'd like to give you a chance to make up for your mistake right away, as you're our reliable second brother, but there are too many eyes watching. You wouldn't want to serve a lord who gives you too much leeway just because you're family, right?"

She said this and then smiled, adding:

"Though I suppose you're already enjoying enough benefits of the Brands family, considering your head is still attached to your shoulders."

Then she laughed gleefully.
Her laughter slowly spread throughout the empty audience chamber.

Kalinz remained silent for a while before finally parting his heavy lips.

"...I will obey your command."

"Good. Go home and cool your head. Visit brothels and buy women like you did when you were young, or meditate under a waterfall. I'll call for you again someday when the situation allows."

"..."

What?
Despite his handsome face, it seems he was quite the playboy in his youth.
Well, I didn't care about his private life.

"What are you doing? Why aren't you leaving?"

At Lynn's cold words, Kalinz bowed his head deeply again and said:

"...I will reflect on my actions until your command, my lord. I apologize once more."

"Yes, yes. Now go. I'm busy."

After Kalinz withdrew, Lynn's gaze fell on Irene.

"...Irene."

"Yes, my lord."

"You worked hard. You must have suffered."

Lynn spoke in a more benevolent tone than she had used with Kalinz.
But I could tell that her words still concealed a blade.

"But what can we do? That fortress was only built because Kalinz insisted on it, and now it had to be completely destroyed because it was causing various problems. All your hard work has become useless. I'm sorry?"

Despite Lynn's openly sarcastic tone, Irene responded with dignified composure.

"Not at all, my lord. I, Irene Juliet, am greatly honored to have been able to fulfill your command."

"Is that so? Then that's good."

The old Irene would have swallowed her humiliation at this moment.
But now she appeared remarkably serene.
It made sense. She no longer expected anything from Lynn Brands.
Someone who expects nothing cannot be affected by how they are treated.

"Next time, work hard for me like this again. Understood?"

"Yes!"

Lynn smiled brightly and gestured toward Irene.

"Good. You may go too."

As Irene rose and turned to leave, our eyes briefly met.
Her gaze seemed to say, "Do well and come back," which helped me relax a bit.

So I'm the only one left.
I kept my head bowed and waited for her words.

"...Swen."

"Yes."

She spoke in a calm tone without any hint of playfulness.
It was different from how she had spoken to Kalinz, and different from how she had spoken to Irene.

"The first thing I want to ask is... why didn't you follow the order to return to Anel Castle?"

She let out a deep sigh.

"Do you have anything to say?"

I calmly analyzed her voice.
It seemed she wasn't particularly angry.

Alright.
This is where it begins.
I slowly began to deliver the lines I had practiced in my head countless times on my way back here.

"I apologize. It was absolutely not my intention to disrespect your orders, Lady Lynn. However, I wanted to show and prove something."

"Show and prove?"

"Yes. From the moment the sun of Brands entered my heart, my only goal has been to achieve success and recognition. I wanted to accomplish something worthy of recognition from many people, to secure a key position in the Brands army. I thought that if I succeeded in protecting Lord Kalinz's fortress, I could ask for your forgiveness."

"Even if it meant disobeying orders?"

"I apologize. I only ask that you consider my sincerity."

"..."

She said nothing.
With my head bowed to the floor, I couldn't see her face... but there was no change in the atmosphere.
After some time of silence, Lynn finally spoke.

"...I've heard everything. You set up an altar to communicate with the heavens and made rocks fall?"

"That's correct."

"How did you do it? Are you perhaps a magician?"

"Of course not. I, Swen, merely have a modest talent for reading the movements of the stars in the sky."

"Reading the movements of the stars?"

"Yes. After studying the principles of the heavens and communicating in the right way, it's not so difficult to adjust where rocks will fall, even if creating them directly is impossible."

I was prepared to add some embellishment to the explanation I gave Irene if she asked for details.
Fortunately, she didn't seem interested in asking about the principles behind it.
That was fortunate for me, but it was a bit strange.
Normally, when someone pulls off something like this, wouldn't it be natural to ask how they did it?

"..."

Lynn, who seemed to be listening well, fell silent again.
After a brief silence, she broke it once more.

"Then... did you also learn through reading the stars that the Allepel army was conspiring with the Aishers army to deceive us?"

"...Ah."

Come to think of it, I had made such a claim during my one-on-one debate with Farfalle.
I had completely forgotten about it while busy defending the northern fortress.
Excluding the troops sent to us, they must have sent the rest of their forces in that direction.
Rather than reading the stars, I had simply made that inference based on my game knowledge.
It seems things had unfolded exactly as I had said.

I should give a plausible answer here.

"I didn't read the stars, I merely read the reasons behind their actions. If 'certain actions' are taken, 'certain results' inevitably follow."

I gave a somewhat plausible answer.
I was prepared to give similarly plausible answers to whatever she might ask next, but silence followed again.

"What's going on?"

From just a moment ago, I could sense that normal conversation with Lynn wasn't flowing.

Very cautiously, while keeping my head bowed, I raised my gaze slightly to observe her.

That's when I noticed.
Her pupils... were constantly trembling.

Yes.
She was trembling right now.
As if she were facing an absolute being she dared not touch.

It was a truly strange scene.
I was the one kneeling and bowing my head, and she was the one who could command me to do anything as my superior.
Yet I remained detached, while she was the one trembling intensely.

And then she—
No longer hiding the tremor in her voice, she spoke to me:

"What about that time? When you came for the armistice. How did you know that the Serphina army would attack our forces?"

"That was—"

I was about to explain, but my words were cut off by Lynn.

"No. And this time too. How did you know we needed to send troops to the north? How did you know there would be a rebellion in the Allepel army in the first place? How... how do you know all of this?!"

"My lord...?"

"Answer me! Now!"

To answer her sharp demand, I slowly raised my head.
And finally—
My eyes met Lynn's as she stared at me, pale as a sheet.

And that's when I realized.
Why it felt like our conversation wasn't connecting.

The trembling voice that now flowed without any attempt to hide it.
Her pale face. Her wide, frightened eyes.
Putting it all together, only one conclusion could be drawn.

She... was afraid of me.

"Well, well."

It seemed that because I had correctly predicted everything as if by divine inspiration, she had moved beyond amazement to fear.
Of course everything was correct. My intelligence stat was 100. I don't know why everything I said turned out to be right, but it just was.
From an outsider's perspective, it must seem incredible. No, beyond incredible—frightening. As if I were possessed by some divine power.
Thinking about it, Lunarienne, who believed in and supported my abilities, was an unusual case. For an ordinary ruler, while they might feel awe at my abilities, they would generally find them very burdensome.
In the midst of chaotic times, there was no guarantee that the edge of that ability wouldn't be turned against them.

"Swen... what exactly are you...?"

Without me answering, she asked another question.
Oh dear.
Inspiring fear in the somewhat emotional Lynn Brands was not a good situation.
If her feelings moved beyond awe of my abilities to fear, she might decide to "deal with" me.
It seemed I had revealed too much of my abilities.
I don't regret it since it helped save Irene, but still.

"I'm thinking more and more that I can't stay with the Brands army for long."

And at that moment.

"Huh?"

Wait a minute.

A brilliant "Brands army exit plan" quickly flashed through my mind.

This situation where she fears me...
If I play it right, couldn't I use it to my advantage?

My mind began working faster than ever before.
I had to leave her side anyway. Irene was in danger.
The essential condition was to escape safely with her.
Then perhaps I could proceed with the feeling of securing the compensation that Irene rightfully deserved but had never received.

It was time to put my silver tongue to use again.

"Lady Lynn. It's alright."

"Alright...?"

With the kindest smile I could muster,
I spoke in the most trustworthy tone I could produce:

"My talent is entirely yours, Lady Lynn. There is no need to fear."

"...!!!"

She looked at me in shock once again.
As if wondering how I had read her mind.
It seemed she was more affected than I had thought.

Now's the time.
Like driving in a wedge, I bowed so deeply before her that my head nearly touched the floor, and said:

"Use me as your compass, Lady Lynn. I will gladly comply."
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# A Few Hours Earlier
Inside the royal palace, before Kalinz's group arrived.

"......"

Lynn sat on the throne, reading Farfalle's letter over and over again. The contents could be summarized as follows:

[Swen's predictions were all correct. From the beginning, Charam was conspiring with Aishers to stab us in the back. I've also received news of the rebellion. Everything he said was right. His abilities are extraordinary. Even when his opinions differ from mine, they seem trustworthy.]

Farfalle wasn't an arrogant person, but she wasn't the type to deny her excellent abilities with false modesty either. Full of confidence, she rarely listened to others' opinions and disliked having her own opinions modified by others' intervention. Yet for the first time in her life, she was telling her lord: "His opinions are trustworthy even when they differ from mine." Not someone with completely different talents like Irene, but someone competing in the same field as herself, like Swen.

At this point, Lynn's mind was in an uncontrollably complex state. Clearly, an incredible talent had joined them... but her heart was far from at ease.

How could his words match reality so unrealistically well? With a general who could predict everything so accurately... why did she feel "fear" instead of "reassurance" or "reliability"?

Lynn Brands fundamentally did not trust others. The biggest reason she could ascend to the position of heir was because she trusted no one. It was already well-known among the three siblings that their father, Orlando Brands, chose Lynn as his successor—neither Chel nor Kalinz—precisely because of her nature of absolutely not relying on or trusting anyone.

Honestly, she knew that while Farfalle was among the smartest in the central continent, she didn't possess particularly outstanding abilities compared to strategists from other countries. But that's exactly why Lynn could comfortably employ her. She believed she could ultimately control Farfalle. She valued her highly but simultaneously didn't trust her 100%.

Gathering talented individuals buried in small countries was part of this strategy. Instead of absolutely trusting one person, she collected as many people as possible who could offer her opinions. This would greatly increase the number of options available to her.

But her comfortable "Brands Army Management Plan" was beginning to fall apart because of a man named Swen.

It was none other than Lynn herself who recruited Swen. For a strategist from a small country, he seemed quite intelligent. It was enough that he occasionally gave spine-chilling advice. Yes, that's all she expected from him—advice on continental affairs and discussions about strategies.

But he kept making "absurd" claims that were difficult to accept. And those absurd claims eventually turned out to be "correct" as time passed. Not only that, but now he had stayed at the fortress despite disobeying her orders, and in a battle thought impossible to win... he was even summoning boulders by praying to the heavens.

Lynn sensed it. Swen was not someone she could control.

That's why she feared him. As the ruler, she feared her subordinate general who seemed impossible to handle and who kept saying only correct things.

At first, she tried not to show it. After all, Swen's lord was herself. She thought if there was any sign of him escaping her grasp, she could somehow deal with him.

In fact, when he entered the audience hall with Kalinz, she wasn't particularly nervous. Yes, it's nothing special. Even when she had just begun her private audience with him after sending Kalinz and Irene away... she was fine.

But the more she talked with him, the more she began to fear him again. The certainty that she would not be able to manipulate him as she wished, no matter what she did, was creeping up on her.

Without realizing it, her voice began to tremble. Without realizing it, she felt chills throughout her body.

Clearly, she was the ruler. Even now, she could order him imprisoned without giving any reason, or go further and frame him with false charges and have him beheaded.

Despite this—the presence of Swen, kneeling before her, calmly muttering impossible things like "reading the stars in the sky" or "reading people's actions," terrified her beyond measure.

"Swen... what exactly are you...?"

Barely managing to squeeze out the words, she asked about his existence. What exactly are you? How much do you know? Do you even know that I fear you?

As she was unconsciously repeating those words in her mind...

Swen slowly smiled and said:

"Lady Lynn. It's all right."

"All right...?"

"My talents are entirely yours, Lady Lynn. There's no need to fear."

"...!!!"

Yes. As expected, this man had seen through even her fear of him. But at the same time...

With his waist bent all the way down, he was speaking to her almost as if begging.

"Please use me as your compass, Lady Lynn. I will gladly comply."

"...?"

Though somewhat taken aback by Swen's sudden submissive attitude, she managed to regain her composure and asked:

"...What do you mean...?"

"I mean it literally, my lord."

Swen looked up at Lynn and spoke in a respectful tone.

"It's a humble talent, but thanks to Lady Lynn valuing it highly, I was able to join the Brands army. I think this is an excellent stage to fulfill my dream. My dream is not to grasp the world with my own hands. My dream is to assist the person who will grasp the world."

"The person who will grasp the world..."

"Yes."

To the slightly trembling Lynn, Swen confidently said:

"I'm referring to you, Lady Lynn."

"...!"

"My goal is to achieve fame and success. I don't particularly want anything else. Fulfill what I want. I will fulfill what Lady Lynn wants."

After saying that, Swen... once again lowered his head even further toward the floor and said:

"Please, give me wings, my lord."

*

After Swen withdrew as well, Lynn, finally alone in the audience hall, was able to regain her composure after letting time dissolve away. As soon as she could think rationally again, what she did was ruminate on what Swen had told her.

'Use him as a compass... is it.'

In other words, was he asking to be made the national strategist? Even if not exactly that, it was clear he wanted to be used importantly. He said he wanted to achieve fame and success. And he also said that the person who would grasp the world was none other than Lynn Brands. So to summarize—he was telling her not to fear him, but to please use him.

'......'

Honestly, when she heard that his goal was fame and success, she felt somewhat deflated. With abilities like his, that's all his ambition amounted to? Moreover, he was boldly telling Lynn herself that she was "the person who would grasp the world." Although she thought so herself, hearing it from someone else's mouth was a slightly different matter.

Rather than truly thinking so... it felt more like flattery to look good in front of her, the ruler. Lynn couldn't erase that thought from her mind.

'Have I... overestimated him too much?'

She thought, twirling her finger through her hair. Swen had clearly noticed that she, his lord, feared him. That's why he said "there's no need to fear." If so, despite knowing that she felt fear toward him, he prostrated himself like that and said he would use his abilities for her?

Seeing Swen being excessively submissive made her mind even more complicated.

Thinking that far, her first meeting with Swen naturally came to mind. He had said that "his former lord, Lunarienne Iniang, thought he was a traitor conspiring with the Brands army." Clearly, his former lord Lunarienne had also feared Swen's abilities and dealt with him in such a way. How broad-minded could the weak ruler of a small country be? It wouldn't be incomprehensible if, after experiencing such things, he chose self-preservation rather than harboring grand dreams.

'Perhaps I've valued Swen himself too highly... because I overestimated his abilities.'

Extraordinary ability and bold character weren't proportional, after all. Come to think of it, his reason for disobeying orders was incredibly simple. To achieve merit. He was probably trying to get in Kalinz's good graces. As a new general, it would be difficult to establish connections around her, with Farfalle and the meritorious retainers standing firm. The fact that he defended the fortress despite disobeying orders—a fortress that would be meaningless with just a little thought—didn't make his desire for fame and success seem false. Thinking this way made her feel somewhat relieved. Of course, there was a different real reason why Swen remained at the fortress, but there was no way for Lynn to realize that.

'Actually, that's just about right. If he's someone with clear desires...'

Lynn gave a sardonic smile. Yes. Giving him what he wanted while not trusting him 100% and extracting only what she needed from him. Perhaps that would form a win-win relationship between herself and Swen.

If Swen's goal was truly fame and success, she was confident she could provide that. By making him depend on and be loyal to her that way—from then on, she was confident she could handle him somehow. There was no one easier to deal with than someone with clear desires.

"Heheheh."

Lynn's laughter filled the quiet audience hall. Yes. There was no need to be afraid. No matter what anyone said, she was the absolute authority.

'Swen... will you slowly prove your abilities? If you do that, I'll make you unable to live without me...'

Thinking this, she continued to twirl her finger and twist her hair. She stopped this behavior only after another 30 minutes had passed.

* * *

As I left the palace after the audience, Irene was waiting for me.

"Swen."

"You should have gone home first."

"How could I leave without you? We're going to the same place anyway."

She said that, and then suddenly lowered her head slightly—and looking up at me with a flushed face, she said:

"And... it's been a while since I've gone home. I wanted to go in with you."

"I see. Me too."

Irene smiled broadly at my words. Lately, I could see her smiling face often.

"I'm glad."

On the way home from the royal palace, she asked me a few questions.

"Did your conversation with our lord go well?"

"Yes."

"What did you talk about?"

"Nothing special, I just planted an illusion in her mind."

Irene tilted her head at my words.

"You planted an illusion?"

"Yes."

I smiled and said:

"I gave her confidence that she might be able to control me as she wishes."

"Gave her confidence... why on earth?"

"Well, people are more likely to be deceived by someone they think they can handle than by someone they fear."

"The mention of fear concerns me, but what do you mean by 'deceived'?"

"Because it's about time for us to leave."

"...!!"

Irene's pupils contracted rapidly upon hearing my words.

"Before we leave, we need to take everything we can to make it worthwhile, don't we?"

She glanced around slightly, then asked in a cautious tone:

"When you say it's time to leave..."

"Yes. You should prepare yourself too, Lady Irene. We will soon be going to serve a new lord."

Yes. Even before me, for Irene's safety as well. We had to leave this place quickly.

Irene said nothing after hearing my words—then, with a faint smile, she said:

"...Alright. Swen, if that's what you're thinking, I'll follow you wherever you go."

"That's good enough."

I smiled along with her. Between us, a stronger bond than ever before was clearly felt.

"Shall we go back now? To our home."

"Our home... huh."

Irene repeated the word "our" several times, then looked at me with a bright smile. Her face in the sunlight seemed more radiant than ever.

"Yes. Let's go back, Swen. Together with me. To our home."

The place where our story began. It was time to return to East Anel 32nd Street.

Ch.55 - Chapter 55. Even After All This, Will You Still Kneel Before Me?
# After That Day

After that day, I officially began taking on the role of Lynn's advisor, offering counsel by her side.
Without any special orders given to me, I simply provided advice whenever she summoned me to the royal castle.
Since Farfalle, the national strategist, was still handling the situation in the east, it made logical sense for Lynn to call on me.

For my part, I was advising her according to what my Intelligence 100 brain dictated.
For now, she needed to trust me to some degree.

"Swen, we have three idle workers. What should I assign them to do?"

"I believe there are still some hidden talents around Anel Castle and this territory. If you search for them, you might find good results."

The search yielded a B-class general who had been hidden in obscurity and a treasure worth about two thousand gold.

"I'm thinking of organizing the western region soon, and I'm planning to invade Galamil Retas's army. What do you think?"

"It's not the right time yet. It would be better to gather more soldiers and focus on defending the border."

"...Really?"

A few days later, news arrived that the Brands army had attacked Galamil Retas's forces west of Jeilant Castle with 30,000 troops but was defeated.
It seemed that a sudden illness had spread through our camp, destroying morale, and they couldn't breach the walls defended by Galamil's desperate forces.
Apparently, Lynn had gone ahead with the attack without heeding my advice.
That's fine. In fact, it would have been problematic if she hadn't. She needs to test me more so that she'll subconsciously trust my opinions.

"...Swen. It seems you were right again."

"I merely thought we should establish defensive lines. There's no need to overestimate me. The defeat was purely due to bad luck."

"Then should I just stay quiet now? The soldiers' morale is extremely low, and it would be difficult to pull additional troops from the border."

"No. Regroup immediately and attack again. This time, you'll be able to occupy it safely."

"..."

And once again, a few days later...
News arrived that the Brands army had broken through the walls and occupied Hoero Castle, which had been held by Galamil's forces—
And that Galamil's army had disappeared from history.

"...We won. Just as you said."

To her, who showed a subtle expression despite the victory report, I added a plausible explanation:

"The soldiers of Galamil's army probably didn't consider their previous victory a true win, just that the Brands army was defeated due to illness. So they wouldn't have experienced increased morale despite winning. It was just luck that they repelled us."

"When they heard that the Brands forces were coming again, their morale naturally broke. It's not difficult to realize that no matter how many times they defend, there's no future for them."

I bowed my head and concluded:

"I simply targeted a situation where the enemy's morale would be low. Not everything worked out exactly as I said. I believe it was all thanks to Lady Lynn's decisive action."

Of course, all that talk about morale rising or falling was just me stringing random words together to sound impressive.
All I knew was that the first invasion would "fail" and the second invasion would "succeed."

But the results were correct.
This would surely resonate with her.

During my free time, I deliberately went to meditate in a cave some distance from the territory.
I stationed two soldiers in front of the cave, instructing them not to let anyone enter.
The image I wanted to create was simple: "Swen sometimes meditates alone here, undisturbed."

After assisting her like this for several days, one day she asked me:

"Swen. Thank you for your hard work. Farfalle should return tomorrow, so you won't need to visit every day starting the day after tomorrow. But is there anything you want? You've worked hard for me these past few days, and I'd like to give you something."

"Haven't I told you? I want to make a name for myself. Please continue to make full use of me."

"Really? That's all?"

"Yes."

She said nothing for a while, then smiled that fresh smile of hers again.

"I still want to repay you. Outside the castle gate, I've prepared something you might like. Since it's my token of appreciation, I hope you'll accept it. Make sure to take it home and look at it alone. And tell me your thoughts about it later. I'm curious about your feelings. Understand?"

A token of appreciation?
From the instruction to take it home and look at it alone, I had a somewhat uncomfortable feeling, but regardless, I needed to show loyalty to Lynn here.

"Thank you for your kindness. I will never forget it."

"Good, I like that. Hehe."

And so I left the royal castle.
What awaited me was certainly something I hadn't expected at all.

"Um... Are you perhaps Sir Swen...?"

It was a woman.
A very beautiful woman with blonde hair, wearing provocative clothes and having a voluptuous figure.
She didn't appear to be an officer of the Brands army. More like an ordinary civilian.
No. Judging by her makeup and clothing...

'She's a woman who works in a brothel.'

And here, I could easily read Lynn's intentions.

She was trying to... 'tame' me.
Bestowing a brothel woman on a retainer as a reward.
Saying I would like it and asking me to tell her my thoughts after taking her home was outrageous.
This wasn't a reward. It was an insult.
Simply put, it probably meant something like "Let's see how far you'll go" or "Will you still kneel before me after this?"

In other words—
She was testing how far I would obey her.
It meant that before trusting my abilities, she needed to go through this process.
Or perhaps she meant something like "I'll give you what you want, so bow down to me even more."

'Heh, well.'

If I were truly a loyal retainer to her, I might have sighed and built up resentment in this situation.
But I was a disloyal retainer, fully intending to betray her.

Yes.
It was time to act as if "I will do as you command for the sake of my career advancement, even if you inflict such humiliation on me."
I smiled gently and said to her:

"Um... I'm planning to return to my home now. Would you like to come with me?"

"What? Oh..."

She blushed when she saw my face, then nodded and said:

"Oh, I understand..."

Sigh.
What is a person who has become the ruler of a country doing, bringing in a civilian from a brothel to order around a retainer for a power struggle?
While I was disgusted by her persistence, I was actually grateful for it now.
That persistence could ultimately make her let her guard down at the final moment.

So, I brought the young lady home.
Naturally, Irene, who had been training at home, was shocked.

"S-Swen...? Who is...??"

"Please think of her as a brief visitor. Oh, could you perhaps serve us some tea?"

"Well, that's not difficult, but..."

"I'll explain everything."

Though Irene was confused, looking back and forth between the woman and me,
She eventually nodded and regained her composure.

"Hmm. Alright. Um... it's humble, but please make yourself comfortable."

"What? Oh, yes...!"

I sat down at the table with the young lady.
Then, she leaned close to me and whispered:

"Um... Sir Swen."

"Yes?"

"Well... I was told to... give you a man's pleasure... but do I have to do it in front of that lady? I mean, if you want, I can, but... even for me, this kind of situation is a first..."

"..."

I sighed briefly and said:

"Miss. What is your name?"

"What? I'm... Lina."

"Miss Lina. I don't know what our lord told you, but what I'd like you to do isn't that."

"Then what...?"

"Have a cup of tea, spend some time here, and then leave."

"What...? Sir Swen, do you have that kind of preference...? Well, I've heard men's preferences are quite diverse."

"It's not a preference... sigh..."

"Hmm? Preference? Swen, did you do some wall repair work today?"

Irene approached with a tray holding three cups and a teapot, placing it on the table.
As I drank the tea, I explained the general situation to Irene.

"T-that... I mean, that, preference, I mean, not that, um, so that's what it was... hmm."

Irene's face turned as red as a radish, and she gulped down her tea with trembling hands.
Then she coughed and showed an uncharacteristically shaken appearance.

"Are you alright, Lady Irene?"

"No, I'm... um..."

"Um... so, we're not doing anything today...?"

I nodded at Lina's question.

"Yes. However... after spending some time here and leaving, I would be very grateful if you could act as if you 'did something' with me outside."

The reason I didn't immediately turn her away and invited her in was simple.
I thought Lynn Brands would have someone follow me.
Of course, my intuition wasn't particularly good. I didn't feel anyone following me or sense any gazes.
Nevertheless, I judged it would be better to act this way for various reasons. If she found out I just sent the woman away, she might unnecessarily overestimate me.
Appearing to be completely submissive to her.
This was an absolutely necessary procedure for a perfect exit.

"That's not difficult... but it's a bit disappointing."

"...What?"

I turned my head at the unexpected remark.
Lina was looking at me with a slightly flushed face.

"Actually, when I was first asked to do this... I thought I'd have to deal with another old man, but to my surprise, there was someone as fine and handsome as you, Sir Swen... so I was kind of looking forward to it... ♡"

"Kheuk! Kek! Keheuk!"

Irene choked on her tea again and coughed uncontrollably.
After patting her back a few times, I asked Lina:

"...Do you often receive such requests from her?"

"Yes. Actually, I have a bit of a connection with Lady Lynn Brands."

"A connection?"

"Kalinz is one of my regulars."

...Ah.
So Kalinz has been having quite the wild time, it seems.

"You know what? Kalinz has a firm body, but... he's not that impressive as a man. They say he finishes in 3 minutes?"

"..."

That was information I really didn't need to know.
Irene's continued coughing was just a bonus.

"Anyway, I hope you'll grant my request. Please act as if you did something with me. Here, take this, it's not much but keep it."

I handed her half of the funds I had saved from my salary working for the Brands army.
It was gold I had no use for anyway, but from her perspective, it seemed significant as her face brightened.

"Oh my, why are you giving me all this!"

She took the money and nodded.

"Yes! I understand. Besides, I tend to be unable to resist requests from handsome men. Don't worry!"

"Flattery won't get you anything more, but thank you."

I spent some time chatting about trivial matters with Lina.
And after some time had passed, she left the room.

Only then did Irene ask me in a serious tone:

"That Lina person... was she assigned to you by your lord?"

"Yes. It seems she was testing me. Something like 'Will you still follow me even after this?'"

"I see..."

Irene bowed her head and smiled bitterly.
She probably understood this situation better than anyone.
After all, it was Irene who had suffered such gloomy torment from Lynn until now.

"...I worry that you've come to be hated because of me."

"What does it matter? I don't care if Lady Lynn hates me. If Lady Irene hated me, that would be different."

"...u-um...?"

"If Lady Irene hated me, I might be incredibly sad."

At my words, Irene's face turned bright red again as she lowered her head.
Then, in a barely audible voice, she squeezed out a response:

"I... won't hate you, Swen..."

"Me neither."

"...Yes."

She fidgeted for a while, staring at the empty cup.
Then she looked up at me and carefully asked:

"I... I have something I want to ask you."

"What is it?"

"That... p-preference... what is it like...?"

"...What?"

I responded, thinking I might have misheard:

"I didn't do any wall repair work."

"N-no, that's not it. Not that... um... what Lina mentioned earlier... that kind of thing..."

"You're curious about that?"

"No, not curious, rather...! It's just... it came up... and you didn't answer. They say all men have various preferences, and... no, that's not what I mean...!"

By this point, her face had gone beyond red to crimson, looking like it might burst at any moment.

Why ask such a thing when she's clearly so embarrassed?
Suddenly, she seemed incredibly cute to me.
At the same time, for some reason, I felt like teasing her.

"Preferences... I don't know if this counts as a preference, but I like women with large breasts."

"Ah? Oh... yes...! B-breasts. Yes. I've heard that m-men... like breasts...!"

For some reason, did she look somewhat pleased, or was that my imagination?

"And I tend to like women with red hair."

"R-red hair?! Hmm, ahem, mmm...!"

"I also prefer women who are good with swords. I have a female knight fetish."

"Female knight fetish...?"

Having heard that far, Irene seemed to sense something odd and looked at me with a puzzled expression.
Looking at her, I smiled and said:

"I'd also like someone who trains every day. Oh! And I get excited when I see women who brew good tea."

"...Swen...!!"

Irene, uncharacteristically, puffed up her cheeks and said accusingly:

"I-I asked seriously... why are you joking...!"

"I answered seriously too, didn't I?"

"...Huh?"

And once again.
Her face turned red, and she opened her mouth as if broken, unable to say anything.

"I like busty, red-haired female knights. I'm being completely serious. I answered honestly, so it hurts that you think I'm joking."

"Was... was that true?"

She spoke as if genuinely sorry, not knowing what to do:

"S-sorry. I thought you were joking because it all sounded like you were describing me... ah... that means, well, um, that, um..."

I laughed loudly at her reaction.
After laughing for a while, I couldn't even remember Lynn's crude behavior toward me.

"I'm sorry. I was joking."

"...S-so it was a joke after all—"

"But I like you regardless, Lady Irene."

"What...!!"

Her face turned bright red again at my words.
Irene was a person with far more varied expressions than I had thought.
It seemed like a lie that she was the same person who always wore a heavy expression, being rejected by the Brands army people and feeling frustrated.

I want to capture more of her various expressions.
That thought suddenly occurred to me.

"Please continue to stay with me from now on. Understood?"

"..."

She said nothing and stared into my eyes for a long time.
My image was clearly reflected in her purple eyes.

"...Yes... Swen. I understand."

The bond between Irene and me was stronger than anything else.
There was absolutely no room for Lynn Brands to come between us.

*

The next day.
When I visited the royal castle, Lynn smiled at me and said:

"How was it, Swen? The 'item' I bestowed upon you?"

I smiled without the slightest hesitation and said:

"Thank you for your consideration. Thanks to my lord, I was able to get some time to recharge. I will not forget this kindness."

"What?"

She heard my words and laughed gleefully.

"It was kindness worth remembering? Swen, you're a man after all! Well, I understand! My brother had a similar reaction!"

I smiled appropriately.
She seemed very pleased with my seemingly submissive response.
Indeed, how pathetic must I look in her eyes?
Despite having such abilities, I must appear to only care about impressing her.

Yes.
I felt it was time... to set the stage.

"My lord. Since today is the last day, there's something I'd like to say."

"What is it?"

"As I've received a reward from my lord, I would like to humbly present a gift to you in return."

"A gift? For reference, my taste is for delicate and pretty ones like you, Swen, so keep that in mind."

"It's a much better gift than such trivial things."

I smiled and uttered a word she probably hadn't expected:

"Valharat Castle."

"...!"

With gleaming eyes, I spoke in a confident tone, as if seeing through everything:

"I believe it's time to clean up the Aishers army, which is a thorn in your side, my lord."

Ch.56 - Chapter 56. Your Actions Are Plain To See
"Clean up the Aishers army? All of a sudden?"

"That's right."

I closed my eyes.
Then, slowly putting on my "very impressive strategist expression" that I had practiced many times, I spoke.

"After the failure of our strategies with both the Allepel and Charam armies, the atmosphere within the Aishers army has become concerning. Some subordinate generals seem to be questioning Baranga Yuuri Aishers' leadership. In this overall chaotic state, Yuuri appears to be planning to finally deal with the weaker nations to the rear to make up for her mistakes."

"Is that so? How do you know all this?"

"I sent out spies recently."

Of course, everything I said was a lie.
But I could feel that my background—where all my seemingly absurd deductions had proven true—was strongly swaying her mind.

"Now is the time. Build a small fortress as quickly as possible near Balhart Castle to use as a forward base, then advance. You must build the fortress. A spot right next to the mountain range would be good. This is our opportunity while the Aishers army hasn't yet fully dealt with the Charam and Allepel armies. As for troops... the number currently stationed in the east should be sufficient."

"Why the fortress?"

"Building a fortress there will gather favorable energy for our army."

She listened to my nonsense very seriously, resting her chin on her hand as she fell into thought.

Forty thousand men.
It was a slightly insufficient number to attack Balhart Castle, but... it would be difficult for her to completely ignore my words now.

Nevertheless, I hadn't ruled out the possibility that she might not listen to me.
Working under her in the Brands army for the past few days, giving her advice, I had vividly realized something.
Lynn fundamentally doesn't trust others. So even if it came from me, it would be difficult for her to easily believe such fanciful talk as "favorable energy gathering for our army."

Yes.
What I'm saying is, this wasn't all.
Balhart Castle was just fake bait to hide my "real request."

Let me cast the bait now.
The kind of bait that someone like her would definitely take.

"For the vanguard... yes, General Chel would be good."

"Chel? The one in the south?"

"Yes. Or perhaps giving General Kalinz, who is currently under disciplinary action, an opportunity would be good too. The momentum is completely on our side."

"It's a bit difficult to pull Chel out, and Kalinz is quite unreliable. Anyone else?"

Right now.
I rolled the bait on my tongue and spat it out.

"Actually, I think it doesn't matter who goes... as long as it's not General Irene."

* * *

"...Huh?"

Lynn caught the name that came out of Swen's mouth.
As long as it's not Irene?

Lynn tilted her head and asked curiously.

"Irene? Why not her?"

"Ah... well."

At her question, Swen broke into a slight sweat—then spoke as if he didn't know what to do.

"I'm not exactly sure myself... but I sense an unfavorable energy."

"Unfavorable energy?"

"Yes. I haven't mentioned this separately, but I often attempt to communicate with the heavens. To respond appropriately at crucial moments when we need to pray to the heavens, like last time, daily communication is essential."

Lynn could understand this immediately.
He actually did go to a strange cave when he had no work, meditating with a soldier standing in front of him.
As his lord, she could have forcibly pulled him out if she wanted to, but since he didn't seem to be doing anything dangerous, she just left him alone.

'So in that cave, he's communicating with the heavens or whatever.'

It was complete nonsense.
But because it was coming from him of all people, it seemed incredibly plausible.
By now, she had come to acknowledge his abilities.
While she still didn't intend to trust him unconditionally, the fact that he would just smile off even being insulted, prioritizing his own safety to such an extent, had loosened her vigilance with the thought that he might not be such a big shot after all.

Swen said this, then made an exaggerated gesture, closing his eyes and looking up at the sky.

"Like this... I speak to the heavens with my heart. What should we do going forward? What is the most efficient path for us to decide, I ask."

"...I see?"

Of course.
This would have been complete nonsense.
If the speaker hadn't been Swen, who had called down a meteor from the sky.

He had actually performed a miracle.
He read international politics like a ghost and kept saying only correct things.
Swen's track record made this madman's nonsense seem very plausible.

"For this operation, I did consider General Irene, the 'siege specialist'... but strangely, her compatibility with this operation is not good. It's too dangerous. So..."

Swen slowly opened his eyes and spoke with a slightly trembling voice.
He looked like someone who was clearly afraid of something, a fragile person.

"General Irene's life seems to be in danger."

"...!!!"

"So, it would be better to use someone other than General Irene. She is a pillar of our army. It's not that we can't win if we send her, but it's inefficient to risk her life on a problem that could be solved by sending another general."

"...I see."

Lynn said this, then immediately fell into thought.

Re-invasion of the Aishers army.
Although Swen said he had personally sent out spies, it was still uncertain since she hadn't heard it directly.
Even though he had shown real miracles and somehow everything he said turned out to be correct—
If she moved her soldiers again and suffered losses, she would likely find herself in a truly dangerous situation.
The surplus troops excluding those needed to guard the border had already been wasted by Kalinz.
Forcing conscription would clearly lower public support.

Normally, she would have thought more carefully.

'Irene's life... could be in danger?'

Just with that premise added, Lynn's thought process twisted too easily.

The Swen she had observed so far, although he had an excessive desire for success to the point of smiling through humiliating remarks—was nonetheless an extremely capable strategist.
His advice was always right. At first she thought it was close to supernatural power, but his recent advice had also been based on reasonable grounds.
Of course, he was making the absurd claim that he was "communicating with the heavens"... but he had already proven through results that he could communicate with some great being.
There were rumors that he was a wizard, but as far as she was concerned, magic didn't exist in the world—
And the "wizards" she had learned about from ancient documents didn't perform rituals to communicate with the heavens.

In other words.
Doesn't this mean she could eliminate Irene... without any risk?

Honestly.
She disliked Irene.
She hadn't liked her from the moment they first met as the daughter of a guard knight.
There was no special reason. Thinking about it now, that was correct—there was no reason. At first, she thought it might have been because Irene was better than her in every way, but in the end, she was the ruler and Irene was just a subject.

But to just bring Irene in and execute her because she disliked her?
Honestly, if she wanted to, she could attach a suitable reason and do it—but this was certainly a high-risk action.
If rumors spread that she was a tyrant like Serphina, many things would become difficult going forward.
Unless she had built an overwhelmingly powerful force like Serphina, the current Brands army was not at Serphina's level.
She was cunning but not stupid. Dealing with Irene should preferably happen on the battlefield. The most natural scenario would be for her to die in battle.
Honestly, her previous decision to leave Irene behind to defend the fortress—later she seriously thought it had been a misjudgment. It was essentially sending her out to die.
Fortunately, Swen had somehow managed to prevent it from being obvious.

And now.
One of her subordinate generals, who "seemed to only say correct things,"
Was saying that Irene's life might be in danger.

Lynn looked around.
Farfalle wasn't here.
Only two guards on duty had heard my conversation with Swen.

This is enough.
She could eliminate Irene without any rumors.
Swen himself was closer to being petty than expected. She was confident she could manipulate him as long as she gave him what he wanted.

She thought.
That the real opportunity had finally arrived.
That the moment had come to clean up "the real thorn in her side" in a slightly different sense!
Moreover, according to his words, as a result of the battle—Irene might die while recapturing the castle.
Of course, she might not die, but by continuing with Swen, there was a high possibility of finding another opportunity through "communication with the heavens."

Normally she would have thought more carefully...
But in front of such tempting bait, she was quickly running through happy scenarios like an ordinary person.

"...Alright, Swen. Since it's your opinion and no one else's, I'll consider it positively. Of course, the final details might change a bit, but that's okay, right?"

* * *

I looked at Lynn who was deep in thought after hearing my words.

Think, and think again.

Think many more times and decide for yourself.
About "how to use my strategy."

Please think and think again.
A chance to use my advice has come, hasn't it?
Balhart Castle doesn't matter either way, right?
That's not what you want, is it?
You want to kill Irene Juliet, don't you?
Don't you want to eliminate her without any risk?

Act like you're doing her a favor.
Soon, you'll summon her and tell her with a kind smile that you're giving her an opportunity.
To build a small fortress in front of Balhart Castle and attack using it as a base.
You'll need to follow my advice exactly. If anything deviates, the fate I seem to have predicted might be twisted.
In the end, you'll surely tell her with a smile that you "expect her to achieve merit."
Ultimately, you'll build the fortress and then hand over full authority to her.
You will definitely do this, Lynn Brands.
I can clearly see your actions...!!

"...Alright, Swen. Since it's your opinion and no one else's, I'll consider it positively. Of course, the final details might change a bit, but that's okay, right?"

'It worked!'

I bowed to her with confidence and said:

"Understood. However, if the timing is delayed further, everything could go wrong again, so I hope you move as quickly as possible."

"Yes. If we really acquire Balhart Castle with this... I'll appoint you as our army's new national strategist."

"...!!!"

I put on the most surprised expression I could muster.
Then, with a slightly trembling voice, I said:

"If... if you do that, I promise to serve Lynn faithfully and assist you to the best of my abilities from now on."

"Good. But don't expect too much. Changing the national strategist isn't as simple as you might think."

I knew that much.
Those words were her way of trying to keep me.
In her eyes, I was someone so obsessed with success that I would just smile off her insulting remarks.

But.
Because of that, I felt grateful to her.
Thank you, my lord. For remaining sinister until the end.
For moving exactly according to my thoughts.

"Then, I'll take my leave."

"Yes. Anyway, you've worked hard until now. You can rest until I give you another mission."

"I'll be waiting for that day when you call for me."

I slowly left the royal palace.
Of course, I had no intention of seeing her again.
This was my last private audience with her.

'Now I should make my preparations.'

I hurriedly made my way home.

Ch.57 - Chapter 57. The End Of The Lord-Vassal Relationship
# Rewinding Time

Rewinding time a bit, a few days before making the proposal to Lynn.

"A letter?"

"Yes. I have somewhere to send it. I just finished writing it."

"Right. You said you had something to tell me? Wait a moment."

After finishing the letter, I explained my future plans briefly while drinking the tea Irene had brewed for me.

"You want to send me back to the battlefield?"

"Yes. As the administrator of the newly constructed fortress, you'll receive full authority to command approximately 30,000 to 40,000 soldiers."

"Full authority... But I'm not sure if that's possible. Our lord doesn't trust me that much. In the previous fortress, it was essentially an order to die, so she might have temporarily handed over control, but commanding an entirely new force is a different matter."

"That's precisely what we'll use to our advantage."

"To our advantage?"

Irene asked with an intrigued expression.

"Lynn is strangely eager to eliminate you. So, we'll set up a situation where she can do so. If giving you full authority is the only way she can eliminate you, wouldn't she be willing to do just that?"

"She needs to give me full authority to eliminate me...? I don't quite understand what you mean... Anyway, specifically, what kind of authority would I receive?"

I spoke with a confident tone.

"I plan to propose building a fortress in the front yard of Balhart Castle. And I intend to have you temporarily gain full authority over that fortress."

"Balhart Castle... you mean the capital of the Aishers army?"

"Yes."

"Why? Even if it's your suggestion, our lord is fundamentally suspicious by nature. Without any basis, if we simply say 'let's build a fortress to attack the Aishers army,' the chances of her agreeing are low."

"I'm going to create a situation where she can't refuse. I have something prepared."

"Prepared..."

Irene tilted her head slightly, still not having all her questions answered.
But soon she smiled faintly and said.

"Alright, Swen. If you say you've prepared something, I'll simply believe it. Even if you present the most implausible opinion, I've sworn to draw my sword for you."

"I'm grateful for your trust."

"So, what am I supposed to do once I get full authority? I don't think you want me to fight the Aishers army as is. Even if I were to start a rebellion, it's impossible with just a fortress, not a castle."

Yes.
Why did I set up such a complicated situation?
It was time to explain that.

"Make contact with Baranga Yuuri Aishers, the ruler of the Aishers army."

"Contact her and then?"

I looked straight into her eyes and said.

"Surrender to her."

"...!!"

Only then did Irene's calm demeanor falter.

"Surrender to her..."

"Yes. Our new lord will be Baranga Yuuri Aishers of the Aishers army."

We needed to leave the Brands army.
The most important reason was to save Irene Juliet, who stood before me.
Inevitably, if she remained here, she would eventually lose her life at Lynn's hands.
Now that I had successfully turned her loyal heart, leaving this place as quickly as possible was the only way to ensure her safety.

But—this was merely my own justification; to outsiders, we might seem like traitors, but that couldn't be helped.
This part didn't matter much anyway.
After all, I was planning to eventually return to Lunarienne, the lord destined to unify the continent.

So far, so good.
However, simply surrendering with Irene wouldn't be meaningful.
If we resigned from the Brands army, we would inevitably incur Lynn Brands' enmity, and regardless of her temperament, she had undeniably secured a significant force.
In the worst case, there was a possibility that Irene and I could be captured and killed by her.
Therefore, we needed to take as many surplus soldiers as possible to disrupt the balance of the Brands army.
That's why I was fixated on creating a situation where Irene would gain full authority over a fortress.
With full authority, we could take all the soldiers with us when surrendering!

Of course, since we would be bringing the soldiers with us, we were limited to border countries that could provide solid support immediately after surrender—
But that was fine, since empowering a country adjacent to the border would be the most efficient way to shake the Brands army anyway.

So the only question remaining was:
Which country should we go to?

The Brands army was located in the exact center of the continent, with borders in all directions.
There were many countries on the map, but they could be broadly divided into four directions.

First, the north. The Serphina army.
Serphina von Aingart was a tyrant. Even if we went to surrender, she might just behead us on a whim. She was known for showing no mercy to enemy generals.
Besides, our surrender wouldn't be of much benefit to her. Although we would be approaching in submission, dealing with such an overwhelmingly powerful entity would be problematic in many ways.
Moreover, after already suffering a defeat in the north due to Kalinz, it would be difficult to persuade Lynn, the ruler, to advance north again.
In other words, she was out of the question. Pass.

Second, one of the two countries bordering the south.
Not a bad option. However... they would likely refuse to accept Irene and me to avoid creating friction with the Brands army.
From the moment they accepted traitors, they would inevitably become enemies with the Brands army, and in the current situation where the southern continent had not been conquered, incurring the enmity of the Brands army wouldn't be a pleasant prospect for them.
If they refused to accept us after we had built a fortress and gathered soldiers, it would be extremely problematic.
Decisively, there was a possibility that we would have to fight against Lunarienne, who was in the Karelia army, located away from the border.

Third, the minor countries in the western central continent.
These were also out of the question. From the beginning, this area would inevitably fall under the Brands army's flag given enough time. Pass.

The fourth option was the Aishers army to the east.
Although she hadn't yet dealt with the Charam and Alrepel armies, she was clearly the most powerful force in the east.
Despite having a small territory, she had many S-rank generals, and with additional soldiers, she could become the greatest threat to the Brands army.
In other words, the soldiers and fortress we could offer would be extremely tempting not only for us but also from the Aishers army's perspective.
Therefore, even if it meant becoming enemies with the Brands army, they would likely accept our surrender declaration and protect us.
After all, for the Aishers army to expand, they would need to push back the Brands army anyway.

There were many countries, but when organized like this, there was only one place left for us to go.

"Baranga Yuuri Aishers is an extremely wise woman. She will quickly realize that gaining us would be beneficial, not detrimental. Moreover, from my estimation, the Aishers army likely has a very wise strategist. They will quickly calculate the advantages and disadvantages. They are most likely to accept us."

Of course.
This path wouldn't be entirely smooth.
But to save Irene, this was the only way.

"Both Irene and I will incur the enmity of the Brands army for our betrayal, but as members of the Aishers army, we won't be easily defeated."

"About the strategist you mentioned... may I ask the basis for that?"

"They tried to deceive our army by using the Alrepel and Charam armies."

This 'betrayal' strategy is one that can't be used without an Intelligence of 95 or higher and the [Betrayal] specialty.
Whoever it is, there's definitely someone with a sharp mind there.

"I see... Baranga Yuuri Aishers."

Irene fell into thought for a moment, then cautiously asked me.

"But our final destination isn't the Aishers army, is it?"

"That's right. When Lunarienne's army eventually rises, I plan to go there."

"I see..."

After saying that, she wore a serious expression.
I think I understood why she had such an expression.

Irene was fundamentally a person of deep loyalty.
Even if her loyalty was misplaced, she placed great importance on the lord-vassal relationship.
From her perspective, constantly changing lords like a migratory bird would naturally be concerning.
Following me meant wandering from place to place like I did.

I bowed slightly to her.

"I'm sorry, Irene."

"Hmm? What's the matter?"

"Because of me, you have to serve different lords continuously. I don't think that's very pleasant for you. I wanted to apologize for that."

Hearing my words, Irene began to wave her hands dismissively.

"Hmm...? No, no, Swen. It's fine. That's not a problem."

"Irene...?"

"I was just... worried about what would happen if they were suspicious of you in the Aishers army. I have a plausible reason for being disliked by my lord, but you don't. They might not readily welcome a general who suddenly comes to surrender... Because of me, you're taking on the stigma of a traitor, and that seems to be making things difficult for you... I was just wondering how to safely get you to Lord Lunarienne, that's all."

"..."

"Isn't that right? You could easily make a name for yourself here in Brands. In fact, it would be more comfortable, since you've already shown and proven yourself. So... I couldn't help but notice that leaving this place is an action for me, not for anyone else."

Surprised and frozen by her words, she spoke to me as if stating something obvious.

"I'm fine, Swen. My belief is to protect you. Who I serve doesn't matter at that point."

She said this with a bright smile directed at me.
Her face, illuminated by the lantern, looked more beautiful than ever... and without realizing it, I blurted out my true feelings.

"Irene. While you protect me, I will also definitely protect you. Even if I have to bear a stigma worse than that of a traitor. And... when that time comes..."

"...When that time comes...?"

"..."

I scratched my cheek.
And just as I was about to open my mouth—

"Swen."

Irene reached out and placed her hand on mine.
Then, with an incredibly benevolent smile, she said to me.

"It doesn't have to be now. When everything is over... make sure to tell me. I'll be waiting."

"...!"

My face was burning hot.
I had always thought I had the upper hand when talking with Irene.
Not that I was superior, but she... had a strangely peculiar side.
Her expressions were more varied than I had thought.
Whenever I said something, she always seemed to be drawn to me... or so I thought.

At this moment.
I couldn't deny it.
At this moment, she was overwhelming me in this conversation.

Do you know, Irene?
I...

"Well then, I just need to wait for my lord's orders, right?"

"Huh? Oh... yes, that's right."

"Good. I'll soon be saying goodbye to this house too. I've grown somewhat attached to it."

She stood up and cleared the table.

"It's getting late. Let's go to sleep. We'll be busy soon."

With those words, as she always did, she sat down leaning against the wall instead of using the bed.
I got up, turned off the lantern, and...
Instead of going to the bed, I headed to her side.

"Swen...?"

"Let's sleep together tonight, Irene."

"...!!!"

Despite the darkness, I could tell her face had turned red.
She seemed flustered for a while, not knowing what to do—

Then.

"...Okay."

With that, she rested her head on my shoulder.
I also rested my face on top of her head.
And so, leaning on each other, we spent the night together, one of our last in the Brands army.

* * *

"..."

Unlike Swen, who had fallen asleep early,
Irene remained awake for a long time, her face flushed, gazing at his sleeping form.

"Irene. While you protect me, I will also definitely protect you. Even if I have to bear a stigma worse than that of a traitor. And... when that time comes..."

Thump, thump.
Even now, her heart was pounding as if it would burst.
Her chest felt hot. Her stomach tingled.
That's why... she had hastily cut off his words.
If the expected words had come out of his mouth... she thought it might distract him before an important task.
Of course, half of her thoughts were different.
It would be more accurate to say she quickly changed the subject because her heart felt like it would burst, because she was embarrassed.

'Swen...'

She knew.
Swen was trying to leave this place to protect her.
The man who had risked his life for her.
Now he was willing to give up his secure position for her sake.

Suddenly, that scene came to mind.
In the fortress, when he embraced her after she returned defeated, saying he was glad she was alive.

'...'

The unfamiliar emotion she felt for the first time continued to stimulate her.
But if this was her heart...
Irene had no intention of going against it.

And so—
Irene spent the night unable to sleep for a long time, feeling his warmth.

*

A few days later, at the royal castle of Anel.
Irene, summoned by Lynn, was kneeling and listening attentively to her lord's words.

"Irene. You've worked hard recently."

"Not at all. I only did what I had to do. It's enough that I was of help to my lord."

Lynn smiled kindly at Irene, who was bowing before her.
And then... she began to act exactly as Swen had predicted.

"I believe in your abilities, and I'd like to use you again this time."

"Yes!"

Irene bowed her head even lower and spoke resolutely.

"Give me any mission. I will follow."

"Good. I'm very pleased."

Lynn smiled and said.

"I'm thinking of invading the Aishers army to the east. I think I'll need your help with that."

As soon as she heard those words, Swen's voice flashed through Irene's mind.

'...You were right, Swen.'

Irene slowly closed her eyes.
And in her heart... she bid farewell to the one lord she had once so desperately wanted to serve.

Goodbye, my lord... no, Lynn Brands.
I wish you good health, she thought.

"Won't you go and achieve merit for me, Irene?"

"Yes! I understand!"

Irene answered with a more valiant voice than ever before.
That was the end of this lord-vassal relationship.

Ch.58 - Chapter 58. Sincerity, Not Force
After parting with Swen, who said he would "join soon," Irene arrived at Raclaine Castle, located at the easternmost point, and fortunately ran into Farfalle who was about to leave the castle.

"General Irene?"

"It's been a while, Strategist. Are you on a mission?"

"I was just about to head back... What brings you to this area, General?"

Irene bowed her head slightly in response to Farfalle's question.

"I've been assigned here by our Lord's orders. I'll be carrying out my duties at Raclaine Castle from now on."

"Is that so...?"

Upon hearing this, Farfalle tilted her head and fell into thought.
The Lord, Lynn, is assigning Irene to the eastern border?
Being assigned to a border position meant, at least in the Brands army, that a general's abilities were trusted enough to be placed in an important location.
In fact, many generals stationed at border areas were significantly more capable than those assigned to inland castles.

But Lynn extremely disliked Irene.
Because of that, no matter how much advice was given, she absolutely refused to use Irene in any significant capacity.
Even though Farfalle herself had advised Lynn several times, she had half given up on the matter.
Yet now Lynn had personally assigned Irene to the eastern front, currently the most important battlefront for the Brands army?
Farfalle had been in the east the whole time, so she hadn't had a chance to advise Lynn separately.

'What exactly is going on...?'

Was it a strategist's intuition?
As she wondered if something unexpected was happening, Irene offered her a light greeting.

"Then I'll take my leave, Strategist."

"Ah... understood."

After Irene left.
Farfalle took out a letter from her pocket.
This letter... was from Swen.

[Farfalle. Something concerning seems to be brewing at the southern border. I'd like to go check it myself, but I need our Lord's approval, and I have other matters to attend to, so I can't move freely. Since you have the authority to act freely without our Lord's approval, I request that you verify this as quickly as possible.]

At first, she wondered why he would send such a letter to her rather than speaking directly to their Lord.
But having served Lynn for a long time in the Brands army, she could understand to some extent.
Lynn had an extremely fastidious personality. Having suffered a significant defeat in the north, she was likely in a very bad mood.
From a new general's position, it would be difficult to freely express opinions to such a lord.
Of course, Swen had performed several unbelievable miracles and was sharp enough to see through the Aishers army's strategies—
But the ruler of a nation was the monarch, not the strategist or general, and exceptional ability didn't necessarily translate to proportional trust from the monarch.

When she first received the letter, she had planned to ignore it and return to Anel Castle to assess the situation before heading south—
But due to a series of events in the east, Farfalle had come to trust Swen considerably.

'It's not that far, so it should be fine to go check quickly.'

Besides, Chel Brands, the greatest swordsman of Brands, was at the southern border.
Even if something had happened, if she could provide a solution, it wouldn't take long to resolve the situation.

Yes.
A quick visit should be fine.

The trust Farfalle had developed for Swen by seeing through strategies—
Was now making her move according to Swen's wishes.

*

Not long after being assigned.
As expected, Irene received orders to build a fortress.

The fortress was constructed very quickly.
Unlike the northern fortress that had been carefully built with bricks, this was merely a wooden frame with a basic roof.
It was generous to call it a fortress; at best, it could be described as an "outpost."

Of course, Irene didn't mind either way.
It was sufficient for stationing soldiers, and the longer construction took, the more awkward her position might become.

"Good work, everyone. Stand by until further orders."

"Yes! Understood!!"

The soldiers' enthusiastic response echoed through the air.

Typically, fortress construction was primarily the soldiers' responsibility.
The commander literally only managed and supervised, never directly carrying materials or doing similar work.
But Irene had spent the entire construction period sweating alongside her soldiers, eating and sleeping in conditions not much different from theirs.
From the soldiers' perspective, this alone was enough to boost morale.
Especially considering the recent example of a newly built fortress in the north being immediately demolished.
The contrast with commanders who made their soldiers do all the work was obvious.

On the day the fortress was completed.
Soon after, a soldier was seen riding toward them on horseback.
Judging by the Brands army emblem, it appeared to be an allied soldier.

'A messenger...?'

Irene felt a moment of unease.

Had Lynn noticed something?
As she was contemplating how to act if Lynn ordered her to return—

The soldier approached Irene and removed his helmet. Irene recognized him immediately.

"...Swen?"

* * *

I arrived before the surprised Irene, slowly dismounted, and said:

"Lady Irene. I see you've successfully built the fortress. Well, it's more of an outpost than a fortress, but still."

Hearing my words, she smiled with obvious delight and replied:

"I was wondering when you'd join us... I didn't expect you to come as a soldier."

"It would be troublesome if they noticed I was missing from there. They probably think I'm meeting with the heavens in the cave."

That's right.
Why did I periodically go there and spend hours, sometimes entire days?
It was to create the impression that "Swen goes there to meditate and commune with the heavens."
Though it would eventually be discovered, from our perspective, we only needed to buy a little time.

The key was ultimately buying time.
To buy time, I sent a letter to Strategist Farfalle to lead her on a wild goose chase, and endured boring hours in the cave.
We needed to surrender as quickly as possible before Lynn noticed.

"Has there been any word yet?"

"No. We haven't even received orders to advance yet. Though I expect a messenger to arrive soon."

"Good. Let's quickly make contact with the Aishers army."

"Yes. But before that, there's something I need to do."

"Something to do?"

Irene nodded.

"I need to speak with the soldiers. Tell them I intend to change lords. If they disagree, I'll send them back."

"What...?"

Surprised by these unexpected words, I couldn't hide my confusion. She responded in an admirably straightforward tone:

"Isn't it obvious? The right to choose one's lord doesn't belong only to you and me."

'....'

Wait a minute.
In the game system, when a general with full authority surrendered, the soldiers under them automatically changed allegiance.
Ian's rebellion had already proven that this system was being followed, so was it really necessary to go this far—

As I thought about it, I realized how soft my thinking had been.

Come to think of it, what about Irene herself?
In the game, we couldn't know what thoughts she harbored, what humiliations she endured while serving under Lynn.

Was this her pride?
The pride of a commander who refused to treat her soldiers carelessly.

'...I'll trust Lady Irene on this.'

Though Irene giving them a choice might cause some deviation, this was still a world where Intelligence 100 predictions came true.
Here, I wanted to prioritize preserving her pride over efficiency.

"Understood. Let's keep those who wish to stay and send away those who want to leave."

"Mm."

After saying this, she slowly began walking.

I followed behind Irene.

*

At the highest point of the fortress.
Though "highest" only meant about two stories high given the small size of the outpost, it was still the perfect spot to catch the soldiers' attention. Irene stood there and began her address in a loud voice:

"Hear me, soldiers!"

All the soldiers looked up at Irene.
It was quiet at first... but as her next sentence came out, murmurs began to spread.

"From this moment, I intend to change my allegiance!"

The soldiers reacted with confusion, each showing different responses.
Some looked at the faces of soldiers beside them, others stared blankly at Irene.
Irene continued to nobly express her intentions to these soldiers.

"There are detailed circumstances, but I know they would amount to nothing more than a traitor's excuses. I don't expect you to understand me. Of course, I understand that this decision may be difficult to accept for you who have worked hard as members of the Brands army. Therefore, except for those who will come with me, you may leave this fortress!"

"..."

"Those who wish to leave may depart immediately! Don't feel pressured to stay!"

"..."

And surprisingly.
Not a single soldier left their position; they simply looked up at her with admiration.
Irene was momentarily confused, but.

"Lady Irene."

As I gently placed my hand on her shoulder, she seemed to regain her composure and called out in a loud voice again:

"Those who remain, I will assume you are willing to follow me. Any objections!"

And with those words—
Finally, voices rose from among the soldiers.

"None!"
"The one we serve is General Irene!"
"We will follow General Irene!"
"Please accept us!"

"..."

I wondered.
Was this the forced effect of the "system" at work?
I would argue it was not.
Though this world was based on a game, it was undeniably real.
Just as James, whom I had met, had his own microcosm, these soldiers too had the right to choose whom they would serve.
Irene... had clearly captured their hearts.
Having traveled long distances with her, I could understand.
How much the soldiers trusted and followed Irene.

The path she had walked, and the soldiers' desire to follow that path... was not due to any "system."

After the speech ended.
In conclusion, we secured approximately 38,000 soldiers without a single desertion.

Now only one thing remained.
Meeting with Baranga Yuuri Aishers.

* * *

On the day of the speech.
A soldier carrying a letter expressing the intent to surrender rode toward Bahalat Castle.
And a few days later.

"An Aishers army soldier is approaching!"

A soldier on horseback was riding toward us.
Carefully carrying a red flag symbolizing the Aishers army.

Upon arriving at the fortress, he passed through the gate without difficulty and reached Irene.
His uniform was noticeably different from that of the Brands army.
The most recognizable feature was the red armband he wore.

He appeared to be a messenger dispatched as an envoy to convey the Aishers army's response.

"Are you General Irene?"

"I am."

"My Lord, Baranga Yuuri Aishers, wishes to speak with you. She has set up a light camp not far from here with her soldiers. I would like to escort you there."

"Mm."

Good.
It seemed she was willing to talk.
If she would just listen... we could somehow find a breakthrough.

'Let's go see the face of our new lord.'

I followed behind the Aishers army messenger along with Irene and a small group of soldiers.

Ch.59 - Chapter 59. First Encounter / Aeshas
As he said, there was a crude camp set up not far away.
It felt like a place built solely for negotiations, without even a fence or any defensive structures.

"Please wait a moment."

After saying this, the messenger from the Aishers army entered the tent.

Standing beside Irene, I whispered to her carefully.

"You don't need to be nervous. From her perspective, there's no reason to reject our surrender."

Instead of answering, she slowly nodded.
I could already read her trust in me from the look in her eyes.

And after some time had passed.

Finally, from inside the tent—the person who would become our new lord appeared, accompanied by a woman.

Long, elegant black hair.
Two differently colored eyes—one deep sea blue, and the other a contrasting bright sky blue.
Her straight nose and lips were positioned perfectly, like those of a well-carved statue.
She wasn't the type whose feminine presence was overwhelmingly expressed through her physical features like Irene standing beside me—
But her figure, with curves in all the right places, definitely exuded feminine beauty.
I thought that many people might actually prefer this kind of balanced physique.

'Wow... she's beautiful.'

I couldn't hide my admiration when I first saw Baranga Yuuri Aishers—Yuuri's appearance.
She was far more beautiful than I had imagined.

I already knew Yuuri's face.
I had even chosen to play as her in the game before.
But.
Just like with Lynn and Irene—there was quite a gap between the pixelated in-game graphics and her actual face.
Honestly, I wondered if she had really been this beautiful in the game.

And the woman beside her.
I could easily recognize her.
In this game, there was only one general who always carried a bow with teal hair tied in a ponytail.

Epinel Rosenkroz.
One of the founding contributors of the Aishers army, an S-class general with excellent strength and leadership.
She was particularly skilled even among the subordinate generals of "the Aishers army, which has a narrow territory but S-class general pool."
I hadn't noticed when seeing her in pixel form, but she exuded a strong feminine charm.
In terms of exposure alone, she was revealing her stomach and thighs while only covering her chest.
Despite the world setting allowing it, it was impressive that she wore such clothes to the battlefield.

Irene knelt on one knee and bowed her head as Yuuri's footsteps stopped in front of her.
I followed suit, matching her timing.

"I am honored to meet you, Baranga Yuuri Aishers."

Yuuri nodded at Irene's words and said.

"Are you Irene Juliet?"

"Yes, I am."

"I've heard rumors, but this is my first time seeing you in person. It's an honor to meet the red-haired female knight Irene face to face."

Yuuri smiled, then turned her head slightly to look down at me and asked.

"And who is this?"

"My name is Swen. I wish to join the Aishers army along with Lady Irene."

"..."

She silently looked at me.
Then, in a tone like a girl who had found something interesting, she said.

"You... have white hair? That's a color rarely seen in this region for a young man. Could you possibly be... the 'White-haired Magician' who split the sky and created a miracle at the Brands army fortress in the north?"

'....'

That day when it wasn't lightning but a meteorite that fell.
Considering how many people witnessed it, I expected rumors about me to spread—
But hearing the somewhat cringeworthy title "White-haired Magician" directly made me feel a bit embarrassed.

But, what did it matter?
As long as I had this title, it would be good for me if she found me desirable.

"I'm embarrassed to admit it, but yes, that's me. Though calling me a magician might be a bit of a stretch."

"Oh? Is that so?"

Yuuri said this and covered her mouth as she laughed softly.
It wasn't a mocking laugh... but rather one that suggested she found something interesting.
She was clearly a different type of person from Lynn Brands, who occasionally leaked undisguised malice.
For deliberate manipulation, Lynn's style might actually be easier to deal with... but I couldn't stay under her if I wanted to save Irene.

"Let me see. So you both want to surrender to our army?"

"Yes. Myself, Swen here, and the authority over the fortress along with the 38,000 soldiers inside it."

Yuuri nodded and then carefully asked.

"Irene, and Swen. Listen carefully. Your offer is too good for us to refuse from our perspective. But, normally, people don't surrender by bringing along soldiers and an entire fortress. Think about it. If you're going to surrender, wouldn't it be less troublesome and easier to just escape somehow and join our side? If you were surrendering during a war when defeat seemed imminent, you might come with your soldiers, but we're not exactly at war right now, are we? We're on bad terms, true."

Her words were logical.
The truth is, things had become complicated because I was trying to maximize the benefits of surrender to achieve my goal of "shaking up the central continent where the Brands army holds the majority," by leveraging everything I could.

"So, what I'm saying is... hmm."

As Yuuri was struggling with her words.
Epinel, who was standing beside her, spoke for the first time.

"What Yuuri is saying is that she can't fully trust you. What if this is a deceptive tactic disguised as surrender? If the soldiers you've brought start a rebellion from within, we would be in serious trouble. A fortress, soldiers, and excellent generals. This story seems too favorable for our Aishers army."

So, they're afraid this surrender itself might be bait, like a 'Trojan Horse.'

Well, being suspicious wasn't that strange.
I thought it would be best to honestly explain why we needed to surrender.

"Actually—"

At that moment.
Irene gently placed her hand on mine as I was about to speak.
She seemed to be saying, 'Leave this to me.'

Right.
After all, she was the main subject of the surrender, so it made sense for her to speak.

"I..."

Irene slowly closed her eyes.
Then, reopening them at the same pace, she looked up at Yuuri and said.

"I have detected intense killing intent directed at me from my former lord, Lynn Brands."

"Killing intent...?"

Both Yuuri and Epinel seemed shocked by Irene's confession.
Understandable. It's rare for someone to harbor killing intent toward their own general.
But what she was saying was completely true. The intense aura of truth can move people.

"Yes. She... dislikes me. Beyond hatred and resentment, she wishes for my death."

"...What? That's... hard to understand. You're Irene, right? The red-haired female knight. The specialist in siege warfare. Even I know your name. Probably every lord knows your name, right? Why would anyone treat such a renowned general like that?"

"..."

That's what I'm saying.
Why does she hate her this much?
They say there's no reason needed to dislike someone, but Lynn Brands definitively killed Irene Juliet in every timeline.

"It's very embarrassing, but it's the truth. So... to survive, I'm defecting to the Aishers army."

"Hmm..."

At that moment.
Epinel turned her head toward Yuuri.

"Yuuri. She doesn't seem to be lying."

"Huh?"

One new fact I learned:
Epinel was speaking informally to Yuuri.
Though it might seem insignificant, it had considerable meaning.
She clearly had a very strong position within the Aishers army.

"I told the spy we sent to the Brands army to report any rumors, no matter how trivial. And indeed, such rumors exist. Lynn Brands hates Irene Juliet."

"Really?"

"Yes. I didn't tell you because it didn't seem like important information. After all, it's just gossip from another country."

"If we were truly surrendering with some scheme in mind, we might harm the Aishers army, but we two wouldn't survive either. And as the rumors say... Lady Lynn Brands hates me. I want to live. I have no intention of risking my life to ambush Yuuri's army for her sake."

"Hmm... I see, so you're surrendering to our army to survive... huh."

A person only has one life.
When you die, everyone meets the same end equally.
Few reasons give more legitimacy to surrender than not wanting to die.

"...Alright. If those rumors are true, I understand Irene's position. But."

Yuuri turned her head to look down at me and said.

"Swen. Why are you surrendering? If you stayed with the Brands army, you'd be on a tremendous path to promotion. As a magician who created a miracle, they'd treat you properly, wouldn't they? It seems strange that someone like you would leave the substantial Brands army to join our smaller Aishers army."

So, she's asking me 'why are you doing something that seems disadvantageous to you?'
I had somewhat anticipated this question, so I delivered my prepared response.

"I came to believe that Lynn Brands is not a lord worthy of my service. In other words, I judged that she doesn't match the qualities of a ruler who could conquer the world."

"Is that so?"

Though my answer was ordinary, I could notice.
The corners of her mouth turned up slightly when she heard those words.

"Yes. Just look at Lady Irene beside me. How could someone who treats a general of Lady Irene's caliber with personal emotions rather than valuing them properly become a unifying ruler who binds the continent together? I want to serve someone who will become the unifying ruler. My achievements only have meaning after I've chosen the right lord to serve."

"Oh? Then conversely, you think I'm the one who will become the unifying ruler?"

"Yes."

Looking at me as I answered without hesitation, she smiled confidently.
This should be enough.
But she still continued to question me.

"Really? Is that the only reason? Nothing else?"

"...?"

What's this?
That expectant look in her eyes...?
Until just now, what I had felt from Yuuri was a ruler's aura of a different caliber than Lynn or Lunarienne.
They all had different tones, personalities, and attitudes toward me, but they all clearly possessed the spirit of someone carrying the weight of others' wills on their shoulders.

But now... she wasn't looking at me with a ruler's eyes, but rather with the eyes of a young girl.

'...Could it be.'

I carefully... brought up what I guessed she wanted to hear.

"I want to stay by Lady Irene's side and protect her."

"...!!!"

At my words, Irene, who was kneeling beside me, looked at me in surprise.
Her face turning completely red and her flustered expression... was honestly quite cute.

And Yuuri as well.
Only after hearing that answer did she speak with a satisfied expression.

"I knew it. What other reason would a man have for following a woman? That's enough for me to understand. Hehehe."

"..."

"Alright. Can you both stand up? Epinel, prepare that."

As we rose from our positions, Epinel went into the tent and brought something out.
It was a basket containing two cups, alcohol, and something resembling a silver dagger.
Epinel skillfully filled the cups while holding the tray.
Beside her, Yuuri took the silver dagger and opened it—

"...!"

She slightly cut her finger.
Then, she mixed a few drops of her flowing blood into the alcohol.

"Here."

Irene and I accepted the cups.
The clear rice wine was becoming cloudy as it mixed with her blood.

"Drink it. By doing so, you'll become our family, sharing my blood."

'...What a strange ritual.'

I wasn't one to talk, having performed a ceremony to call down lightning, but still.

I was newly reminded that this place was reality.
The in-game information I knew about Yuuri was limited to: 'she has excellent leadership that makes many people follow her,' 'she has very close relationships with her comrades,' and 'she's an intermediate-level ruler with a weak foundation but a good talent pool.'
But of course, without meeting her in person—
It's difficult to fully understand a person like Yuuri from just a few lines in a 'character introduction.'

After lightly emptying the cup.
Yuuri finally spoke in a somewhat solemn tone.

"Irene Juliet. And Swen. Welcome to our Aishers army. I, Baranga Yuuri Aishers, will risk my life to protect you. Everyone who has shared my blood is my family."

Then, looking at Irene, she said.

"I look forward to working with you, Irene."

"Yes! I will strive to meet your expectations!"

"...And, I look forward to working with you too, Swen?"

Yuuri tilted her head as she asked me.
I gave her a confident smile.

"I will make sure you never regret this decision."

And so Irene and I became members of the Aishers army.
In conclusion, I had succeeded in saving Irene Juliet.

For that alone, I felt it was worth passing through the Brands army.
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# Taking the Fortress

Capturing the fortress progressed much faster than I had anticipated.
It seemed that managing the newly acquired fortress would be Epinel's responsibility.
That's probably why she came all the way out here in the first place.
With the best general of the Aishers army positioned at the front, the Brands army must feel like they've been struck by lightning from a clear sky.
It couldn't be helped. Since we had earned their enmity, we needed to keep destabilizing the Brands army.

Considering Lynn's personality, she would never quietly step down, and having joined another army, she would certainly harbor resentment in some form.
In that case, bringing soldiers was a much better decision. I also wanted to avenge what happened to Irene.

Moreover, taking control of the central region from the Brands army and restoring balance was extremely important for me personally.
When the Lunarienne army eventually mobilizes, it would be much easier to deal with two balanced nations rather than facing one massive country.

After she secured our fortress.
I headed to Valhart Castle with Irene, following our new lord.

On the way to Valhart, I became lost in thought.

'It seems I've only gotten better at lying.'

She said she would make sure I never regret this decision.
Eventually, Irene and I will leave the Aishers army anyway.
Of course, unlike when we left the Brands army, we probably wouldn't betray them by taking soldiers with us—we'd likely just quietly resign—
but you never know how situations might unfold.

And another lie.

"Really? Then conversely, you think I'm the one who will become the unifying monarch?"

'Can Baranga Yuuri Aishers become the monarch who unifies the continent?'

[She cannot.]

Despite making that prediction, I shamelessly gave an immediate answer.

Well, why she is destined not to become the unifying monarch—I'll probably find out while staying here.
As I was lost in these trivial thoughts.

"Um... Swen."

"Yes?"

Irene grabbed my sleeve and said.

"That... um... what was that situation...?"

"Which one?"

"That... what you said at the end in front of Lady Yuuri... why did you suddenly say such a thing."

Ah.
I immediately understood what she was talking about.

"Lady Yuuri seems to have more of a playful side than I expected."

I said that while recalling what had just happened.
It seemed our new lord wasn't as serious as I had thought.
The way she showed intense interest in our escape together was more like that of a girl full of girlish sentiments rather than a ruler.

"Our lord seems to think I abandoned everything to follow you, Lady Irene, in some kind of romantic escape."

"What...!"

Irene turned pale and her face flushed deeply.

"Well, if that's what she thinks, there's no harm in playing along. Thanks to that, she accepted our surrender smoothly."

After hearing my words, she sighed briefly, then spoke with regained composure.

"...I... I see... So you were just playing along..."

"Well, it wasn't entirely playing along. After all, I truly do want to protect you, Lady Irene. I told you that night, didn't I?"

Hearing my words, Irene looked at me with slight surprise—
Then, with her face still flushed, she nodded with a smile.

"...Yes."

I stared at her smile, momentarily entranced.
She was truly a lovable woman. Her appearance was exceptionally beautiful, and her chest was ample enough to definitely catch a man's eye.
Just based on her looks alone, one wouldn't regret selling an entire country for her.
But I... didn't think of her as merely 'beautiful.'
As I said before, she was 'lovable.' That was the crucial difference between her and Yuuri, who was simply beautiful.

Now that we had come to a new country, I hoped she would regain her self-esteem.
Her self-confidence must have been thoroughly crushed during her days in the Brands army, where she wasn't recognized despite her achievements.

"It doesn't have to be now. When everything is over... make sure to tell me. I'll be waiting."

'...When everything is over, huh.'

I didn't plan to wait until then.

Pondering her words, I continued walking toward Valhart Castle.

*

Valhart Castle had a distinctly different atmosphere from Anel Castle or Kelstein Castle.
First, I noticed that people's attire was subtly different. There was definitely a difference from Jeilant Castle where I first settled, Anel Castle, and Kelstein Castle which was located on the way to the north.
The atmosphere among the territory's residents... if I had to compare it to somewhere, it was closer to the somewhat tense atmosphere of Jeilant Castle rather than the peaceful ambiance of Anel Castle, but there was still a sense of peace in the air.
The castle walls were extremely high, and well-trained soldiers patrolled the interior, working to maintain order.

To summarize, it was a situation where 'tension about war exists, but all residents clearly sense that they are safe.'

After all the soldiers had returned.
Yuuri approached us and said.

"You both worked hard coming all this way. I'll say it again, thank you for becoming part of my family. It couldn't have been an easy decision to defect to a smaller nation."

Irene bowed her head and said.

"Not at all, my lord. We are the ones who should thank you for taking us in."

"Thank you."

After hearing our greetings, she nodded and briefly looked up at the sky.
The day had already grown dark, with stars scattered across the sky.

"It's late today, so there's no need to come to the royal castle to do anything. We've already completed all the necessary ceremonies. Our army's next regular meeting is in three weeks. I'll call you if something comes up, but if nothing special happens, you won't need to take on any missions until then."

Three weeks.
That was a longer idle period than I expected.
If it were an urgent situation, she would have given orders immediately, but perhaps the internal affairs were stable enough that there was no need to rush.
During this free time, it would be good to explore Valhart Castle and get familiar with the geography.

"Understood."

"Right. Speaking of which, you two need a place to stay, don't you?"

Yuuri put her index finger to her lips and made an "hmm" sound as she thought.

"Let's see... currently vacant houses... there's one that was recently built... yes, that should work. Irene?"

"Yes. Please tell me."

"There's a road leading southeast from the plaza called Shaman Street. Number 9 on Shaman Street. You can stay there. It's a newly built building so it should be clean, but there might be some dust."

"That's fine. I'll take care of the rest. I'm extremely grateful just for providing us with a place to stay."

"Really? That's good then."

Yuuri said with a smile.

"Then I'll be going now. You both worked hard today. See you at the next meeting if nothing comes up."

At that moment.
I called out to Yuuri as she was about to leave.

"Um... my lord."

"Yes?"

"Where should I go?"

Let's say Irene goes to Number 9 on Shaman Street.
Then where am I supposed to go?
Given all the talk about family, I didn't think she would treat me and Irene differently.

But.
Yuuri spoke as if wondering why I would even ask such a question.

"Hm? I already told you. Number 9 on Shaman Street. That's where you go."

"...So that's where I should go?"

"?"

At that very moment when I felt our conversation was misaligned—
I realized something.

"Um... perhaps."

"Hehehe."

Yuuri covered her mouth and laughed again.
To someone who doesn't know better, it might look very elegant and dignified... but that was unmistakably the laugh of a girl who enjoys playing pranks.

"You two will live together, of course."

"...!!!"

"No... that's..."

Irene tried to say something in embarrassment, but Yuuri cut her off as if she had no intention of listening.

"I'm not that insensitive. It's just the right space for two people, so stay there from now on. Got it?"

"..."

Well.
Come to think of it, hadn't we been living together before?
I nodded.

"Understood."

"Good. I'll be looking forward to good news. Well then."

After Yuuri left.
Irene and I stood there in silence for a while.

It was strange.
Just a moment ago, I was able to maintain my composure thinking, 'Hadn't we been living together before?'
Why... did my face feel so hot now?

And it seemed no different for Irene standing next to me.
With her face completely flushed... she was just fidgeting and glancing at me.

It was a bit awkward, but as I had just thought, this wasn't our first time living together.
In situations like this, dragging out the conversation would only make the atmosphere more awkward.

"Let's go, Lady Irene."

"Huh?! Oh... y-yes. L-let's."

So Irene and I headed toward what would become our new home.

*

Upon arriving at our new home, we lit a lantern.
It was indeed a clean and nice house that showed signs of being newly built.
It was more spacious than our place in East Anel, the kitchen area seemed more sophisticated, and the overall facilities felt better.
Crucially... the bed was large. Large enough to be a double bed.
I'm not sure why the bed stood out so much in my consciousness.

"We've... arrived."

After unpacking her things lightly, Irene once again said nothing.
I guess I need to take the lead here.

"Shall we clean first? There seems to be some dust."

"Cleaning..."

The day had grown dark, but it wasn't deep into the night yet.
People were still walking around on the streets.
Actually, that didn't really matter. To be honest, I just wanted to escape the awkward atmosphere quickly.

"Let's do that. Let's clean first. Yes."

Irene seemed to want to move her body too, as she agreed with my suggestion.

So we thoroughly cleaned the house where we would be staying.

Cleaning definitely made time pass well.
Moving our bodies until every corner of the house was clean seemed to clear away distracting thoughts.

After the cleaning was done.
Silence greeted us once again.

"Now, let's take a bath. We've been sweating. And we've traveled a long way."

"Hmm. Good idea."

So we took turns bathing.

After cleaning and washing our bodies, we felt refreshed in both body and mind.
Now... there was truly nothing left to do.
The night had deepened.

Silence descended once more.

And this time... Irene spoke to me first.

"Swen."

"Yes?"

With her face deeply flushed—
Looking at me with a slightly trembling voice... she moved her small lips.

"...Shall we sleep together?"
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"Shall we sleep together?"

When I asked back, Irene was startled and began stammering.
Her face, which had been flushed since we were cleaning, now turned as red as a radish.

"N-no... that's not what I meant! I just meant it's time to sleep...! I-I mean..."

"..."

She's the one who brought it up, yet she's this embarrassed? What am I supposed to do?
Despite myself, a smile spread across my face.
Yes. This was the Irene Juliet I knew.

I glanced at the bed.

Huh?

The blanket is spread wide, but... looking closely, it seems like two single beds pushed together.

"Lady Irene."

"Y-yes?!"

"This bed. We can separate it. Like this..."

I said as I separated the bed.
The double bed easily split into two single beds.

"So, there's no need to be so embarrassed."

"Oh... I... I see."

Irene said that, then lowered her head and mumbled something.
It was too quiet for me to hear clearly.

After a moment, as if she had sorted out her thoughts, she spoke in a clean tone.

"...Yes. Right, yes. I understand. Swen. Let's go to sleep then."

"Alright."

Sleeping together in a double bed wouldn't be so bad, but that was just from my perspective as a man.
From her perspective as a woman, it must be quite embarrassing.
We're not even married yet, so it would naturally be burdensome.

'Marriage...'

Since things have come to this.
Should I just take Irene as my first wife?
To be honest, I liked Irene. I don't know how she feels about me, but I would marry her without much hesitation if I could.
She's pretty, well-endowed, has childbearing hips, and high strength.
But that's not all her value. I also really liked her beliefs, pride, and consideration for those beneath her despite her high position.
What man could refuse Irene?

In the game, to get married, you had to keep talking to them, giving gifts, completing quests, and fighting together on the same battlefield to raise affection levels.
Naturally, there would come a point where you'd think, "I think I can propose now."
In this world where the game has become reality... how should I go about it?
Since it's reality, there's no visible "affection level," so I can't help but be cautious.

Most importantly-
In this game, if you fail a proposal, not only does the affection level drop to 0, but things become so awkward that you can barely speak to each other.
If you failed to meet certain triggers or were unlucky enough to fail a proposal, marriage with that female general would be off the table unless you loaded a saved file.

I think my affection level with Irene has risen quite a bit, and I sense a stronger bond between us than ever before...
But I wanted to avoid failing a proposal and making things awkward with her at all costs.
I need to maintain a good relationship with her until I safely escort her to Lunarienne's army.
If our relationship sours here, I'd end up only doing Yuuri a favor.

Perhaps the best timing would be after Lunarienne raises her army.
If I propose after joining Luna's army, everything should be OK.
Even if I'm rejected, our relationship would sour, but working under Luna's army wouldn't change.
Of course... my heart would ache a lot, but if we continue to get along well until then, the affection level would rise and the success rate would increase, right?

Even if not after joining Luna's army, the right timing might naturally come as we spend time together.
What's certain is that there's no need to rush and ruin things.

"Good night, Lady Irene."

"Yes... good night, Swen."

And with her turning off the lantern-
Our long day finally came to an end.

*

When Irene arrived at the new house with Swen and saw the double bed, her thoughts were quite simple.

It was, amusingly... about her first experience.

Irene had lived her whole life wielding a sword. Growing up without knowing men, even the object of her loyalty was a female ruler.
While her appearance wasn't lacking and many men had approached her, she had rejected them all for her training.
Moreover, that was only in the early days.
After it became widely known that she was disliked by Lynn Brands, no one reached out to her.
No matter how beautiful she was, not a single person was willing to take her while going against their lord.

The first person to reach out to her and share the stigma of being a traitor was the man beside her, Swen.
Naturally, Irene knew. The reason he left the Brands army was purely because of her.
Even if he was waiting for Lunarienne's uprising, working in a nation the size of the Brands army would be much more convenient than coming to this small country.
She had sworn to wield her sword for him because she knew he had forsaken that convenient path for her sake.

So... if Swen were to ask her to sleep with him.
She was prepared to accept it.
They say the first experience is pleasant, or rather, painful... what if she troubled Swen due to her lack of knowledge?
What if her unusually large breasts seemed dull to him?
These worries, which she had never had before, now occupied her mind—not as a warrior, but as an ordinary woman in love.

That's why today's bath was inevitably longer than usual.
Irene looked down, examining various parts of her body.
Having walked the path of a warrior, her body was far from the ideal woman she envisioned—one with white, beautiful, and smooth skin.
Her skin was somewhat rough, firm rather than soft, with small muscles here and there, and a few scars visible.
Her trained body had always been her pride, but why did it seem so unsightly today?

'Would Swen... like... a body like this...?'

Even if it's an unsightly body, it would be fine if he praised it.

After somehow calming her racing heart.
As bedtime approached... just as she was preparing herself for that moment.

"This bed. We can separate it. Like this..."

When she heard those words, she partly sighed in relief-
But clearly, part of her was disappointed.
So, without realizing it, she whispered her true feelings in a small voice.

"That's a shame..."

After saying it, she was startled and checked his reaction.
Fortunately, Swen didn't seem to have heard, as he made no comment.

And so they each lay in separate beds.
Irene looked at the bed where Swen was sleeping and thought.

'Swen... if you want me... I...'

Irene suddenly felt a tingling in her stomach.
Like before... in front of him, she could feel a side of herself she had never known.
This was a feeling she had never experienced with any other man.

Naturally... Irene couldn't fall asleep for a long time.

* * *

In the royal palace of Anel Castle.

Farfalle, kneeling, spoke to Lynn with great remorse.

"I apologize. If only I had come directly to Anel Castle instead of going south... I could have realized something was wrong."

Irene Juliet had surrendered to the Aishers army with over 30,000 soldiers.
This surrender wasn't just about losing soldiers and generals.
It meant the sudden evaporation of surplus troops that could move freely without being stationed at the border.
For the Brands army, which had already lost about 20,000 soldiers due to Kalinz's blunder, this was a critical blow.
Moreover, the opponent was the Aishers army.
Wasn't the Aishers army the biggest obstacle to the Brands army's plan to quickly dominate the central region and confront the northern and southern regions?
Besides the soldiers, Irene was an exceptionally skilled general. What if her sword was pointed at their army...?

"..."

Lynn said nothing, seemingly calm as she twisted her hair, but.
Farfalle, who had served her for a long time, could tell.
She was barely suppressing her anger right now.
In all the time serving her, she had never been this angry.

That's why Farfalle was afraid.
The sparks could easily fly in her direction.
So she bowed her head and prostrated herself. She wanted to live.

"I sincerely apologize for not making the right judgment. I will accept any punishment."

"..."

Honestly.
As someone who knew better than anyone how Lynn had treated the loyal general Irene-
Farfalle wasn't surprised by Irene's betrayal; it seemed inevitable.
Rather, she had never understood why Irene had stayed by Lynn's side all this time, desperately trying to earn recognition.

But.
It was shocking even to her that Swen, a new general who had claimed to want to achieve merit for Kalinz, had betrayed them.
Moreover, he had shown cunning by sending a letter to distance her from Lynn.
The reason she believed that letter was because she never thought he would betray them.
Unlike Irene, whose betrayal was understandable, he had no reason to betray.
He had already proven his abilities to some extent, and if he had continued, he could have competed for the position of national strategist, which was her position.
From Farfalle's perspective, if Swen had continued to perform miracles and give correct advice, she would have accepted losing her position.

No... actually, that wasn't entirely true.
If one "assumption" was added, his reason for betrayal became ridiculously simple.

'To save... Irene Juliet?'

It's a bit hazy now, but.
On Swen's first day of appointment, he stayed at Irene's house on Lynn's orders.
It wouldn't be strange for a young man and woman living in the same house to develop feelings for each other.

What's interesting is that the reason "to save Irene Juliet" also explains why he risked his life to hold out in the northern fortress until the end.
Because she was there.
He risked his life to protect her.
If Swen hadn't performed a miracle, Irene would certainly have been killed by Serphina's army.
His claimed reasons for the siege, like preserving Kalinz's honor, were just excuses at the point of betrayal.

So in the end...
Because Lynn needlessly persisted in antagonizing Irene, she lost both Irene and Swen.
Moreover, wasn't it Lynn herself who provided the decisive connection between the two?
Later investigations revealed that this expedition itself was decided after Swen advised that "if Irene is placed at the vanguard, her life could be in danger, so it would be better to send another general."
In other words, Lynn had tried to kill Irene. She was just betrayed in the process.
Swen had skillfully exploited that "intent to kill."

'What was bound to happen, happened.'

The sharp-minded Farfalle realized that everything was ultimately Lynn's fault.
But... because she was sharp-minded, she could never voice this fact.
One wrong move, and it would be her head that would roll.

At that moment.

Lynn, who had been silent, slowly parted her lips.

"Farfalle."

"...Yes?"

"What do you think?"

"...What do I think...?"

Unlike Farfalle, who was trembling with fear.
Lynn's attitude was very cold and calm.

"It was Irene, wasn't it?"

"Pardon...?"

"Irene seduced him, right? Swen. With that vulgar and lewd body of hers."

"...???"

"Otherwise, this situation... doesn't make sense, does it? Swen just said he wanted to rise in the world, right? He said he would give me the world. So why... does he betray me? Swen? Why would Swen, whom I personally brought, betray me?"

"...Well, that..."

From the beginning, that "wanting to rise in the world" was just a smokescreen.
From the start, Swen had planned everything to get Irene out of here.
The evidence lies in the fact that he first brought up the point that "taking Irene would be dangerous"—it would be good if she could say this, but.
She simply couldn't bring herself to say it.

Lynn couldn't accept it.
The fact that Swen, whom she had chosen, had rejected her.
She's fine with making her own choices, but it's impossible for her to accept being rejected.
So, once again, she finds the reason in Irene, whom she hates.
It's much easier to accept that way.

This wasn't a good habit, but... for a leader who must maintain mental stability in any situation, it could be considered an advantage in a way.

"...Irene Juliet... she betrayed me in the end. I thought she would. I never liked the look of that woman from the start. Born to a good father and serving me... so arrogant... don't you think?"

"..."

"The Aishers army, you said? Where that woman took Swen and ran."

"...Y-yes."

"Is that so? Then I'll have to show her. Right before her eyes, I'll show her Swen truly becoming mine... don't you think?"

"..."

"Let's quickly settle the western region. We're going to be busy for a while. We must repay the insult we've received. Right, Farfalle?"

Once again, Farfalle couldn't say anything.
She just hoped this tsunami would pass quickly...
She hoped that when her lord regained her composure, she would eventually realize her own mistakes.
After all, she still believed that, except for matters related to Irene, Lynn Brands had the qualities to become an excellent ruler.

And so, after Farfalle somehow managed to withdraw.

Alone in the royal palace...
Lynn rose from her seat and threw a decorative sword that was nearby.

"...Aaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!!"

Crash!

The thrown sword made a rough sound as it left a mark on the floor.
Only after throwing everything else within reach did she begin to regain her composure.

Betrayal.
To be betrayed.
And of all people, by Irene Juliet.
By the woman she hated so much, whom she wished would die...
And taking Swen, whom she had personally brought...!

'Irene Juliet... I'll never forgive you, never...!!!'

She bit her lower lip hard as she vented her anger.
Detecting a slight taste of blood, she suddenly began to laugh.
The laughter was so cold and sharp that it gave the sensation of being stabbed by a pointed icicle.

"Haha... ha. Yes. Right before your eyes, I'll take back what you hold most dear."

Sitting back on the throne, Lynn thought with a snicker.
What reflected in her dead eyes was pure madness itself.

'...Wait... Swen. I'll open your clouded eyes that have been momentarily bewitched by a stupid woman like Irene...♥'

Seeing that she had no intention of changing her mind no matter who spoke to her-
Farfalle's decision not to advise her was indeed a wise choice from the perspective of self-preservation.
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In the southern part of the continent, at Tepelo Castle occupied by the Karelia Army.
Lunarienne Iniang was serving as the lord of this castle, which was adjacent to the border with Ohana's army.

At first, many questioned whether she had been given too much responsibility despite her short tenure—
But as time passed and Luna herself proved her abilities, those complaints quickly subsided.
Her clear system of rewards and punishments, and her meticulous attention to even the smallest details that other castle lords would ignore, effectively silenced those who doubted her.
It wasn't surprising, considering that Karelia, and Vanessa who assisted Karelia, prioritized ability above all else in their personnel selections.

And now, in the royal palace of Tepelo Castle—
Tifa and Luna were having a private conversation for the first time in a long while.

"Old man Kein wants to see me too?"

"Yes."

"Why? I'm busy training the kids."

"He said he has something to show us."

"Really? What about the others?"

"He mentioned he'd prefer if it was just us."

"Huh, is that so?"

Tifa said with a grin.

"The three of us together—me, old man Kein, and Luna... it reminds me of the old days."

"..."

In truth, Luna had thought the same thing.
The only difference from back then was...

That 'that person' was no longer here with them.

"Right. You've heard the news too, haven't you, Luna? About the white-haired magician in Brands territory."

"Yes."

"I'm one hundred percent sure it's Swen."

"You think so too?"

"Of course. How many other young men with white hair could cause such absurd incidents?"

Just as Luna had immediately recognized "this must be Lord Swen" when she heard the news.
It seemed Tifa had also quickly detected that it was Swen.

"So magic really does exist, huh?"

"But is it actually magic? The rumors say he performed a ritual to the sky."

"If dropping rocks from the sky isn't magic, then what is?!"

"...Is that so? But Lord Swen never used magic when he was with us..."

"Maybe he was just hiding his powers?"

"...Hmm..."

Luna wore a slightly puzzled expression.
But Tifa, as if none of that mattered, bumped her fists together and said:

"Anyway! If even a scrawny guy like him can use magic, then I should be able to use it too!"

"But as I was saying, it might not be magic—"

"I don't care! I'll start training from today and figure it out somehow. Though I'm strong enough without magic anyway!"

These days, Tifa had been pushing herself through almost murderous training.
She strengthened her body by repeating simple movements hundreds or thousands of times.
Three times a day, she ran 3km around the territory of Tepelo Castle.

From the day her confidence in her own strength was shattered—
The day she was utterly defeated by Irene Juliet... since then, she had been driven by the crisis awareness that "this level of strength isn't enough to help Luna, let alone protect myself," leading to intense training.
Even when her training overlapped with missions, she never missed a single session, even if it meant reducing her sleep.
Luna, understanding Tifa's determination, had mainly assigned her to train the soldiers since becoming castle lord.
When soldiers trained, Tifa trained alongside them, making efficient use of even her mission time.

Just then.

"I see you've both gathered. I apologize for being late."

In the distance, Kein slowly walked toward them.
However... he wasn't coming alone.

"Hurry up, old man! Wait, who are those people behind you?"

People?
Well, they were people, but... more precisely, they were young boys and girls.
Kein was accompanied by one boy and two girls.
The oldest, the boy, appeared to be around 16 years old.

"Kein, who are these children?"

"...I was just about to introduce them to Lady Luna and Miss Tifa."

As Kein stepped slightly to the side.

"It is an honor to meet you, Lady Lunarienne."

The three young people knelt before Luna in unison and greeted her.

"They are my relatives. Due to circumstances... they are all orphans now."

"Huh? Hey, old man. You had relatives? You said you didn't have any family."

In response to Tifa's words, Kein nodded and said:

"...Well, that was true when we were at Jeilant Castle. These children were in an orphanage in another castle."

"An orphanage?"

"Yes. I thought it would be good to introduce them to Lady Luna now that some time has passed."

As Kein finished speaking, starting with the oldest-looking boy, they introduced themselves in order:

"My name is Francis."
"I am Charlotte."
"I'm Violet."

Luna looked into Francis's eyes.
Golden eyes and somewhat dull blonde hair.
She felt like she'd seen him somewhere before... or was it just her imagination?

Charlotte also had golden eyes similar to Francis.
Violet had black eyes resembling Kein's.
Both girls had black hair.

"It's nice to meet you all. I am Lunarienne."

"So, what's your purpose? Introducing your relatives can't be the only reason you called us here, right?"

"Well, that's true. Listen."

Kein looked at Luna with a more serious expression than ever before and said:

"Lady Luna, please take these children under your guardianship."

"These children? Me...?"

"Yes. Though it's embarrassing to say with my own mouth, they are all children with extraordinary qualities. They will surely be of help for your great cause in the future."

"By great cause, you mean...?"

Kein nodded at Luna's words.

"I don't think it's Lady Luna's intention to remain a castle lord under the Karelia Army forever."

"Ah, I see."

Tifa seemed to finally understand why they had been summoned and nodded.

"These kids will be on our side later, right?"

"That's correct."

"..."

Indeed.
As Kein said, Luna had never intended to abandon her ambitions here.
Hadn't she promised Swen? That if an opportunity came, she would never let it go.
If she did that, he promised he would definitely return to her side.
Even now, she had never forgotten his voice when he told her that before leaving.

"It would be good to have them stay at Lady Luna's mansion to prepare for the future. Lady Luna doesn't have any servants at the moment, does she? If you take these children in as servants, others won't find it strange."

As castle lord, Lunarienne had been given the massive mansion where the previous lord, Carlos, had lived.
It was far too spacious for one person, and she had been managing somehow without any servants.

"But why me...? Since they're Kein's relatives, wouldn't it be better for you to take care of them?"

"Haha... Lady Luna. I understand what you're saying, but I'm already old enough. I might die next month for all we know. Well, it's a natural thing for an old man who has lived a full life."

"Don't say such things...!"

"Yeah, old man. They say the biggest lie old people tell is 'I've lived long enough, so I'm ready to die.' Shouldn't you at least live to see Luna rebuild her country?"

At those words, Kein chuckled and said:

"Well... I think I've already done my part by introducing these children to Lady Luna."

"Hmph. I get that they're relatives, but how talented are they that you're so confident?"

"Miss Tifa will understand in time what I mean."

After saying that, Kein bowed his head to Luna and said:

"Anyway, I hope Lady Luna will take them in. Before anyone else does. I promise they will be of great help."

"..."

Eventually, she would need to break away from the Karelia Army and raise her own forces.
Having more people who would follow her will was never a bad thing, only a good one.

"...Would you all please stand up?"

At Luna's voice, the kneeling children all rose.
She walked slowly toward Francis, the oldest among them, and said:

"Francis."

"Yes, Lady Lunarienne."

"You can call me Luna from now on. It's fine to think of me as your guardian. I look forward to our time together."

At Luna's words, Francis blushed slightly, bowed his head, and said:
He seemed somewhat awkward around women.

"I... I understand. I'll do my best."

After that, Luna also briefly greeted Charlotte and Violet.
Fortunately, they didn't seem to have any aversion to Luna.

Kein watched Luna and fell into thought.

'I considered watching a bit longer... but indeed, Lady Lunarienne is the only lord worthy of my service.'

These children, whom he had hidden at the risk of his life, born of noble blood like himself.
If these children existed under Lunarienne, they would surely provide legitimacy comparable to Serphina's in the future.
They could effectively shake Serphina's foundation, which was built on overwhelming legitimacy despite maintaining tyrannical rule.

What these three people didn't know was—
Their fates had changed significantly after meeting him.

Originally, Kein would have died without properly making up his mind, only passing these children to Luna through his will on his deathbed.
But after staying with Luna at Jeilant Castle and fleeing to the south, he had been able to choose a new lord to support before his life ended.

The same was true for Tifa.
Rather than discovering mana by miraculous coincidence after a long time—
Hearing about the magician 'Swen' had made her think more quickly that magic, or 'mana,' might exist.
She was the only strength-type general who could read mana. It was as if the timing for her potential to explode had been accelerated.

Lunarienne, who had gone from being the ruler of a small country to becoming a castle lord of the Karelia Army, one of the continent's major feudal states.
Tifa, who recognized the existence of magicians much earlier than usual.
Kein, who quickly decided which lord to serve through various experiences.

All of this was possible thanks to just one person—Swen.
Swen's existence was dramatically reducing the time needed for the "royal build-up" of Lunarienne's forces.

* * *

A week had passed since I arrived at Valhalart Castle.
During that time, Irene and I were able to enjoy our time together after a long while.

"Should I hold it like this?"

"Yes, that's right. Now tie it here like this... and it's done. Three more to go."

First, we made something like a scarecrow for Irene's training.
I couldn't help but smile at how typical it was of her to bring a training scarecrow into the room first.

In our spare time, we walked around various parts of Valhalart Castle together.
Valhalart Castle had its own charm, different from Anel Castle, and wasn't a bad place to stay.
Considering this place was practically on the border, it seemed the Aishers Army had managed to protect Valhalart Castle like an iron fortress.
Of course, there was still some tension... but at Kelstein, also located on the border, such a peaceful atmosphere would have been impossible.

I was immersed in an emotion I hadn't felt in a long time.
Peace.
Back when I belonged to Luna's forces.
The memory of dancing with Luna during inspections at Jeilant Castle, where the atmosphere had completely changed after the harvest.
That exact feeling I had back then... I was now experiencing it here at Valhalart Castle, far away, with Irene.

'I wonder how she's doing.'

By moving from Brands Army to Aishers Army, I still couldn't find the answer to the question "Can Lunarienne Iniang become the unifying monarch of the world?"
Nevertheless, my belief that she was doing well somewhere remained unshaken.

'It wouldn't be so bad to just spend time with Irene like this.'

I could tell this period of peace wouldn't last long.
Unless the Brands Army was foolish, something would surely happen soon.
Rather than spending time worrying about such things, I decided to enjoy the peace while it lasted—
I spent each day very meaningfully with her.

After about 10 days had passed.

Irene and I were returning home after purchasing tea leaves and other necessities from a general store in the castle.

That's when.

'Huh?'

There seemed to be some commotion in that back alley.

"What's wrong, Swen?"

"No. Over there... something concerning is happening."

A young woman wearing a veil was surrounded by three sturdy-looking men.
From the atmosphere, it didn't seem like the woman and the men knew each other.
Even from a distance, it wasn't difficult to see that the woman was in trouble.

'Ruffians, perhaps.'

We were generals belonging to the Aishers Army.
That meant our walk also served as a patrol to maintain public order.
While we might have ignored it had we not seen it, once it was in our sight, we couldn't just pretend not to notice.
I approached them.

"What are you doing there?"
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The men who heard my voice turned their heads to glare at me.

"Who are you?"

"Do you know this girl or something?"

"Not particularly."

"Ha! Then mind your own business and get lost."

"What's this? He may look scrawny and weak, but he's got a pretty face, boss. Are you sure he's a man?"

They started laughing among themselves after that exchange.

Unbelievable.
Their dialogue was so stereotypically thuggish that it was almost deflating.
I maintained the kindest smile I could, hoping they would just let it go and move on.

"This is a warning. It would be better for your well-being to stop now and quietly withdraw."

"What? Ha!"

One of the men approached me.

"Listen here. You're trying to sound tough with that deep voice of yours. Whatever happens next is entirely your fault. Got it?"

After saying that—
Two thugs behind him drew their swords.

"So that's what you chose to draw? Swords?"

"That's right. 100% real swords. You'll pay dearly for daring to warn us. Go ahead and call the guards if you want. I wonder whose side they'll take?"

"Sigh..."

I prayed for their souls.
The moment they drew their swords... they had no chance of defeating us.

"Hey."

And the person who made it impossible for them to win—
Irene slowly drew her sword and approached us.

"Come at me all at once. I don't want to waste time."

"Huh? What's this? A pretty lady carrying a sword? Are you this young master's bodyguard or something?"

"Looking at how he has a bodyguard, he must be some hollow noble nobody. How many years has it been since the empire fell? What good is bloodline now? Power! This street is governed by the law of power!"

Ignoring the man's words, I turned to Irene.

"Lady Irene. Let's finish this quickly. It's starting to get annoying."

"Understood."

"What? Annoying? You bastard... are you looking down on commoners, you piece of trash?!"

"Kill that bastard!"

After making their own judgments and building up hatred, the men rushed at me all at once.

And then.

*

Naturally...
They couldn't defeat Irene. Not a chance.

"P-please spare me...!"

"Noble sir, please, please forgive us just this once...!"

The man who had been ranting about commoners just moments ago was now on his knees, pressing his head to the ground and begging for our forgiveness.
Seeing such a pathetic sight, I sighed and asked Irene:

"What should we do?"

"These thugs should be handed over to the security forces. Our Lord would prefer that. Conveniently, there are guards coming this way."

As she said, guards who had detected the commotion were rushing toward us.

"L-Lord...?"
"C-could it be...!"

As soon as they heard the word "Lord," the men's faces turned deathly pale.
Come to think of it, from their perspective, they had just harassed government officials.
Since they were residents of the territory confronting their ruler, I could understand why they were so frightened.

"S-save me...!"

As he tried to get up and run away, Irene quickly tripped him.

"Where do you think you're going? It would be better for you to realize in prison whose temper you've provoked."

"Ugh...!!"

And so, we handed the thugs over to the guards who had hurriedly arrived.
I didn't even need to step in; Irene handled everything very skillfully.

Come to think of it, this was essentially a patrol activity for maintaining public order.
Given her high strength, it made sense that she would be skilled at patrol duties.
I was wondering if accomplishments made without orders would still count as merits when I suddenly realized I had forgotten something. I turned my head and approached the trembling woman.

"It's okay now. You can calm down. It's all over."

"Uh... ah, ah... uh."

She slowly raised her head.

At the same time, her face, covered with a veil, came into my view for the first time.

'...Huh?'

Pink hair, and eyes that were a slightly lighter shade of pink...
In this game, there was only one woman with pink hair.

'...Reika?'

Reika.
For anyone who had played [Garland Eternity Saga] deeply, she was a character as unforgettable as the Lord characters.

The reason was very simple.
Reika was... the continent's first magician and the strongest magician on the continent.
She was the character who firmly established the perception in classic gaming communities that "Pink" was an overpowered character.

I desperately tried to recall the pixel graphics in my memory.
Comparing them, I thought she definitely looked similar.
Of course, the Reika in front of me now was much prettier than the pixel graphics Reika, but that had been the case with most of the female generals I had met so far.

'But why is Reika here?'

From what I remembered, she was supposed to make her mark much later.
According to her character setting, she should be wandering around as an orphan right now.

But... looking at her clothes, she seemed more like a daughter from a well-off family than an orphan.

"Um... excuse me."

"Ah."

Only then did I realize I had been staring at her absentmindedly.

"I apologize. Are you alright?"

"Yes, yes... ah, um, uh... I, that is."

She nodded with a timid voice.
She seemed to be quite shy.
These personal characteristics were information I couldn't have known from the game.
In the game, all the generals just recited their pre-programmed lines.

This time, Irene, who was standing next to me, spoke up.

"Are you alright?"

"Ah... y-yes...! Th-thank... thank you...!"

I could see her eyes darting around nervously.
Come to think of it, with her face covered by a veil... she looked like she was doing something she "shouldn't be caught doing."
Did she have some circumstances?

At that moment, my mind started racing.

'...If this woman is indeed Reika, it would be good to establish a connection now.'

The continent's first and most powerful magician.
She would definitely be a great asset to Lunarienne's army.
I didn't know why she was here, but meeting her was fortunate in itself.
Currently, she wasn't yet famous. If I could slowly persuade her to join me, that would be the best outcome.

With that judgment, I bowed my head and asked her name in the most respectful tone possible—
naturally bringing up the question.

"We are... well."

"...My name is Reika Nighthart."

'Huh?'

It's good that her name is Reika, but Reika Nighthart?
That was a bit strange.
The Reika I knew didn't have a surname. Because she was an orphan.
And Nighthart as a surname.
That's a surname I've heard somewhere before...
I couldn't remember exactly, but it was definitely a surname that remained in my memory.

Anyway.
Now that I knew her name, I could be certain.
This woman is Reika. The woman who will become the continent's greatest magician in the future.
Knowing that, what I needed to do was incredibly simple.

"Yes, Ms. Reika. We are from the Aishers army, and we were conducting security maintenance activities in the streets. We would like to quietly escort you to your residence so that you won't be harmed again, away from the eyes of others."

"...!"

She reacted to the words "quietly escort you."
Let me dangle the bait a bit more.

"Please don't feel burdened. Maintaining the safety of the territory's residents is essentially our reason for existence."

"That's right. You don't need to be too wary."

Fortunately, Irene, who was beside me, was matching her words with mine.
As I always felt, it was incredibly reassuring that she consistently aligned with me at critical moments.

"Is... that so...?"

Reika slowly looked at me, then thought about something—
and slowly nodded her head and said:

"Then... p-please, I would appreciate it."

'Is she just a shy personality?'

When controlling Reika in the game, I only knew how to blast magic spells, not what kind of person she was, so her demeanor felt refreshingly new to me.

As we followed behind her—
she kept looking around as if wary of her surroundings.
Did she have some circumstances?
I wanted to ask in detail, but... being too forward on a first meeting could ruin things.

'Keep the first meeting as natural as possible.'

There was no need to rush.
For the time being, I would be affiliated with the Aishers army, and if she resided in this castle, opportunities to meet would inevitably increase.

After following her for a while—
we arrived at a quite spacious mansion with a large yard.

"This... this is it."

'She lives in a really nice place?'

I had guessed from her expensive-looking clothes.
It seemed that in this world line, Reika was not an orphan.
Was she adopted into a wealthy family?

I gave a simple greeting.

"We will strive to patrol more thoroughly in the future to ensure you don't experience such incidents again. I hope you can recover from this ordeal."

"Yes, yes...! I... thank, thank you both so much. Well then...!"

After Reika entered the mansion.
Only then did Irene ask me a question.

"Swen. Do you know her?"

"No. This is my first time meeting her."

While I do know of her, it's true that this is the first time seeing her face in person, so it's not a lie.

"I see. It felt like you were dealing with someone you knew."

...You're more perceptive than I thought, Lady Irene.

"Still, Swen, I've gained a new appreciation for you."

"Pardon?"

"Even when such incidents happen on the street, most people would just ignore and walk past. But you didn't."

After saying that, Irene spoke with quite an enthusiastic voice.

"Good. I definitely need to stay by your side at all times."

"How did you reach that conclusion?"

"Well, if I hadn't been there, you might have been harmed."

"..."

Honestly.
If it came down to pure strength against those thugs... I would have lost.
The reason I could speak so confidently was partly because I was a general affiliated with the Aishers army...
but half of it was because I was certain Irene would protect me.

"I'm just glad I could be of help to you. Hehe."

Irene kept laughing as if something was amusing her.
Is she that happy to be of help to me?

"Shall we head back then?"

"Yes. I was thinking of having a cup of tea today."

"I'd like that."

And so, I returned to our new home with Irene.

*

"Miss Reika. I'll keep your secret about sneaking out, but you must never do this again. If the master finds out, there will be serious trouble. Do you understand?"

"..."

After returning home, Reika apologized to the head maid who was scolding her, then went to her room, lay on the bed, hugged her pillow, and fell into thought.
It was good that she had gone out secretly against her adoptive father's orders to stay in as much as possible—
but she never thought she would encounter thugs.

She could have handled those thugs with her reputation, but doing so would have revealed that she had been sneaking out.
In that situation where she couldn't do anything—she met that person.

'He was so handsome... that man.'

The white-haired man who saved her.
Moreover, the red-haired woman beside him was enough to stir Reika's heart.
The way she took down the thugs with a single strike as a woman was incredibly cool.
Both of them were essentially the ideal images of men and women that she had in her mind.

If they were both affiliated with the Aishers army, could she meet them if she asked her adoptive father?
But as soon as she thought that, she felt drained.
Her adoptive father would never grant her personal requests that had nothing to do with her training.

Of course, she knew it was thanks to her adoptive father that she could live in this nice house without worrying about food...
But living constantly caged like this was suffocating.
Naturally, she didn't want to return to her previous life where she was on the brink of starvation, but... lately, even that thought was wavering.
After all, it was a time when she was incredibly free, even if she was wandering the streets.

"For the time being, focus only on handling mana cleanly without external contact. When the time comes, I'll lift the ban on going out. Understand?"

She pondered her adoptive father's words.
She herself understood the importance of reading "mana" and mastering this ability.
If she could bring peace to the continent with this power, she would gladly do so.

But... it was too lonely and desolate by herself.
A life spent constantly detecting something floating in the air was too boring and difficult.

'...It would be nice to meet them again.'

And so, without filling the emptiness in her heart, she could only wish for what seemed like an impossible desire.

* * *

Time flowed again, three weeks later.

"Are you ready?"

"Yes."

Irene and I woke up early in the morning, preparing to go to the royal palace.
It was our first meeting as members of the Aishers army.
It was like making our debut.

"Let's walk side by side, Lady Irene. Proudly, for all to see."

Understanding the true meaning of my words, Irene smiled and said:

"Yes, Swen."

And so, making it clear to anyone watching that we were part of the same group—
we headed towards the Balhart Royal Palace.
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The road to the royal palace of Balhart Castle was not much different from Anel Castle.
If there was one difference—for some reason, there were many familiar faces.
Having played [Garland Eternity Saga] repeatedly using the same generals, I recognized the owners of faces I'd seen countless times.

'Indeed, this feels worthy of the Aishers Army, known as a treasure trove of talent.'

The keyword for the Aishers Army is 'exceptional talent.'
Though their foundation is extremely weak, they somehow cover for it with talented individuals as they aim for continental unification.
It requires a bit of effort, but it's not particularly difficult—think of it as perfect for intermediate-level rulers.

As we arrived at the castle entrance,
A guard stopped us.

"Please state your identity."

"Irene Juliet. I haven't been here long."

"And you?"

"My name is Swen. Like Irene beside me, I haven't been with the Aishers Army for long."

"Irene Juliet, Swen... Please wait a moment."

The guard entered a small room nearby.
Soon after, having apparently confirmed something, he came out and saluted us.

"I apologize for the inconvenience. Please enter."

"Hmm."

We gave the guard a slight bow and entered the inner palace where the meeting was being held.

Soon, we arrived at what appeared to be the audience chamber where the meeting would take place.
Irene and I found suitable places among the gathered people.
After settling in, I slowly observed the participants.

'Wow.'

I almost let out an exclamation since almost everyone was familiar.
The most noticeable was, of course, Epinel Rosenkroz, the second-in-command of the Aishers Army.
With her teal ponytail and revealing, provocative armor, she was waiting for the meeting to begin with her eyes closed and arms crossed.

The woman across from her.
Long hair with waves throughout, in a deep blue color.
She was undoubtedly Emma Adeline, one of the few generals with the "siege" specialty like Irene.
Standing in her place wearing solid armor, she gave off a similar impression to Irene.
If there was a difference, it might be their chest sizes.
Unlike Emma with her ordinary figure, Irene seemed to be carrying something that would require custom-made armor.

And next to her, an enormously large man.
Black, disheveled hair, tall stature, sturdy muscular build, and eyes that seemed somewhat melancholic.
Though I didn't typically memorize male characters' faces, he was most likely Erinandorf Arisian.
The strongest in the Aishers Army in terms of pure strength.
A reliable ally who could hold his own in one-on-one duels.
His personality was less aggressive compared to Chel from the Brands Army, making him fairly easy to control, but unfortunately, I remembered he had low intelligence and was susceptible to schemes.

Epinel. Emma. And Erinandorf.
These three were collectively known as the Aishers Trio.
This wasn't something I just made up—it was actually written in the in-game character introductions.

Most of the other generals were also familiar faces.
Seeing them like this made me realize how few outstanding generals there had been in the Brands Army where I was previously stationed.
There were plenty of people there, but most weren't memorable faces.

After some time had passed,

"Lady Yuuri is entering!"

Along with the soldier's announcement,
Yuuri was walking toward the empty throne.

"Huh?"

Wait a minute.
That old man following behind Yuuri...?

A man with a hat pulled low and distinctively long white beard... that person...

[Is Intelligence 99 something to be taken lightly?]

'Ah!'

Right. I remember now.
That old man... Ginor.
The old man with Intelligence 99, essentially the in-game maximum.
How could I forget Ginor, the one who put me into this world!
Though I'm not sure if this world's Ginor knows about that.

So his name was... Ginor Nighthart, wasn't it?
Huh?
Nighthart?

'Ah! Ah! Ah!'

That's right.
Nighthart... Ginor's surname, which naturally stuck in my memory.
But Reika's surname was definitely Nighthart too.
What's going on? Is she Ginor's daughter? Granddaughter?
No... but Reika was an orphan?
I'm certain of this. Having used Reika numerous times while playing as various rulers, I could be confident.

'What's happening here?'

It seemed that while I was in the Brands Army, things had been progressing here in their own way.
I hadn't expected Ginor to be here in the Aishers Army in the first place.
However, Ginor's presence neatly resolved one question I'd had.

When I was in the Brands Army,
I was able to identify the "betrayal scheme" based on the Charam Army suddenly offering tribute.
But the betrayal scheme required Intelligence 95 or higher and the [Betrayal] specialty.
To the question of whether the Aishers Army had such a strategist—
Ginor was the perfect answer.
With Intelligence 99 and versatile skills covering various specialties, he could certainly devise such schemes with ease.

Yuuri slowly sat on the throne, then looked at us and spoke.

"Well. Thank you all for gathering despite your busy schedules. Let's start the meeting right away. Before we begin, shall we take time for last month's merit awards?"

"Yes!"

The merit awards weren't particularly important content.
What stood out was the achievements of the Trio, including Epinel.
It seemed they were performing at their best in their respective positions in this world line as well.

"Now, regarding the policy from the previous meeting. Everyone worked very hard. Although we failed to conquer the Brands Army, we achieved remarkable results in other areas. I expect you to continue performing like this in the future."

I felt somewhat embarrassed, having contributed significantly to the failure of advancing into the center of the continent.
But anyway, this was my home now.

"Well. For this time, I'll first gather opinions on what we should do. Anyone have good suggestions?"

"My Lord."

The first to raise his hand at Yuuri's words was Ginor.

"Yes?"

"I sense auspicious energy in the territory of Balhart. It might not be a bad idea to explore the castle and the territory."

"Exploration..."

Huh?
Strategists don't usually recommend territory exploration.
They only recommend it in two cases: when there's hidden talent or when there's treasure.

At that moment,

"Yuuri. I have something to say too."

Calling her "Yuuri" rather than "My Lord," Emma raised her hand.
Moreover, she spoke informally.
Of course, this wasn't the first time I'd seen such a scene. Tifa had spoken in a similar manner back in the Lunarian Army.
But the Lunarian Army was essentially a small group of four people, unlike the Aishers Army which had a considerable size. I wondered if it was appropriate for a subordinate general to speak like that, even if they were trusted.
However, Yuuri herself didn't seem to mind as she nodded and replied.

"What is it?"

"I think we should deal with the Charam Army and the Alepel Army. I don't think there's any value in keeping them alive anymore. We've been delaying the invasion with schemes and such, right? We'll soon clash significantly with the Brands Army, so I'd like to eliminate these potential problems in preparation for that."

"Hmm."

Yuuri nodded and said,

"Anyone else want to speak?"

A moment of silence passed.
When no one spoke up, the meeting continued.

"Alright. First, who thinks it would be good to 'explore around Balhart Castle'? Please raise your hand lightly."

'Territory exploration.'

It was time to use my power after a long while.

'Is exploring the territory of the Balhart Army the most efficient choice?'

As always, my Intelligence 100 brain immediately produced a result.

[Yes, it is.]

'Oh.'

That was an exceptionally clean answer I hadn't heard in a while.

Given that the speaker was none other than Ginor, I had expected this.
His intelligence was 99.
In this world, Intelligence 99 meant his words would be correct 99% of the time.
Unless it was that 1% chance, it made sense to follow his advice.

I slowly raised my hand.
Including Irene beside me, slightly more than half the people raised their hands.
It seemed there were quite a few people within the army who trusted Ginor.

Yuuri briefly scanned the room, then continued.

"Next. Who thinks it would be good to deal with the Charam Army and the Alepel Army?"

The outcome was predetermined, but I might as well ask.

'Is prioritizing the conquest of the Charam Army and the Alepel Army the most efficient choice?'

[No, it is not.]

As expected, the answer gave me a strange sense of relief.

Regardless of my prediction, a similar number of people raised their hands this time too.
But counting the hands raised... it seemed a couple fewer than for the previous opinion.
So would they adopt Ginor's proposal by majority vote here?

However,

"Hmm..."

Instead of saying "According to the majority principle, I'll adopt Ginor's proposal," Yuuri seemed to be lost in thought.
Is this something that needs consideration?

Typically in "meetings," the opinion chosen by majority vote was always selected.
Not doing so would reduce the loyalty of generals or strain relationships, so from a ruler's perspective, it was beneficial to just go with the majority.
From the generals' perspective, using one-on-one debates could provide opportunities to persuade even if they lost in the majority vote.

But,

"Ginor. I think you'll have to concede this time. It's Emma's suggestion, after all. Is that okay?"

"How could I object, my Lord? I will follow your will."

After hearing Ginor's words, Yuuri nodded and addressed us.

"This time, I'll adopt Emma's opinion. Reclaiming the territories of the Charam Army and the Alepel Army. To achieve our goal, I hope everyone works hard in their respective positions. Understood?"

"Yes! Understood!"

'...?'

Without anyone raising an objection, she just decided as she pleased and that was it.
If this was going to happen anyway, was there any need to gather people's opinions?
Moreover, the wording "it's Emma's suggestion, after all" was telling.
Does it mean if it had been some other third person, there would be no need to concede?

I feel like I've glimpsed a fundamental problem within the Aishers Army...
But with the limited information I had, it was difficult to draw a conclusion.

Anyway, the meeting continued.
One notable point was Epinel's request, as the fortress commander, to deploy an additional 10,000 soldiers from Balhart Castle to her fortress.
Given that there were currently 53,000 troops at Balhart Castle, sending some shouldn't have been too burdensome...
But the immediate agreement was somewhat concerning.
It seemed the influence of the Aishers Trio was stronger than I had imagined.

As the meeting concluded,
Yuuri stood up and addressed us.

"The tasks assigned to each of you have been organized, so please check them on your way out. With this, I'll end the meeting. Oh, and."

Then, looking in my direction, she said,

"Swen. Please stay here for a moment."

"...?"

With her single statement, the eyes of every general in the room turned to me.
It was a bit disconcerting to suddenly be the center of attention, but if the lord says jump, a general must ask how high.

"Understood."

"Good. Everyone else may disperse."

"Understood!"

With those final words, the gathered generals gave their final greetings and left the audience chamber one by one.
I told Irene that I would be out shortly and she could go ahead, then remained in my place until everyone had left.

In the now quiet audience chamber,
The only people remaining were myself, Ginor, and Yuuri—a total of three.

I naturally approached her throne.

"What is it, my Lord?"

"Swen. There's something I want to ask you."

"What might that be...?"

"Actually, it's more this person's question than mine."

Yuuri slightly turned her head to look at Ginor beside her.

What?
Ginor has something to say to me?

At that moment, for some reason, the phrase "Is Intelligence 99 something to be taken lightly?" flashed through my mind again.

Ginor gave me a slight bow and slowly walked toward me.

"Are you indeed Sir Swen?"

"Yes, I am."

"..."

Why... why?
What is it?

Ginor looked at me and asked in an extremely cautious tone.

Ch.65 - Chapter 65. Regular Meeting / Aeshas (2)
"First, let me introduce myself. I am Ginor Nighthart."

"It's an honor to meet the esteemed Lord Ginor."

Ginor didn't respond to my greeting and instead asked:

"I heard that before coming here, you belonged to the Brands army."

"That's correct."

"I've also heard rumors about the 'White-haired Wizard' who performed a miracle at the Northern Fortress. I'd like to ask if this refers to you."

"...Ah."

What?
I thought...
I was extremely nervous, thinking he was going to say something like "You haven't forgotten my face, have you? What do you think? Do you still think Intelligence 99 is nothing to worry about?"
After all, the people who sent me here were Serphina, who executed me, and Ginor, who asked if I thought he was easy to deal with.
Of course, since this is a different timeline, that wouldn't happen, but isn't this kind of situation a common cliché?
Anyway, if that wasn't what he meant, there was no reason I couldn't answer.

I slowly nodded and said:

"Yes. That's what I'm known as, at least."

"Then there's one more thing I must ask."

"What would that be?"

"Whether you are truly a wizard or not."

After saying this, Ginor looked straight into my eyes and asked again:

"Was that 'miracle,' as it's known, truly some kind of magic?"

Hmm?
Why is he asking that?
Is my being a wizard important information to Ginor?
If it was significant enough for him to convince the ruler Yuuri to let me stay here for a while, he must be asking something very important from his perspective.

'Why?'

To begin with, 'wizards' haven't appeared on the continent yet.
It would be difficult to definitively call me a wizard since I didn't use typical magic that would later appear in this world, but rather performed some useless rituals like conducting ceremonies.
However, for some reason, Ginor in front of me seemed convinced that wizards exist.

So how should I answer?

There's no way to perfectly read his mind, but I could make inferences based on what I know.

Ginor has some kind of relationship with Reika, whom I met recently. They shared the same surname.
Considering that the Reika I knew didn't have a surname before, it's highly likely that Ginor adopted her.
That would be the only way to pass on his surname.

With that in mind, Ginor's attitude of 'being certain that wizards exist' made sense.
Reika was destined to become the greatest wizard. If Ginor had taken in the orphaned girl, there could only be one reason.

'He must have noticed that she's a wizard, or at least that she has the potential.'

Ginor was an extremely intelligent character.
Although his 99% prediction failed and got him beheaded, characters with Intelligence 99 in this game were extremely rare.
Most of them only appeared in the later stages of the game, and in this era, Ginor was likely the only one.
There was a reason I struggled through the game even after respawning near Serphina's army.

Unlike me who was possessed in this world, Ginor was a living, breathing person in this reality.
It wouldn't be strange to think that his Intelligence stat translated to his actual brain power.
So, although I don't know exactly how he discovered it, it wasn't difficult to assume that he had recognized Reika's talent.

Going back to the original question.
Why is he asking if I'm a wizard?

Let me think from Ginor's perspective.
If I answer "I'm not a wizard," that would be the end of it. He'd just say something like "I see" or "So you can cause such events without magic."
But what if I answer "Yes, I am a wizard"?
Wouldn't he ask for advice about Reika?
Since Reika probably hasn't awakened her talent yet, if I were a wizard, he'd surely have many questions.

'That seems to be the right answer.'

However, I couldn't lie.
Lies are quickly exposed.
I'm not a wizard. I don't have the ability to freely use magic or anything like that.
But establishing a connection with Reika was important for the future.
I couldn't let this opportunity slip away.

So my answer was:

"If you're asking if I'm a wizard... I could say yes, but..."

I deliberately let my words trail off.

"I'm not sure if I can be called a proper wizard."

"What do you mean?"

In response to Ginor's question, I answered in a very serious tone:

"Well... this might be difficult to understand, but I can read the energy of the heavens."

I explained as plausibly as possible, but in a way that someone with certain 'information' could infer the truth:

"Something... floats in this air. The more I close my eyes and meditate, the more strongly I feel it. I can read that energy and draw out something that's difficult to explain in words. ...Of course, the more I use it, for some reason I feel my body's energy draining."

"..."

Ginor listened to my words with great seriousness.
I was explaining the concept of 'mana' without naming it.
In this era, mana hadn't been discovered yet, but Ginor, who had Reika under his wing, might vaguely know the concept of mana.

So, I was guiding him to make his own assumptions and misunderstandings.
Whether it worked or not didn't matter. It wouldn't be good if I appeared too eager for it to work.

"Using that... I ask the heavens for blessings. I'm not sure if this can be called magic. Surely wizards can't actually exist, can they?"

"Then the ceremony you performed?"

"I don't know why, but the more I do this, the more I feel a sense of unity with the heavens and clarity in my mind."

Of course, this was nonsense.
But given the result I produced—'a meteor falling from the sky'—this nonsense would only sound like an auspicious story to him.
If I didn't take advantage of this misunderstanding here, my path forward would be bleak, as I could only make predictions.

"Hmm..."

Ginor closed his eyes and fell into thought, then finally opened his heavy lips:

"It seems you are indeed a wizard."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. ...Though I'm not entirely certain."

"Now I'd like to ask you a question."

"What is it?"

"Why did you ask me about that?"

Ginor glanced slightly at Yuuri's face.
Yuuri slowly nodded.
After this silent exchange between them, I finally heard his answer.

"I have a favor to ask of you."

"A favor?"

"I'll be as honest with you as you've been with me. ...'Wizards' do exist."

"...!!"

Upon hearing those words, I mentally pictured Irene in her underwear.
Though I felt sorry for her, that was when I was most surprised after crossing into this world.
Naturally, my face showed an expression of great surprise.

"But perhaps because she's still young, she hasn't fully awakened yet. In my opinion, you seem to have opened your eyes to that power to some extent. Otherwise, it would be impossible to open a path to the heavens and create a miracle."

"Then...?"

"I'd like you to watch over that wizard. That is, I'm asking you to become her teacher."

Good.
I cast the bait, and he took it.
But here, rather than eagerly accepting right away, I thought it would seem more plausible if I showed some hesitation.

"A teacher? But I rarely use this ability as it seems to shorten my lifespan, and I honestly don't think I'm a wizard, so I question how much help I could actually be..."

"No. The power you feel—that concept definitely exists. I'm certain you'll be helpful to her."

"..."

I reluctantly nodded and said:

"I'll meet her, but I'm not sure if I can provide proper guidance."

"That's enough."

As Ginor finished speaking, Yuuri's voice was heard:

"Swen. Keep this conversation secret from others. Don't tell even Irene, okay? And I haven't assigned you any specific duties, so on your free days, I'd like you to fulfill Ginor's request."

So they're keeping my schedule open to use me as a teacher.
From my perspective, it was an offer with no downsides.

"Understood."

I nodded and replied.
With that, I was finally able to leave the audience chamber of Bahalat Castle.

* * *

After Swen left.

Ginor and Yuuri were quietly conversing.

"It seems certain that he can sense mana."

"Really? So Swen is indeed a wizard?"

"...Actually, there are some puzzling aspects. He seems somewhat different from the typical wizard described in ancient texts. But those texts are merely records from the past, and no one has actually seen them, so there's a question of how much we can trust them... In my view, he does seem to be sensing 'mana,' but perhaps he himself hasn't realized it."

"Hmm, that's complicated. I'm not that smart. If I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn't have believed that girl was a wizard either."

"Don't worry, my Lord. The power of magic is formidable. For the small Aishers army to conquer this continent, the power of wizards will be essential. Before my life ends, I will certainly raise Reika to be a helpful wizard."

In response to Ginor's words, Yuuri spoke in a sly tone:

"Right. Don't push yourself too hard. Even without the power of wizards, the Aishers army that my comrades and I have built would surely achieve unification, right? Oh, that reminds me."

She said this, then covered her mouth with her hand and laughed joyfully.

"If Swen truly turns out to be a helpful wizard, it might not be bad to welcome him as your son-in-law. What do you think?"

"Son-in-law, you say?"

"Yes. Oh, would Irene dislike that? Well, a man can have multiple wives anyway."

Leaving behind Yuuri, who seemed strangely amused, Ginor fell into thought.

There was indeed no more certain connection than incorporation into the family.

'But if he truly is a wizard... perhaps it would be better to be cautious rather than trust him completely.'

Swen, who had now become our comrade, was a traitor who had betrayed his former lord, Lynn Brands.
Of course, Lynn wasn't particularly a good lord to serve, and she was inferior to his current lord, Yuuri, in many ways...

'...I'll have to extract what I can from him, then focus on developing Reika.'

True to his sharp mind, Ginor was thinking about how to best utilize Swen.
If he couldn't utilize him, as Yuuri suggested, having Reika marry him would be another way to keep him under his influence.

The mind of the Empire's Sage was working rapidly.

* * *

"Lady Irene."

"Swen."

As soon as I exited the castle gate, Irene was waiting for me, as if it were the most natural thing.
With her by my side, I finally felt like I had returned to where I belonged.

"What did you talk about?"

"It's a bit difficult to explain in detail. The new lord asked me to keep it secret. But if you're curious, I can explain it to you."

It was Irene, after all.
I didn't want to hide anything from her.
But upon hearing my words, Irene immediately shook her head and said:

"No. If that's the case, you don't need to tell me. I might unintentionally reveal that 'I know' something. I'm not a perfect person."

"Are you sure?"

"Of course. Swen, I don't want to cause you trouble."

She said this with a smile directed at me.
She's beautiful.
Foolishly, I found myself staring at that smile, lost in thought.

"...By the way, what mission did you receive, Lady Irene?"

At my question, she grinned and replied.
Somehow, a sense of pride was clearly evident in her expression.

"Training the soldiers. It seems all the commanders who used to conduct training are now preparing for war."

"Ah, I see..."

Perhaps they've set out to deal with the Charam and Alrepel armies.
Indeed, besides Irene, there wouldn't be anyone more suitable for training.
While Lynn might have stubbornly refused to utilize Irene, from Yuuri's perspective, there was absolutely no reason to pass her over.

"I'm glad you were given a mission."

"Yes."

Irene said this and nodded with a grin.
From her perspective, having been deliberately excluded from everything, just receiving a mission was enough to make her happy.
Seeing her smile, I didn't regret betraying the Brands army at all.
To me, Irene was more important than something like the Brands army.
That would be the same here as well.

Yes.
Until the Lunarian army rises, I'll make it my goal to protect her smile.
With that resolution, I walked home together with her, matching her pace.

* * *

A few days later.

At the front gate of the mansion I had visited once before.
When I arrived at the appointed time, a person who appeared to be a servant of the mansion was conveniently waiting at the door to greet me.

"Might you be Sir Swen?"

"I am."

The servant bowed to me, then slowly opened the door and said:

"Lord Ginor is waiting for you. Please follow me this way."

Ch.66 - Chapter 66. The Mage Reika
I followed the servant into the spacious mansion.
Along the way, I encountered several people who appeared to be maids.

'Being a national strategist certainly seems to come with high status.'

I felt a renewed appreciation for Ginor's position.
Back when I was essentially serving as the national strategist for Lunarienne's army, I sometimes slept in a dilapidated house with nothing but a blanket.
Lost in these memories, I soon reached my destination.

"This way, please."

When the door opened—
I saw Ginor, dressed in his finest, sitting at what appeared to be the head seat.

"Swen. Thank you for arriving on time."

"It's an honor to see you, Lord Ginor."

"No need for formalities. Please, take a seat."

I sat down in an appropriate spot and carefully asked my question.

"So, about this 'mage' I'm supposed to teach..."

"She's my adopted daughter, Reika Nighthart. She's currently in her room. As I mentioned, she's a child with 'talent.'"

"I see... so she's your daughter."

Since I had already met Reika, I already knew this, but I reacted as if hearing it for the first time.

"You can go to her room and begin teaching her about 'sensing the power floating in the air' that you mentioned. I've already told my daughter that her teacher would be visiting today, so there's nothing to worry about."

After saying this, Ginor gave me directions to her room.

"Understood. Is there anything else I should know?"

"Well, nothing special... except she's somewhat shy. I'd appreciate if you could be understanding about that."

"That's fine. I feel the same way when meeting new people."

"Once you meet her, you'll retract that statement."

"Is that so?"

I spoke half-jokingly, but Ginor was deadly serious.
It's too early to be certain, but does he lack genuine affection for his adopted daughter?

"I hope you can help her abilities blossom."

"As I mentioned before, I'm not sure how much help I can be... or even if I can be of any help at all. Is that acceptable?"

"It's fine. Just convey what you've experienced. And as I said earlier, even if you aren't particularly helpful, the experiences of a man who creates miracles will serve as a learning opportunity for her. Don't feel too pressured."

"If you say so..."

"Well, I have matters to attend to, so I'll take my leave. Swen, I have one request."

Ginor spoke in an extremely serious tone.

"You may go anywhere within this mansion, but please refrain from taking her outside."

"Why is that?"

"...I cannot explain in detail. Just please honor my request."

The overprotective father who restricts his daughter is a common stereotype, but this didn't feel like that.
It was more like... he was afraid his plans might be disrupted.

"Understood."

"Then, please excuse me."

After Ginor left the room.

'I should get going too.'

After letting some time pass, I headed toward the room where Reika was supposed to be.

*

'This must be it?'

The mansion was so vast that I got a bit confused, but somehow I managed to arrive at the right place.
I knocked on the door lightly.

"C-c-come in...!!"

This voice. I've heard it before.
So his adopted daughter really was Reika.

As I opened the door and entered—

Bang-!!!

A loud noise assaulted my ears.

'What, what was that?'

And before me—
A woman with long pink hair tied in two braids looked at me and spoke with a trembling voice.

"W-w-welcome...! A-are you the one who will be my t-teacher? I-I-I am... R-R-Reika—"

"..."

A delicious-looking cake on the table.
The woman in front of me making a fuss for some reason.

"...ka..."

After finishing what seemed like a prepared speech while trembling—
The moment she saw my face.

"...Ah."

She let out a short gasp.
Then, her eyes immediately went lifeless, and she began apologizing to me.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry... I'm sorry for sneaking out... You've come to catch me, haven't you... I'm truly sorry..."

"Ah, no. Wait... wait a moment."

I let out a long sigh.
Truly, no matter how many thousands of hours I spent controlling her in the game,
I could never have known what kind of person she really was.

* * *

After she calmed down somewhat.

"So... y-you're not here to catch me, but you're actually my t-teacher...?"

"Yes. I came at Lord Ginor's request to give you lessons."

"Then... d-did you... h-have you not t-told him yet...?"

Reika asked while sweating nervously.
When she said "I'm sorry for sneaking out," I had already figured it out, but it seemed that being discovered going outside would be problematic for her in many ways.
She had even worn a veil when she went outside.
I smiled kindly and said:

"I'll keep our previous encounter a secret. Please don't worry too much."

"Really?! Oh... th-thank you..."

And then the conversation died again.
'Shy,' he had said. She certainly seemed to operate on a different wavelength than ordinary people.

I calmly observed the Reika before me.
So this was what Reika was like in the real world.

Her long pink hair was tied on both sides and hung down, giving her an incredibly cute appearance.
Her eyes, though trembling, were a slightly lighter shade of pink than her hair.
Her white sleeveless dress was perhaps a bit too revealing.
As a result, her curvaceous figure was slightly visible.
Based on what I'd seen when she was outside, she normally wore an outer garment, so it didn't seem to be an issue.

In this world, she had become Ginor's adopted daughter.
Somehow, Ginor had recognized her potential—her qualifications to become the strongest mage.
I wasn't sure why she wasn't allowed to leave the mansion... but considering she had snuck out secretly, it seemed Ginor wasn't treating her properly.

'I should probably exploit that aspect to get closer to her.'

There was no need to rush.
For now, I should start by making her recognize that 'I am someone who can give you what you want.'

Right. Before that, there was something I wanted to ask.
I casually picked up a piece of cake and said:

"Um... may I ask you something?"

"Huh?! Oh, yes! Yes! Ask me anything!"

She replied with a reddened face, clearly flustered.
There's something oddly cute about her.

"When I entered the room, I heard a popping sound. What was that?"

"Ah... that!"

She nodded and began explaining to me.
For some reason, I could tell she was a bit excited.

"I gather floating air and make it burst. It doesn't do anything besides making a loud noise when the gathered air bursts, but I thought it might make the atmosphere more exciting when greeting someone new...!"

Hoo.
This woman had conceived the concept of 'fireworks' in a fantasy world and actually created something similar.
Though she seemed a bit ditzy, her extraordinary qualities as the world's strongest mage couldn't be hidden.

"I see..."

I said as I cut a piece of cake and put it in my mouth.

Huh?
This is much more delicious than I expected.

"This is really tasty?"

"Oh, r-really...?"

Reika's eyes sparkled as she spoke.
Could it be.

"Did you make this yourself?"

"What?! Oh, um... yes...! I heard my teacher was coming... hehe."

"It's incredibly delicious."

"Really? I-I'm glad..."

She said with a shy smile.
She could probably live a perfectly happy life just baking, but she's confined here because of her talent.
Of course, as an orphan, she might be satisfied just having a safe place with three meals a day... but for some reason, I felt a bit of sympathy for her.

To change the atmosphere, I spoke up.

"Ah, right. Could you show me something else?"

"Like what? Perhaps other pastries or cakes—"

"No, no. While I'm very much looking forward to that too, right now it's magic's turn."

"Ah... I-I'm sorry. How silly of me... Understood."

She nodded her head awkwardly a few times, took a deep breath, and then spread her pale hand wide open in front of me.

And then.

"...Ooh."

A small ball of flame suddenly appeared above her hand.
The flame moved freely above her hand, emitting a brilliant light.

But.

"...Huff."

Before even three minutes had passed, the flame disappeared.
She looked at me, breathing heavily as if it had been quite strenuous.

"For now... this is all I can do."

'So at this stage, this is her limit.'

I put on a deliberately surprised expression.

"Amazing... Between the air-bursting sound earlier and this, magic truly is a real ability."

"...?"

She gave me a puzzled look.
It's understandable that she'd be confused when someone who came as her teacher is surprised by her abilities.
However, I couldn't afford to be seen as a "liar" by her.
With a slightly embarrassed expression, I said:

"Well... as I told your father, I'm not a mage. However, I can faintly perceive that there is something other than air existing on this earth."

"When you say something else... do you mean mana?"

"So that's what it's called."

I replied with a smooth expression.

"When I sense and focus on that power... strangely, I feel as if I'm communicating with something beyond the sky—something like an absolute being watching over us. Your father seems to have judged that my ability to handle this sensation could be helpful to you."

"Is that so...?"

"Yes, that's right."

"..."

She lowered her head, seemingly disappointed.
It appeared she had been expecting to learn from another mage.
I sensed this was a crucial moment for me.

"Um... Reika. May I ask you a question?"

"A question... you say?"

"Do you have a purpose for training as a mage?"

"Purpose..."

She fell into thought for a moment.
Then, in an extremely cautious tone, she spoke.
The trembling girl was now speaking with complete steadiness and gravity.

"...Father told me. This power of mine is a power that will bring peace to this continent."

"I'm asking if that's all."

"...?"

"What I mean is... this is just my guess... but perhaps what you want is freedom?"

Surprised by my words, she exclaimed:

"H-how did you know that...?"

Well, it wasn't hard to guess just from seeing her sneak out with a veil prepared.
She seemed to yearn for freedom.
That day too, she must have snuck out without Ginor knowing, and by chance, met me and Irene.

At least, it was an almost predetermined future.
In a few years, she would awaken to abilities that would earn her the title of the first mage.
She didn't even need to train specifically. All she needed was for time to pass.
But from Ginor's perspective, it made sense to be impatient. He probably thought the small nation of Aishers couldn't indefinitely hold off the Brands army's offensive.
Even if not the Brands army, the balance in the south could break with the emergence of an absolute being, or the Serphina army might finally push into the central region—there were many ways Aishers could fall.
So he wanted her abilities to blossom as quickly as possible.
My arrival in Aishers, using abilities that looked like magic, must have seemed like a stroke of luck to Ginor.

This was undoubtedly an opportunity for me.

If I spend time with her doing meditation or some strange training that looks impressive on the surface—
She will naturally grow stronger as time passes.
Although she would grow stronger with time anyway, to others it would look like she was growing stronger by following my training methods.
If her abilities visibly improve, my influence would naturally grow, and I might get the opportunity to take her outside.
Giving her what she yearns for—freedom.
That was what I needed to do.

"I'm not a mage, so I'm not sure how much help I can be... but I'd like to start conducting the training I did to better read that 'mana' power with you from today."

"When you say better reading mana... what do you mean?"

"It means detecting and handling the mana flowing in the air much more abundantly and accurately."

"Much more abundantly and accurately..."

As someone who could already read mana, she seemed to understand what I meant, nodding her head.
Of course, I was just saying whatever came to mind.

"Wouldn't that make you an exceptional mage more quickly?"

"...!"

She finally seemed to grasp the meaning of my words.
Becoming an exceptional mage more quickly.
That would mean gaining freedom more quickly.
If this motivated her, it would be perfect for me.

"We'll start the training exactly one week from now."

Hearing my words, she tilted her head and asked:

"What? Weren't we... going to start today...?"

"For the next few days, the energy flowing through the earth isn't good. If you try to handle mana during this time, you might get consumed by it. That happened to me once."

"Is that so...?"

She looked at me as if I was talking nonsense.
Of course. I don't even know what I'm saying myself.
Nevertheless, I maintained a shameless expression and continued speaking in a very serious voice.

"Yes. And I'd like to organize a curriculum. I'll prepare well over the next week. I'll definitely bring a solid schedule that will develop your abilities."

"Oh, yes...! I-I look forward to it...! Um, I..."

"You can call me Swen."

"S-Swen...! I look forward to working with you!"

And so, Reika and I had our first official meeting.

*

After Swen left.
Reika let out a long sigh and leaned back on the sofa.

'To think... that the handsome man who saved me that time would be my teacher.'

She had heard he was affiliated with Aishers, but she never thought they would meet again.
That's why, when they first met, she thought he might have told her adoptive father Ginor everything about her going outside.
The probability of a chance encounter leading to someone reporting her escapade seemed higher than the probability of that person being one of the few who could read mana on the continent.

But.
He said he 'wouldn't tell her father.'
Moreover, he immediately recognized that she 'wanted freedom.'

In fact, what made her even happier—
Wasn't it that he ate the cake she made with such enjoyment?
She was extremely shy, and having had no contact with men even during her alley life, she was a bit worried that her teacher would be a man...
But she thought she might get along well with someone like him.

'I want to handle this mana power better as quickly as possible.'

Her adoptive father Ginor had said that 'those who handle mana should avoid contact with their surroundings as much as possible.'
Because of that, she had become like a bird in a cage, spending a long time alone at home just training in magic.
She could definitely feel her abilities improving, but the progress was excruciatingly slow.

He had promised to give her freedom once she reached a level where she could handle mana freely.
Now that she had a teacher, wouldn't that time come faster?
Just thinking about regaining her freedom made her heart race.

'Lord Swen. I'm counting on you.'

Although she had been quite pessimistic about the future,
Right now, she was looking at it more optimistically than anyone else.

Ch.67 - Chapter 67. Exploration, Execution, And...
# Chapter Translation

After leaving Ginor's mansion, I headed straight home.

There was only one reason why I asked for a week's time.
It was because of what happened during the recent "regular meeting."

"I sense an auspicious energy from Balhart's territory. It might not be a bad idea to explore the castle and the territory."

'My intelligence of 100 determined that was the most reasonable opinion.'

The person who offered that opinion was Ginor.
However, Lord Yuuri supported Emma instead of Ginor.
They must be busy preparing for war by now.

So what does that mean?
I could quickly scout the territory myself since I hadn't been assigned any mission.
I'd probably either discover talent or find treasure. One of the two.
What I was aiming for was treasure.
While some treasures weren't particularly useful, others definitely were helpful.
If I discovered talent, it might end up benefiting the Aishers army, which wasn't my intention—
But considering that even B and C-class generals who aren't S-class are still considered "talent" when they're hidden away, it wasn't too disappointing.
I'd eventually leave this place anyway, so doing a few good deeds before leaving wouldn't be a problem.

So for the first time since Jeilant Castle, I conducted a search of the surroundings.
And shortly after starting, I realized—

"Huff, huff..."

That my strength was ridiculously low.
Right. The first mission I was assigned at Jeilant Castle was also exploration.
Back then, I was also panting heavily without walking much.

'No improvement at all...'

I sat down somewhere suitable and moistened my throat while thinking.
If there was any progress, perhaps I could walk a little longer than before.
Though not visible, my stamina seemed to have improved somewhat compared to before.

Come to think of it, when I first met Luna, she carried me on her back.
I remember she was quite strong despite her appearance.
Even though I was weak, I was still an adult man, yet she carried me that long distance without any trouble.

Those days already felt like distant memories to me.

'I hope she's doing well.'

As I was resting and thinking about the past, I noticed a crying little girl.

'Hmm...?'

When a child is crying, isn't it an adult's duty to approach and ask what's wrong?
I got up from the rock I was sitting on and approached the child.

And then...

*

"Thank you so much, Sir Swen... truly, truly thank you."

"It's nothing. I only did what I should have done."

I gestured with my hand that it was fine as the woman kept thanking me.

A crying little girl.
The story of how she came alone from her village to this distant Balhart Castle.
The plot of bandits lurking in the area, and the girl's father who set out alone to thwart their scheme.
The girl who followed her father out of worry, and her mother whom I finally found through keywords obtained while helping the girl...

'It was nothing short of an incredible epic.'

It was such an epic that it was almost regrettable I couldn't narrate it all.

"Thank you so much, mister...!"

I patted the child's head as she thanked me and said:

"I'm glad we found your mother before dark. From now on, don't recklessly get involved in dangerous situations like this. Understand?"

"Yes!"

"...I'll make sure your father returns to the village as soon as his wounds heal. As for the bandits, I'll personally recommend to my lord that they be eliminated, so please don't worry too much."

"Thank you so very much. I will never forget the kindness of Sir Swen and Lady Aishers."

This would improve the reputation of the Aishers army.
Regardless of the reason, I should repay them for accepting Irene and me, so this much was fine.

"Ah, right. This..."

I accepted the object the child's mother handed to me.

"What is this...?"

"It's a treasured sword that has been passed down in our family for generations. I originally intended to give it to the child's father, but as I mentioned, it would be better for him to return to the village... I think you, Sir Swen, could make better use of it than us."

I accepted it.
Something long and heavy was wrapped in what looked like a cloth.

'Was this what Ginor predicted?'

As I expected, I somehow managed to obtain an item.
In the game, you'd just press the "search" button and discover an item.
I didn't know exactly how that process worked, but I guess it was something like this.

"I gratefully accept."

"Well then, we'll take our leave now. We will never forget the kindness you showed today and your concern for my husband. Thank you so much...!"

"See you again, mister!"

After parting with them, I finally unwrapped the cloth to check the item.

'This is...!'

A thin rapier with a distinctive green handle.
No doubt about it.
This was definitely the treasure "Green Forest Rapier."
While its stats weren't particularly good, it came with a description noting how exceptionally stylish it looked.
More a treasure than a sword, I remembered using it as a gift for relationship-building in the game.
If it had been a good sword, I would have given it to Irene, but... it didn't seem very useful in actual combat.

Nevertheless.

'It looks cool.'

When I saw it as an icon in the game, I didn't think much of it, but seeing the actual item, it couldn't be more stylish.

I grabbed the sword and lightly thrust it forward a few times.
Even someone as weak as me could handle it without difficulty.
Considering this, it would probably be ineffective in actual combat, but it was perfect as a decorative piece to wear at the waist.

'That's right. A strategist should carry at least one impressive weapon.'

After fastening the rapier at my waist, I quite liked the feeling of having accomplished something.
It might sound a bit silly, but for someone like me who can only predict "how I appear to others," this was the most powerful weapon.
After all, the only way to safely preserve my life was "how impressive I appear."

'Good. Now let's head back.'

Let's go home and have tea with Irene when she returns from her mission.
Just having someone at home can give a person such a sense of belonging.
I had that thought anew.

*

Time passed.
The first day of training with Reika.

"Now. Focus and feel the sounds of nature. Clear your mind of worries, and slowly reach a state where you feel that you are not yourself... slowly, no rush... good."

We meditated all day.
After meditation, we lay on our backs looking at the sky, tracking how far the clouds drifted, making good use of our time.

And the next day.

"Do I... do I beat this...?"

"That's right. By making sound, mana floating in the air gathers. It might not have an effect now, but if you continue training, you'll definitely be able to detect its effect."

We beat drums together.
Since there wasn't much else to do anyway, drumming helped kill time quite effectively.

Afterward, we did a light burpee test together.
Just as she collapsed after a few attempts... I also exhausted all my stamina and collapsed.
During my recent exploration, I thought my stamina had improved a bit, so I tried this exercise to help myself since the training was meaningless anyway, but it was too difficult to endure.
It might help if I persevered, but with this weak body, it was an impossibly difficult exercise.

The next day and the day after that were similar.
We were doing activities that looked impressive to outsiders but were actually quite useless.

"Now! Thrust your fist forward strongly! Think 'I am cutting through mana'!"

"Y-yes!"

She thrust her fist forward.

"Now, repeat after me! I!"

"I!"

"Am cutting!"

"A-am cutting!"

"Through mana!"

"Th-through mana...!"

What was increasing wasn't her ability to detect mana but her physical strength.
Well, there's nothing wrong with increasing physical strength, is there?
I'm not being shameless; it's genuinely true, isn't it?

After successfully completing today's training.

"Thank you for your hard work today."

"N-no...! Sir Swen, you're the one who worked hard."

There was no need to add "Sir," but it didn't sound bad, so I'll let it be.
At that moment, Reika asked me in a very cautious tone.

"Um... is this really okay? Somehow, I... I don't feel any results from the training... I'm not blaming you, Sir Swen, it's just... well... my talent, um... I mean, it's my fault... um, well..."

"Ms. Reika. There's no need to worry."

With time, she will definitely become stronger.
I spoke with confidence.

"It took me about five years to see the effects of training. You seem to have much more talent than I do, so you'll likely see results sooner. Besides, as you continue training... opportunities to go outside will come, so there's no need to be impatient."

"What? We can go outside?!"

Excited by my words, Reika suddenly moved closer to me.
I felt her soft flesh brush against my arm.
She's quite well-endowed. ...I just don't notice because I'm used to seeing an extraordinary size every day.
Soon after, as if realizing she had done something embarrassing, she pulled back her waist with a flushed face and said:

"Ah, um... s-sorry. It's just, um... well."

"I understand. You want to go outside, right? I'll try to persuade Ginor."

"...B-but... because of me..."

"Not at all. True training should be done in nature. This yard is quite spacious and has a decent amount of mana, but compared to the vast mana flowing in nature, it's child's play. To maximize your abilities quickly, going outside is the right choice, so please don't feel burdened."

"Is... is that so? If you say so, then... th-thank you..."

She seemed unable to speak properly, still embarrassed by her earlier excitement.
Looking at her like this, she seemed quite cute.
It felt like watching an obedient younger sister.

"I look forward to working with you in the future."

"What? Oh... yes, yes...! I'll work hard!"

Perhaps motivated by the prospect of going outside, she smiled faintly at me.
It was the first natural smile I had seen since taking charge of her at this mansion.

*

I spent time with Reika doing useless activities like that.
After several days had passed, Irene returned home earlier than usual on a rare day off when I was taking a break.

"Lady Irene? You're finished already?"

I examined Irene's expression.
She looked much more serious than usual.

"Swen. Our lord has summoned us. We need to go to the royal castle immediately."

"Has something happened?"

"...An invasion."

"...!"

When I heard her next words, my first thought was, 'Here it comes.'

"The Brands army is marching with 50,000 soldiers toward the fortress located west of Balhart Castle."

Ch.68 - Chapter 68. Defense Of The Western Fortress Of Bhalharat (1)
# Chapter Translation

A few days ago, at Anel Castle.

"My lord. Chel Brands has just arrived at the royal castle of Anel."

Chel, the First Sword of Brands who had been guarding the southern front and Lynn's older brother, knelt before Lynn who was seated on the throne.

"Welcome, big brother. Is this the first time we've seen each other since the conquest of Jeilant Castle?"

"......"

Chel doesn't bother to answer her question.
Even though he had been stationed at the southern front, he was still a person with ears and eyes.
The man who was the target at Jeilant Castle, and the unbelievable events that occurred on the northern front.
And the rebellion that followed... These were all facts he had heard with his own two ears.
And the starting point of all these events was the Jeilant Castle offensive, where he and the now-traitorous Irene had led the vanguard.

Yes.
The betrayal of Irene Juliet.
From Chel Brands' perspective, it was an incredibly shocking event.

When he was still young.
His father, who was still alive then, always used to tell him, the eldest son:

"Chel. You will become the timber that will lead the Brands family in the future. And just as I have Kafka—Irene will play that role for you."

Of course, contrary to his father's words, he never ended up inheriting the Brands family.
As he grew older, instead of studying politics or diplomacy, he spent all day craving battle, and at some point, his father seemed to have excluded him from the line of succession.

In truth, Chel didn't really care about that. He was better suited to dismounting from his horse and wielding a sword directly rather than giving orders from a throne.
The virtues of a ruler included not unnecessarily standing at the forefront. If the leader died fighting too far ahead, the collapse of the nation would only be a matter of time.
Besides, if he became a ruler, he would have to constantly make complicated political calculations, and he thought his cunning little sister would be much better at that sort of thing.

The problem was Irene.
His father, Olland Brands, had valued her extremely highly.
Chel himself felt the same way. Back when he had crossed swords with her in practice, she was the only woman who had shown skills comparable to his own.
Even from Chel's perspective, someone who rarely acknowledged others, Irene was someone he couldn't help but recognize.

Of course, the reason Olland valued her so highly wasn't just because of her strength.
It was because of her tremendous loyalty to the Brands family.
Raised and trained by Kafka Juliet throughout his life, she was a faithful servant who lived only for the Brands family.
That was Irene Juliet.
Whenever Chel observed her, he was convinced that she, of all people, would never betray them no matter what happened.
That's why he was shocked when he heard the news of her betrayal.

Of all people, Irene Juliet?

Why on earth?

From his position, far removed from central politics due to guarding the front lines, it was difficult even to guess what disaster had occurred to bring things to this state.
His younger brother Kalinz had committed a serious blunder and was under disciplinary measures, and his younger sister and lord, Lynn, had been betrayed by the deeply loyal Irene...
Not knowing exactly what was happening, he had suddenly signed a three-month armistice with two countries adjacent to the southern border.
And then he was summoned here.

"You've heard, haven't you, brother? Roughly what happened."

"Yes, I have."

"Good, excellent!"

Lynn said with a bright smile.

"The goal is just one thing. To erase the Aishers army from the map forever. And to capture Irene Juliet alive."

"Capture her alive, you say?"

"Yes! I'd like her to be brought before me alive, without being killed on the battlefield."

"Why is that?"

It didn't seem likely that she would employ Irene again at this point.
No, shouldn't she be killed without question?
She betrayed our army. And she took 30,000 soldiers with her.
If she could be killed, wouldn't it make sense to do so?

"I know. You don't understand why I'm saying not to kill her, right? I understand how you feel, brother."

Lynn lightly touched her lips with her finger.

"But, for the price of betrayal to be just her worthless life... Don't you think we'd be getting the short end of the deal?"

"...What?"

"Despair."

Lynn uttered the word "despair," then immediately laughed with a "kuhuhu."
Her eerily sinister laughter filled the royal castle.

"After making that damned traitor feel the greatest despair she can possibly experience... then I'll kill her. And it won't just be a simple death. If I cut off her fingers one by one, what kind of screams will she make? In agony, knowing that no one can help her, she'll keep begging someone she can't reach to save her... Finally, she'll beg me to spare her life...!"

"...!"

"And in front of that woman writhing in pain... I'll devour Swen, whom she seduced...♥"

Shudder!
Quite amusingly, Chel was now—
Unable to respond, overwhelmed by his younger sister's aura.
Swen... that white-haired man recruited during the Jeilant Castle offensive.
The man who supposedly used something like magic at the northern fortress.
That man seduced Irene?

He wanted to ask what exactly she meant, but he simply couldn't.
From Lynn's blue eyes... an extremely gloomy and sticky resentment was leaking out.

"Huhuhu... I wonder how it would feel to have the man she tried to take from me stolen back right before her eyes...? What kind of expression will Irene make then? Aren't you curious too, brother? Kuhuhuhuhuh...♥"

She twisted her body for a moment, letting out an incomprehensible laugh.
Then, as if nothing had happened, she spoke with an incredibly fresh smile.

"So, brother. I'll give you 53,000 troops, so please deal with the Aishers army as soon as possible. Understood?"

'53,000 troops?'

The combined number of troops from the southern front and the capital defense forces.
It was practically the entire military force, excluding the troops in the west that were being reorganized and Serphina's forces in the north.
If things went well, that would be great, but if something went wrong here... the somewhat stable situation could be greatly shaken.

'That should be enough.'

From what he'd heard, the Aishers fortress had just over 40,000 soldiers, including troops that were originally from our army.
And a similar number of soldiers were believed to be at Balhart Castle.
Moreover, at a convenient timing, the forces at Balhart Castle seemed to be currently engaged in battle with the Alepel army.

And crucially, the first target wasn't a castle but a fortress.
He judged that with this number of troops and sufficient siege weapons, there was a good chance of victory.
Especially since Chel himself would be leading the vanguard.
The most concerning factor was the existence of the traitor Swen... but if they could somehow block his strange arts, he was confident they could win.

"As soon as the western front is cleared, I'll send additional troops, so try to conquer all the way to Balhart Castle with this expedition. Understood?"

If he received the soldiers from the western front, he would be able to control over 90,000 troops.
This should be enough to conquer the Aishers army, he thought.

"Yes! I will obey your command!"

Chel answered thus and steeled his resolve.
Yes. What did it matter what was happening right now?

If he was told to go to war, he would go.
If his sword needed to be stained with blood, it would be stained.
That was how Chel Brands lived in these chaotic times.

* * *

Arriving at the royal castle with quick steps, we were greeted by Yuuri with a serious expression seated on the throne.

"Irene Juliet, having received your orders, I have just arrived at the royal castle."

"Irene, you're here. Swen is here too."

She briefly greeted us as we knelt, then immediately got to the point.

"You've heard, haven't you? It seems the Brands people are on the move."

"...I'm sorry."

In response to Irene's words, Yuuri shook her head and said:

"No, well... I'm not blaming you or holding you responsible. The choice to accept you was made by me, of my own will. First, we need to deal with what has happened."

"Are you planning to resist?"

Ginor, standing beside her, asked with a serious expression.

"For now, it seems that's what Epinel wants to do."

"But... if we choose to resist and end up losing troops, we could suffer greatly. Right now, abandoning the fortress and gathering at Balhart Castle to hold out with those forces would be—"

"...Ginor. I'm really sorry, but I'd like you to go to where Epinel is for now. If you want to persuade someone, I'd prefer you to persuade Epinel directly there rather than talking to me."

"......"

Ginor couldn't respond to Yuuri's words.

'I see.'

Now I could see what the problem was with the Aishers army.

Epinel, Emma, and the "Aishers Three Girls" including Erinandorf, along with other founding contributors.
In this country, these founding contributors had too much influence.
If Lynn or Serphina were monarchs who ruled as absolute beings above their subordinates, Yuuri and Lunarienne were closer to being leaders of a somewhat more horizontal collective.
Setting aside which was right or wrong, that's just how the two types differed.
However, while Lunarienne, despite her weak nature, knew how to push her opinions, Yuuri seemed rather to be swayed by the founding contributors.
Thinking about it that way, I understood why the meeting had resulted as it did. Emma was one of the founding contributors, so it was natural that Ginor, who had joined later, would be overruled.

I had personally experienced such a group dynamic before being reincarnated.
Namely, the military.
A mysterious group where everything revolves around "how long you've been in."
In the Aishers army, what was most valued wasn't individual ability, but how long one had stayed and contributed—
In other words, it was essentially based on seniority.

A ruler who cares for her comrades, treats everyone like family, and has the leadership to make others follow her—
Ironically, behind such a ruler was a weakness that prevented her from absolutely ruling over them.
After all, she couldn't step on her beloved comrades to rise above them, could she?
While these might be excellent virtues for the leader of a band of righteous outlaws, she was the leader of a country.
Acting like a tyrant wasn't good, but being constantly swayed like her wasn't good either.

From the beginning, Ginor didn't need to persuade Epinel; if she, as the ruler, said "come back," Epinel as a subject should naturally return.
But she didn't do that. She was asking her subject to "persuade" another subject.
And she was the ruler!

'Is that why Yuuri can't achieve unification?'

While I was thinking this,
Yuuri, seemingly having made a decision, stood up and said:

"Irene. I'll give you 3,000 additional troops, so please take the vanguard and join Epinel at the fortress. I'd like to give you more soldiers, but they've already been deployed. Once you arrive at the fortress, please follow her instructions as if they were my own."

"Yes, understood!"

"Ginor. Please join Irene's army and head to the fortress. Understood?"

"...Yes, understood."

"And Swen too."

Yuuri finally looked at me and said:

"I have many expectations for you, Swen. If you can make an impact, I'd appreciate it. You'll hear the details from Epinel. Understood?"

Many expectations, she says.
It seems she's expecting something like the miracle I performed at the northern fortress...
But of course, I don't have the ability to summon such things.
Still, if predictions come like they did then... I'm sure I can find a way.

"Yes, understood."

And so, along with me, Ginor, and several unnamed Aishers army commanders—
The 3,000 soldiers led by Irene set out for the fortress located west of Balhart Castle, which once belonged to the Brands army.

Ch.69 - Chapter 69. Defense Of The Western Fortress Of Bhalharat (2)
Not long after, we arrived at the fortress.

The outer perimeter of what had once been a hastily constructed wooden fortress was now surrounded by solid brick walls. It seemed they had considered this fortress important enough to undertake expansion work.

Indeed, the fortress was built in a location that commanded significant presence for both the Brands army and the Aishers army. A red flag fluttering on the high tower strongly proclaimed that this place belonged to the Aishers army.

"Welcome, Lady Irene."

Several of the guards on duty recognized Irene and greeted her. Their armor bore emblems signifying they belonged to the Aishers army. Like us, they now served under a different sun.

"Hmm. You're working hard."

We immediately made our way to the conference room where Epinel was. Upon entering, we were greeted by a woman with teal hair tied in a ponytail.

"Under the lord's command, I, Irene Juliet, have just arrived at the fortress."

"Welcome, Irene. The Strategist has come as well."

She looked us over, then her eyes settled on my face and she said:

"You've come too, Swen. I was waiting for you."

I silently bowed my head.
She didn't seem to expect a response, as she turned her gaze to address all of us in a serious tone, explaining the current situation.

"Now that reinforcements have arrived, let me explain again. The Brands army is currently marching toward this fortress with 53,000 soldiers. The enemy's vanguard is reportedly Chel Brands."

Since Chel was coming, it seemed they were drawing troops from the south. Having been part of the Brands army until recently, I could clearly see how things were unfolding.

"Currently, there are 48,000 soldiers stationed at this fortress. With the additional 3,000 that just arrived, that makes 51,000. Though it's a fortress rather than a castle, I believe we have sufficient forces to repel them."

Ginor, who had been quietly listening, asked in a very serious tone:

"...Lady Epinel. Surely you don't intend to continue resistance from this fortress?"

"Yes. That's correct."

"That's not a rational decision. I believe the right course of action would be to abandon the fortress immediately and return to the castle."

"Strategist. The number of soldiers on both sides is evenly matched. Though it's not a castle, we have the fortress as our advantage. It seems to me that unconditional surrender isn't the only answer in a situation where we have a fighting chance."

"I understand your intention, General Epinel. However, I don't believe the Brands army's invasion will end with just these 53,000 troops. We might be able to hold them off somehow, but it's clear that we too will suffer significant damage rather than achieving a clean victory. If this turns into a war of attrition, our army, with its limited territorial foundation, will inevitably lose to the overwhelmingly skilled Brands army."

Saying this, Ginor bowed his head.
To witness the national strategist bowing to a general—and someone of Ginor's caliber at that.

"General Epinel, please reconsider. Currently, concentrating our forces at Balhart Castle and maximizing the advantage of defensive warfare is the best approach. Once we deal with the Charam and Alrepel armies, a path will surely become visible."

Honestly, I agreed with Ginor's opinion.
Not just because his intelligence was 99, but because his reasoning made much more sense. No matter how much renovation had been done, there was an enormous difference between holding out in a fortress versus a castle. While 53,000 troops was a large number, it wasn't insurmountable if we combined the fortress troops with those remaining at Balhart Castle.
Moreover, when the soldiers who had been dispatched to fight the Alrepel army returned, we could establish an even stronger defense.

But.
Epinel spoke in an extremely resolute tone:

"Strategist, I understand what you're saying. However, if we lose this fortress, won't we simply return to a situation of endless standoffs with the Brands army? Eventually, we must confront them. I believe that time is now. If we continue to avoid direct confrontation, our army will ultimately accomplish nothing."

Indeed, the location of this fortress was quite strategic.
From my perspective, I had built it somewhat arbitrarily as a place to station troops led by Irene, but it was in an exquisite position that could be utilized effectively by either the Aishers army or the Brands army.
From Epinel's standpoint, in a situation where the troop numbers weren't significantly different, she seemed to think it would be more detrimental to lose a hard-won fortress simply out of fear of a prolonged war.
I could understand her judgment to some extent.
Unlike Kalinz Brands' obviously misguided thinking from before, her reasoning had some merit.

"Additionally, I have a different perspective on the Brands army's continued invasions. According to intelligence, they appear to have signed an armistice with the southern nations. Aren't most of the troops gathering here likely those who were guarding the southern border? If so, they'll eventually bring additional forces from the northern border, and I don't think the Serphina army will remain idle in that case. What do you think?"

"Considering the population of the territories where the Brands army is stationed, there's a possibility they might conduct additional conscription. And if they bring forces from the western front rather than the northern front, that changes the situation. Overall, I believe abandoning the fortress and using Balhart Castle as our stronghold would more effectively block the Brands army's invasion."

"You may be right about effectively blocking the invasion, but as I just said, we can't break through if we keep blocking the path. If we can subdue the Brands army in this battle, occupying Raclain Castle won't just be a dream."

"I understand your feelings, but now is not the time. If we wait, the right time will surely come."

At Ginor's words, Epinel slowly closed her eyes, then spoke in a careful tone:

"Strategist, I don't want to bring up old stories, but I still remember when you boasted that you would plant the Aishers army's flag at Raclain Castle. But what happened in the end?"

"...!"

Wow.
To be able to express such opinions to the Strategist—Epinel's influence was certainly strong.
By the way, I was the one who had committed that "boasting" incident.
But since revealing that fact wouldn't do any good, I'll just keep quiet here.

"This battle is, in a way, a golden opportunity for our Aishers army. As you said, targeting Raclain Castle now might indeed have low probability of success. However..."

Epinel spoke in a very emotional tone, as if reminiscing about the past.

"Strategist, you may not know this well since you haven't been with us long, but our Aishers army has accomplished countless feats—from our first meeting to discuss our cause, to raising our flag at Balhart Castle in the central region after escaping Serphina's fierce surveillance in the northern continent. None of these endeavors seemed highly probable. But we succeeded. We brothers and sisters who share Yuuri's blood have always seized opportunities in such crises, which is how we've developed to this point."

"..."

"And I don't think anyone in our army is considering the option of abandoning the fortress and retreating."

After saying this, Epinel finally turned to face us and exclaimed in a loud voice:

"Am I right? Let those who think it would be better to abandon the battle here and retreat to Balhart Castle raise their hands!"

While no one raised their hand—
I breathed a sigh of relief.
I wanted to toast to her performance being a "question."

'Is abandoning the battle and retreating the best course of action?'

I quickly entered Epinel's question into my mind.

Regardless of what the two thought, each had plausible reasons.
An ordinary person wouldn't be able to side with either of them. Without the ability to read the future, no one could guarantee who was right.
But I was different.
As long as I could input a question, I could obtain the absolutely correct answer.

Would Ginor's opinion, with his intelligence of 99, hit the mark?

And the result was.

[Somewhat close.]

'...???'

Huh?

Somewhat close...?
Not the correct answer, but somewhat close?
This wasn't the first time I'd received an answer like "close." During that previous regular meeting of the Brands army, Irene's opinion had been "very close."

If retreating was "somewhat close," did that mean we should withdraw the troops anyway?
Why?

Regardless of my suddenly complicated thoughts, Epinel continued with what she wanted to say.
She seemed very satisfied that no one had raised their hand, and her tone gained strength.

"Strategist, we must achieve victory in this battle. That is the only way to advance into the central part of the continent. Our brothers and sisters can certainly accomplish this again. I have been granted full authority over the command of this fortress by Yuuri. In other words, my words are essentially those of Yuuri, our sovereign. I have absolutely no intention of yielding on this matter, and I would appreciate your cooperation."

Ginor closed his eyes, lost in thought, then nodded and said:

"...I understand."

No matter how much of a national strategist Ginor was, the leader and absolute authority of this nation was the sovereign, Yuuri.
And Yuuri trusted Epinel immensely. It was almost beyond trust—more like being led around.

Anyway, that wasn't what was important right now.
If Ginor's opinion was "somewhat close," then what about Epinel's opinion—
that is, "not retreating from the fortress and fighting against the Brands army"?

'Is there some natural way I could receive a question?'

At that moment.
With perfect timing, Epinel turned to me and spoke:

"By the way, Swen. This time I'd like to see that ability of yours with my own eyes."

"My ability, you say?"

"There's no use pretending at this point. I'm talking about the miracle you performed. They say you sought blessing from the heavens and made stones fall?"

Come to think of it, she had said she was "waiting for me."
Is she asking me to use that ability?

"Um, Lady Epinel. Swen's ability is..."

I gestured to stop Irene from saying anything.
It meant to leave this to me.
She understood my meaning perfectly and closed her mouth.

"I apologize, Lady Epinel, but communication with the heavens is not something I can do whenever I wish. I am merely someone who reads the energy of the heavens, understands the flow of the stars, and guides that flow favorably. Though I sincerely wish to help, that channel is currently blocked."

"Is that so? How about performing a ritual similar to last time?"

"Well, I could do that... but there's no guarantee the heavens will respond. If the purpose is to cloud the eyes of the Brands army, it's not a bad idea, but I'm afraid I cannot give you a definite answer about its practical effectiveness."

While the ritual itself might serve as a bluff against the Brands army, the problem would be what happens next if nothing actually occurs.

"Hmm... is that so?"

Epinel looked somewhat disappointed, but then shook her head from side to side and said:

"Well, even without relying on your miracle, our army should be able to defeat the Brands army here. Don't you think?"

At Epinel's perfectly timed question, I breathed a sigh of relief.

'Great!'

Though unintended, I somehow managed to get the question I was curious about.
Second question: 'Can the Aishers army defeat the Brands army in this battle?'
My next actions would be determined by the result that came out here.

And once again.
My brain with its intelligence of 100, so nonchalantly—
Like introducing tonight's dinner menu, simply spat out the result:

[It depends on the will of the heavens.]

'??????'

Once again, an unexpected result.
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I pondered the prediction results again.

[It depends on heaven's will]?

I had seen this prediction before.
This wasn't literally about depending on heaven, but rather a prediction meaning that the outcome would vary according to my own actions, not something else.

But... what did it mean that the outcome of the war depended on my actions, not someone else's?
I had high intelligence, but ridiculously low strength. My leadership was probably low as well. Those weren't the virtues of a strategist but of a general.
Of course, it wasn't unusual for a strategist to lead a battle to victory with ingenious tactics, but I was a strategist in name only and practically useless when it came to tactics.

Yet the battle's outcome depends on my choice?
And retreating is somewhat close to the right answer?

While I was lost in thought due to two predictions that were absolutely correct but seemed to have no connection to each other.

"Swen?"

Epinel, who had no way of knowing I was confused, urged me to answer again.
Only then could I respond in a somewhat calmer tone.

"Pardon? Ah... yes, I agree with what you said, Lady Epinel."

My answer was a bit delayed, but I seemed to have managed the situation somehow.

"Everyone, listen! We've decided to make our stand at the fortress, so prepare for battle. Mussel, Jayden, and Irene. I have high expectations for you three."

"We understand!"

And so, Ginor's opinion to retreat was rejected in favor of Epinel's decision to make a stand.

"Now everyone can return to their positions."

After Epinel's final words, people filed out, leaving only Irene and me in the empty conference room.

"Swen? Is something wrong?"

"Lady Irene."

Irene was one of our key forces.
In a situation where we were short on generals, she was destined to go to the battlefield and fight.
If I couldn't find the "optimal move" here... she would be in danger.

"You can tell me if something's bothering you."

"It's nothing. I'm just a bit tense before the battle."

"I see."

Irene smiled faintly and said.

"Don't worry, Swen. Even if it means turning my back on the Aishers army, I will definitely protect you."

"Turning your back on the Aishers army? That's dangerous talk if others were to hear it."

"It doesn't matter. What's important to me isn't others, but you, Swen. Didn't I tell you? I live for you."

Irene's words weren't bravado but sincere.
Even earlier, when Epinel told me to perform a ritual, she had tried to intervene.
Despite being a newcomer who could be seen as the cause of the Brands army's invasion, she didn't hesitate to step forward and voice her opinion strongly, even though it would clearly earn her enmity.

I could easily guess the reason.
She believed that such actions—like performing rituals to create miracles—would put my life at risk.
If the only way for us to win was for me to summon another meteorite, she would rather choose defeat.

For her sake, I had to find the right answer.

"I feel the same way about you, Lady Irene."

"Yes... I know."

Irene's smile as she said this was incredibly endearing.
Perhaps that's why.
I approached Irene and gently embraced her.
It was somewhat impulsive, and I felt her body tense slightly—
But she soon opened her arms and placed her hands around my waist.
She didn't reject me but welcomed me into her world.

This feeling from her warm presence.
It made me feel alive and gave me a reason to live.

After we shared a silent embrace for a moment.

"...Swen. I'll go downstairs and do what I need to do, but feel free to come find me anytime if you need anything."

"I understand."

After Irene left the conference room, alone in the silence.
I sat down and whispered quietly to myself.

'Alright. Let's try once more.'

The very thing I had struggled with to survive as an ordinary modern person who could only make 100% accurate predictions and knew nothing about strategy or tactics.
A kind of "deduction" that I needed to perform once more.
Eliminating all impossibilities.
As a result, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.

It would surely be the same this time.
I began to think calmly.

I had two "absolute truths":

Defeating the enemy here and retreating is "somewhat close" to the right answer.
And the outcome of this battle "depends on heaven's will," meaning it depends on my choice.

Let's organize them one by one.

When I first heard it, I was confused because I was flustered.
But if "my choice" here means that the predictions made by my intelligence 100 brain come out according to the position of the "Aishers army," the country I'm currently affiliated with, rather than my own position—
It would be correct to interpret this as meaning that our army can win if we make some good choices here, rather than referring to me, Swen, as an individual.
Thinking calmly, that's how it made sense.

Then, our army doing something means...

'Either we do something first... or we prepare for something the enemy might do... one of these two?'

Only then did I slowly take out the paper from inside my clothes.

This place is the western part of Valharat Fortress. In other words, it's the eastern region of Laclaine Castle, the easternmost point of the Brands army.
This means that this area is included in the "map of the Brands army's border region" that I had drawn before.

If we need to prepare for something, we should be able to find hints in the terrain.

I spread out the map and carefully checked the terrain from Laclaine Castle to Valharat Fortress and around the fortress.

'There are quite a few forests here and there, more than I expected.'

Could those surrounding forests provide some clue?
A way to use them, or maybe...

'...No.'

Let's change perspective.

This is the time to think from the opponent's perspective, not ours.

'If I were in the Brands army, how would I act?'

If I were Chel Brands.
If I were Farfalle, the strategist of the Brands army, what would I be thinking?
On what basis would I make the decision to "send 50,000 troops to the fortress"?

I slowly cleared my mind and focused on my thoughts.

If I were in the Brands army's position...

'...I wouldn't send soldiers.'

When I thought about it, the sudden deployment itself seemed incomprehensible.

The reason.
It might sound a bit ridiculous to hear, but... I couldn't help but think it.

'Because... I, "Swen," am here.'
'Because they can't ignore Swen's existence... they wouldn't just send soldiers head-on.'

I had predicted natural disasters and acted as if I had caused them.
And that was when I was with the Brands army.
It seemed unlikely that the Brands army, of all people, would overlook this point.

Farfalle, the current national strategist of the Brands army, wasn't stupid enough to not consider such a basic thing.
She would have certainly taken this into account.
Yet they still sent soldiers because...

* * *

Laclaine Castle.

There, Chel and Farfalle were having a private conversation.
On the table was just a single map showing the surrounding terrain.

"Strategist. I'm glad to see you've been well without any troubles."

"I've heard. Your lord ordered you to occupy the Aishers army's territory?"

"That's right. I feel reassured having you with me, Strategist Farfalle."

"Likewise, I feel like I've gained a thousand troops with General Chel at the forefront."

After the appropriate pleasantries.
Chel immediately got to the point.

"First of all, the enemy commander defending the fortress is Epinel Rosenkroz."

Epinel Rosenkroz.
A woman regarded as the most excellent general in the Aishers army, with well-rounded abilities without any weak points.

One of the famous Three Ladies of Aishers that Farfalle knew well.

Among them, Erinandorf had the strongest combat ability, while Emma had excellent leadership and intelligence.
And Epinel was the one who could unite these two with her leadership.
The fact that if something happened to Baranga Yuuri Aishers, Epinel would almost 100% be the one to succeed as the ruler, should be sufficient explanation of what kind of person she was.

"According to our intelligence, they have about 48,000 troops. Of course, since it's a fortress rather than a castle, if we bring plenty of siege weapons and clear out the troops that come out to intercept, we certainly have a chance of winning... But my lord said that as soon as the western front is settled, he'll send additional troops here. I'm wondering whether we should wait for those troops or go in immediately without giving the enemy time to prepare."

After finishing his words, Chel looked straight at Farfalle and said.

"I'd like to hear your esteemed opinion."

"...May I share my thoughts?"

Farfalle pointed to the map in front of her and said.

"In the current situation, I believe it's impossible to capture the fortress no matter what strategy we use. It's unreasonable to engage in a full-scale battle in the first place."

"Impossible? I'm sorry, but I don't quite understand what you mean."

"Have you forgotten, General? What happened at the northern fortress?"

"...!"

What happened in the north.
Within the Brands army, it had long been established as "that incident where rocks fell from the sky."
And hearing that, Chel seemed to understand what Farfalle was talking about.

"Ah..."

"The traitor isn't just Irene Juliet. Under her, there was a commander named Swen. He's an extremely insightful man, smart enough to see through the Aishers army's schemes. According to rumors, Swen performed rituals at that fortress, communicating with the heavens to create such miracles. If our army were to expose all our forces and charge straight at the fortress, would they simply intercept and fight us? Or would they perform rituals again to knock on heaven's door once more?"

Chel couldn't answer and listened to her words with a serious expression.

"We don't know exactly how his abilities work, whether it's really magic as the rumors suggest or not—but from our army's perspective, there's no need to test his abilities, is there?"

"...Hmm."

"Of course, thinking that way raises the question of 'why didn't they attack earlier with that ability,' but as I said before, we have no reason to experiment with his abilities."

"Then what should we do? Doesn't this mean we essentially have no chance of winning?"

"It's not that there's no way at all."

Farfalle moved her finger to where Laclaine Castle was located.

"First of all, to achieve ultimate victory in this battle, we need to deploy to the fortress immediately. Or more precisely... the fact itself that we've deployed is what's needed."

Having heard that far, Chel seemed to realize something and nodded, saying.

"Then what you're saying is..."

"That's right."

Farfalle nodded.

"The soldiers marching toward the fortress are—"

* * *

"...The soldiers marching toward the fortress are bait to keep me tied down... is that it?"

I found myself muttering out loud.
After thinking deeply about 'what would I do if I were the Brands army,' this was the answer I came up with.

Bait.
The thought that the advance force approaching this place might be bait wouldn't leave my mind.
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I organized my thoughts.
If I assume that the news of 50,000 advance troops being deployed is itself a "bait," it wasn't difficult to guess why they chose specifically 50,000 men.

Even if it's a fortress rather than a castle, defenders generally have a significant advantage over attackers in battle.
It's not that we couldn't hold them off, but we couldn't overwhelm them either, so wouldn't both sides just end up in a drawn-out war of attrition?
Ginor must have had this in mind when he argued that "if this becomes a prolonged battle, our army will be the losing side."

For the Brands army to secure a definite advantage, they should have brought at least 70,000-80,000 troops.
They could probably scrape together 20,000-30,000 more soldiers from various places, given their large population and extensive borders with many deployed troops.
In that case, Epinel would likely have abandoned the resistance and returned to the castle. Holding out in the castle with the combined forces would have been a much more rational decision.

Right there, I could read something like an "answer."

'Since 50,000 was just enough to keep Epinel from retreating... did they match that number on purpose?'

If their aim was to keep our forces tied up at this fortress and give us the impression that "we have a fighting chance," the number 53,000 was incredibly precise.
This was essentially proven by the fact that Epinel took the bait.

'Wait a minute.'

If that advance force is bait meant for us, then their real target isn't this fortress.
There would be no reason to send bait to the fortress otherwise.

So what is their true objective?

Here again, I brought in two absolutely correct predictions.

Withdrawing troops is "somewhat close to the right solution."
Victory in battle depends on "heaven's will" - meaning it depends on how our army acts.

We win if our army chooses "something."
And withdrawing troops from the fortress to retreat to Valhart Castle is "somewhat close to the correct" action.

'Does winning include withdrawing troops... and our army needs to do something else?'

But if that's the case, isn't the phrasing a bit strange?
We need to do something to win?
We lose if we don't do something?

'A situation where we lose if we don't do something... a situation where we only win if we do something...'

Once more, I began compiling all possible courses of action the Brands army might take.
The more impossible options I eliminated, the more clearly the truth would shine.

What would the Brands army do?
How did they act to make the two predictions turn out this way?

Once more...

* * *

"...Hmm."

Chel was speechless with shock after hearing Farfalle's explanation.

"What do you think?"

"Rather than what I think... should I say it's too bold... is it really possible...?"

"It is possible. In fact, this is the only way. To deliver a decisive blow to the Aishers army quickly without waiting for 30,000 reinforcements."

Farfalle spoke in an extremely serious tone.

"Of course, we can only use this method right now, at this single moment. I understand that the risk of failure is by no means small. However, I believe now is precisely the time to make a decision."

"Hmm..."

Chel stroked his chin thoughtfully.
Farfalle's proposal.
Certainly, it was the most unorthodox yet most efficient method they could take in the current situation.
The problem was just one: the enormous losses our army would suffer if we failed.
With over 30,000 soldiers already having switched from the Brands army to the Aishers army due to Irene's betrayal, if we were to lose all our current forces as well, it could lead to truly irreversible consequences.
Wouldn't it become a question of whether the southern or northern border would be breached?

"...It seems too reckless... I still think it's safer to slowly attack the fortress head-on. Of course, Swen's ability is concerning, but as you said, if he could use that ability freely, wouldn't they have invaded Raclaine Castle long ago? I've heard that even Swen himself said, when he was in our army, that it wasn't an ability he could use whenever he wanted."

"Then, let's assume as you say that Swen cannot use his ability."

Farfalle placed his hand on the map on the table and began explaining again.

"If this becomes a prolonged battle, we would win, but we don't know how long it would take. The Aishers army has many commanders with outstanding abilities. Of course, if we keep dragging it out, we would eventually win, but it's uncertain whether the southern nations and Serphina's northern army will remain idle in the meantime. Given our Lord's firm intention to punish the Aishers army first, I believe the correct answer is to resolve this as quickly as possible. And the only way to avoid dragging this out is the method I just proposed."

"But... isn't there a possibility that your strategy won't work, Strategist?"

"Of course there is, but I consider that probability to be very low."

"I'd like to hear your reasoning, if you don't mind."

Farfalle nodded and said:

"The current fortress commander, Epinel Rosenkroz, is a battle-oriented general with an inflexible personality. She prefers direct confrontation rather than relying on schemes or strategies. She's likely to insist on defending the fortress. Given her high standing in the Aishers army, her opinion will naturally be accepted. This information is based on intelligence I've gathered and cross-verified while stationed at the eastern border region, so it should be accurate."

"Then ultimately..."

"Yes. Although the losses we would suffer in case of failure would be painful, engaging in direct combat without knowing exactly what Swen's ability is doesn't give us much chance of victory either. If both options carry risks, shouldn't we pursue the one with the greater potential reward?"

"..."

"Lord Chel. That is all I have to say. Even if you choose not to follow my advice, I will support you wholeheartedly."

Although Farfalle held quite a high position as a national strategist, ultimately it was General Chel's responsibility to command in the field.
After contemplating for a while, Chel nodded as if he had made up his mind and said:

"...We will-"

* * *

I cleared my mind completely.
Then, I inserted only the two facts that came from my recent prediction.

That the outcome of the battle depends on our army's choice.
That withdrawing troops from here is somewhat the right action.

These two propositions are absolute "truths." An intelligence of 100 only speaks facts.
This meant that both withdrawing soldiers and doing something else were necessary for victory in this battle.

I stared at the map for a long time.
The forests distributed quite extensively around the area.
Raclaine Castle. The fortress. And the narrow, straight corridor leading to Valhart Castle.

As I slowly examined the map-
I eliminated possibilities one by one.
All the strategies the Brands army could use against us.
All the countermeasures our army could employ against the Brands army.
After eliminating all of these... only a single "possibility" remained, shining intensely in the darkness.

'...!'

That was the moment.
My mind, which had been tangled with complex thoughts, suddenly cleared, and I felt like I understood why an intelligence of 100 would make such a prediction.

Something like divine revelation... enveloped me intensely.

"...A surprise attack."

I unconsciously let those words slip from my tongue.

Yes.
A surprise attack.

The enemy's target is not this fortress.
The advance troops sent to the fortress are bait.
The enemy's target is the capital and only stronghold of the Aishers army, which is currently undermanned due to troops being sent to fight the Alepel army-

'The enemy plans to launch a surprise attack on Valhart Castle.'

The number of deployed troops was likely not actually 50,000. It's not difficult to spread false information.
Even if it were true, the forces arriving at the fortress would be fewer. The remaining soldiers could simply march through the forest, bypassing toward Valhart Castle.

With that realization, all the fragmented facts that had seemed completely unrelated began to fit together.

So.

That's why the intelligence of 100 said it [depends on heaven's will].
Of course, if we prepare for the surprise attack, we'll win. But if we fail to prepare, we'll lose.

That's why the intelligence of 100 said [somewhat close to the right solution].
If we withdraw troops from the fortress and station them at Valhart Castle, we could at least prevent the surprise attack.
But the Brands army isn't stupid. If they confirm that reinforcements have arrived, they'll withdraw their forces without engaging in battle.
Ginor's proposal was a half-answer. It would keep our army's forces safe, but we couldn't damage the Brands army's forces either—essentially maintaining the status quo.
Thinking about it again, no phrase describes the situation better than "somewhat close."

The real answer.
The "most efficient answer for the Aishers army" predicted by the intelligence of 100 is—to prepare for the surprise attack and counter-attack.
Troops that fail in their surprise attack will fall into confusion. Dealing with soldiers whose formations have collapsed would be as easy as eating cake.
A method that preserves our army's strength while delivering a critical blow to the Brands army.

That was what "preparing for the surprise attack on Valhart Castle" meant.

'...Hah.'

I let out a long sigh and leaned back against the chair.
I noticed cold sweat streaming down my entire body.
It felt like walking on thin ice. Extracting what was happening from statements that were absolutely true but completely incomprehensible required an enormous amount of energy.

Nevertheless.
In the end, I succeeded in finding what seemed to be the right path.

'This is just half the battle.'

That's right.
At this point of discovery, it was still only half the solution.

This wasn't the Lunarian army that would almost unconditionally listen to me.
Even if my words were absolutely correct, they would be meaningless if no one listened.
Moreover, this was the ruthless Aishers army, where even someone like Ginor had to swallow a bitter pill just because he lacked experience.

'Still, I have to convince them.'

A rookie commander like me probably couldn't move Epinel's heart.
Then the person I should approach first is... ultimately Ginor.
He's the national strategist. Even though Epinel had once rejected Ginor's opinion, the probability of him convincing her was higher than mine.

'There's no time. I need to move quickly.'

I got up and headed toward where Ginor was.
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Finding Ginor wasn't particularly difficult.
He was on the fortress wall, surveying the surroundings and occasionally sighing.

"Lord Ginor."

"Hmm? If it isn't Swen. What brings you here?"

I stood beside him and carefully broached the subject.

"Do you intend to let them engage in a head-on battle?"

"...What do you mean?"

"I apologize if my words sound presumptuous. I simply want to ask if you truly believe following Epinel's opinion is the right answer."

"...Sigh."

Ginor let out a long sigh before speaking.

"General Epinel's words aren't completely unreasonable. If we lose this fortress, we'll end up back at square one. Perhaps facing them head-on might be the right answer after all."

"I'm not so sure. My thoughts differ somewhat."

"...What are you trying to say?"

I spoke in a serious tone.

"Lord Ginor, it's quite simple. Imagine if you were the strategist for the Brands army. Would you bring troops to attack this place?"

"Certainly, 50,000 men would be insufficient, I think. But this is a fortress, not a castle. As an advance force concept, well, there's no reason not to invade at all. If it were me, I would have brought 20,000-30,000 more soldiers... but the invasion itself wouldn't have been a completely foolish act."

"Even with me being here?"

"...?"

He didn't immediately understand my words and looked into my eyes.
Then soon after.

With an "Ah," he slowly nodded.

"...You, perhaps..."

"If I were the Brands army's strategist, I wouldn't attempt a frontal assault against this fortress's forces, regardless of their number. Especially since there's a high possibility that I, 'Swen,' would be here."

He nodded, then stroked his beard.
After a moment, as if something had occurred to him, he looked at me and said:

"...But didn't you say that ability of yours isn't a 'magic' you can use freely? Wouldn't they know that too? Especially since you were once part of their ranks."

Ginor was the man who had heard the most about my abilities in the Aishers army.
Since I couldn't tell unsustainable lies, I had previously confessed to him that I couldn't use it at will.

However.
I had never revealed all my cards to anyone.

"It's not magic, but... honestly, there are things I haven't told you."

"Things you haven't told me?"

"When I explained before, I said I couldn't control any aspect of it, and that reading the flow of the heavens was my limit... but that's not entirely true."

If the Aishers army falls here anyway.
If they lose the only Balhart Castle - I would die.
Not only is my life at stake, but Irene would certainly suffer a terrible fate as well.

So here.
Once again, I had to risk my life and brazenly tell a lie.

"With a 'deeper' communication... I can intervene in the flow of the heavens."

"...!!!"

Ginor's eyes widened as he stared at me for a moment-
Then, he parted his heavy lips.

"Why... did you hide this?"

"It's simple. The price is my lifespan."

"Your lifespan?"

"To manipulate the will of the heavens as I please, I must utilize an absurd amount of mana. Naturally, accepting that much mana into my body places tremendous strain on various parts of my physique. That's why I couldn't carelessly mention this ability."

"Hmm..."

Ginor briefly frowned in contemplation, then carefully asked me:

"I wonder why you're telling me this now. If your life is precious, shouldn't this be something you keep to yourself?"

"Well, my life will be forfeit if we do nothing anyway."

"...What do you mean by that?"

I looked around, then met his eyes.
Like someone divulging a celestial secret, I moved my tongue mischievously.

"It's a surprise attack, Lord Ginor."

"!!!"

"The Brands army's target isn't this fortress. The soldiers are bait. Their real objective is... Balhart Castle, which is currently undermanned as troops have been sent to invade Alepel. If Balhart Castle falls, our entire army will become prisoners of the Brands army. And if that happens, I will certainly die."

"...What's your evidence?"

"Let me say it again. If I were the Brands army's strategist, I wouldn't have sent troops here knowing I was present. Especially since the Brands army has people who have actually witnessed me in action. Lord Ginor, do you know who the Brands army's strategist is?"

"It was definitely Farfalle."

"If you know that, this will be quicker. In your opinion, would Farfalle advance here without knowing something that even a mere general like me knows?"

"..."

He hesitated briefly, then shook his head and said:

"No, she wouldn't. From what I've observed, she's an extremely intelligent person."

"It seems you have some history with her."

"She was once my student."

Oh? This was information even I didn't know.
Given that Ginor was counted among the wisest men on the continent, it seemed his legacy was by no means insignificant.

At this point, I decided to scratch his itch.

"Of course, it doesn't matter how right a strategist is if the commander doesn't accept their advice."

Ginor's eyebrows twitched at these words.
I could scratch more, but I'll leave it at that for now.

"The current commander of the Brands army is Chel Brands. While he may be somewhat arrogant and aggressive in battle, he's not foolish enough to ignore his strategist's advice. His reputation as the First Sword is evidence of that."
"And until recently, I belonged to the Brands army. Farfalle is highly trusted within the Brands army. Starting with Lynn, the ruler herself gives her special treatment. Under the rules of the Brands army, where the ruler's influence is paramount, her opinions carry almost as much weight as Lynn Brands' own. I find it hard to believe Chel would ignore that."

"..."

After that, I presented all the logical arguments I could to convince Ginor.
From why the number of soldiers was specifically 50,000, to the fact that they didn't have much time left except for a surprise attack.
Ginor didn't respond, but it wasn't difficult to tell he was listening attentively to my words.

"What we need to do now is withdraw troops from the fortress and use their plan to surprise attack Balhart Castle to our advantage. There is no other option. I believe this is the only way our army can survive."

"...Hmm."

Ginor stared blankly at the horizon, lost in thought for a while-
Then turned to face me.

"The fact that you're telling me this means..."

"Yes. I believe you're the only one who can convince Epinel."

Of course, no matter how hard I tried to persuade her as a newcomer, she wouldn't listen.
In the end, the only person with even a slight chance of convincing her was Ginor, the national strategist.
...Or so I thought.
But Ginor said something unexpected.

"...I see. Despite being here for such a short time, you seem to have figured out the situation I'm in."

'?'

He said something very meaningful, but... honestly, I don't know what he's talking about.
Yet somehow, my intuition was strongly telling me.
That this was going to be a turning point.
I nodded and replied in the most composed tone I could manage.

"Your thoughts are correct."

"I see."

Good.
There was a bit of delay in my response, but... it seemed to have gone over well enough.
I don't know what circumstances Ginor was in, but from my position, I couldn't help but take advantage of it.

'For someone who can only make predictions, I need to use whatever I can get my hands on.'

"Alright. I'll try to persuade her once more."

"I'll come with you."

"However, I have a favor to ask."

Huh?
A favor?

"What might that be?"

"If things work out well, I'd like you to grant me one request."

"A request? That's quite sudden."

"I promise it won't be burdensome or unreasonable for you."

A request from Ginor that wouldn't be burdensome to me?
Nothing specific came to mind, but... honestly, I wasn't in a position to have options.
Still, it would be good to have some insurance.

"If it's a request I absolutely cannot fulfill, I might not be able to grant it, but if that's acceptable to you."

"Do as you wish. My request won't be of that nature."

"In that case, I have no reason to refuse."

With our conversation concluded.
Ginor and I immediately headed to where Epinel was.
She was busy training soldiers.
As we approached her, she noticed us coming and tilted her head curiously.

"Strategist? And Swen, you're here too. What's the matter?"

"General Epinel. I'd like to have another conversation with you."

"A conversation?"

"Yes."

After that, Ginor conveyed our opinion to her based on what I had told him.
He explained that the deployed soldiers were likely bait, the real target was Balhart Castle, and that we should withdraw troops in anticipation of a surprise attack.
Ginor even included my story about not speaking up earlier due to fear of shortening my lifespan.
Perhaps because he was truly intelligent, he had an excellent ability to explain things clearly.

"Is that so? A surprise attack... hmm."

Epinel fell into thought for a moment, then looked at us and said:

"If we withdraw troops and there's no surprise attack, this fortress will be taken by those 50,000 soldiers... in that case."

"As I mentioned, I'll risk my lifespan and try to open a path through the heavens."

"Hmm..."

Epinel pondered for a long time, then looked straight into my eyes.

"Swen. I don't want to force you to do something that puts your life at risk."

"...Pardon?"

"No, why are you so surprised? I mean exactly what I said - I don't want to burden you unnecessarily."

"But without this method, everyone will be in danger."

"I understand what you're saying. I'll specifically send scouts. If the Brands army plans to divide their forces, won't the scouts confirm it? We can decide what to do then; it's not too late."

'We can't waste time unnecessarily...'

Since this was a prediction made with Intelligence 100, my words would prove correct, so there was no need to be so cautious.
Rather, if we delayed and missed the timing, it would be a disaster.
Of course, Epinel wouldn't know my circumstances, but... that caution seemed like it would become poison.

"Um... well."

I was tempted to say she could have my head if I turned out to be wrong.
But I knew that my "insistence" had worked before only because Luna was the ruler.
There was no way I could convince Epinel now.

"Anyway, we can't withdraw troops right now, so understand that. I've already sent messengers to Emma, who has set out to conquer the Alepel army. If necessary, Emma's army can protect Balhart Castle. We Aishers have always been warriors of reversal who somehow overcome such chaos."

"But there's no guarantee they'll return to Balhart Castle in time-"

"I believe in Emma's judgment. Swen, you may not know, but she's a great warrior who makes the impossible possible. I, Epinel, guarantee it. Perhaps you should see for yourself this time."

Epinel said, patting her chest.
Perhaps the results they've achieved with longtime comrades are her pride.
Pride is good, but... I wondered if prioritizing trust in comrades above all else was truly the right path.

"Strategist, I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't worry too much and prepare for battle."

'Sigh.'

I don't understand why she's so fixated on the fortress...
In the end, even bringing Ginor didn't convince her.
I had thought this might happen since Ginor's initial proposal to "withdraw all troops and send them to Balhart Castle" was rejected, but it really did turn out this way.

'Should I secretly flee with Irene?'

Looking at it objectively, the Aishers army's downfall wasn't my concern.
Fleeing before battle would spread unsavory rumors about us, but weren't we already branded as traitors?
Simply ensuring our survival wouldn't be so bad.
As I was thinking this... Ginor spoke in a serious tone.

"General. Withdraw troops now to prepare for the surprise attack. On the condition that you do so, if there is no surprise attack as you say and we lose this fortress, I will immediately step down from my position as national strategist."

"...!!!"

At that moment.
Epinel, who had been unmoved by any argument, looked at Ginor in shock for the first time.

'Step down from his position as national strategist?'

Is that condition so appealing to Epinel?
As I was wondering about this, Ginor continued speaking as if it were nothing.

And after hearing what he said next.
I could somewhat guess what he meant by "the situation he was in."

"And I will pass this position to Anima, who was the original national strategist."
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# The Name Anima

It wasn't the first time I'd heard this name.

'Right. I'm pretty sure there was definitely a strategist-type general named Anima.'

I remembered her as a decent female character with good stats, quite usable.
Of course, she wasn't a character who appeared as an independent general, but rather someone who always belonged to the Aishers army in every scenario.

That's right.
The strategist of the Aishers army was almost always Anima.
For some reason, Ginor now held that position, though he originally used to appear as an independent general.
Now that I added Anima to the equation, Epinel's strangely stubborn behavior started to make sense.

Could it be...

'Was Epinel upset that Anima was pushed out of the strategist position?'

Good grief.
Even in the Aishers army where positions were determined by seniority, if you considered intelligence—practically the most important virtue for a strategist—Ginor would clearly be the better choice.
Besides, this wasn't a game but the real world, so in Ginor's case, unlike me who made predictions and pieced things together, the actual person must be incredibly intelligent and wise.
Yet she still had complaints about it?
If the "original members" were that important, why bother recruiting new talent at all?

"..."

After listening to Ginor's words, Epinel thought for a moment.
Then she looked at me.

"Swen. Your words, they're certain?"

"Me, sir?"

"That it's possible to somehow create a miracle by betting your lifespan. If the surprise attack doesn't come, won't this fortress be in a precarious state without troops? It would be quite troublesome if your ability doesn't activate."

"...It's possible. If this fortress falls immediately, I would certainly become a prisoner of the Brands army. And from the Brands army's perspective, I'm a traitor. Why would I risk my life to tell a lie?"

I brazenly told the lie without changing my expression.
Well, according to my prediction, there would be a surprise attack, so I had nothing to fear.

"..."

Epinel pondered my words for a long time, then looked at Ginor and said:

"Strategist. I hope you won't be too angry. I just want you to understand that for our Aishers army, Anima is an extremely important figure. We received a lot of help from her when we had nothing. She certainly doesn't deserve to be treated so poorly. I'm absolutely not criticizing you, but..."

"I understand, General."

"Then I'm glad."

Epinel nodded.

"I will withdraw troops from the fortress to prepare for the surprise attack on Balhart Castle."

"Lady Epinel."

I took a map from my pocket and handed it to her.
It was a map where I had just marked the expected locations of the surprise attack.

Epinel received it and said with slight surprise:

"This... Swen, did you prepare all this?"

"Yes, I did."

"Hmm... I thought you only had the talent to pray to the heavens, but it seems you're quite capable in tactics as well."

Let me say this once more: I don't know the first thing about tactics.
I barely understand even the basic concept of the "hammer and anvil" strategy that's commonly known.

I just played this game for 10,000 hours, so I know roughly how surprise attacks tend to happen.

"Anyway, just in case, you should prepare for the ritual from now on. I'll assign a few soldiers to you."

"I will follow your orders."

"If that's settled, let's hurry now."

Having somehow succeeded in persuading Epinel,
I asked Ginor a question as he was leaving.

"Where is Lady Anima now?"

I couldn't remember seeing her face during the meeting.
In my memory, she had short light brown hair, but there was no such woman there.

"She's gone on a training journey."

"Training?"

"...She thought her inadequacy was why she was replaced by me, so she left for somewhere within our territory for training."

"What...? Did our Lord allow this?"

It might sound nice to call it training, but isn't this just insubordination?
It's practically the same as running away saying, 'If you won't make me strategist, I won't do anything.'

"The current Lord Yuuri and the core contributors of the Aishers army are bound by extremely tight bonds. It seems they somehow maintain contact even during her training."

"I see..."

I carefully looked at Ginor.
After reading the emotions on his face, I judged it would be okay to ask this much.

"Why are you with the Aishers army, Lord Ginor?"

At my words, Ginor's eyebrows twitched momentarily.
But as I expected, he didn't seem too displeased and let out a short sigh.

"That's quite a bold question. ...Well, I suppose it might appear that way from a newcomer's perspective."

Someone of Ginor's caliber would clearly be respected anywhere.
He must be known as the wisest person on the continent.
The implication was that he wasn't someone who should be treated this way just for securing the strategist position.

"This country certainly has strong influence from its founding contributors, but fortunately, all those contributors are generals with outstanding abilities. General Epinel, General Emma, General Erinandorf, and the former strategist Anima—all of them. They all have some stubbornness, but none are foolish or wicked. They're all people who sincerely strive for peace on the continent. Of course, our Lord Yuuri is also much more suitable as a ruler compared to people like Lynn Brands or Navidos Ohana."

Navidos Ohana.
That referred to the ruler of the Ohana army, which bordered the Karelia army in the south.

"After the empire collapsed, I realized that a ruler who merely 'reigns' like the past imperial rulers cannot bring true peace to this continent. Isn't the fact that the entire continent is now torn apart by feudal lords proof of that? I believe that someone like Lord Yuuri needs to unify the continent for peace to come."

"In terms of not just reigning, isn't there also Karelia?"

"You mean Lady Makana Karelia. I had the opportunity to speak with her when she was still young, during the time when the empire was intact. Certainly, in terms of leadership ability, even Lord Yuuri would have to concede to her... but she's too kind, and that's the problem."

After saying this, he sighed deeply, like a father worried about his daughter.

"She lacks the charisma to control this chaotic world. Lord Yuuri has founding contributors to compensate for that aspect, but she doesn't even have such figures. The generals who have shared life and death with Lord Yuuri are filling in for her shortcomings."

Ginor clicked his tongue softly and said:

"It would be nice if there were an ideal ruler with clear self-discipline who isn't swayed by those around them, and who tries to lead everyone with virtue rather than power... but reality isn't like that. You'll come to understand my words someday."

Amusingly, as I listened to Ginor's story, her face came to mind.

Lunarienne Iniang.

'If we're talking about someone who "has clear self-discipline and isn't swayed by those around them" and "tries to lead everyone with virtue rather than power"... wouldn't Luna be perfect?'

During my time with her, she trusted me completely, but it wasn't because she listened to what someone else said.
Rather, Tifa and Kein, who seemed to have been with her for a long time, expressed reluctance at my incomprehensible instructions.
She unilaterally supported a strategist who had only been there for a few days based on her own judgment, which clearly differentiated her from Yuuri.

Moreover, she was incredibly lucky.
The person she decided to trust completely—me—had an intelligence of 100.
Trusting me completely meant she would only make correct decisions.
It was quite embarrassing to say this about myself, but what could I do if it was the truth?

'Perhaps I might be able to bring Ginor over to our side as a general later...'

At that moment,
Ginor turned his head toward me.

"I've talked too much."

"Thank you for helping with the persuasion today."

"Well, it's all for Lord Yuuri's victory, isn't it?"

Right.
For now, the Aishers army needed to win for my sake as well.
It would be dangerous in many ways to further strengthen the Brands army, which had become my enemy.

"Then, I'll take my leave."

After parting with Ginor, I headed to that place.
To where she would be waiting for me.

*

"A ritual...? But, Swen. If you do that, your life—"

"Don't worry, Lady Irene. I won't even have the chance to pray to the heavens."

I explained the current situation to Irene in detail.
The Brands army's plan as I predicted it, what happened with Ginor, and everything that happened with Epinel.

"A surprise attack...? Yes, a surprise attack... It wouldn't be Chel's idea, but it's quite convincing if it's something Farfalle would come up with."

"She's probably afraid of me. She's practically one of the people who observed my abilities up close. After all, it was I who shattered the plan the Aishers army had originally established. So there won't be any need for me to risk my life, so please don't worry too much."

"...If that's the case, then I'm relieved..."

At that moment,
Irene looked straight into my eyes.
Was it my imagination?
I felt like the focus in her eyes disappeared slightly...

"Even if, by any chance, there is no surprise attack... I won't just stand by and watch you perform a ritual that risks your lifespan. I stake my life on it, absolutely."

...Gulp.
I unconsciously swallowed dry saliva.
It was the first time I had felt such an overwhelming spirit from Irene.

"...Don't worry. How could I lie to you, Lady Irene? A surprise attack is the only thing I can think of."

"I trust you too, Swen, but... as I just said, you are the most important thing to me, more valuable than anything else. I have no intention of standing by and watching you risk your lifespan as you please... no matter what happens."

Somehow, I felt a chill from her, but
since my predictions were 100% accurate, the surprise attack was inevitable, so I wasn't particularly worried.

'...Once this battle is over, a bloodbath will sweep through the central continent.'

The balance that had never wavered since the Brands army occupied the central continent.
Thinking about the moment it would collapse, I began my own preparations.

*

The vanguard commander for defending against the surprise attack was Irene's role.
With Emma and Erinandorf deployed to other battlefields and Epinel remaining at the fortress, it was natural for her, an excellent general, to be dispatched.
Although I wanted to stay by Irene's side if possible—
since I had already said "I will perform the ritual if there is no surprise attack," I had to remain at the fortress.

'Lady Irene. Please just stay alive.'

Since we were preventing a surprise attack, it was an overwhelmingly advantageous battle for our side, but nevertheless, sending her to the battlefield wasn't particularly pleasant.
At first, I had approached her simply thinking she might be helpful to the Lunarienne army...
but somehow she had become too important to me.

'It's okay. My predictions are always right. She won't be in danger.'

I calmed my mind and spent time preparing for a ritual I wouldn't actually perform.
Now, it was literally up to the will of heaven.

* * *

In the forest surrounding Balhart Castle.
Irene, who had taken on the role of vanguard commander or commander of the troops prepared for the surprise attack, positioned soldiers at various points where the surprise attack might come in, and was quietly waiting for it.

'Swen said the surprise attack would likely happen at night.'

Usually, battles rarely took place in the dark of night.
Even for the attacking side, fighting at night would be incredibly troublesome.
But surprise attacks were different. Wasn't a surprise attack about striking when the opponent least expected it?

'It's okay. Just do as Swen said.'

After spending some time quietly in the night forest, how much time had passed?
Soldiers were confirmed to be coming in exactly along the route Swen had pointed out.
It seemed the correct answer was to have planted soldiers in the forest between those routes in advance.

'Now!'

Irene shouted as loudly as she could.

"Everyone, charge! Eliminate any soldiers not identified as allies!"

And, as soon as her voice was heard—
the Aishers army soldiers who had been lurking in the darkness everywhere revealed themselves in an instant.

"What, what's going on?!"
"Enemy! Battle!"

Indeed, exactly as Swen had predicted—
the Brands army was launching a surprise attack on Balhart Castle, not the fortress.
Irene, who had been with Swen longer than anyone else in the Aishers army, couldn't help but think once again.

That his words had all been correct, again.
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"Everyone, stay calm and maintain your composure! The enemy forces won't be many!"

Though Chel Brands was urgently shouting to maintain the command structure during their surprise attack—
He too was just as bewildered.

'Our surprise attack was anticipated? But why?'

How many messengers had he sent to learn about the current situation at the fortress before coming here?
He'd heard reports of what looked like preparations for a ritual, and that soldiers were standing guard vigilantly.
Crucially, hadn't he heard that Commander Epinel was moving around everywhere, personally leading the troops?
There was no possibility the messengers had lied, so that meant...

'Could they have seen through our plan in advance...?'

The moment he thought of the phrase "seeing through," he suddenly recalled what Farfalle had told him.

'Swen is an extraordinary general. He accurately foresaw that the Aishers army was conspiring with the Allepel and Charam armies to deceive us, and that a rebellion would break out in the north. He must have thoroughly prepared countermeasures for defending the fortress.'

'Could it be that all of this was within that man Swen's calculations...?'

At that time, Farfalle had said, "As long as Swen is there, we shouldn't touch the fortress"...
No, could it be that all of this... that is, Farfalle thinking and acting that way itself... could he possibly have seen through that too?

'What in the...!'

Come to think of it, he first met Swen when he went to attack the now-extinct Lunarienne army after his lord and younger sister Lynn had mentioned "an exceptional talent hiding there."
The more he thought about it, the more complicated his thoughts became, but he soon shook his head.
Just because someone showed something like a strange miracle doesn't mean they deserve such high praise.
There was no guarantee anywhere that it was Swen who had accurately seen through this plan.
With such uncertainty, becoming frightened after jumping to conclusions would prevent him from doing anything.

'Anyway, now that we've been discovered, should I withdraw the troops immediately?'

Farfalle had said:
Though the chances of this plan failing were small, if it did fail—
That is, if the Aishers army discovered their troop movements before a proper siege battle could begin,
He should leave only the minimum number of soldiers needed to hold back pursuit and withdraw the rest of the forces. He remembered her advice clearly.
That was the way to minimize casualties, she had said.

Though it felt somewhat frustrating and embarrassing to flee like this—
Farfalle was a strategist he himself acknowledged.
He knew well enough that in most situations, following her advice was the right decision.

'Then I should give the order immediately...'

Just as he was organizing his thoughts.

"There you are."

A familiar woman's voice reached Chel's ears.
Turning his head toward the source of the voice...

On horseback was Irene Juliet, a female warrior raised to serve the Brands family, looking at him with cold eyes.

"Well, look who it is. The filthy traitor who abandoned her country and ran away."

"..."

Irene glared at Chel in silence.

"Your complexion looks much better? After what you did. If it were me, I would have killed myself from guilt, but here you are, brazenly holding your head high and living well. Is that what your father taught you?"

Though Chel was clearly speaking provocatively, Irene didn't take the bait.

"How pitiful you are, Chel Brands. Because of your cursed bloodline, you can't even abandon a sinking ship. Tell me, how does it feel to be the helmsman of a nation destined for ruin?"

"What did you say? You damned woman...!"

Chel shouted in rage, pointing his sword at her.

"Are you insulting me, Chel Brands?!"

"Oh? Are you going to fight? If you want to run away, now is your only chance."

"Don't be ridiculous!"

Clang!

Chel charged at her on horseback, swinging his sword.
After exchanging a few blows with him, Irene took her stance and glared at him.

"You can't stop our army with this level of forces anyway! Accept your filthy fate. I'll personally cut off the head of a dirty traitor like you!"

"You're just as vulgar as your sister. Since you're so eager to hasten your death, I won't hold back anymore. Come at me!"

"Fine, you damned woman! This place will be your grave!"

Irene continued to face off against Chel Brands without backing down.
After exchanging a few sword strikes, Irene confirmed that Chel was indeed powerful. It wasn't for nothing that he was called the First Sword of Brands.
However, having practiced swordsmanship every single day without fail, she felt she could handle him somewhat better than before.
Moreover, she even thought he was definitely... weaker than Lunarienne.

'Good. This much provocation should be enough.'

Swen had said that if they saw through this plan, our army would inevitably be placed in an advantageous position.
And he also mentioned that it was important to eliminate as many of the Brands forces as possible here.

What Swen wanted was to eliminate the Brands forces.
So Irene would run to fulfill that wish.
In the same context, provoking the commander Chel to keep him here was her own idea.

Having once served closely by his side, Irene knew Chel's personality well.
He was certainly a powerful general. It was no exaggeration to call him the ultimate weapon of the Brands army, playing a role worth more than a hundred men.
His only weakness was that he was somewhat hot-tempered.
A powerful and fierce general who was most obsessed with the honor carried by the Brands name.

Provoking such a Chel was as easy as eating cake.
Just by touching that name he took such pride in...

"Haaaah!"

Clang!

'...he falls for it so easily...!'

As Irene parried Chel's sword, she noticed her arm trembling slightly.

Of course, from the Aishers army's perspective, provoking him to prevent retreat and eliminating the disorganized Brands forces was an extremely excellent strategy—
But focusing on Irene herself rather than the Aishers army, it wasn't such a perfect method.

She needed to buy as much time as possible by exchanging blows with him until a sufficient number of soldiers were eliminated...
But even though she had reached a level where she could face him somewhat evenly, objectively speaking, defeating him was nearly impossible.
She wasn't so inexperienced that she didn't know that much.

But.

'To fulfill Swen's wishes... I need to push harder here...!'

The man who had freed her from her cursed fate, from the shackles that bound her to the Brands family.
The man who had sincerely told her that protecting herself was more important than anything else.
For that man... for Swen, there was nothing Irene couldn't do.

With only that mindset, she continued to exchange blows with him.

After some time had passed.

Irene's expression slightly crumpled as she sensed her stamina beginning to run low.
Chel didn't miss that moment and said with a sinister smile:

"Ha! I can feel those tiny hands of yours starting to tremble. For all your big talk, you're pathetically weak! Irene! You didn't seriously think you could defeat me, did you?"

Hearing Chel's words, Irene smiled very provocatively and said:

"...Your tongue is long, Chel Brands. I pity you."

"...What?"

"Because of that precious bloodline of yours, you can't leave the Brands army ruled by an idiotic lord, so you're destined to rot there for the rest of your life...!"

"What did you say...?"

Irene could feel Chel's body trembling.
It was anger.
The true anger of Chel Brands, which even Irene had rarely seen before.

"...Irene Juliet. I swear on my sword. You will die here."

Clang!

'...Kuh!'

Chel's attacks began to come in even more fiercely.
How many generals could attack so freely even on horseback?
Although Irene had been able to land some effective hits on him while continuously defending against his attacks, at this moment she could only focus on blocking the barrage of attacks.

'I have to endure... if I don't endure...!'

"I'm glad you're safe, Lady Irene..."

Now... there was someone waiting for her return.
Someone who had found her, affirmed her existence, and was waiting for her to come back.

'I... can't... die... here...!'

Crash!

'Oh no...!'

She lost her grip on the sword she was using to block his attacks.
Chel, confirming this, once again let out a sinister laugh.
That unpleasant laughter filled the battlefield already full of soldiers' battle cries.

"This is the end, Irene!"

'Damn it, Swen...!! I...!'

At that moment.

"Aaaaargh!!"

"...!!"

She heard Chel's agonized cry in her ears.
Irene quickly assessed the situation.

An arrow had struck squarely into Chel's left hand.

Turning her head—

Emma holding a bow and Erinandorf with a giant club were riding toward them on horseback.

It seemed that soldiers who had left to invade the Allepel army had arrived here after hearing the news delivered by a messenger.

"Damn it...!"

Chel cursed, grabbing the arrow embedded in his hand.
And then...

"...Aaaaaaaaaah!!!!"

He pulled it out.
Red blood began to flow from the wound where the arrow had been removed.
Even in this situation, Chel was still thinking clearly while maintaining his vision.

Looking around, he saw Emma and Erinandorf, renowned generals of the Aishers army whom Chel himself knew well, rushing toward them.

'Damn... has the enemy's reinforcement arrived?'

Only after losing some blood did rational thought begin to return.
This was no time for this.
He should have pulled his troops back as quickly as possible...
At this rate, there was no chance of winning.
Far from killing Irene before him, if Emma and Erinandorf joined in, he might be the one to die here.

'Even now... I need to retreat...!'

"Everyone! Retreat! The operation is canceled! Prioritize withdrawal!"

Though he belatedly gave the order, his command merely echoed in the air without reaching the soldiers who were in a state of chaos.
Chel finally realized he was too late.

'...Damn it...!'

If he, the commander, died, it would truly be over.
Chel turned his horse around and fled the scene, shouting for retreat as much as possible.

Emma approached Irene, who had been watching this scene, and said:

"I'm glad we arrived in time, Irene. It's been a while since I used a bow so I was a bit nervous, but I'm glad it worked out well."

"...General Emma. Thank you."

"No, if anything, we should be thanking you. If you hadn't prevented the surprise attack in advance, we would have lost Valharat Castle."

As Emma said, if Irene hadn't set up a formation here first and stopped the soldiers attempting the surprise attack, a very difficult situation would certainly have unfolded.

"You've worked hard. Let's clean up the remaining forces now."

"Yes, understood. I'll help too."

"Don't push yourself too hard."

And so, Irene followed Emma and began to eliminate the Brands forces who couldn't even retreat properly.

The failed surprise attack on Valharat Castle.
Due to this failure, the Brands army lost over 45,000 of their main forces.

This was the greatest failure since the Brands army had effectively conquered the central continent.

Ch.75 - Chapter 75. Defense Of The Western Fortress Of Bhalharat (8)
At the same time, near the Western Fortress of Balhart.

"Enemy troops spotted over there!"

I was just pretending to perform a ritual at a temporarily built shrine when a soldier's shout reached my ears.

'Is that the vanguard acting as bait?'

They had impressively brought siege weapons, but as I predicted, there wouldn't be many troops in the main force that actually made it here.
Just under 10,000 soldiers remained at the fortress.

"General Epinel. Don't worry and proceed with the interception."

Epinel nodded at Ginor's words.

"If their forces seem numerous, I'll retreat immediately... Swen, I'd appreciate it if you could prepare for that moment."

"Understood."

With that, Epinel took several thousand soldiers to intercept the enemy.

Not long after, we could easily determine that the enemy forces were few in number.

Just as I said, the enemy's main force had gone for a surprise attack, and they hadn't sent many soldiers here.

'Phew.'

I let out a sigh of relief internally.

Somehow, every time, even when making "absolutely correct predictions"...
I couldn't feel at ease until I confirmed the results with my own eyes.
Well, it was nice to call it "predictions that are always right," but in reality, I was just repeatedly forcing my existing knowledge to fit the situation.
Whether it would be correct or not could only be known once everything played out.

'If they were going to make me possess someone, they could have given me a more certain and accurate cheat.'

While I was having these pointless thoughts, Ginor approached me after assessing the situation and said:

"It seems you were right after all, Swen."

I replied with an expression full of confidence that made it impossible to believe I had just been thinking "I'm glad I was right" moments ago.

"Didn't I tell you? From Brands' position, that was the only decision they could make. Anyone thinking about it would have reached a similar conclusion."

"No. That's not true. You have insight that sees through situations. You might have talent as a strategist who discusses tactics."

"Flattery won't get you anywhere."

Ginor snorted at my words and said:

"I don't flatter just anyone. Anyway, the landscape of the continent will change quite a bit now."

He was right.
The delicate balance that the Brands forces had been maintaining on four fronts had collapsed.
It was clear that, like it or not, the power structure of the continent would be reorganized.

From atop the fortress walls, I watched Epinel's forces clean up the Brands army's vanguard.
He was definitely... strong.
As Ginor said, Epinel was a talented general.
They say an exceptional general can change the tide of battle just by being deployed.
It would be fair to say that Epinel exemplified this perfectly.
It wasn't for nothing that he had managed to hold out against the Brands army until now with such limited resources.

'The central part of the continent will soon be thrown into chaos.'

While it was quite regrettable for the territory residents who desired peace... this was an ideal situation for me.
Until Lunarienne's army could rise and make its mark, I needed to prevent any particular faction from becoming too powerful.
While it might be unavoidable with Serphina who had pacified the north, having another powerful force in the central region would be a dangerous situation.

But I believed.
That ultimately, even for the territory residents, having Luna unify the continent would be the only path toward a golden age, rather than someone like Lynn.
With such thoughts... I organized my own ideas.

*

As soon as we returned to Balhart Castle, Yuuri welcomed us at the front gate.

"Welcome back, Epinel! Ginor! You really worked hard!"

"What about the soldiers who came for the surprise attack?"

"Irene did the hard work. Emma and Erinandorf also arrived on time. Ginor, you worked hard too. I heard it was you who insisted there would be a surprise attack?"

"To be precise, it wasn't me but the opinion of Swen here."

"Really?"

Hearing this, Yuuri approached me with a smile and extended her hand.
I grasped her hand in return.

"Thank you so much, Swen! If we hadn't noticed the surprise attack, we would have been in serious trouble... You saved us!"

I smiled and replied with a slightly joking tone:

"If this has repaid the kindness you showed in accepting Irene and me, then I'm satisfied."

Of course, it was only half a joke; I was quite serious.
Eventually, I would leave this place, and regardless of the reason, I wanted to do my part for her at least once, since she had accepted our surrender.
Naturally, this aligned with my own interests as well, but why would I need to make that obvious here?

Yuuri accepted my somewhat impertinent words with a smile.

"Of course! Not just you, Swen, but Irene worked really hard too. I heard from Emma. There was something extremely dangerous that happened."

"What...?"

Something dangerous happened?
The moment I heard those words, I felt my heart sink.

"Could I hear the details...?"

I was able to hear from Yuuri about what had generally happened.
From how Irene had provoked Chel Brands to buy time, to how she nearly got seriously injured while engaging in a one-on-one battle with Chel.
Thanks to Emma's intervention, they were able to get through it without major issues... but if that hadn't happened, she could have been in a truly dangerous situation.
I couldn't help but be flustered because her being in danger wasn't part of the scenario I had envisioned.

'To think such a thing happened...'

I'll definitely have to question her about this later.

"Anyway, we've completely dealt with the remnants of the Brands army. They won't think of invading this area for a while now."

"No, Yuuri. An opportunity has come!"

Epinel spoke with a spirited tone.

"Now is the perfect chance to plant the red flag at Raclaine Castle! Just give the order! I'll take the remaining troops right now and advance to occupy Raclaine!"

'I think it would be better to observe the situation for now.'

It was true that the Brands army was now certain to be attacked from all sides, and it was also true that an opportunity had come for our army, but—
There was no need for the Aishers army to take the vanguard role.
Serphina's army, which was eager to advance into the central region, would almost certainly make a move.
When the Brands army was at war with Serphina's army, that would be the time to invade, making things easier.

"General Epinel. I understand your feelings, but it doesn't seem to be the right time yet."

Fortunately, Ginor seemed to share my thoughts and briefed her on the current situation, telling her to wait a little.
After listening to Ginor's explanation, Epinel pondered for a moment, then nodded and said:

"I understand, Strategist. I know that thanks to your opinion this time, we avoided a major disaster."

Fortunately, it seemed she wouldn't be stubbornly insistent this time.

"As I've mentioned several times, it wasn't my opinion but..."

Ginor momentarily rolled his eyes toward where I was standing.
I shook my head slightly.
The nuance was that there was no need to mention me specifically.
Fortunately, he seemed to understand my intention and didn't mention my name further.

'It's probably not good to stand out too much.'

To live without trouble in the Aishers army, it was important not to flaunt one's achievements unnecessarily.
Even Ginor, whose fame was widely known across the continent, was being checked by the founding contributors because he had secured the position of strategist. How much more would it be for a general like me who had merely "dropped a meteor from the sky"?
Of course, that "dropping a meteor from the sky" part was quite impressive, but unless I could do it freely at will, if I kept relying on that reputation, there would inevitably come a difficult moment someday.

Anyway, after the meeting with Yuuri ended.
I moved my steps hurriedly.
My destination was where Irene was.

*

Irene was always the same person, regardless of her affiliation or position.

This time too, just as she had done in the Brands army—
She was spending time treating the wounded soldiers who had played a major role in stopping the surprise attack.
While Emma, Erinandorf, and Epinel were nowhere to be seen... she alone was always there at the frontline, caring for the soldiers who had fought alongside her.

"Lady Irene."

"Oh? Swen! You've returned safely."

She smiled at me, seemingly very glad to see me, but I couldn't return her smile.
Noticing that my expression was subtly different from usual, she cautiously asked me a question.

"...Swen? Did something happen? Are you feeling unwell or—"

"Lady Irene. ...I heard you engaged in a duel with Chel Brands."

"Ah, that. Yes. I did. Because I needed to buy time."

She spoke as if it was nothing, but—
Because of that nonchalant attitude, I spoke with emotion, feeling somewhat upset.

"Why did you engage in such a reckless duel? I'm absolutely not underestimating you, Lady Irene, but Chel Brands is a formidable warrior with no equal in the Brands army. Objectively speaking, Lady Irene, you had a high chance of not being able to defeat him. Couldn't your life have been in danger if something had gone wrong?"

Irene listened to my emotionally charged words, closed her eyes briefly to think, then—
Eventually, she opened her eyes slowly and spoke in a solemn tone.

"...A knight who wields a sword must fight when it's time to fight."

"This wasn't that time. We... don't we have somewhere to go?"

It might be a bit presumptuous, but...
I suddenly thought that if Irene were to be harmed while risking her life fighting for the Aishers army, I might resent the Aishers army from that day forward.
To me, who was having such somewhat childish thoughts, she smiled gently and said:

"That's why I fought, Swen."

"What...?"

"Because I wanted to go with you to the place we must go. Because you shouldn't be in danger before that."

Irene was looking at me with clearer eyes than ever before.
That gaze. The look of someone wanting to protect something... was momentarily overwhelming me.

"If I hadn't kept Chel occupied there, he would likely have turned his troops around and retreated. That alone would have inflicted some damage on the Brands army... but as you said, it wouldn't have been enough to disrupt the balance significantly. If we had missed this opportunity that came to us, there's no guarantee we would have gotten another chance, is there?"

"..."

I couldn't say anything.
Because Irene's words were the correct theory.
Because Chel fell for Irene's provocation and fought her, meaning the commander was distracted by a fight with a single general rather than commanding—
The Brands army, which had been preparing for a surprise attack but was instead surprised and had their formation disrupted, fell into unrecoverable chaos and suffered great losses.
If anything, the problem might have been that I didn't give her such instructions through Ginor.
Without her quick thinking, we might not have been able to fully capitalize on the opportunity we had gained.

But why...
Why is my heart racing like this?
Why is something inside my heart thrashing about as if it's suffocating?

"Swen. I am truly happy that my abilities have been of help to you. You don't need to worry too much. From the moment I left the Brands army, I decided to live solely for you."

To decide to live for you.
As soon as I heard those words, my true feelings hidden inside burst out.

"...If you've decided to live for me, please don't die no matter what happens."

"...Huh?"

At the words I blurted out without realizing, she looked at me slightly surprised.
But what could I do? This was my true feeling.

"I don't care about what's advantageous or what opportunities there are. It's fine to miss opportunities. Lady Irene... I just want you to not die no matter what happens. I don't want you to be in danger."

"Swen..."

"So, next time, please don't recklessly go into battle alone like this. Please. If it seems impossible, just run away. Don't risk your life in any moment. It might sound ridiculous to ask this of a knight who goes to the battlefield... but I'm serious."

What was I thinking when I said those words?
What's certain is that the current me wasn't speaking as directed by my intelligence 100 brain—
I was speaking as directed by the heart that was still beating in my chest.

She listened to my words and stared at me silently for a while...
Then, with a reddened face and slightly bowed head.
With a girlish expression that was very unlike a knight on her face... she spoke in a small voice:

"...Yes, I understand, so... that look in your eyes, it's..."

"What?"

"That... it's embarrassing... yes."

Looking at Irene, who was blushing intensely and glancing at me from time to time...

At that moment, I thought that perhaps, much more than helping Luna unify the world—
I simply wanted to protect this woman.

Ch.76 - Chapter 76. Tectonic Shift (1)
***

"Is that... really true?"

"Yes. Our forces have suffered unspeakably devastating losses... and General Chel is also severely wounded."

A historic defeat due to Chel Brands' misjudgment.
After discovering Irene Juliet and recklessly continuing the battle with her... time dragged on, and before they could retreat, the entire force that had launched the surprise attack suffered near-annihilation.
After hearing all the facts from the battlefield from the messenger who had rushed over, Farfalle collapsed on the spot, her legs giving out as if struck by lightning.

'Why... did this happen...?'

The operation had been perfect.
Considering the enemy commander Epinel's "determination to advance into the Central Continent," she thought the surprise attack would definitely succeed... so why did it fail?
Moreover, the scout had reported that he had clearly seen preparations for a ritual ceremony at the fortress.
The enemy was clearly trying to defend the fortress. If they weren't confident that many troops would arrive there, why would they be preparing for a ceremony?

'Why on earth...!'

At that moment.
For some reason, the image of a young man with white hair flashed through Farfalle's mind.

"Specifically... I'm asking if you're thinking of making a pact with the Charam forces to launch a simultaneous attack."
"We need to gather our forces in the north and invade Serphina's territory."

However he had figured it out, thinking back now, the man named Swen had seen through everything as if he had seen the future.
The fact that this man was with the Aishers forces... suddenly gave her chills.

'Could it be...'

No. It couldn't be.
It didn't make sense. Common sense dictated that humans couldn't reach a state of foreseeing everything.
Certainly he had extraordinary abilities... but knowing everything... that couldn't be right...?

'...I need to calm down.'

Farfalle stopped thinking about Swen.
Even if it were true that he had figured everything out and used them in reverse, she wasn't sitting in the position of national strategist to marvel at that man.
What happened had happened, and she needed to deal with it right now.

'At this rate, the southern front will be completely empty...'

If she redirected the western forces that had finished reorganizing to the south, then the eastern front would be empty.
And bringing troops from the north was out of the question. That was an area that absolutely could not be left undefended.
Right now, they had armistice agreements with the southern countries that shared borders... but it was just a fleeting moment, far too brief to fill with new soldiers.

'First... I need to calm down. I must inform my lord of the facts as soon as possible.'

After organizing the current situation, Farfalle ordered the messenger before her to report immediately to Anel Castle.
It was important for her lord, Lynn, to understand the current situation first.

"Understood! I will make sure to deliver the message!"

After sending the messenger.
Farfalle fell back into contemplation.

'What should I do? How... how can we overcome this crisis?'

Honestly.
She was the one who had devised this operation.
This meant that the blame for this catastrophic failure didn't rest solely on Chel Brands for falling for the provocation.
Of course, it was because Chel didn't act according to her plan and dragged things out that they ended up in this situation... but at this point, assigning blame wouldn't solve anything.

'What should I do... what should I do...!'

No matter how many times she thought about it—
In the end, all possibilities led to an extremely desperate reality.

Farfalle looked up at the darkening sky and thought.

'...Has heaven abandoned Lady Lynn?'

Although she was someone who had always been wary of blindly invoking heaven's will.
At this moment, she couldn't help but think that way.

***

A few days later, the messenger sent by Farfalle arrived at Anel Castle.

The failure of the surprise attack and Chel Brands' defeat.
Regarding the Aishers forces, they had already lost well over 80,000 soldiers.
The betrayal of 38,000 and the annihilation of 45,000.
And they hadn't even managed to inflict any meaningful damage on the Aishers forces.

Literally, they had just lost soldiers and died in vain.

Crunch, crunch.

Lynn bit her fingernails roughly.
Red blood was dripping from the tips of her nails.

'This can't be happening, this can't be happening, this can't be happening...'

The defeat and injury of Chel, the First Sword of Brands.
The decisive cause of defeat was that Chel had fallen for a provocation.
And of all people... from that woman she didn't even want to think about.

'Irene Juliet...!!!'

Bang!
Lynn slammed her fist hard against the armrest of the throne.

Of all people.
Here again, of all people, she had been defeated by Irene.
Not by anyone else, but by that red-haired filthy traitor she couldn't stand the sight of!

'Damn it, damn it, damn it damn it damn it...!!!!!'

Bang! Bang! Bang!
She kept hitting the armrest until her fist turned red, but of course, nothing was solved.
And now, finally, her reason as a ruler returned to her.

'What about the soldiers... what should I do? There are only a few thousand soldiers on the southern border...'

Lynn urgently sent messengers to order her ministers to think of solutions to the current situation.
A few hours later, an old man came to see her.

"My lord. It's been a while since I've seen you."

This old man was Byron, a senior minister who had served the Brands forces for two generations and was the former lord of Laclaine Castle.
After stepping down from his position as castle lord, he had retired from the front lines and was barely making a living with odd jobs, but he had come to Anel Castle to advise Lynn on the current situation.

"Byron. You've heard what happened?"

"Yes. In my judgment, it's an extremely dangerous situation. You need to make a decision quickly."

"A decision?"

"Even now, agree to a ceasefire of at least three years with the Aishers forces in exchange for ceding Laclaine Castle. If the north or south is breached, it's over. If we only need to guard against the Aishers forces in the east, we can somehow find a way through."

"..."

Lynn could only stare into space, at a loss for words.
Objectively speaking, ceding Laclaine Castle and agreeing to a ceasefire of at least three years was likely the option that would minimize damage.
That way, they could somehow patch up the south with forces from the west.

But.
Bowing to the Aishers forces—
To her, it was the same as bowing to that insufferable Irene Juliet who had joined them.
Of all people, she absolutely could not lose to her.
She couldn't show any weakness to her, could she?

"Any other options?"

"...We could try to sow discord among the southern countries and incite war, but... honestly, I'm not sure if it would work. I'm not even sure if we have enough time."

"I absolutely cannot give the Aishers forces what they want. ...Think of another way."

"..."

After that, Byron left the castle without saying anything more.
The few ministers who came after him were similar.
They all brought plausible opinions, but none of them felt clearly decisive.

Yes.
All these people who had served our forces for a long time.
They had less confidence in their words than Swen, who had been just a newcomer.

Thinking about it now, Swen always spoke with confidence.
When he said we should send troops to the north, when he said the Aishers forces were conspiring with the Alrepel and Charam forces to deceive us.
The only time his words weren't right was once. Only at the end when he said we should build a fortress and attack the Aishers forces.

Even that, thinking about it now, probably wasn't his opinion.
It was obviously Irene's opinion, wasn't it?
After all, they both betrayed us together.

In the end, it all comes back to Irene.
The thought that Irene Juliet was laughing at her and humiliating her made her angry again.

"...Aaaaaahhh!!!"

She screamed with all her might, but of course, nothing was solved.

Now, never.
She would never be dragged around by that red-haired bitch again.

"Miss Lynn. I am Irene Juliet. I will do my best to be a shield protecting the young masters of the Brands family, including Miss Lynn."

From the moment they first met.
Lynn disliked everything about her.

No matter what she did, she was better than me despite my much nobler bloodline.
No matter what she did, she achieved better results than me despite my much nobler bloodline.
No matter what she did, that woman received more admiration from people than me despite my much nobler bloodline.

Still, it didn't matter.
If things continued this way, I would eventually be the one ruling above her.
But even after finally ascending to the throne and establishing a master-servant relationship—
The thirst of her childhood remained unquenched, continuing to sink deep into her heart.

'It was going to end up like this anyway...!'

Thinking about it now, she must have instinctively sensed that Irene was destined to become a traitor and felt aversion.
She quickly convinced herself and began to rationalize.

If she hadn't been in the position of ruler, everyone would have eventually realized that all of this was a calamity brought by Irene—
But tragically for her, she was the ruler.
And in the Brands forces, there was not a single person who could challenge Lynn Brands' authority.

"...Hey."

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

Lynn spoke to the soldier standing guard.

"Call for Kalinz Brands, who is under house arrest."

"Y-You mean Lord Kalinz?"

"...What are you waiting for?! Hurry up and call him!"

Lynn shouted irritably, drawing the sword placed beside her.
The soldier, thoroughly frightened, barely managed to answer.

"Y-Y-Yes, ma'am!"

'...Haa, haa.'

Kalinz Brands.
Although he had committed a grave mistake, with Chel injured, he was the only general she could trust right now.
If she ordered him to defend Laclaine Castle, he could at least hold off the Aishers forces.
As for the southern countries... Yes. Rather than giving a castle in exchange for peace, it would be better to do so with one of the southern countries.
Given that territory was at stake, they might even agree to wage war among themselves.
That would make the Brands forces' borders a bit more complicated, but she absolutely did not want to concede anything to the Aishers forces where Irene existed.

'It's okay. I just need to take it one step at a time. I am Lynn Brands. The chosen one destined to unify this continent...! In the end, I can only win...!'

Thinking this way, surprisingly, her angry heart began to calm a little.
Yes. She just needed to start over step by step.
Even if she lost a little, even if she lost a few castles, she had already conquered the central region once.

A little while later.
Kalinz approached, knelt, and said:

"My lord. Kalinz Brands has come as ordered."

"...Ah, welcome. Brother Kalinz."

Lynn calmly explained her plan to Kalinz.
The gist was this: She would entrust him with all the forces from the west that had finished reorganizing to defend Laclaine Castle.
Although the forces themselves were somewhat lacking, Laclaine Castle was known as a natural fortress with extremely high defensive capabilities.
A general of Kalinz's caliber would surely be able to hold off the Aishers forces' offensive.

In the meantime, they needed to gather forces as quickly as possible.
They needed to conscript territorial residents indiscriminately and hire mercenary groups at any cost if possible.
Public sentiment might deteriorate a bit in the process, but if everything collapsed anyway, it would be meaningless.

"If you complete this mission properly, I'll restore your honor. I'll act as if you never made any mistakes."

Kalinz spoke in a very solemn tone.

"I, Kalinz Brands, have been waiting for this moment. This time, I will make sure not to disappoint you, my lord."

Today, Kalinz's words felt especially reassuring.
Lynn thought that the Brands family would overcome this crisis.
She thought she could inflict pain on Irene, who dared to betray the Brands family, to the point where she would find living painful—
That's what she thought.

"Good. I like it. I'll be expecting great things."

After giving Kalinz these general orders and sending him away, she sat on the throne and bit her nails again.

'It's okay... nothing bad will happen, we can overcome this...!'

And at that moment.

"M-My lord...!"

A soldier rushed into the audience chamber.
Lynn, cornered and on edge, almost lost her temper... but seeing the red armband clearly tied around the soldier's arm, she froze, unable to speak.

'N-No way...'

"My lord. The Serphina forces...!"

Fate, already gone awry, would not wait for a leader who had made several consecutive misjudgments.

"Information indicates they are marching toward Kelstein Castle with 98,000 troops...!"

Lynn might not want to admit it.

From the moment she truly tried to kill Irene Juliet—
The Brands forces, once the hegemon of the central region, began to collapse with frightening speed.
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# The Royal Palace of Aingart Castle

The royal palace of Aingart Castle, capital of Serphina's forces and former capital of the old empire.

"My Lord. The troops assigned to attack Kelstein Castle, led by General Irian at the vanguard, have safely departed on the date you specified."

"Hmm."

News of the rebellion within Brands forces and the failure to suppress rebels who had sided with Aishers forces had, naturally, already reached Serphina's ears. Though she didn't know exactly what had caused such a situation, Serphina wasn't the type of woman to miss this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Of course, she had prioritized gathering soldiers and immediately launched an invasion of Kelstein Castle. She never expected her long-cherished ambition of advancing into the central continent would be realized in such an anticlimactic way... but she was a woman driven by practical benefits rather than honor.

For Serphina, the results mattered far more than the process of how they were achieved.

Serphina extended her hand toward the messenger who delivered the news with a satisfied expression. Perhaps it was because her face was so beautiful. Even the simple act of stretching her hand forward gave the impression of a goddess straight out of a fairy tale.

With her dazzlingly bright golden hair and intense golden eyes that seemed capable of devouring even her hair, anyone would have to acknowledge it.

That 'this woman was born to reign above us all.'

"You've worked hard. There's nothing more to relay, so rest until further orders."

"Yes, understood!"

After dismissing the messenger, Jena, the national strategist who had been standing beside Serphina, approached her and asked:

"General Irian is certainly..."

"The son of General Kremton Al Kaski who died last year. A young man who just came of age this year."

"I see. I heard he graduated at the top of his class from Aingart Academy."

Serphina tilted her head with interest at Jena's words.

"Really? That's the first I've heard of it."

"He's highly regarded by generals fighting across our borders. They say he possesses extraordinary spear skills, even among the prestigious Al Kaski family."

"Is that so."

Serphina spoke in a somewhat cold tone.

"Trivial things like family names mean nothing in this country. This isn't the imperial era when you could survive on claims of noble lineage or aristocratic status. If he's truly that exceptional, he can prove it on the battlefield."

"I agree with your assessment, my Lord."

Besides Irian Al Kaski, Serphina's forces had countless talented young individuals. Though the land was relatively barren compared to the central region, Serphina's forces controlled the vast northern continent where Aingart Castle, the former imperial capital, was located. Combined with the overwhelming legitimacy inherited from the old empire, Serphina's talent pool was incomparably superior to other forces.

While there weren't many legendary generals whose names would be remembered throughout the continent's history, Serphina's forces had the highest concentration of competent commanders who could more than earn their keep in any situation or location.

"More importantly. The report is late."

"By report... do you mean about the white-haired man?"

Serphina turned her head toward Jena for the first time.

"Yes. Didn't I say? I need to see that man's face myself."

"Well... I wasn't trying to delay informing you, but his movements have been quite erratic."

"Oh?"

Serphina raised one eyebrow slightly with interest. Just this simple change in expression exuded overwhelming beauty and dignity.

"First, regarding the rebellion in Brands forces..."

"You mean the red-haired female knight Irene defecting to Aishers forces?"

"Yes. Upon investigation, it appears she wasn't the only commander who betrayed them at that time."

"The fact that you're bringing this up now means..."

"That's right."

Jena nodded and said:

"The white-haired man also betrayed them alongside her."

"I still haven't heard his name."

"They call him Swen. He wasn't particularly renowned until he performed something resembling magic at the fortress."

'Swen...'

Serphina silently repeated the name several times to herself. It was certainly the first time she'd heard it. Yet, the way her lips formed the name brought a strange sense of comfort to her heart.

Why would merely murmuring the name of a man she'd never met evoke such feelings?

"Anyway, he's currently affiliated with Aishers forces. He hasn't distinguished himself in any particular way since then."

"I see."

Serphina drummed her fingers on the armrest of her throne.

"What would you like to do?"

"...Brands forces are already finished. Once the border that should never have fallen has collapsed, there's no hope left. As we advance into the central region starting with Kelstein, we'll inevitably share a border with Aishers forces, won't we?"

"So you mean..."

"It's simple. I'll just do what I've always done when I want something."

Serphina wore a relaxed smile on her lips. It was so seductive that it could truly be called a bewitching smile.

"If that man is hiding in Aishers forces, I'll simply crush them. Once they possess what I desire, I'll make them surrender it."

"..."

Jena carefully asked her lord:

"My Lord, may I ask one question?"

"What is it?"

"Why do you want to meet this man called Swen? Is he really such a necessary talent for our forces? I did mention he might be a magician, but there have been no reports of similar magic being used since the incident at the northern fortress of Kelstein."

Initially, Jena had thought they absolutely needed to bring Swen in if possible. After all, he might be a magician who had finally appeared on the continent.

But since that day, he hadn't performed any miracles, not even moving a stone, and had been living quite quietly. Crucially, the recent defeat of Brands forces by Aishers forces had nothing to do with any miracle of his.

Moreover, he was a traitor who had once betrayed his lord. Regardless of his reasons, her honest assessment was that his merit as a subordinate commander was rather low.

"..."

Serphina easily understood why Jena had asked such a question.

However, she didn't provide a specific answer. Or more precisely, she couldn't provide an answer.

The desire to 'meet the white-haired man' was, in fact, a deeply personal wish that had little to do with recruiting talent.

At first, she thought he might be the man she had encountered repeatedly in her dreams. But after learning that a young man with white hair actually existed, she had begun to feel a fundamental attraction to him that seemed to transcend everything else. This was the first time in her life she had experienced such a feeling.

"...Well... I'm not sure myself. This might sound ridiculous, but it's the truth."

"I understand."

Jena didn't press her lord any further.

"It seems we're in for some noisy days ahead."

"We're simply working toward the day when Serphina will reunify the continent and continue the history of the great Aingart Empire."

"..."

Serphina didn't respond to Jena's seemingly loyal words.

After Jena temporarily left to attend to her duties, Serphina, now alone in the audience chamber, sat on her throne and pondered Jena's words.

The great Aingart Empire?
She couldn't help but feel a bitter taste in her mouth.
All the things that this so-called 'great Aingart Empire' had devoured flashed through her mind.

'...Kuh.'

For a moment, memories of the past threatened to surface, but she quickly erased them from her mind. The memories of the past disappeared into a fog like black ink had been spilled over them, sealed deep within her heart.

She was no longer allowed to dwell on old memories.
What was permitted to her was only to become a perfect iron ruler and unify the continent.
Ever since [that moment], when [that incident] happened to her... she had lived solely for the reconstruction of the continent.
She had long since abandoned any feelings of cursing her bloodline or resenting her fate.

Perhaps...
She thought that this feeling of wanting to meet the man called Swen might be a small deviation for someone who lived only for the empire.
She just wanted to quickly confirm his face and verify that he was different from the man in her dreams.
Then she wouldn't have to wrestle with the old memories that kept surfacing.

'Swen... if you are indeed the man from my dreams...'

Just as her thoughts began to wander again, Serphina quickly pushed away her identity as 'Serphina.'
Right now, she needed to be Serphina von 'Aingart.'

Whatever the case, once she met him, it would be over.
With that thought... she continued to wait for something that might never come.

***

As I expected, Serphina's forces have begun advancing on Kelstein Castle again.
We could stop them if we used all our strength, but that would be the moment our Aishers forces would be caught by the tail.
Brands forces, which had demonstrated overwhelming influence in the central continent, collapsed with ridiculous speed.

And a few days later.
News arrived that Alepel forces had disappeared from the continent and been incorporated into Aishers territory.
It seemed their lord, Alepel, had been executed.
Having been driven to the brink of destruction even before our troops withdrew, they were apparently conquered without much difficulty.

While Charam forces remained, Yuuri's goal wasn't Charam forces, which could be overthrown at any time, but Brands forces' Raclaine Castle, so she wasn't sending additional expeditionary forces.
If she were to take Raclaine Castle, she would certainly become a lord with considerable influence.
Only now had Aishers forces begun to expand their territory and demonstrate their presence on the continent.

Irene and I returned to our duties at Valhalart Castle after that day.
The occupation forces were led by Epinel and the Three Champions of Aishers, while Irene remained in the capital as a general in charge of training troops for capital defense.
For my part, I had to help with Reika's training at the request of Ginor and Yuuri.

Yuuri was the type to repeatedly employ the founding meritorious generals who had helped her.
From the perspective of being rewarded with important positions for achievements, one might have complaints, but neither Irene nor I had any complaints—rather, we were quite satisfied with this treatment.

What I appreciated most was not having to send her to dangerous battlefields.
She would fight plenty under Lunarian forces later anyway, and I felt we had already done enough for Aishers forces.

"Well, I'll be going now."

"Mm. See you this evening."

"Brew that tea for me tonight. You know, the one with the smoky aroma."

"Sure."

Irene nodded with a smile.
Living together with her now felt completely natural.
In fact, I would probably feel empty if Irene weren't in the room.

'...I wonder when Lady Luna will raise her army.'

Perhaps that's why.
These days, I was eagerly counting the days until Lunarian forces would reappear on the historical stage.
I planned to propose to Irene as soon as our affiliation changed to Lunarian forces.
Of course, there was a possibility my proposal would be rejected... but I felt I should at least say something to avoid regrets later.

'I wish I could predict whether Irene would accept if I proposed to her.'

Most likely, the answer would be 'unknown.'
My intelligence of 100 could predict the outcome of wars between nations, but it couldn't predict people's hearts.
At times like this, it felt like an inconvenient cheat ability, but having this ability was better than nothing.
After all, it was thanks to this ability that I was able to save Irene.

Lost in these thoughts, I arrived at the Nighthart family mansion.
It was time to spend time with Reika.

'Well, let's go in.'

I stepped into the mansion.
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"Ah, so you're Swen. Welcome. I'll guide you to Reika's room."

"Actually, before that, could I see Ginor first?"

"You mean the master? I'm not sure if he's available right now... Please wait a moment."

After waiting briefly.

"He's about to prepare to go out... Would it be better to speak with him another time if it's important?"

"It's fine. This won't take long."

I headed to Ginor's room and greeted him casually.

"What is it, Swen? I heard you were looking for me."

"Nothing much, I was thinking of taking Reika outside the castle."

"...What did you say?"

Reika was the first magician to appear in this game and the most powerful magician who remained active until the end.
I didn't know exactly why, but Ginor had confined Reika to the mansion and was preventing her from going outside.
Still, considering she had managed to sneak out before, the surveillance didn't seem that strict, but he had told me to 'refrain from going outside the mansion' nonetheless.

The way to gain someone's favor was simple.
Give them what they want.
What Reika wanted was freedom.
I figured it wouldn't hurt to get on her good side.

"...May I ask why?"

"It's simple. Mana is much more densely concentrated in places with rugged terrain and less disturbed nature. We'll meditate with nature as our companion. Whether it will be effective for a real magician like Reika is uncertain, but it definitely worked for me. If what I'm feeling is indeed 'mana,' wouldn't Reika benefit as well?"

"..."

Ginor fell into thought for a moment.
Then, he muttered in a very small voice.
The sentence he uttered reached my ears without difficulty.

"...Swen, perhaps it would be fine if it's you."

'?'

I wondered what he meant, but I didn't press the issue.

"Alright. However, I cannot allow you to go beyond the territory of Valharat Castle."

"Even within the territory, I plan to climb the small hill just behind the castle. Going too far might put us in dangerous situations, which would be troublesome."

"Anything else you want to say?"

"No, that's all."

"Then I'll excuse myself."

Just as Ginor was about to leave.

'Ah, right.'

Come to think of it, I had something to ask him.

"Just a moment."

"What is it?"

"About what we discussed at the fortress. I remember you mentioned having a favor to ask of me."

"..."

Ginor turned his head again without giving a specific answer.

"I'll tell you when the time comes. Well then."

After Ginor left.

'He'll tell me when the time comes, huh...'

I had no idea what kind of favor it might be, but I had already told him in advance that 'I can't accept unreasonable requests,' so it should be fine.
With that thought, I headed to Reika's room.

*

And then.
As soon as I entered the room, an overly energetic Reika greeted me.

"Ah, ah-ah-ah, h-hello...! M-M-Mr. S-Swen! T-Today the w-weather is...!!"

"Calm down."

I gently placed my hand on her shoulder.

"Eep...!"

After a few minutes had passed.
I carefully asked her, who now looked somewhat melted.

"There. Are you feeling calmer now?"

"Huh? Ah... y-yes, y-yes!"

After calming her down, I looked around her room.
There were delicious-looking cakes, cookies, bread, and milk laid out.
Did she prepare all of this?

"You didn't need to go to all this trouble."

"But, um... it's been so long since I've seen you, Mr. Swen...! I-I heard you fought for our country...!"

"Well, I was just in the rear unit. I don't know how to use any weapons."

"Is that so...? But you're wearing that nice sword at your side..."

"Oh, this?"

I drew the rapier at my side.
Come to think of it, Reika was the first person to notice it.
Usually, it was hidden by the cloak I wore.

"This is just for decoration."

"Decoration..."

"More than me, it was the generals, their commanders, and the soldiers who did the hard work."

Reika hesitated for a moment after hearing my words.
Then, gathering her courage, she squeezed out her words.

"B-But...! Even so... e-even if you were in the rear unit... I-I don't know much about it... but still, you risked your life to fight for us...! I-I think you worked hard."

She bowed her head deeply as she said this.
Right.
What would I gain by verbally overpowering Reika here?

"I think you're right, Reika. Thank you."

"Not at all...! I-I should be the one... th-thank you for protecting us...!"

She said this and then smiled broadly with a somewhat silly expression.
She's a person with more varied expressions than I expected.

"By the way, how have you been while I was away?"

"Ah! That's right!"

Reika clapped her hands once, then approached me with eyes shining like a child showing off a hidden toy.

"U-Um...! I have something to show you...!"

*

This was the garden behind the mansion.

Reika spread her hands and created a ball of flame just like before.
But what was different from before was—

"Ooh."

Reika skillfully transferred the completed ball of flame to her other palm.
After repeating this a few times, she hurled it toward a scarecrow in the distance.

Swooosh!

Bang!

The fireball hit the scarecrow that had been set up at some point.

Although its destructive power wasn't great, this was a remarkable achievement.

"Y-Yes, I'm not gasping for breath like before... and I can control it somewhat freely now...!"

"You've improved a lot, haven't you?"

"Yes! Just as you instructed... every day... I did that Burpee test? without missing a single day...! So now I can really sense the mana better, I mean...! Anyway, it was an amazing experience...!"

So she diligently did that meaningless exercise every day.
Well, it must have been good for her health, so I didn't need to feel too sorry.

It probably wasn't really because of what I told her to do that she became better at sensing mana.
It was likely just that her abilities were gradually blooming with time.
Still, from Reika's perspective, who had been experiencing a 'block' for quite a long time, this must have been a meaningful experience, as I could easily notice that the way she looked at me was somewhat different from before.

"It's just that all your hard work is finally showing results. It's not really anything I did."

"No...! After meeting you, I've become so much stronger...! I-I feel like I can do anything now...!"

"Is that so?"

I spoke in a very natural tone.

"Then shall we move on to the next step?"

"N-Next step...?"

"Yes. I think it's time for us to go outside."

"Outside...?"

She looked up at me in surprise as soon as she heard the word 'outside.'
Her pink eyes were rippling as if they contained the Milky Way.

And...
As soon as she heard my next words, the color of starlight momentarily flashed in those beautiful eyes.

"Let's go outside the mansion. Out into the world."

*

"Wow...!"

This was the hill not far from the castle.
She seemed delighted with everything she encountered, looking around for a long time and unable to contain her admiration.

"It's been so, so long... since I walked outside like this, normally."

Come to think of it, she was an orphan.
During her orphan days, she probably had no opportunity to look around as she was busy searching for food every day and protecting herself.
And after being taken in by Ginor, she seemed to have lived in what was essentially confinement, unable to go outside.
Given her circumstances, it was understandable that she would be so happy just from climbing a hill.

"I'm glad I brought you out."

"Did you bring me out on purpose, Mr. Swen...?"

In response to her question, I smoothly told a lie.

"Mana is more abundant in places where nature is preserved."

"Ohhh...!"

After hearing my words, she nodded and then closed her eyes.
She took a few deep breaths and remained silent as if meditating...

Suddenly.

"...Haah!!"

She opened her eyes wide and created a ball of flame in her hand.
One that was more than twice as large as the previous one.

'...!!'

Even I was surprised by this sight.
The fireball slowly disappeared from her hand.

"Wow... it's true! Just as you said, Mr. Swen... coming here, I can vividly feel the abundant mana throughout my body...!"

'...Really???'

Really?
Why?
Why is this actually true?

I had just spouted some plausible-sounding words without any basis.
But why did she actually get stronger so quickly?
Is mana really more abundant in places closer to nature?
Well, although it was a proposition I just made up, it did sound quite plausible when I thought about it.
The idea that mysterious powers like mana would be abundant in natural places was almost a standard rule in fantasy worlds.

Anyway.
It would be absurd for me to act bewildered here.
I nodded with a strange expression as if I had predicted everything.

"Didn't I tell you? I too can hear the voice of the heavens more clearly after meditating here."

"I see...! You really are amazing, Mr. Swen."

Reika looked at me with eyes full of admiration.
...Feeling the pressure of that innocent gaze on my shoulders, I realized anew—
Despite telling so many lies to various people, I still hadn't gotten used to it.

"Well then. Let's begin our training. Just repeat what you usually do. Are you ready?"

"Yes! I'm ready!"

Reika said enthusiastically, raising her hand forward.
Because she was wearing a sleeveless top, her smooth armpit momentarily entered my field of vision.
I quickly erased that image and said:

"Then... let's start with meditation."

"Yes!"

So I meditated with her.
Afterward, we did light exercises and spent a very fulfilling day.
Reika seemed to be in a good mood from being outside after a long time and followed along with everything enthusiastically, which made me feel quite good as well.

Honestly, apart from training or whatever—this was the first time since the day of the battle that I could relax and spend time at ease.
That alone made it an incredibly precious time for me.

* * *

Several hours earlier.
Ginor, who had just left home, was thinking about the white-haired young man he had just met.

'It was indeed a surprise attack. That man... everything happened exactly as Swen said.'

He recalled how Swen had confidently stated, "Brands' strategy is a surprise attack," while looking at him.
He had expressed his opinion with unwavering confidence in front of the national strategist, and that opinion turned out to be correct.

After the battle, Ginor had thought long and hard.
A man who claimed not to be a magician but could sense mana's power and communicate with the heavens, a miracle-worker who had dropped a stone from the sky.
Such a man was also showing proficiency in tactics.
Moreover, he had the audacity to ask the national strategist of the Aishers army, "Why are you with the Aishers army?"

Throughout his years, Ginor had always realized how much he didn't know, but if there was one thing he prided himself on, it was his ability to judge people.
And the more he observed Swen, the more he couldn't shake the feeling that this was not a man who would be satisfied with merely obtaining a key position in the Aishers army.

'It would be good if he remained with our army, but in the long term, he could become an enemy of the Aishers army.'

If that happened, it would be problematic in many ways.
Turning such a talented individual into an enemy would not be wise.

While the public was focusing on the female knight Irene, who had a reputation as the main betrayer, and there was some truth to that context—
Ginor thought that what the Brands army had truly lost was Swen rather than Irene.

And indeed, as soon as this man became their enemy, didn't the Brands army begin to collapse like a lie?
Although Irene had played a role, it was fundamentally Swen who first noticed the surprise attack.
If Swen hadn't been there, it was clear that they would have been defeated due to Epinel's stubbornness.

'So what should be done?'

Ginor was currently following Yuuri, and he would prefer if she unified the continent—
But he wasn't of the opinion that 'the Aishers army must unify it.'
As long as it wasn't a tyrant like Serphina, he was prepared to lend his wisdom to anyone who was wise and virtuous.

To that extent, he didn't want to be enemies with a man like Swen, even if they served different lords.
Ginor recalled a military treatise he had read recently.
There was one passage that particularly stuck in his mind.

[If you cannot defeat an opponent, join that opponent.]

'A way to build a relationship that transcends factions with him...'

At that moment, a figure flashed through Ginor's mind.
His adopted daughter, Reika.

Looking at it objectively?
Twenty years old this year. A young lady around Swen's age with no experience with men.
Since he had taken her in at a very young age and rarely let her go outside, she would not be a bad candidate for a bride.

Ginor was a man with a sharp mind.
As it happened, he had an opportunity to ask him for a favor.
If he was rejected, there was nothing to be done, but he thought it was worth trying.
Swen didn't seem to have a wife yet.

'Come to think of it, Swen didn't have a family name.'

The value of the Nighthart name, though embarrassing to say himself—
Was worthy of being called a prestigious family on the continent.
Even though noble families and aristocracy had lost their meaning in these turbulent times, wouldn't it be quite attractive to him, who was of common birth?

'I should explain this to Reika as well. He is also a vigorous young man, so there must be something Reika can do.'

Ginor Nighthart.
Despite his advanced age, he was constantly thinking of ways to survive in these chaotic times.
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"That's all for today."

"Yes! Thank you so much for your hard work today!"

After saying goodbye to Swen, Reika quietly returned to her room and reflected on the time she had spent with him over the past few days.

'It was really amazing! That small waterfall.'

Though it wasn't particularly large, the waterfall was still beautiful enough to capture in her eyes. She remembered reading in a novel about someone meditating on rocks where waterfall water cascaded down... but Swen had told her that was just fiction.

For the past few days, she had been able to spend time outside the castle, continuously exploring nature.

As Swen had said, nature contained an abundance of mana. All the energy surrounding her body was mana. Reika was born with the ability to detect mana mixed in the air, but she had never felt it this clearly before. It felt as though all her consistent training was finally beginning to bloom.

As for her magic, it continued to develop smoothly. She could now create larger fireballs, maintain them for longer periods, and control them more freely. She recalled Swen's words about trying to visualize an "ice spear" instead of a fireball in their next session. Though she didn't quite grasp what he meant yet... somehow she felt she could do it. Following his instructions had genuinely improved her magical abilities!

Swen was a peculiar man. He clearly stated that "he was not a magician," and yet he often spoke as if he had known about magic all along. He suggested things she had never even thought of before, but after hearing them from him, she felt she could actually try them.

'Could Swen be... a magician like me, but hiding his identity for some reason?'

She had heard that Swen once performed a miracle by opening the sky and dropping a massive boulder. To Reika, who could barely create a fireball in her palm, that seemed like something beyond magic. Would she ever be able to perform such incredible miracles if she continued her training?

As she continued these various thoughts, Reika arrived at a more fundamental question.

If Swen was indeed hiding his identity as a magician... was this an ability that shouldn't be revealed to the outside world? Could the reason her father wouldn't let her go outside be related to the need to hide her identity as a magician?

Just then.

"Reika."

"...!!"

From beyond the door, she heard the voice of her father, Ginor. Reika couldn't help but be startled. Her father rarely came to her room.

The only times her father sought her out were to check on her magical training progress. And since Swen had begun teaching her, even those visits had stopped. As the national strategist, he surely had many busy matters to attend to. Reika had never particularly sought paternal affection from Ginor, so she didn't feel much regret about him not visiting her.

'What could he want?'

While Reika was too tense to answer, Ginor's voice came through the door again.

"Are you there?"

"Ah, yes...! I'm here."

"May I come in?"

"Y-yes...!"

With that, Ginor entered Reika's room. Reika quickly stood up and bowed to him.

"W-welcome, Father."

Ginor naturally took a seat in one of the chairs in her room.

"So. How is your training progressing?"

"It has improved significantly compared to before."

"Is that so?"

Reika briefly demonstrated her progress to Ginor. He nodded with satisfaction as he watched her control a sphere of flame in various ways for quite some time without getting winded.

"You seem to have worked hard. How is the learning process?"

"Swen has been teaching me in a very easy-to-understand way. Ah, um, I..."

"Go ahead and speak."

"I... thank you for allowing me to go outside."

Reika bowed in gratitude. No matter how abundant the mana was outside, she wouldn't have had the chance to experience it if her father, Ginor, hadn't permitted her to leave.

"..."

Ginor looked at Reika as she offered her thanks and spoke in a serious tone.

"Are you truly grateful to me?"

It was a somewhat peculiar question, but Reika answered without hesitation. Though he had kept her from leaving the house, it was true that he had taken her in when she was an orphan.

"I have never forgotten your kindness, Father. I am always grateful that you took me in and cared for me. This is my sincere truth."

"...Hmm."

Ginor rested his chin on his hand, lost in thought for a moment, then looked at her again with a very serious expression.

Reika instinctively shrank back, wondering if she had done something wrong.

"Um, well..."

"I didn't come to scold you. Relax."

"Then... why?"

"What do you think of Swen?"

"Pardon...?"

What do I think of Swen? Is he asking about Swen as my teacher? After all, it was her father, Ginor, who had appointed Swen as her instructor.

"Well... he has taught me very clearly about how to enhance my ability to read mana. As a result of following his teachings, I've actually made quite a lot of progress—"

"That's not what I'm asking."

"...?"

"What do you think of him as a husband?"

"...What...??"

What did he say? Husband? He means... a marriage partner?

Suddenly? Since her father had never asked such an ordinary question before, she was too shocked to answer.

"I... I don't understand what you mean all of a sudden..."

"I mean exactly what I said. How would you feel if Swen became your husband?"

"...I, I, well, that's..."

Reika bowed her head with a deeply flushed face. She had never once thought of him that way. Was it because she didn't see Swen as a man? No. The reason she hadn't thought about it was exactly the opposite. She feared it would be presumptuous for someone like her to view someone of Swen's caliber as a potential partner.

His well-groomed white hair and fair skin gave him a mysterious aura unlike other men her age. Whenever he smiled and said, "You can do it," it felt like wonderful encouragement to her, who always longed for someone to lean on. And, though this thought might be somewhat improper... wasn't he extremely handsome? That's why she couldn't even imagine having a place by his side. She was old enough to know not to covet something completely beyond her reach.

"Do you dislike the idea?"

"What? No, no! It's not that I dislike it..."

"Then that's good."

Unlike the flustered Reika who didn't know what to do, Ginor remained extremely calm.

"Um... Father. I... I can't follow this conversation."

"Hmm? You can't even follow this much? I thought you were quite perceptive."

"No, it's just, I..."

Without waiting for Reika's answer, Ginor went straight to the point.

"I'm thinking of proposing a marriage arrangement to him."

"Marriage... arrangement, you say?"

"Yes. He is an extraordinary individual, so it's necessary to establish a deep relationship with him."

Having said that much, Ginor continued in an extremely businesslike tone. To an outsider, it wouldn't appear to be a normal father-daughter relationship.

"If you haven't forgotten your gratitude toward me, please marry him quietly. Of course, this is assuming he agrees."

"..."

Reika couldn't say anything and just kept her head bowed. Marriage to Swen. It wasn't that she disliked the idea. That was absolutely not the case. But... everything was too sudden.

"...If you really dislike it, I can't force you, but I would appreciate if you thought about it positively. Think it over."

Ginor stood up and quietly left the room.

Though she wasn't sure what to do right away, her father's last words were clearly etched in her mind.

'If he agrees... does that mean Swen's thoughts on this are still unknown?'

If that was the case, there was no need to make a fuss prematurely. Reika let out a long sigh.

'Marriage...'

Naturally, from the position of someone who had to marry whoever Ginor directly told her to marry, regardless of who it was... Swen wasn't actually a bad match. No, perhaps there couldn't be a better match. While it was common to see daughters move according to family interests, Ginor was at least trying to respect her opinion by saying she could refuse if she really disliked the idea.

'But wait... Swen isn't married yet?'

She thought a man like Swen would already have a wife or two. At the same time... she recalled the red-haired female knight who had been beside him when she first met Swen. She was very strong and reliable, but at the same time, extremely beautiful with feminine curves.

'Who was she? Just a bodyguard...?'

If I were to marry Swen, would that female knight guard me too...?

Foolishly, those were the thoughts running through her mind.

* * *

"Achoo!"

"Are you alright, Irene?"

"Uh... yes. I'm fine. Just a sudden sneeze."

Irene said this as she took a bite of cake from the table. And then—

"Ohhh...!"

With her purple eyes sparkling, she placed a hand on her cheek and genuinely exclaimed in admiration.

"This is really delicious!"

"I'm glad it suits your taste."

"Hmm. Swen, you said this was made by the child you're teaching?"

"Yes. I thought it would go well with tea, so I brought some."

What I was doing was—
Having tea time with Irene.
I had thought Reika's cake would go very well with the tea Irene brewed, and it seemed I was right. Seeing Irene's delighted expression, I almost wished I had brought some cookies too.

"It's an amazing flavor. Even Anel Castle didn't have cake this delicious."

"How would you know?"

"Well, that's... oh."

"You must have tried them all, I see."

"..."

At my words, Irene suddenly closed her mouth and blushed, putting on a serious face.

"...T-that's not the important issue right now. Hmm."

Seeing Irene like that, I couldn't help but laugh. How peaceful.

Though I thought this peace wouldn't last long. Still, I immersed myself fully in this moment, like soaking in an ocean. So I wouldn't regret it later.

*

And so I spent my days teaching Reika during the day and spending time with Irene at home in the evenings. While my daily life was more peaceful than ever, the continental situation was exactly the opposite.

The first shocking news to arrive: The northern Kelstein Castle had fallen. This was undoubtedly a historic moment worthy of the history books, as Serphina's army finally advanced into the central continent.

For now, only Brands' army was effectively facing the border. But with Kelstein Castle—which had been blocking the northern entrance like a fortress—fallen, the collapse of the defense line behind it was a foregone conclusion. Now, whether they liked it or not, the continent's lords would have to find their own way to survive in the face of the massive wave that was Serphina's army.

And almost simultaneously...

The sky-blue flag of Raclaine Castle was lowered. And atop its tall spire, the red flag of Aishers' army was raised.

Raclaine Castle, the easternmost fortress of Brands' army. And Kelstein Castle, the northernmost fortress. Both had fallen almost simultaneously.

It was truly a massive tectonic shift.

If there was any consolation for Brands' army, it was that the southern Roland and Hesna armies, which shared borders with them, were staying quiet without invading Brands' territory. It seemed they were reluctant to make a move, watching the situation, probably thinking that the moment they withdrew troops to invade Brands' army, their home base could be attacked.

Regardless, with both the northern and eastern important border lines already breached—

'Brands' army is finished now.'

Far from continental unification, they would have to consider the possibility of becoming a minor nation.

On a day when the world situation was rapidly changing like a massive tsunami had passed through...

"Excuse me. Are you Sir Swen?"

"Yes, I am..."

As I was heading to the Nighthart family mansion as usual, a soldier from Aishers' army approached me.

"My Lord is looking for you."

"Your Lord?"

He's calling for me? I couldn't think of any particular reason why he would...

'Well, there must be a reason.'

I immediately made my way to the royal castle of Valhalart.

Ch.80 - Chapter 80. I'll Be Your Wings
# Chapter Translation

I hurried to the royal audience chamber, where Baranga Yuuri Aishers welcomed me warmly.
I knelt down and spoke in a respectful tone.

"I, Swen, have arrived at the royal castle as commanded by my lord."

"Swen! Welcome. It's been a while. How have you been?"

"I've been well, thanks to you."

"And Irene? Is she doing well? It's been some time since I've seen her face."

"Yes, that's right."

"I see. Still no news?"

"...Pardon?"

Wondering what she meant by that question, I looked up.
Yuuri was giggling as if she found something amusing.

"Just joking, just joking. But I do hope we hear some good news soon."

"..."

At that moment, I could somewhat guess what she was hinting at.
But I deliberately chose not to add anything to the conversation.

Fortunately, she soon moved on to the main topic.

"Good. I didn't call you here for nothing. I was hoping you could bring someone back for me."

"Someone, Your Majesty?"

At my question, Yuuri gave an awkward smile as if she were troubled.

"Well... you're the only one I can ask right now. The other generals are busy with their own tasks... Of course, I'm not saying you're doing nothing since you're already handling our requests."

"That's fine. I just want to know who I need to bring back."

"One of our officers has gone on a spiritual journey."

'Spiritual journey?'

Hearing that, I had an idea who she might be referring to.

"I'd like you to find her and ask her to come back. Tell her that I really miss her."

"Could you... give me a bit more detailed information?"

Yuuri nodded at my request.

"Her name is Anima Ingram. She's a truly valuable and cherished person in our army."

'I knew it.'

Anima Ingram.
The officer who served as the national strategist for the original Aishers army.

Ginor had mentioned that after she stepped down from her position as national strategist because of him, she went on a spiritual journey to improve herself.

'But why are they looking for her now?'

If it hadn't been a surprise, Ginor would have stepped down from his position as national strategist.
But since it was a surprise, he was still actively serving as the current national strategist.
It was a bit concerning that he wasn't by Yuuri's side right now, but at least he hadn't been dismissed.

"I'll tell you where she is. Find her and make sure to tell her that we need her help. Oh, and make sure to tell her this too."

Yuuri spoke in her most serious tone.

"Tell her I want to offer her the position of lord of Raclaine Castle, so she must return."

'I see.'

So the bait to lure her back is the position of castle lord.
While not as prestigious as national strategist, the position of castle lord was still desirable for those seeking power.
Some might even consider it a higher position than national strategist, as it allows one to wield authority similar to that of a lord in the absence of the actual ruler.
Though I didn't know much about her character, I thought that if she was the type to disappear just because she was removed from her position as national strategist, she might be tempted by the offer of becoming a castle lord.

"Is that all for my mission?"

"Yes. I'm sorry. You're already busy with requests from me and Ginor... I'll make sure you're well compensated for your expenses and efforts."

"That's really not necessary, but I'll accept it as a matter of courtesy."

"Hehe. Good."

Yuuri smiled slightly at my response.
She certainly wasn't the type of ruler who emphasized her position and lorded over others.
While she might not fit the typical image of a ruler in this era... she would have made a pretty good boss in the dimension I came from.

Is this what they call the irony of different eras?

"Well then, I'm counting on you, Swen."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

I nodded my head to show proper respect, then left the royal castle.

* * *

After Swen left.
Yuuri remained deep in thought for a long time, resting her chin on her hand.

'Anima...'

"Yuuri. We can do this. No, let me be precise. You can do this. And I will be your wings."

"Don't be afraid, Yuuri. Epinel, Emma, Erinandorf—they'll all naturally follow your decisions. You'll have to get used to it from now on."

"Let's definitely end this chaotic era with our own hands. Imagine red flags waving across the entire continent. Wouldn't that be wonderful?"

In her memories, Anima was a childhood friend who had instilled in her the mindset of a ruler when she herself lacked confidence.
On that day.
The day the Empire fell—the Fiviola Academy where she and Anima had studied also collapsed.
At that time, it was none other than Anima who saved her life from the brink of death.

"I think I still have many shortcomings, so I'm thinking of going on a spiritual journey to reflect on myself."

Shortcomings? Nonsense.
Even as she was, Anima was an indispensable person for the Aishers army.
At least, that's how Yuuri felt about her.

She wanted to go find her personally.
In fact, she had gone a few times.

But Anima never showed herself when Yuuri came in person.
Epinel, Erinandorf, Emma—none of them had been able to meet her either.
Perhaps Swen, who had never had any connection with her before, might be able to meet her.

'Come back, Anima...'

Yuuri let out a long sigh.

* * *

'Is this the place?'

This was halfway up a mountain not far from the Balhart territory.
It wasn't too far from where I had taken Reika for meditation last time.
Since I had come much deeper into the mountain than before, I found myself panting heavily as I barely managed to find my way here.

'It should be somewhere around here.'

According to Yuuri, there should be an old shack somewhere around here.
No matter how much I looked around, I couldn't see any sign of a house, let alone a human silhouette.

'Let's take a break...'

I sat down on a rock.
Reika had also mentioned feeling an enormous amount of mana in this area. As I was resting and thinking absently about whether this place was some kind of spiritual training ground or something...

'Huh?'

Beyond the trees, I spotted a small shack that had been hidden from view.
It was so well camouflaged that you could believe it was deliberately hidden in the middle of the mountain.

'No wonder I couldn't find it...'

I had thought about resting a bit longer, but since I'd found what I was looking for, I couldn't waste any more time.
I immediately got up and headed toward the shack.

Rustle, rustle.
As I walked through the grass, I soon found myself standing in front of the door.
I knocked on it slowly.

"Is anyone there?"

Feeling somewhat like a tax collector, I waited.
From beyond the door came a very fragile voice, like thin glass that would easily shatter if touched.

"...Who is it?"

"Are you perhaps Anima Ingram?"

At my question, there was a moment of silence.

"...Yes, I am."

"I've come here by the order of Lord Yuuri. I have a message for you, Anima."

"..."

After another long silence.
Finally, a small voice barely audible through the birdsong reached my ears.

"Please wait a moment."

A few minutes later.
The door finally opened.

And before me—Anima Ingram revealed herself.

Her brown bob haircut seemed somewhat disheveled.
Her eyes, though generally giving off a haggard impression, still had a certain clarity to them.
Her attire wasn't particularly unusual except for one part.
That exception was—her right arm, which was completely covered and hidden by something like a cloak.

"Were you sent by Yuuri?"

"Yes."

"I don't recognize your face... May I ask your name?"

"My name is Swen. I joined the Aishers army not too long ago."

"...I see."

She closed her eyes, then nodded and said:

"It's humble, but please come in."

*

The inside of her dwelling felt quite familiar to me.
On the worn-out floor of the room, which contained nothing of note, there was just a single blanket.
It reminded me of where I used to stay at Jeilant Castle. Definitely.

"You've come a long way, but I have nothing to offer you. I apologize."

"It's fine."

I calmly studied her face.
Though she wore a faint smile as she looked at me... she was definitely somewhat guarded.
Since my clothes bore the emblem of the Aishers army, she seemed to believe that I had been sent by Yuuri...

"Is Yuuri doing well?"

So Anima also speaks casually to her.
Well, since she seems to be one of the founding contributors, perhaps that's only natural.

"Yes. For now, at least."

"So, what did she tell Swen?"

"She said she would like Anima to help her again."

"Is that so."

Upon hearing this, Anima let out a small sigh and said:

"How is our army doing?"

"We recently succeeded in capturing Raclaine Castle."

"Is that so? It seems things are going well even without me."

I could read a strange emotion in her expression.
At first, I thought she might be doing something like insubordination because she had been removed from her position as national strategist—
But perhaps it wasn't that... she might be thinking that she had lost her place. And that place wasn't about power, or being in the leadership... but something deeper and more personal.

Though I couldn't summarize it in a single sentence, I couldn't read any desire for power in those empty eyes.

Given the Aishers army's emphasis on founding contributors, it was obvious that if I didn't bring her back now, someone would be sent again.
Climbing this mountain was quite challenging for me. I wanted to complete the mission in one go if possible.

I carefully opened my mouth.

"I don't think that's entirely true."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Both our lord and many others, including General Epinel, General Emma, and General Erinandorf, miss you greatly. Though I haven't been with the army long enough to know exactly, it seems you played a crucial role in the Aishers army."

"Why do you think so?"

"That much is easy to notice even after a short stay. Your name comes up frequently."

Of course, I hadn't actually heard it mentioned, and this was just MSG I was sprinkling to make my case more convincing.
But in any case, if I could bring her back, I was sure the founding members of the Aishers army, including Yuuri, would be pleased.

"..."

Anima closed her eyes again after hearing my words.

"Everyone who has worked with you is eagerly waiting to work with you again. Won't you return with me?"

She remained silent once more.
This time, I didn't press her and simply watched her face silently, waiting for her to speak.

How much time had passed?
Finally, she parted her heavy lips.

"Swen, this might be sudden, but do you know why I wear this cloak?"

"The cloak?"

It seemed a bit out of the blue—
But sensing she was about to say something important, I responded in a serious tone.

"I'm not sure."

"It's nothing special."

She said that, then used her left hand to let the cloak covering her right arm fall to the floor.

And what entered my vision was—

"...!!"

Where her right arm should have been... there was nothing.

'One-armed?'

"If I startled you, I sincerely apologize."

"No, rather... how did this happen to you?"

"..."

Anima slowly opened her eyes.
Her light brown eyes were much clearer than before.

"It's nothing special. Just... our story, I suppose."

By "our," did she mean the Aishers army?
Come to think of it—the Aishers army had an unusually strong bond between Yuuri and the founding contributors.
Why did they act that way?
Perhaps this was an opportunity to find out.
Even though I planned to leave eventually, it wouldn't hurt to hear the story while I was still part of the army.

"Would you like to hear it?"

"As much as you'd like to tell me."

"..."

Anima looked at me, nodded once.
And finally, she began to tell me about 'what had happened.'

Ch.81 - Chapter 81. Dawn Of The Aeshas
* * *

For Anima, if she were to recall her most radiant period—it would be during her youth.
She could count the time spent at Fiviola Academy with her most precious childhood friend.

"Yuuri!"

"Anima, you're here. How was today?"

"Well, academy life is all the same, you know."

Yuuri was already quite famous among her peers.
Fiviola Academy, one of the top three prestigious academies in the Aingart Empire.
Yuuri was a talented genius, already a notable figure at this prestigious academy.
The only daughter of the noble Aishers family.
She didn't discriminate much against someone of humble birth like herself.
Moreover, compared to herself who was merely a martial artist who knew a little about swordplay, Yuuri was accomplished in many fields.
For Anima, being Yuuri's childhood friend was itself a great source of pride.

"Yuuri. Your skills have improved again."

"Thank you, Instructor Epinel."

The young academy instructor Epinel Rosenkroz was one of the people who particularly kept an eye on Yuuri.

"How about learning more about combat techniques? People say you're destined to become an outstanding chancellor of the empire, but I think your physical abilities are quite good too."

"I appreciate your words, but I'm not confident in physical activities."

"Is that so? I think that might be excessive modesty... Well, if you ever change your mind, I'll support you anytime, just say the word."

"Yes!"

Then one day.
News of the emperor's suspicious death reached them.
With no designated successor before his death, the entire nation became somewhat unsettled during that period.

And not long after, shocking news arrived at Fiviola Academy.

"I heard Orlando Brands, who was once the emperor's closest confidant, has started a rebellion at Anel Castle?"

"What? Rebellion? Why would he declare independence? Does he have a death wish?"

With news that Orlando Brands, who held power close to being the empire's second-in-command, had raised an army, the academy became even more unsettled.

But at that time, everyone thought it would be just a momentary flame.
Not a single person realized it was the signal flare announcing the beginning of an era of chaos.

After all, even without a designated successor—
Wouldn't the eldest son, Algot von Aingart, naturally take control of the situation, ascend to the throne, and quickly calm the chaos?

However.
What came was not news of Algot's ascension, but rather different kinds of news.

News of General Ohana's uprising in the southern region.
News of General Walnut's uprising in the western region.
Additionally, others who held important positions in the empire began to successively rise up, declaring themselves lords and establishing their own nations across the continent.

The beginning of chaos.
The Aingart Empire, which had unified the continent, began to irreversibly fragment.

The flames of chaos that had already ignited fiercely extended their reach to Fiviola Academy.
Imperial forces with an unknown commander launched an invasion of the academy while armed.
Various conspiracy theories circulated, such as "Because the headmaster was affiliated with Algot von Aingart, one of the other siblings made a move to eliminate him"—
But there was no way for Anima and Yuuri, who were merely students at the academy, to know.

No matter how excellent the academy students were, and despite having a few instructors—
They couldn't defeat properly trained imperial forces.
It was a one-sided massacre. The imperial forces began killing everyone enrolled at the academy, regardless of gender or status.

"Yuuri! We need to escape!"

"B-but... I haven't found Seira yet...!"

"It's too late! We need to get out of here now!"

At that moment.

A soldier wearing imperial armor began approaching them.

"Damn it...!"

There was no proper escape route in this situation.

"D-don't come any closer!"

Despite Yuuri's cry, the soldier said nothing.
From the beginning, his expression couldn't be seen as he wore a helmet stained with fresh blood.

Anima gripped a sword in her right hand while looking around Yuuri for any escape route.
Even with a 2:1 advantage, they couldn't defeat the soldier. Objectively, neither of them was particularly skilled in combat.

"I need to at least help Yuuri escape alone if possible...!"

With that thought, she adjusted her grip on the sword.
The soldier's blade came down on them with overwhelming speed.

"Huh!"

Without even properly exchanging a few blows, Yuuri's weapon flew far away.

"...!!!"

Then, as the soldier raised his sword high.
As the shadow of death flickered in Yuuri's eyes at that moment.

"Yuuri!!!"

Anima instinctively threw her body forward.

After that.

Anima couldn't understand what had happened.

"Huh...?"

When she regained consciousness, her vision was rapidly fading.
An impossible pain was overwhelming her body.

"Anima...! No, Anima...!!!!"

Beside her, Yuuri was embracing her and crying.
And watching that scene was Instructor Epinel.

"Instructor Epinel...?"

"Are you conscious, Anima?!"

Ah.
That's right.

After I threw myself forward, shortly after... Instructor Epinel had inflicted a deep wound on the soldier's abdomen.
Before that, what happened was...

"Urgh...!!!"

With the pain surging again, I slowly turned my head.
My right arm.
The right arm that should have been holding the sword... was nowhere to be found.

No, to be precise—
Far away, an arm was lying on the ground.

"...!!!!!"

After realizing that, well.
Thinking back now, I don't remember clearly what I thought.
Only fragmented scenes come to mind.

"For now, let's go somewhere safe to hide! There are medicines there for treatment too."

Instructor Epinel temporarily hid us in a basement deep within the academy building.
That's all I remember—that we received basic first aid there and somehow managed to survive.

"Sob sob... Anima, I'm sorry. Because of me... because of me."

"Yuuri..."

At first, when I lost my arm, I did wonder what I would do from now on—
But honestly, if it meant Yuuri could survive, I was satisfied with that.

"Anima. I'm sorry. This is all the treatment I can provide..."

"No, Instructor. I'm alive thanks to you. Thank you."

After spending some time like that.
When we went outside during a quiet moment, what we saw was—

"...My God."

Countless bodies of academy instructors and students.
A hellish scene where those bodies were piled up like mountains.

"Damn those Aingart bastards... What the hell is happening?!"

Epinel cursed in anger, but nothing changed.
For whatever reason, Fiviola Academy had been targeted by someone and marked for elimination.

"Sob sob... everyone..."

Yuuri knelt and wept for a long time.
There were... no survivors.
As we spent time among the bodies in a daze, at that moment.

"Lady Yuuri!"

From far away, a woman and a man were approaching us.

"Emma... Erinandorf...!"

"You're alive, Lady Yuuri..."

Emma and Erinandorf.
Faces that Anima knew as well.
They were retainers serving the Aishers family. Certainly.

"What happened? Our house? Father and... Mother?"

"..."

At Yuuri's words, Emma and Erinandorf couldn't answer and just lowered their heads.
She seemed to understand what their silence meant, as she collapsed to the ground again with a pale face.

"...Ah...ah."

And so—
Anima and Yuuri lost everything in an instant.
The peaceful daily life they had taken for granted, the fruits of their efforts, ordinary happiness and such things.
All of them were swept away by the empire's karma.

*

After that day.

"Yuuri."

"Anima... sob, hic."

Whenever she saw Anima, she would only make a sad expression and whimper.
Was it because of guilt over the arm that had already been lost?
Or was it sympathy for themselves, who had been unable to do anything and were just swept along by the flow of history?
Without being able to do anything properly, they were continuing their lifeline by depending on Emma and Erinandorf for basic necessities.

Anima, if anything, felt that they couldn't continue living like this.
The Aishers family had suffered a near-extinction level blow, but Yuuri, who carried their bloodline, was still alive, and two retainers had survived.
Almost everyone from the academy had died, but three people were still alive: herself, Instructor Epinel, and Yuuri.

Five survivors.
We who survived must take revenge on the empire.

In an era where lords were rising to power across the land, we had Yuuri, the legitimate heir of the Aishers family.
If others could do it, why couldn't we?

"Yuuri."

"..."

"Snap out of it, Yuuri!"

Anima grabbed the collar of the sniffling girl with her left hand.

"How long are you going to stay like this?!"

"B-but. Anima... because of me... you... sob."

"If you're truly sorry to me, don't just sit here like this, move forward."

"...Huh?"

"Let's establish a nation. With your own hands."

Yuuri's eyes widened at those words.
Anima didn't avoid those trembling eyes.
She continued to stare. She projected all the aspirations of how she had lived until now, and how she had survived, directly into those two eyes.

"The Aingart Empire is already finished. You've seen countless lords declaring independence, haven't you? A new era has begun."

"I, I..."

"Yuuri. We can do it. No. Let me be precise."

Anima recalled the past.
The peaceful days at the academy.
Now was the moment to leave that unreturnable fantasy.

"You can do it."

"Me...?"

"And."

-----I'll be your wings.

From this moment on, Anima Ingram—
Decided to entrust her fate to her childhood friend before her.

* * *

Even as Anima recalled memories that had now become old tales,
It was as if that moment was vividly before her eyes.

"Yuuri. Epinel. Emma. Erinandorf. And myself... these five people. From that moment on, we became blood brothers transcending age and status—and engraved the name of Aishers in each of our hearts."

That was the dawn of the Aishers army.

Ch.82 - Chapter 82. Their Hearts
"And after that...?"

"We fled far away, to the safest place possible. We kept running and running until we finally raised our flag near this Balhart territory. That was the beginning of the Aishers Army."

Anima explained the tragic events in an incredibly calm tone, describing the horrific incident with remarkable composure.

"Having lost my arm and no longer able to wield a sword, from that day on I obtained and mastered every military strategy book in existence. I thought our army lacked a strategist. Fortunately, I seemed to have a decent talent for it, as studying wasn't particularly difficult for me."

"...I see."

After hearing her explanation, I finally understood why this country functioned the way it did.
The extraordinary camaraderie among the founding members of the Aishers Army stemmed from the bond formed by surviving tragedy together.
For five people to establish a nation of this size, and to have recently conquered even Raclaine Castle—
In some ways, they could be considered quite successful lords.

The true circumstances behind their deep camaraderie couldn't be explained by a simple line like "they have strong bonds with their comrades."
Their tight-knit fellowship would certainly shine as a valuable asset in these chaotic times where deception was the norm.
But conversely, would this same camaraderie eventually become the Aishers Army's downfall?

Just then.
Anima looked at me and suddenly spoke.

"Ginor Nighthart."

"Yes?"

"He was the last Chancellor of the United Empire. A man who served the Aingart family."

In that moment.
Anima's eyes flashed briefly.
I could faintly detect something resembling anger that she had kept tightly concealed.

"Someone in such a position couldn't possibly have been unaware of what happened in the Empire. If he was unaware, that would be problematic in itself. I acknowledge his exceptional abilities. However... if I had been more capable, we wouldn't have needed to entrust the role of national strategist to a former Imperial official. It's all due to my inadequacy."

"..."

"When I think that if I had been more helpful, we wouldn't have needed to rely on his power... I still feel something indescribable rising in my throat. I can only apologize to everyone. To Epinel. To Emma and Erinandorf. And to Yuuri as well..."

I see.
Only then did I begin to understand the reason for Anima's insubordination.
Though Ginor hadn't done anything wrong, she seemed to have an adverse reaction to him having been a "high-ranking person" in the Empire.

It was certainly Imperial soldiers who had attacked the Fiviola Academy where she and Yuuri had studied.
And the only ones who could have commanded those soldiers would have been members of the Aingart family.
Though not only she but others including Yuuri had experienced that incident, the fact that she alone couldn't accept it seemed to weigh heavily on her.

Come to think of it.
Luna was like that, and so was Anima.
They both seemed to have lost something precious due to the internal conflicts of the Aingart family.

Though I didn't know the exact reason...
It felt somewhat contrived.

Wasn't everything too focused on the Aingart family as the cause?
It was as if all the world's resentment was directed at Serphina von Aingart, reportedly the only surviving legitimate heir of the Empire.
Almost unnaturally so.

Of course, Serphina was a tyrant who would capture and kill me in another dimension—
But I couldn't shake off this strange sense of discomfort.

Is it right for everything to be resolved by simply labeling her as the villain?

"...That's enough for now."

Anyway, that was a secondary issue.
Right now, it was time to return this young lady to Yuuri.

So, let me touch on something that might interest her.

"Lady Anima. There's something I haven't mentioned yet."

"What is it?"

"Do you remember when I told you earlier about recapturing Raclaine Castle?"

"Yes, I do."

"My Lord expressed a desire to appoint you as the castle lord."

"...!"

Anima's eyes momentarily went wide with shock.
Let me scratch that itch a little more.

"As you know, becoming a castle lord grants you certain authorities. These are unique powers that even the national strategist cannot interfere with."

Then.
Looking straight into her eyes, I spoke like a salesman.

"What do you think? Isn't this the perfect opportunity to demonstrate your abilities once again?"

After hearing my words, Anima remained silent for a while before finally answering in a somewhat subdued voice.

"...The position of castle lord, you say."

"Yes. I'll say it again—you'll be able to exercise authority that even the national strategist cannot interfere with."

I deliberately repeated twice that the national strategist couldn't interfere.
Anima seemed to understand my intention and gave me a meaningful look.

"Swen, was it?"

"Yes."

"It seems an interesting person has joined our country."

"Thank you for the compliment."

My response of "thank you for the compliment" seemed to amuse her, as Anima smiled and said:

"...Very well. I'll follow you down the mountain."

"You've made a wise decision."

My words were 100% sincere.
I didn't want to struggle up here again.

Anima muttered something quietly, then looked at my face.

"Would you mind waiting outside for a moment? I have some things to organize. It won't take long."

* * *

Swen nodded at Anima's request.

"I don't mind if it takes a while. Take your time."

"Thank you."

After Swen left the house.
Anima rested her chin on her hand, deep in thought.

"If they've taken Raclaine Castle... that means the Brands Army has fallen."

Wasn't the Brands Army the greatest threat to the Aishers Army?
In Anima's assessment, there was no way to defeat the Brands Army through their own strength.
The only option had seemed to be to somehow endure while hoping for something to happen.

Since coming to the mountain, she had spent her time mastering various strategy books and rewriting them as a form of review.
News from the outside world had been completely cut off, whether she wanted it or not.
She had turned away everyone from the Aishers Army who came looking for her. After leaving for spiritual training, she wanted to show meaningful results.

But.
If the situation had changed dramatically, that was different.

Had something happened internally within the Brands Army?
Or had Ginor made some kind of contribution?

"...I can think about it after I return."

She had done a lot of thinking while secluded in the mountains.
She no longer intended to stubbornly object by bringing up Imperial origins.
Nevertheless, if an opportunity came to prove herself—then she would gladly demonstrate her abilities.

"..."

Anima recalled the white-haired young man who had confidently asked her if "this wasn't the time to show her abilities once more."
That look in his eyes. Anima had seen such a gaze before.
It was the kind of look she had only seen in Yuuri back when they were still at the academy.

That clear, confident gaze that only someone who believed everything would go according to their will could possess.
Though it was too early to judge him in many ways, she felt he wasn't just an ordinary person you could find anywhere.

A time when talent was gathering.
The fallen Brands Army.

"Perhaps... an opportunity has come for the Aishers Army."

Honestly, even more than obtaining the position of castle lord—
This feeling that "an opportunity had arrived" was what motivated her.
She had lived her entire life thinking only of the Aishers Army's unification of the continent. Wouldn't it be a shame to miss an opportunity when it presented itself?

Having organized her thoughts, Anima rose from her seat, packed the minimum necessities, and left the room.

* * *

In the Nighthart family mansion.
Reika was rolling around on her bed, hugging a doll in her room where she had shut herself in.

"He didn't come today..."

She had been eagerly waiting to go out with Swen.
But it seemed that due to a summons from the ruler Yuuri, Swen couldn't come here today.

"I wanted to show something to Lord Swen..."

Last night.
Reika had finally managed to create not just a fireball but something like an ice spear in her hand.
For someone who had never thought she could use any magic other than fire and had assumed that creating these fireballs was the extent of magic, being able to create something other than a fireball was incredibly shocking in itself.

Feeling much more mana in the mountains and during meditation—she distinctly felt something "opening up" inside her.
From that moment, somehow, when she closed her eyes and gathered mana, she felt she could create something other than fire.
She had tried to create the "ice spear" Swen had mentioned, and it had succeeded beautifully.

"He really is amazing..."

By this point, she found it impossible to believe he wasn't a mage.
How could someone who wasn't a mage educate her so excellently?

Thinking about this—
She suddenly remembered what her adoptive father had said.

"What do you think of him as a husband?"

"..."

Naturally, her arms tightened around the doll she was holding.
Reika blushed as she mouthed the word "husband." A husband—a life partner who would be with her forever.

Reika closed her eyes and imagined life as Swen's wife.
Making bread or cakes for him, preparing his meals.
Taking care of the household while he worked hard, raising about three children.

Although she had the intuition that she was destined to go to the battlefield as a mage someday—that didn't mean she hadn't thought about having a happy family life with a man.
She had heard that Swen was also a warrior who fought on the battlefield. Perhaps her magic could help him.

That certainly wouldn't be a bad life.
Reika herself didn't dislike the idea of building such a future with Swen.

But.

"Is this... really okay like this?"

There was a clear difference between "not disliking something" and "liking something."
At present, she couldn't be certain about her feelings.
She still didn't know what kind of person Swen really was.

Of course, these were things she would learn after marrying and living together... but there was also the possibility that he might be different from what she imagined.
Perhaps he had some strange fetish that she could never satisfy with her abilities.
She felt somewhat pathetic for having such thoughts at this timing, but when people got married, wouldn't they naturally do what couples do?
She wasn't too young to understand such things.

"What do I... want to do?"

Her father had said that if she really disliked it, she should say so.
Of course, she had no intention of refusing. She wanted to repay the kindness of the father who had taken her in.

Decisively, it seemed that no official marriage proposal had been made to Swen yet, so it wasn't something she needed to think deeply about.
Nevertheless—for Reika, who had lived a life detached from such matters until now, it was impossible not to think about it.

Becoming Swen's wife.
If that happened... could she do well?

And so Reika spent a long time thinking about her white-haired mentor.

In this moment, Reika was not the first mage in the continent to awaken to mana.
She was just an ordinary twenty-year-old girl spending the night thinking about a man who might become her husband.

* * *

"It's been a while."

At the gates of Balhart Castle.
Anima stood there, staring for a long time at the red flag fluttering atop the tower.
I could naturally sense countless emotions surging like a tidal wave in her eyes as she gazed at the flag.
I said nothing and waited beside her during this brief reunion.

"...Thank you for waiting."

"Not at all."

I nodded lightly, then followed Anima as she entered the castle.

Ch.83 - Chapter 83. Anima's Return, And......
# Chapter Translation

"I'm back, Yuuri."

"Anima!"

Anima Ingram had returned to the Aishers Army.

Yuuri, who had been sitting on the throne, stood up and approached Anima, greeting her warmly.
Somehow, rather than a lord welcoming a subject, she seemed more like a puppy greeting its owner—
I thought it might be easier to think of the five founding contributors of the Aishers Army, including Yuuri, in that light.
In fact, Ginor, who was standing next to Yuuri, didn't seem particularly surprised either.

"Welcome back, Anima. Have you been well? I couldn't meet you last time I went..."

"I've been fine. Sorry about that time. I didn't want to be disturbed by anyone."

"No, it's okay. I completely understand. Everyone has moments like that."

Looking at their conversation alone, it was impossible not to find it radical for a lord-subject relationship of this era.
The mutual trust that they would never betray each other wasn't necessarily a bad thing, but...

'No.'

I was about to think more about it, but after hearing Anima's words, I understood.
The special bond and relationship that came from their shared circumstances wasn't something an outsider could try to change.
Even if I had served in the empire, how could I possibly change something that even someone as prestigious as Ginor couldn't change?

That unique solidarity could become a strength for the Aishers Army, something that doesn't exist in other countries.
But what if they eventually stumble because of that solidarity and fail to achieve their greater purpose?
I would eventually have to return to Luna's side. I could only hope that no trouble would arise while I was here.

After spending quite some time catching up with Anima, Yuuri finally noticed my presence and approached me to greet me.

"Swen. Thank you for safely bringing Anima back. You've worked hard."

"It was nothing. I'm glad I could fulfill your order."

"Yes. You can take the day off and rest without thinking about work today."

"Thank you for your consideration."

After saying that, I slowly left the royal palace.
Yuuri said I could rest, but... there was too much time left in the day.
Yet it felt awkward to go to the Nighthart family mansion.

'Hmm...'

Irene would still be away on her mission.
I felt the weather getting quite chilly with the slight breeze.
If that's the case, today might be just the right time.

With something in mind, I immediately headed toward the marketplace of Balhart Castle.

* * *

In the royal palace after Swen had left.
Anima was asking Yuuri a question.

"I heard you're giving me the position of lord of Raclaine Castle."

"Yes! Anima, I thought there was no one else who could take on this important position—"

"Yuuri. You don't need to flatter me that much. I don't think you're disrespecting me."

"Ah, that... well."

Yuuri spoke like a thoroughly intimidated rabbit.

"S-sorry... It's just that... I thought you might be concerned about the change of national strategist..."

Anima looked at Yuuri and smiled faintly.

"That's fine now, Yuuri. I admit I acted emotionally."

"Y-yes..."

"More importantly, about the man you sent to bring me back."

"Swen?"

"Yes. What kind of person is he?"

Yuuri briefly explained to Anima about Swen and Irene, and everything that had happened so far.
This included what happened at the northern fortress and the circumstances Irene might have experienced.

After hearing this, Anima fell into thought.

'He betrayed Lynn Brands because she didn't seem like suitable material to become a unifying monarch, huh...'

She couldn't shake the feeling that there was something else going on.
Even though they had only met briefly—that man gave off a special feeling.
Yuuri's story about him "creating a miracle at the northern fortress" strengthened her conviction.
His ambition might possibly be greater than what they thought.

If he would become a vanguard leading the Aishers flag, he would be an invaluable ally.
But if there was a possibility he might become our enemy someday...

'...No.'

Anima shook her head.
This wasn't the time to doubt allies.
As the future lord of Raclaine Castle, she would have countless things to do for the Aishers Army—
She barely had enough time to think about those responsibilities.

'Nothing has changed. It's the same as back then.'

Ever since that time long ago when she lost an arm and decided to live for the name of Aishers—
Anima had essentially only one goal.

* * *

"That concludes today's training. Everyone has worked hard."

"Yes! Thank you for your guidance!!"

Hearing the soldiers' resounding shouts, Irene nodded with a cool expression and then entered the private room prepared inside the training grounds to change her clothes.
After taking off her heavy armor, she found herself drenched in sweat.

'...Sweat smell.'

I need to take a bath as soon as I get home.
Thinking that, she reflected on the day.

'I wonder if I pushed too hard.'

With the mindset of giving her best to any task she undertook, she had conducted strength training from early morning until evening with only minimal rest periods.
Fortunately, the soldiers followed along well.
Unlike other commanders who simply conducted drills without sharing much expertise, Irene checked each soldier's form and corrected their postures.

In the end, it meant she had to put in twice the effort—
But she thoroughly enjoyed this recent lifestyle.
A knight's life where her lord needed her, and she lived up to those needs.
For someone whose default life had been one where no one gave her a second glance no matter what self-validation she achieved, there had never been a more fulfilling period than now.

Generally, commanders, especially those renowned for their martial prowess, tended to avoid taking on the task of training soldiers.
In times of chaos, they wanted to wield their swords on the battlefield, not pay attention to the soldiers following behind them.
Of course, not all commanders were like that, but it was true that the stronger they were, the more pronounced this tendency became.
Even generals like Emma and Erinandorf in the Aishers Army weren't the type to care much about soldiers.

But Irene had instinctively felt it since the time she first held a sword and went to the battlefield.
Any person, regardless of who they are, has only one life.
On the battlefield, when fighting with this life at stake, it's the soldiers who are behind her.
During her time in the Brands Army, she had been ridiculed with comments like, "If you're going to be like that, why not join as a soldier instead of a commander?" But her thoughts hadn't changed.

With that in mind, her earlier concern about "pushing too hard" quickly vanished like smoke.

'Since war is ultimately fought by soldiers, all this experience will become the nation's strength.'

Even if she might leave this country someday, training excellent soldiers for Yuuri, who had accepted her after she fled from the Brands Army, was her way of repaying the kindness.
Of course, it wasn't entirely one-sided from the Aishers Army's perspective, given that she had brought soldiers with her when she surrendered and had distinguished herself in the previous defense battle, but still, doing this made her feel at ease.

On her way home after leaving the barracks, as she passed through the bustling area, a stall selling dessert snacks caught her eye.

'...Come to think of it, Swen brought cake before.'

Recently, whenever she saw food, she always thought of Swen's face.
It wasn't just food. Whenever she saw scenery she wanted to capture in her memory, or happy children smiling, his face naturally came to mind.
She wanted to share good things with him. She wanted to offer him delicious food first, and when she saw happy people, she imagined him smiling happily.

'Maybe I'll buy some.'

So, with snacks in hand, the moment she arrived home.

"Ah, you're back?"

"Swen...?"

Inside the room, there were various decorations.
On the desk, several elaborate dishes were laid out.
In the center of the table where the food was placed, there was a small potted plant with a star-shaped decoration at the very top of the tree.
Whatever the decorations were, they were all forms Irene had never seen before.

"What is all this...?"

"My work ended early today. With the extra time, I wanted to repay you for something from before."

"From before?"

"Yes. Don't you remember? When we had just met, and I was still adjusting, you grilled meat for me as a welcome gesture."

"...Ah."

Hearing that, memories of their time at Anel Castle flashed through her mind.
At first, when a male commander was to stay at her house—and the fact that it was by her lord's order was troublesome in many ways.
The most troublesome thing was probably this man who had been caught in Lynn's power play against her.
Thinking that, she had bought meat to prepare something delicious for him...

"You didn't forget that?"

"How could I forget? Come on, sit down."

"But, I need to take a bath..."

"You can do that after eating."

"Still, the intensity of today's training was a bit high, so... you know."

Seeing Irene blushing shyly, Swen seemed to understand what she was trying to say, nodded, and then smiled and said:

"It's okay. It's proof that you worked hard, isn't it? I like that side of you too, Irene."

"What...!!"

Irene couldn't say anything, her ears turning red as she stammered, then lowered her head and spoke in a quiet, shrinking voice:

"...Swen... you... really... say such things... so easily."

"Thank you for the compliment. Oh, are those snacks in your hand?"

"Hm? You mean these?"

Irene placed them on the table.

"I bought them to eat together. Lately, I've only been receiving things from you... and it seems I'll be receiving again today."

"Most of it is bought with money you earned, so what does it matter? We can have the snacks with tea after the meal."

"Hmm."

As she sat at the table after responding, a strange feeling came over her.
The sight of Swen's back as he served the food, and the table set before her.
Just capturing that scene in her eyes, deep in her heart—
A warm comfort filled the emptiness that had never been filled during her time in the Brands Army, no matter what she did.

"Alright! Anyway, since you worked hard today, let's eat meat. There's plenty."

"Yes."

This warmth, which she had gained for the first time in her life.
This was what she wanted to protect no matter what.

"By the way, Swen, I'm curious about something."

"What is it?"

"About this potted plant... what's the star-shaped decoration on top?"

"Ah. Right. I should have explained that."

Swen nodded and said:

"In my hometown, around this time when the weather gets cold, there's a custom of decorating trees and eating delicious food with close people. Of course, today isn't the exact date, but... well, the weather is cold, and I might not have time later, so I decided to create the mood in advance."

"Really? That's an interesting custom. Come to think of it, Swen, I think this is the first time I've heard about your hometown."

"Well, it's just a boring story, nothing special."

"Is that so?"

Irene didn't press further.
It was enough to hear as much as Swen wanted to share, regardless of what the story was.
Still, she felt good about learning a little bit more about him.
If it was a custom from his hometown... Irene wanted to respect such customs.

"Anyway, on that day, everyone spends joyful time with their loved ones... and they exchange a specific greeting with everyone they meet."

"A specific greeting?"

"Yes. They say 'Merry Christmas.'"

Swen looked directly into Irene's purple eyes and said:

"In that spirit, Merry Christmas, Irene."

Looking at Swen, Irene.
With a slightly flushed face, she responded with a sincere smile she had never shown to anyone else:

"...Yes. Merry Christmas."

Although the date wasn't the "Christmas" from his hometown—
The fact that this evening meal was an incredibly sacred time for both of them remained unchanged.

Ch.84 - Chapter 84. Did You Think You Could Deceive Me?
# The Fortress of Anel

Building something is incredibly difficult, but it can all collapse in an instant.
The territory of the Brands Army, which Orlando Brands had carefully established with perfect timing and a solid foundation, began to crumble one by one without respite as soon as the border was breached.

"My Lord! Serold Castle and Jog Castle have fallen to Serphina's army! Rashion, the temporary Northern Defense Commander, has surrendered and joined Serphina's forces!"

After hearing the messenger's report, Farfalle, with an extremely grave expression, advised Lynn who sat on the throne with a blank stare.

"My Lord. Even now, we must gather all troops from the border and concentrate them at Anel Castle. We're hearing rumors of movement from the south as well. There's a high possibility that Aishers' army will mobilize again. Please make a decision quickly...!"

"......"

"My Lord...!"

Despite Farfalle's repeated attempts, Lynn gave no response.
She was now like an empty paper doll.
She wouldn't answer when spoken to, merely listening to the news brought by messengers without reaction.

'If this continues, we're in real danger...!'

Currently, troops were being meaninglessly crushed at the border.
In Farfalle's opinion, the best course of action would be to abandon the territories and minimize the border.
If they could somehow defend Anel Castle, they could at least protect the western territories that had been prepared in advance.
The western lands weren't particularly good—honestly, they were barren and desolate—
But losing all territories would truly mean the end.
As long as they didn't lose the capital, there would be a chance. They could spread their wings again someday.
Although half their talented people had died or surrendered, the core figures were still defending the Brands Army, weren't they?

"Lady Lynn..."

"......"

Lynn remained silent for a while, still staring straight ahead... until she finally parted her heavy lips.

"Farfalle."

"Yes...?"

"What... did I do wrong?"

And then.
She began roughly biting her fingernails with her lips.
Fresh blood began to flow from her already raw fingertips.

"I... don't think I did anything to deserve this... Where did it all go wrong? Why... why, why have we been pushed back this far...? Why...? My brothers...? What happened to my brothers...?"

"......"

Chel Brands was defending the eastern border with a body that hadn't fully recovered yet.
Kalinz Brands was... somehow fighting at the northern border, but he couldn't hold back Serphina's army.

"Why has it come to this...? How? I'm... supposed to be the one who unifies the continent, aren't I? I'm not supposed to end like this in this narrow central region, am I? Our Brands Army... we... this shouldn't be happening to us, right?"

"My Lord. If you want to prevent the collapse of the Brands Army, you must make a decision now."

"NO!!!!"

Hearing Farfalle's words, Lynn rose from her seat and threw the ceremonial sword that had been placed beside her.

"This can't be happening!!! We can't keep losing! We are the Brands Army! The nation destined to unify the continent!!!"

"......"

At that moment.

"...Ah. I see."

Lynn suddenly widened her eyes.

"Heh, hehe, hehehe."

She began laughing in a disturbing manner, like someone who had lost her mind.

"Hey, you."

"Y-yes!"

Then, looking at the messenger who had delivered the news of the castle's fall, she said:

"Why don't you... come over here for a moment...? That's right...♡"

"......"

The messenger briefly shuddered at Lynn's voice, which was extremely gentle yet simultaneously eerie.
But in the Brands Army, Lynn Brands' word was absolute.
Even the most skilled generals had to obey Lynn unconditionally—that was the way things worked here.
A mere soldier like this messenger had no choice in the matter.

"I, I... um..."

After hesitating for quite some time, the messenger cautiously approached Lynn.

"Yes... come closer... come here..."

"......"

Trembling violently, he finally reached her, standing right in front of her.

"What... do you need, my Lord?"

"...Nothing much... hehe...♡"

Lynn placed her hand on the messenger's face, gently stroking his cheek—
Then, with lightning speed, she picked up the ceremonial sword from the floor and unsheathed it.

"M-my Lord...?"

And then.

Slash!

"Ugh...!"

Right there in front of Farfalle—
She thrust the blade straight into the messenger's abdomen.

"My... Lord...? W-why...?"

Lynn glared into the messenger's eyes as he looked at her in confusion with a cold gaze.
The eyes that held that gaze contained no light, no color—they were completely dead.

"You. You were sent by Irene Juliet, weren't you? Did you think you could deceive me?"

Lynn shouted with a voice full of madness, loud enough to shake the entire castle.

"There's no way we would lose so pathetically! What?! It's useless to try to deceive me with false news. You stupid bastard. A mere soldier taking sides with that red-haired traitor, trying to fool me?!"

"Guh...guk."

Thud.

The messenger collapsed on the spot without even having a chance to respond.
Blood flowed freely from his abdomen.
The throne room, filled with the sounds of the soldier writhing in agony as he died, soon fell silent as even those sounds ceased.

'This can't be happening...'

Farfalle watched the entire scene with a pale face.
Lynn's condition was... more dangerous than expected.
Whether driven mad by her desire for revenge against Irene or not, she seemed unable to make proper judgments in her current state.
The once intelligent female ruler who, though somewhat ruthless, could see through the big picture and make mostly correct decisions, no longer existed.
What stood before them was... just a madwoman who killed messengers because of her own paranoia.

"...Farfalle."

"...Y-yes."

"You need to be careful. That damned woman's spies are still scattered throughout our army. Right?"

"......"

Lynn grinned and pulled the sword from the messenger's abdomen.

Splatter!

As she wiped the blood from the sword, drops of red splashed onto her snow-white skin.

"I don't want to deal with this myself, so filter them out for me? Understood?"

Hearing those words, Farfalle felt as if the sky was falling.
Perhaps it would have been better not to suggest employing Irene back then.
If she had known that Lynn could never accept Irene, would the right answer have been to take the initiative and exile her first?
But none of that mattered anymore.

"Aren't you going to answer me?"

"Ah, y-yes... I understand."

"Good. Good boy, Farfalle. Now go tell my eldest brother to gather as many troops as possible and recapture Laclaine Castle that was taken by Aishers' army. Understood?"

"...Yes."

After leaving the throne room, Farfalle approached one of the generals waiting outside and said:

"Excuse me, but what is your name?"

"Huh? I'm, um... S-Sillin."

Sillin was trembling with fear as he barely managed to answer Farfalle.
The atmosphere in the castle was extremely chaotic due to the continuous defeats, and since Lynn's word was law in this country, it was natural that generals like Sillin were very anxious given Lynn's poor condition.

Farfalle spoke with an extremely serious expression:

"Sillin. I'm sorry, but could you do me a favor?"

"Um... may I ask what kind of favor?"

"You can send a messenger or deliver the message yourself. Please arrange for all troops, including General Kalinz at the northern border and General Chel at the eastern border, to return to Anel Castle immediately."

"What? Should I... say this is by the Lord's command?"

"......"

Farfalle slowly shook his head.

"Please tell them it's the independent judgment of State Strategist Farfalle. Also tell them that I will take full responsibility."

"What? B-but—"

"Please. I promise that no harm will come to you, Sillin."

Taking action on one's own judgment without the ruler's orders was an extremely presumptuous act in this era.
Especially for someone with as much power as a State Strategist.
Of course, only someone with that level of power could say they would "take responsibility."

Farfalle thought that, in the worst case, his head might roll.
But the collapse of the Brands Army would mean becoming the strategist of a failed nation.
He certainly wouldn't be able to rise any higher than that.

Though she had a human side that valued her life, she was fundamentally a woman with extremely strong pride.
She wanted to prove that her judgment in choosing Lynn Brands over other rulers had not been wrong.

This was the only way to prevent the Brands Army from collapsing.
She believed that the intelligent Lynn she once knew would surely understand.

"I would like to go myself, but I fear something terrible might happen if I leave our Lord's side right now. I ask for your help once more."

"...Alright. Since it's an order from the Strategist anyway, you don't need to call it a favor."

"...Thank you. Well then."

Protecting Anel Castle.
With the urgency of the situation, Farfalle quickly began to think.
To somehow prevent the Brands Army from disappearing from the map.
That was the only thing on her mind.

***

The day after having that special evening with Irene.

"Well, I'll be going now."

"Okay. See you later."

After exchanging brief goodbyes with her, I headed straight to the Nighthart family mansion.
Passing through the now-familiar streets, I arrived at the mansion.

"Lord Swen. We've been waiting for you."

"Pardon?"

The maid was particularly welcoming to me.

"Lord Ginor is looking for you."

"Lord Ginor?"

Why would Ginor be looking for me?
Could there be some kind of problem?

'Has he perhaps noticed that I can't even sense mana, let alone perform anything resembling magic?'

With a guilty conscience, I slowly made my way to the reception room where Ginor was said to be.
When I entered the reception room—

'...Huh?'

Reika was sitting on the sofa inside.
Ginor was sitting in what appeared to be the seat of honor, reading a book.
Noticing my arrival, he spoke:

"Have you arrived, Swen?"

"Yes. I heard you called for me."

"Please, take a seat first."

As I sat down, I naturally ended up facing Reika.
What was strange was Reika's attitude.
She couldn't even make proper eye contact with me, her face completely flushed as she kept her head bowed.

'What's going on?'

Is this about some magical achievement?
Currently, Reika's abilities were growing day by day.
If that were the case, this shouldn't be such a tense situation... so why was she being so shy?

At that moment.
Ginor's voice reached my ears.

"Swen. Do you remember what I said?"

"What are you referring to?"

"That you agreed to grant my request."

A request.
I nodded and said:

"Yes, I remember. But I also remember saying that I couldn't agree to anything beyond my capabilities."

"I remember that as well."

Ginor responded to my words in a very rigid tone.
Whenever I interact with him, I get the feeling that Ginor is the type of person who would never joke in his entire life.
If it had been Kein instead of Ginor, he probably would have said something like "Do we really need to be so particular about that?"

Anyway, since the topic of a request came up, he must have called me to ask for something.

"So, what is your request?"

While I was thinking comfortably that if he asked me to show an actual miracle just once, I would have to refuse—
"That word" clearly reached my ears.

"Would you consider becoming my son-in-law?"

"...Pardon?"

What?
Caught completely off guard by the unexpected question, I couldn't even respond properly.
Looking at my dumbfounded expression, Ginor spoke in a very serious tone without a hint of playfulness:

"Swen. If you're willing, I'll give you my daughter Reika and the Nighthart name. What do you say?"

Ch.85 - Chapter 85. Marriage Proposal
I blinked repeatedly, looking back and forth between Ginor and Reika.
Reika was no longer just hanging her head—she had practically buried her face in the floor, her ears bright red as her body trembled.
Ginor, in stark contrast, maintained a serious expression as if nothing unusual was happening.

"That is my request."

"You're asking me to marry Reika?"

"Yes. I believe it's not a bad arrangement for you either."

No... so suddenly?
Without any prior notice?
Why?

As I stood there completely bewildered, Ginor continued in his remarkably calm tone.

"Do you dislike the idea?"

"No, it's not that I dislike it, but..."

I glanced at Reika.
Has she... already heard everything about this?
Is she prepared to marry me just because her adoptive father Ginor told her to?
With her head bowed, it was difficult to read her expression.

"Feel free to speak your mind. You can say exactly what you're thinking."

After Ginor's encouragement, I pondered for a moment before carefully opening my mouth.

"Since you told me to speak freely, I will. First, although I am currently unmarried, I already have someone I wish to marry."

"You already have four people in mind?"

"...No, that's not it. Just one person."

"Then what's the problem? You can make Reika your second wife."

"..."

Of course... I was aware that in this world, men could have up to four wives.
But coming from a world where monogamy was the absolute norm, and having built my entire life around that concept, there were certainly aspects that couldn't be easily summarized in a few words.
If asked whether I disliked the idea of having multiple wives... honestly, I wasn't particularly against it.
But how the wives would feel about it was another matter entirely.

"Ah. If you're concerned about inheriting the family name, that's not necessary. If it's not advantageous from your perspective, I won't force it."

From Ginor's words, I gathered that he thought I was worried about family matters.
He seemed to believe the woman I intended to marry came from a much more prestigious family than the Nighthart clan.
I still wasn't used to discussing marriage in terms of advantages rather than feelings, but... anyway.

"...Miss Reika."

"Ah, y-yes!!"

"What do you think about this?"

"I-I-I... I..."

Reika was sweating profusely before letting out a long sigh.
She was trembling so much that she looked like a drowned mouse, which made me feel sorry for her.

"Well, um... I... I mean... Swen is a good person, so..."

"..."

I glanced at Ginor to gauge his reaction.
He had his eyes closed.
It didn't seem like he was putting any unspoken pressure on her, but...
Regardless of Ginor's intentions, Reika appeared to be making assumptions and feeling crushed under his authority.

"Lord Ginor. Could you possibly leave us alone for a moment?"

"Me? For what reason?"

"This is about marriage. I'd like to have a serious conversation with Reika in private."

"..."

Ginor nodded, silently rose from his seat, and left the room, closing the door behind him.

After Ginor left, I addressed Reika, who was still hanging her head low.

"Miss Reika."

"Ah, I..."

"You can speak comfortably now."

At my softer tone, Reika finally raised her head.
I could see her pink eyes trembling slightly, her face completely flushed.

"Has this matter already been settled between you and Ginor?"

"Ah, well, settled means, um..."

"I'm asking if he sought your consent about marrying me."

"...Pardon?"

Reika tilted her head in confusion.

"Well, since it's Father's decision... you know?"

"..."

Is it normal in this world for daughters to simply obey their parents?
Then again, even in my original world, freedom in marriage wasn't historically a long-standing concept.

"Um..."

At that moment, Reika spoke up in a hesitant voice.

"Do you... dislike me?"

As she said this, she lifted her head and looked up at me with wide, innocent eyes.
...I hadn't consciously noticed before, but she looked incredibly cute in that moment.
She definitely had a charm different from Irene's.

"What? No, I don't dislike you."

"Phew... that's a relief."

After Reika's comment, silence fell between us again.
Feeling oppressed by the quiet, I carefully opened my mouth to say something.

"Um... Miss Reika. I'm curious about something, and I'd appreciate an honest answer."

"Yes? Oh... yes!"

"Are you really okay with becoming a second wife?"

"What? Well, of course... why wouldn't I be?"

Hmm.
I felt I might never fully adapt to this world's views on relationships.
Do women here just accept this as normal?

"Um... may I ask a question too?"

"Yes, go ahead."

"Is your first wife... that red-haired female knight?"

"..."

Come to think of it.
Reika had seen Irene before.
Irene as my first wife...?
The thought made my mind go blank, and I couldn't answer.

But.

"I see..."

Though I hadn't said anything, Reika nodded as if she understood.

"...I didn't say anything though?"

"But, Swen... your expression."

"My expression?"

"Your face turned red... you were embarrassed. So... she is your first wife, isn't she?"

Me?
My face turned red?
I wanted to deny it, but the words wouldn't come out.
I was all too aware of how hot my face felt.

She would become my first wife?
The thought filled me with an indescribable emotion... like I was floating on air.
I suddenly realized how much I truly liked Irene.

"Or perhaps there's another woman...?"

"No, no... Miss Reika. Please be careful with your word choice. 'Another woman' makes me sound like a womanizer, doesn't it?"

"What? A womanizer...?"

Reika tilted her head again, not understanding.

"Sharing your love equally among your wives isn't strange, is it...?"

"..."

Enough.
On this matter, there was no need to insist on my own perspective.
When in Rome, do as the Romans do, right?

"Anyway, are you really okay with this?"

"Yes. Even as a second wife, I'm fine with—"

"No, that's not what I meant."

I asked in the most serious tone I could muster, without any playfulness.

"Marrying me."

"You, Swen...?"

"Yes. Setting aside reasons like 'because Ginor told you to.' As a woman to a man."

"Um... well..."

Reika seemed flustered and couldn't answer immediately, pondering for a while.
I nodded and said:

"You don't need to answer right now. Please think about it seriously. How you feel about me. I'll give you my answer after I hear yours."

"What? B-but."

"What is it?"

"Well, um..."

Reika was clearly at a loss for words.
In truth, her personality was what concerned me most.

Always like this, unable to properly express her own opinions...
I wondered if this marriage was simply flowing along as Ginor directed.
Her becoming my second wife? From my perspective, there was nothing bad about it.
She was destined to become an exceptionally talented magician, and forming a connection with her would only benefit Lunarienne's army, not harm it.

And it wasn't as if she lacked feminine charm.
It was just that compared to Irene's... truly overwhelming chest that no woman could surpass, which I saw daily, Reika's considerable assets and cute, pretty face didn't stand out as much.

However.
That didn't mean I wanted her opinion to be disregarded like this.
Especially when it came to choosing a life partner.
It might be a way of thinking that didn't fit this world, but... marrying someone who didn't want to marry me would be hurtful to me as well.

"I-I'm sorry. I can't... organize my thoughts well... um... ugh."

"It's alright. You have nothing to apologize for."

"...Don't you find me frustrating?"

"No. Not at all. Having trouble speaking means you're someone who puts weight behind your words."

"..."

Hearing my words, Reika hung her head again.

"Just take your time to think about it... and tell me when you're ready. Whether you truly want to marry me or not."

She slowly nodded at my words.
It would be best to leave it at this for now.

"Well then."

I stood up and said:

"Shall we begin today's training?"

"Oh? Oh... y-yes!"

Reika rose from her seat and followed behind me with small steps.
The way she moved reminded me of a hamster, which I found quite adorable.

*

That evening.

"Lady Irene."

"What is it?"

I asked her as she was relaxing in comfortable clothes, drinking tea.

"Hypothetically. If you were married."

"Pfft!"

Irene spat out the tea she was sipping and began coughing.

"Are you alright?"

After covering her mouth with the handkerchief I handed her:

"...S-sorry for the unsightly display..."

"No, I should apologize for surprising you like that."

"A-anyway... if I were married?"

"How would you feel if your husband brought home a second wife?"

"A second wife?"

"Yes."

Irene thought for a moment, then looked at me and replied casually:

"Well... she might have trouble adjusting to our home at first, so I'd probably help her."

"You'd be okay with a second wife?"

"Hmm? Of course. It's just the family growing larger, isn't it?"

Irene's response made me newly aware that I was indeed in a different world.

"I see..."

"B-but... w-why are you suddenly asking about marriage...?"

Irene asked with a reddened face.

"I was just curious about what you thought."

"Is... that so?"

"Well, that's not the only reason."

"...Oh? T-then...?"

I smiled at her surprised expression.

"That's a secret."

"..."

After hearing my words, she lowered her head.
Then let out a short sigh.

"...Anyway... you are truly an enigma. In all my life, Swen, I've never met someone whose thoughts are so difficult to read."

"Do you dislike that?"

"Well, not particularly."

She said, smiling at me.

In any case.
If Irene had no particular objection to me having multiple wives...
Depending on Reika's answer, I would need to consider what to do next.

With these thoughts, I spent a leisurely evening with her.

* * *

After conquering Laclaine Castle, the Aishers army, which had temporarily halted operations, advanced with troops into Charam's territory.
The occupation force, led by Erinandorf, easily conquered Charam's territory.
Charam, who had been the ruler, disappeared from history after being executed.

With four castles including Laclaine Castle, the Aishers army was no longer a small nation.
It could rightfully be called a medium-sized country now.

And soon after.

News arrived that the Serphina army had captured Hispil Castle, located northwest of Laclaine Castle, which had belonged to the Brands army.

Indeed.
It was finally the moment when the borders of the Serphina army and the Aishers army met.

And shortly after their borders touched—

"An envoy from the Serphina army?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Hearing the messenger's words, Yuuri nodded and fell into thought.

'What could this be? I can't think of any diplomatic matters we need to discuss with the Serphina army.'

"Ginor. What do you think?"

"I can't say for certain. Shouldn't you meet with them first?"

Though concerned, Yuuri knew Ginor was right—she would find out once she granted them an audience.
After mentally preparing herself, she addressed the messenger in a gentle tone.

"Very well. Bring them to the audience chamber."
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After a while.

A woman with short purple hair walked down the red carpet of the audience chamber with confident strides.
Though soldiers were lined up on both sides, she approached the throne where Yuuri sat without showing any sign of intimidation.

Then.
Upon reaching Yuuri, she knelt down, bowed her head, and spoke.

"Greetings. I've come today to deliver a message from our lord, Serphina."

"..."

Yuuri silently looked down at her for a moment.
Before letting her in, she had thought she would be fine, but facing Serphina's envoy brought back memories of when she had lost everything.

The unforgettable memories from Pibiola Academy.
The soldiers who attacked the academy had the emblem of the Aingart Empire engraved on their armor.
As she later learned, after the Emperor's sudden death, there had been some kind of "final battle" among his children to seize power...
And the one who survived that battle was Serphina, the lord this woman served.

The ruler of the North and a ruthless tyrant, a woman who wrote history with blood—Serphina von Aingart.
With very high probability, she was the enemy of the Aishers forces.
Though she wasn't showing it as a ruler... Yuuri hadn't forgotten that fact.
Because of whom did we...
For whom did we raise the red flag to overthrow?

"Lady Yuuri?"

At the envoy's words, Yuuri finally nodded and replied in a calm tone.

"Go ahead. I'll at least listen to what you have to say."

"..."

The purple-haired woman stared at Yuuri's face for a while after she answered.
Then, in an extremely dry tone, she uttered shocking words.

"Lady Yuuri. The outcome has already been decided. We request that you make a reasonable decision for the sake of your territory's people. That is the opinion of our lord, Serphina."

"...What did you say?"

"Exactly as I stated, Lady Yuuri."

The envoy said this and bowed her head.

The outcome has already been decided.
Make a decision for the sake of your people.

Yuuri could easily discern the true intentions hidden in these two sentences.

Surrender.
Surrender and join Serphina's forces—that's what this woman was saying as soon as their borders touched.

"You came all this way... just to tell me that?"

Yuuri spoke in the most restrained voice possible while swallowing the anger rising inside her.
But in complete contrast, the envoy who came to recommend surrender replied in a tone suggesting this wasn't even worth considering—like casually tossing trash onto the street.

"That is correct. I ask that you please make a wise decision."

"..."

Clench!

Yuuri unconsciously tightened her fist on the armrest.
What angered her most wasn't... the surrender recommendation itself.
It was the vivid feeling that she, Serphina... hadn't sent an envoy to mock her.

From her perspective, this probably seemed reasonable.
Even though she had four castles as territories, in the end, they were just a small-scale nation compared to Serphina's forces.
Rather than deploying soldiers to capture them one by one, she probably thought it would avoid unnecessary attrition if they just surrendered.

Yes. Unnecessary attrition.
It was clear that such demands were being made because Serphina's forces considered conquering the Aishers forces nothing more than unnecessary attrition.

Instead of raising her voice in anger, Yuuri—
In a very low voice, with her heterochromatic eyes downcast—
Delivered her opinion as the ruler of the Aishers forces.

"Go back and tell Serphina. We have no intention of surrendering, nor do we wish to live under the same sky as her."

"..."

The envoy nodded, then stood up and said.

"I will convey Lady Yuuri's message exactly as stated. Then."

After the envoy left, Ginor, who had been standing nearby, carefully asked Yuuri.

"What are you planning to do?"

"What do you mean?"

Though Yuuri responded somewhat irritably, unlike her usual self—
Ginor persisted undeterred.

"You did well not to accept the surrender recommendation. I wouldn't have accepted it either. However, was it necessary to say 'we have no intention of living under the same sky as you'?"

"..."

Ginor's words were sound.
Even though the other side had provoked first, in diplomacy, there was nothing to gain from a small nation taking a strong stance against a powerful one.
Humiliation could be ignored if necessary. In times of chaos, not holding grudges was most important for long-term survival.
Yuuri knew this as well.
But...

'Of all people... I cannot yield to Serphina von Aingart.'

Yuuri spoke to Ginor in her most resolute tone yet.

"I know. But... no."

"?"

"Ginor, you wouldn't understand even if I explained."

You wouldn't understand even if I explained, is it?
Ginor detected a bitter feeling in his mouth.
Of course, he knew there were certain matters beyond even his intervention as the nation's strategist, but...

Having heard those words, Ginor remained silent and looked at Yuuri's profile.
The thirst for revenge burning in her eyes was easy to read.

'...'

She had been more level-headed than anyone when dealing with the Brands forces.
But as soon as she faced Serphina's forces... she showed the same attitude as the founding contributors who had been with her, which worried him.

'It's alright. The Brands forces haven't completely collapsed yet, and the South won't remain idle either. Serphina's forces can't expand their borders that far.'

For now, it seemed they would start by strengthening their newly acquired territories.
Rather than sighing, Ginor focused on thinking about the future he could help shape.

* * *

"Is that so?"

"Yes. She says she has no intention of surrendering."

The woman who had visited the Aishers forces as an envoy was now kneeling before Serphina, reporting what had transpired.

The purple-haired woman with a bob cut—Erin Raize.
A general who had served Serphina since her youth, a former academy classmate.
An extremely intelligent woman who would have been the nation's strategist if not for Jena's existence.

"She also said she has no intention of living under the same sky as you."

"Is that so? How interesting."

Though she said this, Serphina's face, with her chin resting on her hand, showed nothing but boredom.
The Aishers forces.
A small country in the eastern part of the continent, led by Baranga Yuuri Aishers.
Unlike other small nations, they weren't completely powerless, but compared to her country that had unified the North, they were infinitely smaller—a rather unremarkable nation.
In truth, Serphina didn't consider anyone except the Brands forces and the four southern countries to be rivals.
Since she began unifying the North, she had always sent surrender recommendations to smaller nations first.
This was just another instance of that practice.
Though the Aishers forces had absorbed the Charam and Alrepel forces in the meantime, it only meant sending one envoy instead of three—not a particularly significant development to Serphina's forces.

'Do we really need to shed blood?'

Anyway, if they wouldn't surrender, there was no choice.
Judging by the comment about "not wanting to be under the same sky," it seemed there might be some hostility toward her, but.

'...That's to be expected.'

She was already accustomed to being hated.
From the moment she took the Aingart name, being hated by someone had become her karma.
If that was the case, was it time to wage war against the Aishers forces?

With consecutive victories against the Brands forces, Serphina's forces' morale was at an all-time high.
If they maintained this momentum, conquest wouldn't be difficult.

"Good work, Erin. You may go."

"Yes, my lord. I'll take my leave."

After sending Erin away, Serphina was lost in thought.

At that moment.
Jena, who was standing beside her, carefully asked.

"My lord. While we're dealing with the Brands forces, it would be unwise to also confront the Aishers forces. Even though we have more troops, if our border doubles in length, various difficulties could arise."

Serphina looked at Jena and asked.

"Jena. I'm surprised. Have you been neglecting your studies lately?"

"...Pardon? What do you mean...?"

"I mean the Brands forces don't intend to attack for the time being."

"...?"

Jena tilted her head, not understanding what Serphina meant.
Looking at her, Serphina shared her thoughts.

"You must have heard that Kalinz Brands and Chel Brands, who were at the Brands forces' frontline, have recently withdrawn."

"Yes, that's true. But since not all troops have been pulled out—"

"That's why we're not attacking."

"...I apologize. My knowledge is limited, and I cannot fully understand your meaning."

"It's simple. Why would they withdraw excellent commanders and troops from the front instead of reinforcing it?"

"Well, to avoid losing Anel Castle, wouldn't it be?"

"Right. Now you should understand what I'm saying."

"What? What do you... Oh."

Jena finally nodded, seeming to understand what Serphina was getting at.

"I don't know whose decision it was, but it's an excellent choice. They've coolly assessed their strength and are protecting what they can. If you're going to lose territory anyway, you should know when to boldly give it up for a better future. If it was Lynn Brands' decision, then the Brands name still carries some weight."

"But what if, contrary to their expectations, I don't advance any further? How do you think the soldiers and generals remaining to guard the border would feel?"

"...Are you aiming for internal division?"

"It's a way to resolve things without direct intervention."

Jena nodded and said.

"It seems like a good strategy. Even if they leave the territory, they probably can't reinforce their troops easily. If they had that capacity, they would have done so before fighting us. And conscripted troops in such a situation wouldn't be very strong either... As expected of Lady Serphina."

"Jena. Refrain from making remarks unlike yourself."

"Understood."

Whether things would go according to her plan remained to be seen.

"But in the meantime, if the Aishers forces... Ah."

Jena started to say something but then stopped.
She had naturally figured out what Serphina was planning to do next.

"That's right."

Serphina said with a slight smile, her golden eyes flashing.
Regardless of what she was saying, anyone who saw that smile would inevitably come to deeply revere her... it was that kind of smile.

"In the meantime, we'll deal with the Aishers forces."
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"Is it true that Hispil Castle has fallen?"

"Yes, it is."

At Vanessa's words, Karelia stroked her chin and said.

"...It feels like Serphina's army is right at our doorstep."

Although Roland's army and Hesna's army were still positioned above them, keeping them beyond Serphina's sphere of influence for now.
Nevertheless, the collapse of the Brands army—which they had counted on to block the central region—falling like autumn leaves was undeniably shocking even from Karelia's perspective.

"What an incredible blitzkrieg. As soon as Kelstein Castle was breached, they advanced like lightning."

"We should start preparing as well."

"Preparing, you say?"

Vanessa nodded.

"Even if the Brands army hasn't been pushed back yet, at this rate, Serphina's forces will soon be adjacent to the borders of Roland and Hesna. We need to strike at that moment."

"Vanessa, I understand your intention... but even Serphina's army would struggle to maintain such a wide front. Besides, to the east lies the Aishers army, which has already settled matters with neighboring countries. And unless Roland Jenis is a complete fool, I doubt he would make a move before dealing with the Hesna army right beside him."

Currently, the four southern nations were maintaining a perfect balance.
None could attack another first, nor could they propose alliances—an ambiguous relationship.
The situation that had somehow stabilized through a balance of power among the continent's lords was now being completely shaken by Serphina's advance into the central continent.

"The opportunity will surely come. Serphina is an extremely aggressive figure."

"Hmm... but even if we manage to attack Roland's forces at the right moment, we would then share a border with Serphina's army, extending our front... Do you think our current military capacity can handle that?"

At present, Karelia's forces bordered two countries.
Roland's army to the north and Ohana's army to the east.
To the left stretched rugged mountains connecting to the western continent, while the south bordered the sea.
If they were to invade a country under attack from Serphina's forces, they would inevitably clash with Roland's army.

However.
Hearing this, Vanessa shook her head and said:

"My Lord. That's not what I mean."

"It's not?"

"We must not attack Roland's forces."

"...What?"

Vanessa emphasized with a strong tone:

"When Serphina's army invades Roland and Hesna, we should attack Ohana's forces beside us."

"...!"

Karelia looked at Vanessa in surprise, then nodded as if suddenly understanding.

"...I see."

"Yes. That's right."

Vanessa bowed her head and explained in an extremely respectful tone:

"Roland's forces will be too preoccupied with Serphina's army to pay attention to us. Of course, attacking Roland wouldn't be a bad decision either. But that would inevitably put us in direct contact with Serphina's forces. Instead, we should strike Ohana's army while Roland and Hesna are distracted dealing with Serphina."

If Karelia's forces could conquer Ohana's territory without interference from the two northern countries.
The tedious four-way standoff that had persisted for years would end.
In other words—it would significantly increase their chances of becoming the dominant power in the south.

"I see. So the time has finally come..."

Karelia fell into quiet contemplation.
To attack Ohana's forces, the most important location would be Tepelo Castle, their forward base.

"My Lord. Would you entrust everything to me?"

"Entrust to you?"

"Yes. To efficiently prepare for war, I would like to temporarily borrow your absolute authority as ruler."

Power in Karelia's forces was concentrated in the hands of Makana Karelia, the ruler.
This wasn't so much due to her temperament, but rather because Vanessa, the national strategist who enjoyed Karelia's trust and considerable autonomy, had deliberately structured the power dynamics this way.

In any case, being delegated full authority by Makana Karelia in this country meant—
essentially becoming the de facto leader who could control the nation.

Karelia pondered briefly, but with a moment's thought, it wasn't really something to deliberate over.

'...When it comes to warfare, objectively speaking, Vanessa is far more capable than I am.'

Her principle was to use exceptional generals in the right positions regardless of their previous achievements.
That's why she could appoint Lunarienne as the lord of Tepelo Castle despite her recent arrival.
She was simply following the same principle now.

"Very well. Vanessa, I leave it to you."

"I will certainly bring you good news."

Vanessa bowed deeply.
It was the first time someone other than Karelia herself had taken power in Karelia's forces.

* * *

"Are you saying we should conscript soldiers?"

"That's correct."

Luna, the lord of Tepelo Castle, showed reluctance.

"But as you know, there was recently an epidemic in our castle. If we recruit soldiers at such a time... I believe many territory residents will lose their protectors."

A severe epidemic had spread through several territories including Tepelo Castle near Ohana's forces.
Fortunately, the situation had somewhat stabilized, but... the scars left by the epidemic still ran deep throughout the territory.
Conscription would inevitably take healthy adult males, and gathering them in such circumstances would certainly place a tremendous burden on the residents.

However, the general who came to deliver the order spoke in a very firm tone:

"The lord's command is to secure combat-ready forces of a certain size by whatever means necessary."

"The lord's command? Is that truly so?"

Hearing this, Luna could hardly believe it.
Would Karelia, who cared about the residents' welfare as much as—if not more than—herself, issue such a harsh order?

At that moment.
The general casually mentioned something strange.

"Yes. It is essentially the same as a direct order from our lord, so please implement it promptly."

"...Pardon? What does that mean?"

The general hesitated briefly, then bowed his head and said:

"Lord Luna. All I can tell you is that this is our lord's command. Please understand."

"..."

Though he ultimately claimed it was the lord's command.
Saying it was "essentially the same as" the lord's command implied it hadn't actually come from Karelia's lips.
That detail bothered her greatly.
If not Karelia, who had issued such an order?

After thinking this far, Luna slightly shook her head.
Right.
This person had simply come to relay orders from above.
Luna knew well that pressing him further would only make things more difficult for him.

"...I understand. I will obey our lord's command."

"Thank you for your understanding, Lord Luna. Well then."

After the general withdrew.
Luna sat in the lord's chair, deep in thought.

'Troop reinforcement...'

She wasn't keen on conscripting adult males from the territory residents right now.
But she wanted to follow Karelia's orders, who had accepted her without any conditions.
Besides, regardless of her personal feelings, carrying out the lord's commands was her role.

'Is there some better way...?'

As Luna pondered, that man's face flashed through her mind.
The white-haired man who had always illuminated her path when she didn't know what to do.

'Lord Swen... what should I do in this situation...?'

Luna repeated the unanswerable question in her mind several times.
Was it simply that she wanted his advice, or did she miss the atmosphere of Jeilant Castle where they had danced hand in hand?
Though she couldn't pinpoint the exact reason, one thing shone brightly with certainty.

Luna missed Swen.
Very much so.

* * *

After the discussion about marriage with Reika.

Quite a lot had happened since then.

Erinandorf had moved to Raclaine Castle where Anima was the lord, while Epinel and Emma were assigned to Zelstrom Castle, formerly a territory of the Charam forces.
Epinel was appointed as the lord of Zelstrom Castle.

The reason for this division was likely because both castles bordered Serphina's forces.
Valhart Castle where I was stationed also shared a border, but it was the farthest away and had Yuuri, the ruler, present, so it could be considered somewhat prepared.

In essence, Aishers' core generals were divided to guard the border with iron defenses.

There had been opinions about quickly gathering soldiers to attack Brands' castles, but—
with Serphina's forces advancing and now bordering us, we had no such luxury.
If we engaged in battle with Brands' forces and ended up being attacked by Serphina's army first, we would be the ones in danger.

'That said... Serphina's advance seems to have slowed down a bit.'

After Kelstein Castle was breached.
Serphina's forces had been advancing southward with tremendous momentum, as if intending to swallow the entire central continent ruled by Brands in one go.
But from the moment they occupied Hispil Castle, the front seemed to have suddenly quieted down.
There was no news of battles between Serphina's and Brands' forces.

'It's a bit unsettling.'

They say the calm before the storm is the most quiet.
As I was thinking this, I heard a now somewhat familiar female voice.

"Um, Lord Swen...?"

"...Ah."

I turned my head toward the voice.
Reika's pink eyes were looking at me intently.

"Do you... perhaps... h-have something on your mind...?"

"Huh? Well..."

We were in the garden of the Nighthart family mansion.
Reika and I were meditating.
I had considered going outside, but the weather wasn't very good, so we were spending time in the garden today.

"It's nothing. Rather, you should focus on meditation."

"Ah, I-I'm sorry... It's just that... you seemed to be worried about something..."

"You could tell?"

"Y-yes... I'm good at reading people..."

Reika answered in a shrinking voice.

Had our relationship changed since the marriage proposal? Not particularly.
We just continued with our usual training, and I checked her magic progress.
She was now quite successfully casting "Ice Spear."
She seemed to think of it simply as "a spear made of ice" for now, but in any case, expanding her repertoire of spells was an extremely encouraging development.

Next was "Thunder Storm."
A lightning-strike spell that, along with the fireball spell "Fire Ball," formed what were considered the three most basic elemental spells in this world.
They might seem amazing and impressive now, but when mages start appearing everywhere, these won't be considered particularly powerful spells.

Of course, I wasn't worried about that.
Someone like Reika would naturally grow and move on to the next level of magic.
Even now, mastering two spells at this stage represented incredibly rapid progress.

"Anyway, don't worry about me. Isn't Reika the one with the issue?"

"M-me...?"

"About the marriage proposal."

"Ah..."

Her face turned bright red at my words.
She lowered her head in embarrassment... and once again said nothing.
Was it really that embarrassing?
Well, the only servants in the mansion were women, and the only man she interacted with was her adoptive father Ginor, so it made sense that she might find men difficult to deal with.

"You don't need to overthink it. Just decide according to your heart. Whatever decision you make is fine."

"...I-I'm sorry..."

"You have nothing to be sorry about."

As we were talking.

In the distance, a maid came running toward us.

"Lord Swen...!"

"?"

Since it was a maid coming, I thought she was looking for Reika, not me.

"Here you are...!"

"What's the matter?"

"They're looking for you at the royal castle."

"For me?"

She was visibly flustered, sweating despite the cold weather.
If it were just a simple summons, the maid's expression wouldn't be this serious.

Shortly after, as I expected.

She delivered some very bad news.

"It's... it's war...!"

"!"

Reika was startled by the word "war" and looked at me.
And right at that moment, I had a feeling I knew what she was about to say.

"It seems... Serphina's forces have... invaded our territory...!"
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Upon arriving at the royal castle, I saw commanders who had remained at Balhart Castle, including Irene, gathering one after another.

After exchanging a brief glance with her, I found a suitable place and waited for all the commanders to assemble.

Soon after, once Yuuri confirmed everyone had arrived, she began speaking in a serious tone from her throne.

"I apologize for suddenly summoning everyone during your missions. You've probably heard the news on your way here, so I'll skip the greetings and get straight to the point."

Yuuri closed her eyes once, then slowly opened them as she spoke.

"Serphina's forces have invaded Zelstrom Castle with approximately 70,000 troops."

Zelstrom was the former capital castle of the Charam forces located north of Balhart—currently being protected by Epinel as its lord.

From Yuuri's brief explanation, I gathered that there were currently about 53,000 soldiers at Zelstrom Castle, 60,000 here, and about 69,000 soldiers at Raclaine Castle.

"That's the situation, and I'll share my thoughts first. Losing Zelstrom Castle would be troublesome in many ways. Since we've worked hard to expand our territory, I'd like to defend it if possible. So I'm thinking of sending reinforcements to fight back. What do you all think?"

Hearing this, Ginor bowed his head before speaking.

"We could probably defend it, but I'm concerned about what comes after."

"What comes after?"

"While our forces are deployed to provide support, there's a possibility that Serphina's army might immediately march additional troops in this direction."

"Well, wouldn't that be fine? They can't attack three castles at once, right?"

"That's true, but... if we continue depleting our soldiers this way, we'll eventually be at a significant disadvantage."

"So, Ginor. What's your opinion?"

"Abandoning Zelstrom Castle could be one option."

"Abandon... huh."

While Yuuri lowered her head slightly in contemplation, Ginor shared his opinion with her.

"Serphina is a powerful nation. Maintaining three battle fronts against them would be too much for our forces in many ways. Since our soldiers don't magically appear in endless supply, I believe it would be better to concentrate our well-trained forces at Balhart Castle and our forward base at Raclaine Castle to prevent Serphina's forces from invading recklessly."

"But is that really okay? It's essentially surrendering a castle, isn't it?"

"If we must surrender a castle, it would be better for our forces to give up Zelstrom Castle, which is situated to the north and difficult to defend, rather than Raclaine Castle, which occupies a more strategic position."

"And after that? We can't just remain on the defensive after giving up a castle."

"I suggest forming a temporary alliance with the Hesna forces in the south."

"An alliance?"

"Yes. Or even with the Roland forces if not Hesna. They face the same calamity of Serphina's forces as we do. Fortunately, our forces aren't particularly threatening from their perspective. If we form an alliance to establish a defensive line, even Serphina's forces wouldn't take us lightly. It would be even better if the Brands forces moved during this time."

No matter how powerful Serphina's forces were, it was clear that any nation would face difficulties if confronted on all fronts simultaneously.
In that sense, Ginor's solution was arguably the most optimal approach available to us right now.
In fact, if I were in Yuuri's position, I would have done exactly as Ginor suggested—safely withdrawing troops, commanders, and supplies from Zelstrom Castle, then strengthening the defensive forces at Balhart Castle and Raclaine Castle along the border.
Just by evenly distributing the 50,000 troops from Zelstrom Castle between here and Raclaine Castle, we could establish an extremely difficult defensive line with approximately 80,000-90,000 troops guarding each castle.
While losing territory might be regrettable in the short term, this approach would be much more efficient in the long run.

It might seem frustrating, but this was how smaller nations had to operate against powerful ones.
Continuing to endure by any means necessary, even if it meant using underhanded tactics, and waiting for an opportunity that would eventually come—that was the winning strategy. For this reason, I also liked Ginor's "abandon the castle" strategy.

However.

"Please wait a moment, my Lord."

Someone raised their hand from the side.
It was a commander whose face I'd seen a few times but couldn't recall.

"Glen, please explain."

So his name was Glen.
The young man with brown hair addressed Yuuri with a strong tone, almost pleading.

"Recapturing a castle once it's been taken is extremely difficult. A larger territory means more subjects under our rule, which directly translates to national power. From the perspective of our Aishers forces, where every castle is precious, I find it difficult to accept the suggestion of abandoning territory without even fighting, regardless of whose advice it is. And!"

Glen pounded his chest with his fist as he continued.

"Who are we? We are the Aishers forces who have shared blood under the red flag. The one currently defending Zelstrom Castle is none other than Epinel Rosenkroz, the most excellent general in our Aishers forces. She is assisted by Lady Emma. No matter how renowned the enemy commanders may be, it won't be easy for them to capture Zelstrom Castle with just that difference in troop numbers, not with Epinel and Emma there."

The difference in forces between the defenders and attackers was 17,000.
With about 50,000 against 70,000, the defending side wasn't in an extremely disadvantageous position.
In such situations, battles typically unfold according to the capabilities of the commanders, and as Glen claimed, Epinel and Emma were indeed SS-rank commanders.
I certainly felt like... they might be able to win.

"As the Strategist said, I don't deny the possibility that sending reinforcements could endanger the castle they're sent from. And I acknowledge that our troops aren't infinite. But if I may say so—Serphina's forces don't have infinite troops either. Moreover, they're confronting not only us but also the Brands forces. So I believe it would be better not to hastily abandon the castle."

"So you're saying we should send reinforcements?"

Glen shook his head in response to Yuuri's question.

"No. I don't think reinforcements are necessary. Even without them, Epinel, Emma, and the capabilities of our Aishers forces should be sufficient to repel the enemy. I earnestly request that we trust Epinel and give her the authority to make decisions here."

"Hmm..."

Given Epinel's personality, she was unlikely to retreat, so if given the decision-making authority, she would probably choose to hold the castle.

While Yuuri was lost in thought, I organized the two arguments in my mind.

Ginor's proposal: withdraw troops from the castle and strengthen our defensive line here. I thought this approach made more sense.
Glen's proposal: trust Castle Lord Epinel. With someone like Epinel and Emma there, it wasn't such an absurd suggestion.

Well.
Those were just their opinions.
Now it was time to ask for my "absolutely correct" opinion.

I could have let it pass, but Yuuri had clearly said to us before starting the discussion:
"I'm thinking of sending reinforcements to fight back. What do you all think?"

Since the question had been posed, I could find an answer.
I entered that question directly into my mind.

'Is it right to fight against Serphina's forces?'

The answer came ridiculously quickly.

[We will win for now.]

'...Huh?'

What?
We'll win for now?
Since Epinel and Emma are certainly excellent commanders, it seems to mean we'll somehow manage to win...
But if that's the case, shouldn't the answer simply be [We will win]?
Why did I get such a result?

If there's a "for now"... does that mean there's something else besides simply winning?

"...Swen?"

No, let's think about this differently.
In what situations do we normally use expressions like "we'll win for now"?
When winning is just part of it... when that's not the whole story...?

'Is it because... the method isn't very efficient...?'

"Swen?"

Then.
Someone gently touched my waist.

"...Swen."

"...Ah."

It was Irene standing beside me who brought me back from my confusion.
Thanks to her, I regained my senses and noticed Yuuri looking at me.

"Is something wrong? You don't look well."

"No... it's nothing. I was just lost in thought. I apologize."

"Swen, I asked what you think. I'd like to hear your opinion too."

"You mean me?"

"Yes. You were the one who noticed the surprise attack during the fortress battle, weren't you? I'm curious about your thoughts. What do you think?"

"So... you're asking whether we should defend Zelstrom Castle or not?"

"That's right."

"..."

Since my mind said "we'll win for now," we would certainly win, so there might not be a need to withdraw from the castle...
Nevertheless, I couldn't shake the feeling that this wasn't the ultimate right answer.
That thought unconsciously seeped into my words.

"Well... the Strategist's words make sense, but as Glen said, we will win. Epinel and Emma are excellent commanders after all."

"Oh... so you think so too!"

Glen smiled at me approvingly, but Yuuri, having caught something in my words, asked with a puzzled expression.

"We will win? What do you mean by that?"

"Well... I mean, we will win. Epinel will... hold off the enemy forces."

"...?"

Just as I was wondering how to explain this, a lifeline came from an unexpected direction.

"Swen, do you perhaps think there's another way?"

"Pardon?"

This time, it was Ginor who had been listening beside Yuuri who addressed me.

"Another way...?"

And then.
He naturally asked me the exact question I needed at this moment, like a welcome rain.

"I'm asking if you think there might be a more efficient method than this."

'...Ah!'

Only after hearing Ginor's words did I realize what had been bothering me.
Yes.
"We'll win for now" means—"We'll win for now, but that's not the most efficient method," doesn't it?
That would imply there's a more efficient way.
Thanks to Ginor asking if "I thought there might be a more efficient method," I could input a question into my mind.

'Does it mean that while we will win, withdrawing troops as Ginor suggested would be more efficient?'

Well, I could just check the answer and be done with it.
I quickly entered the question: "Is there a more efficient method than holding the castle against Serphina's forces?"
The answer... flowed out quickly and without hesitation this time as well.

[The most efficient method is for you personally, not someone else, to meet with Serphina and negotiate. That is the most efficient approach.]

'...'

The gazes of everyone waiting for my answer.
Among those gazes, once again I found myself holding a compass that didn't clearly indicate which direction—
but undoubtedly pointed toward the right path—while being cast adrift in an ocean called "What does that mean?"
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"Swen?"
"No, um... please wait a moment."

I should go personally to negotiate and it will be resolved?
Not someone else, but me specifically—I have to go myself?
If someone else goes, negotiations won't work, but if I go, they will?

'Why???'

My mind began to overheat again as I couldn't get past this fundamental question about the result.

But no matter how many times I input the question in my head, the answer remains the same.

It has to be me, not someone else.

'Huh, really.'

Every time this happens, I think how much easier it would have been to convince people if I'd been given clear reasons.

I carefully observed everyone's expressions... then cautiously opened my mouth.

"I believe combat isn't necessarily the only answer."

"What do you mean?"

"Well... I think it wouldn't be a bad idea to consider... negotiations."

Despite this being the conclusion from my own mind, I couldn't hide my confusion about why negotiations would even be possible, letting it slip into my tone.
After all, no matter how I think about it, there's no reason why Serphina's army would want to negotiate with us.

Fundamentally, negotiations are only possible when the other party stands to gain something.
Why would they withdraw their troops when we have nothing to offer them?

Of course—I have no doubt this is the most efficient approach.
It was the same when I negotiated with Lynn back when I was with Luna's army. Negotiations always happen in some form. That's why I'm being told to "go negotiate."

But.
The difference from that time is—

"Swen?"

"Ah... yes."

Yuuri tilted her head and asked.

"Are you saying we can reach a ceasefire agreement with Serphina's army?"

"That's right."

"How exactly?"

This is the Aishers army, not the Lunarian army.
And Yuuri, unlike Luna, isn't a ruler who believes in me unconditionally.

If it were Luna, she would simply accept it if I said "That's correct."
But Yuuri is different.
To convince her, I needed to logically explain 'why my opinion is correct.'
However, I couldn't come up with the right words.

"Well... I think I need to think about it a bit more."

"Think about it more? Didn't you already think it through to reach this conclusion?"

"What I mean is, it's organized in my head... but due to my inadequacy, I'm finding it difficult to articulate it clearly in one sentence."

"Is that so? That's a rather difficult answer to understand..."

Yuuri made a troubled gesture, stroking her chin with her hand.

"Anyway, if that's all you have, it's hard for me to accept your suggestion. Opinions need to be backed by evidence, right? I can't just accept a proposal to negotiate without reason. From our perspective, we don't even have anything that Serphina wants. And given Serphina's personality, I doubt she'd agree to negotiations anyway."

Perhaps if I had more time, it would be different.
But I couldn't think of any words that would convince her.
If I could at least spread out a map and confirm how things were unfolding, maybe—but the information available to me was ridiculously limited.
It's like trying to cook without ingredients—you need ingredients to cook, but I had none.

"So, Swen. Your opinion is rejected. I'm sorry."

"No, I understand."

Yuuri gave a bitter smile after hearing my words.

"Don't be too disheartened. Actually, I wouldn't have considered negotiations regardless of what you said."

Yuuri spoke with a somewhat sharp tone.

"We'll have to face them eventually, and even if we temporarily avoid the situation through negotiations now, it would only be temporary."

Well, that might be true...
But according to my Intelligence 100 brain's prediction, this would be not just the most efficient option but also the 'most correct decision' for the Aishers army.

"Besides..."

At that moment.
Unusually for the normally gentle Yuuri, I could read anger in her eyes.

"I don't want to negotiate with Serphina's army if I can help it."

'Ah.'

I immediately understood Yuuri's psychological state.

Though she doesn't show it as openly as Anima, she too must have gone through the hell that was Pibiola Academy.
The roots of the Imperial Army that attacked them back then would trace back to Serphina.
To convince her, I would need something that could break through not just logic but also her aversion—but having just made this prediction, I had nothing of the sort.

'Should I give up pushing this opinion?'

The one who would suffer from not listening to me wasn't me but Yuuri, the ruler of the Aishers army.
And she did say we would 'win' if we fought...
So even if it's not the most efficient option, it's not a terrible answer either, right?

Besides, while this decision might be overwhelmingly advantageous for the Aishers army, I couldn't know if it would ultimately benefit Lunarian, whom I would serve.
Of course, it would be easier for the future Lunarian army to achieve unification if various countries like the Aishers army remained to hold some share of power, rather than having the Serphina army become a superpower controlling more than half of the central continent.

Anyway, given the prediction that Lunarian would become the ruler to unify the continent, that was inevitable.
Therefore, from my position, there was no absolute need to convince her.

'Right. This is just the Aishers army's business. Irene isn't in danger, and there's no need for me to stand out too much.'

I've already repaid their kindness for accepting us during the battle with the Brands army.
Rather than pushing my opinion, it might not be a bad decision to just let it go.

"..."

Ginor gave me a strange look, but I wasn't given any more opportunity to interject on this topic.

After that, several more opinions were exchanged.
Seeing how even ordinary generals freely offered their opinions to Yuuri, she clearly wasn't a closed-minded person.
The problem was that she refused to compromise on certain issues.

"Thank you all for sharing your opinions."

Yuuri stood up and extended her hand forward as she spoke.

"We choose to fight. While I understand the opinions of those who argue we should withdraw our troops, including Ginor, we can never move forward if we concede defeat without even trying. We won't send reinforcements right away, but we might depending on the situation. I'll speak separately to the generals who will be deployed in battle, so it's best to be mentally prepared. Understood?"

"Yes! Understood!"

I bowed my head along with everyone else in response to Yuuri.

So it's resistance after all.

Since she said we would win, I wasn't too worried... but somehow, I still felt uneasy in a corner of my mind.

"Everyone, please return to your duties for now. Unless there are special instructions, I'd appreciate if you'd act as usual."

As I was leaving the royal castle—

"Swen."

Irene approached me with a worried expression.

"Lady Irene."

"Should we negotiate with Serphina's army? Is that the most efficient approach our army could take?"

"Yes, it is."

"I see... Well, if it's coming from you, not someone else, it must be right."

Come to think of it, I thought Irene would believe me.
She was the only person in the Aishers army who had witnessed my seemingly absurd claims all turning out to be correct since our time in the Brands army.

"Then I think I'll try to convince our lord."

"Convince her?"

"Yes. Lady Yuuri tends to listen to her generals' opinions."

"But how?"

"Well... Come to think of it, why is negotiation the most efficient approach? Do we have some leverage against Serphina's army?"

I hesitated for a moment before answering—

'Right. There's no need to lie to Irene.'

So I just answered her with what I knew.

"Honestly, it's just a feeling."

"A feeling?"

"Yes. I just have a conviction that it's the right answer, that's all."

"I see..."

Though it might sound absurdly irresponsible, Irene nodded with a serious expression instead of retorting.

"Now I understand why someone of your caliber couldn't convince our lord."

"I'm ashamed."

"No, don't be. Well, if your intuition is that strong, then it must be right. I believe in you."

Irene's words of unlimited trust made me think of my former lord, Luna.
Irene didn't trust me this much from the beginning either. It was through spending time together and various experiences that she naturally came to trust me.
In contrast, Luna trusted and supported me completely from the moment we met, as soon as I was recommended to her.

'How could she do that?'

I suddenly wondered about her current situation.
Is she doing well?

"Thank you for your concern. I don't think we'll lose the battle, so there's no need to worry too much."

"Hmm. Alright. I'll see you at dinner then."

After parting with Irene and leaving the royal castle, I looked up at the sky.

Today especially, I kept remembering Luna's face—the one who trusted me absolutely without any conditions.
Though she had a very fragile personality, her red eyes were incredibly intense.

Are you well, my lord?
I'm somehow getting by day by day, having changed lords twice.
Until you reappear at the center of history... I'll try to survive somehow.

With these thoughts, I made my way outside the royal castle.

* * *

When Swen claimed that "we should negotiate."
The one who took that opinion most seriously was Ginor, the national strategist standing beside Yuuri.

'Negotiations...'

Why would Swen say such a thing?
This is Swen we're talking about.
Ginor held him in very high regard. After all, he was convinced that the Brands army began to collapse precisely when Swen turned his back on them and came over to the Aishers army.

He told Yuuri that he didn't know exactly why negotiation was the right answer—
But Ginor suspected that it wasn't that he didn't know, but rather that he couldn't tell for some reason.

'If there's a reason he can't tell... is he in communication with Serphina's army?'

That was unlikely to be the answer.
After all, Serphina's army was the very opponent against whom he had hurled rocks from the sky.
No matter what kind of spy he might be, no one would inflict such devastating damage on their allies just to deceive the enemy.

Thinking about it that way, there was one possibility.
Given that this was Swen, there was a reason he could guess.

'Magic... perhaps?'

While Swen himself claimed to be "asking the will of the heavens," considering that he could sense mana and had dramatically improved the skills of Reika, a real magician, Ginor believed he was indeed a magician.
He simply didn't press the issue because he didn't want to be at odds with him.
After all, he could potentially become his son-in-law in the long run, so there was no need for their relationship to sour.

If that's the case...
Is he planning to use some kind of magical power that no one—not Ginor, not Yuuri, not anyone else—knows about, except for Swen himself, to persuade Serphina's army?

Magic, being an unknown power, had effects and influences that weren't precisely known. It was just not known to the world. There could be some mysterious magic he possessed that could resolve this situation.

'If that's true, this could be a golden opportunity.'

If they could negotiate well with Serphina's army, they could end this without losing any castles or troops.
But if the method involved magic, it would indeed be difficult to convince Yuuri, the ruler, directly.

In that case—

'I should step forward here.'

A proposal from the national strategist, not just an ordinary general, would have a higher chance of being accepted.
Of course, Yuuri herself harbored hostility toward Serphina's army—
But she was fundamentally a very wise person. From observing her closely, he knew she would listen if explained well.

Ginor glanced at Yuuri's profile.
She seemed lost in thought, slightly biting her nail.
Biting her nails was a habit she had when she was anxious. Ginor, whose role was to assist her by her side, naturally knew this.
It seemed she was worried about the upcoming battle.

'Now is not the time. It's not too late to propose after some time has passed... when Lady Yuuri has calmed down.'

And so—
In Ginor's mind, Swen was becoming something akin to a great magician with mysterious powers that could even control people's hearts.
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"Swen has invaded Jelstrom Castle?"

"...Yes."

Anima fell into thought at Erinandorf's report.

'At this point, she's targeting Jelstrom instead of Raclaine first?'

She had assumed that if they were to attack, it would definitely be Raclaine.
Strategically speaking, Raclaine would be the most tempting target from Serphina's army's perspective.
Occupying this place would not only put them on the border with Hesna's army in the south, but also create a formation that would feel like surrounding Brands' army.

Anima sank into contemplation.
Why had they invaded Jelstrom first instead of Raclaine?

'Could it be...'

With just a little thought, the reason wasn't difficult to deduce.

'Has Serphina's target changed from Brands' army to our Aishers army...?'

If that assumption was correct, everything made sense.
If they were planning to deal with our Aishers army first while setting aside Brands' army, then Jelstrom Castle, which was the most difficult for us to defend, would naturally catch their eye.

What was difficult for us to defend meant, in turn, that it was easy for the enemy to conquer.

So, should we just remain still, entangled in the picture Serphina's army had drawn?

As she was lost in thought, a familiar male voice reached her.

"...What are you going to do now?"

Erinandorf approached with his large frame and asked Anima, who was sitting in the lord's seat.

"Ern. What do you think I should do?"

"...I."

Erinandorf bowed his head before Anima.
His large frame was looking down at her.
Physically, he was certainly looking down, but in reality, it would be more accurate to say he was looking up to her.

"Anima, I'll do whatever you tell me to. You've always been right."

"I don't think I've always been right."

"It doesn't matter. Even if it's not right, I'll make it right."

Anima smiled faintly.

"That's kind of you."

When he spoke to Anima and when he listened to her words.
Erinandorf maintained an expressionless face throughout.
But—in that stoic expression after hearing her words, there was clearly hanging.
A piece of the emotion called sadness.

"From the beginning, I couldn't understand Yuuri's thinking. No matter how excellent someone is, there was no reason to remove you... from the position of national strategist when you were already doing well."

"Let's drop that now. Objectively speaking, Ginor is an extremely talented person, and placing such talent in the right position is also a virtue of a ruler. Besides, back then, the Empire was just our motherland, right? It's childish to only select and accept people who haven't eaten the salt of the country."

"...Are you really okay with that?"

Anima easily reads the hidden meaning in Erinandorf's question.

Is it really okay to accept that someone who ate the Empire's salt now holds a key position in the Aishers army?
He is clearly saying that to me silently—that's what she thought.

"I will appoint Ginor Nighthart as the new national strategist."

It was Erinandorf, standing right in front of her, who had been more outraged than herself when Yuuri had made that announcement.
He was originally a retainer serving the Aishers family.
He was a very strong warrior, but not the type whose mind worked particularly well.
Perhaps that's why.
Among all people, he had the highest proportion of silently following her strategies without any questions.

"...Yes."

Anima slowly nodded.

Erinandorf stared at Anima silently for a moment—
Then, after taking two steps back—he knelt before her.
And spoke in a very serious tone.

"You can order anything. We will definitely win."

"..."

Anima looked at Erinandorf and fell into thought.

If 70,000 troops are currently heading toward Jelstrom Castle.
Those troops must have departed from the nearest Hisfil Castle.
According to the latest information, the remaining troops were positioned at the border of Brands' army.

Then couldn't we target Hisfil Castle in this gap?

'Should I send a spy first? ...No. That would take too long.'

The most important thing when executing a surprise-like operation was speed.
If they moved after fully understanding the situation, there was a very high possibility of falling behind at a crucial timing.

'What should I do?'

If anything, Anima wanted to achieve proper results.
Even though she had been removed from the position of national strategist, she wanted to somehow prove that she was still useful.
She was feeling impatient... but she couldn't move without any information either.

'Even if I'm a bit late and miss the decisive timing, it would be better to send a spy first to check the situation at Hisfil Castle.'

If she headed toward Hisfil Castle for a surprise attack and there were many soldiers, it would be a disaster in itself.
They would unnecessarily lose troops, which would mean losing this Raclaine Castle that they had barely obtained.
Wasn't advancing into the central part of the continent a long-cherished project of the Aishers army?
She couldn't ruin Yuuri's trust, who had handed over the position of castle lord because she trusted her, due to impatience.

Even if she missed the opportunity, she should act cautiously.
After making that decision, Anima finally looked down at Ern, who was kneeling before her, and said.

"Listen, Ern."

"Yes."

"Send a general this way. I have something to ask."

"..."

Erinandorf didn't answer but nodded, then got up and walked out of the audience hall with heavy steps.
In the empty audience hall, Anima rested her chin on her only remaining arm and bit her thumbnail.

'Somehow... I need to produce visible results. Somehow...!'

The arch-enemy who appeared before her, Serphina von Aingart.
She wanted to somehow prove her worth by landing a blow on her.

That feeling was the driving force that kept her moving now.

After sending the spy, how many days had passed?
While focusing on taking care of Raclaine Castle's internal affairs and training the soldiers, a messenger sent by the spy dispatched to Hisfil Castle arrived at Raclaine Castle.

The content was as follows:

[There are 61,000 troops in the castle, and they are currently preparing to march].

'So there were troops left after all.'

Indeed, it was the Serphina army that had absorbed all the population of the north.
Despite having already sent 70,000 troops, there were still over 60,000 troops remaining in the castle.
Setting aside the fact that they would have been in big trouble if they had recklessly launched a surprise attack without checking, there was a very concerning sentence.

'Preparing to march?'

In other words... are they sending troops to Raclaine Castle?
As a feint?
But, Raclaine Castle had 69,000 soldiers.
And the vanguard general protecting it was Erinandorf Arisian. A quite renowned and excellent general.

So what this meant was... from Serphina army's perspective, sending those troops here would be tantamount to suicide.
Wasting troops trying to breach a castle they couldn't breach?
If those troops launched an invasion on Raclaine Castle as they were, there would be two possibilities.

First, the commander of Serphina's army was an extremely excellent person.
Second, they could afford to lose that many troops and still launch a full-scale offensive.

The possibility of the first was very low.
Serphina's army was certainly the strongest power on the continent.
But surprisingly, for such a powerful nation, it lacked renowned generals or strategists.

From the beginning, when she was cleaning up the feudal lords scattered across the northern continent, all the generals who didn't surrender to her disappeared as dew on the execution ground.
It was a natural result considering that generals with enough courage not to surrender were all excellent generals.
Even if they had inherited all the infrastructure of the Empire, all the renowned retainers from the Empire era had scattered and become feudal lords.

What sustained Serphina's army was a large number of ordinary generals and even more troops.
If the Aishers army relied on a few excellent generals, the other side was conducting a quantity offensive, which would roughly match up.

Anyway, the second possibility was more likely... but somehow, the picture in her mind wasn't clear.
If they had many soldiers, it would make more sense to gather them all at once and send them, rather than sending them meaninglessly to this side multiple times.

After thinking that far, suddenly another possibility crossed her mind.

'Are they planning to invade where Brands' army is, not our side?'

To the northwest of Raclaine Castle, which is the southwest of Hisfil Castle, was Elgaim Castle.
If you go a little further from this Elgaim Castle, passing through a few small castles, you would reach Anel Castle, the capital of Brands' army.

'Ah.'

Only then did the picture Serphina's army was drawing start to become visible.
Since Brands' army was currently suffering from a shortage of troops, it would be much easier to occupy than attacking us.
Their morale was also at rock bottom due to continuous defeats.

'If that's correct... we might be able to capture Hisfil Castle.'

The last thing that bothered her.
If they were targeting Brands' army, why did the enemy send troops to Jelstrom Castle?
That part wasn't certain, but... she thought that the purpose might have been to divert our army's attention.
Since they invaded Jelstrom Castle, we would focus on defending that side.

'Something doesn't quite fit perfectly...'

Yes.
Let's be cautious here, and first send a spy to monitor the situation.
Once we confirm this and that information, we'll get a sense of what to do.

'While preparing to march... let's wait for the next messenger.'

If the troops don't depart from there, we can just give up on Hisfil Castle.
Above all, cautiously, without making mistakes.

Thinking like that, Anima began to draw her own plan.
Believing without a doubt that this would become the wings that would make Yuuri soar.

*

Some time later.

"Really? You're saying they've marched?"

"Yes, that's right. I saw it clearly with my own eyes."

The news that the troops who were preparing to march from Hisfil Castle had left through the west gate of the castle carrying yellow flags reached Anima's ears.
If you keep going west from the castle, you'll reach... Elgaim Castle in Brands' territory.

'It seems my prediction was correct.'

Anima had been granted quite a lot of autonomy for a castle lord.
This meant she could act independently on most major matters without Yuuri's approval.

Recently, she had established a one-month armistice agreement with Hesna's army.
Now it was time to take action.

"Call General Erinandorf here."

"Yes! Understood!"

After sending the messenger, Anima recalled Yuuri's face.

I'll be your wings.
That promise was still very valid.

Ch.91 - Chapter 91. The Battle Of Hisphil Castle (1)
Anima immediately organized her troops.
Erinandorf Arisian was at the vanguard. She herself took direct command.
Though she would have preferred to sit on horseback, with only one arm, that was an extremely difficult task for Anima.
Therefore, when she needed to take the field like this, she had no choice but to ride in a carriage, which was why she typically avoided the battlefield—

'This is a crucial operation. I can't just give orders and wait without leading from the front.'

After leaving some troops to defend Raclaine Castle, she brought most of the forces, totaling 50,000 men.
She judged this would be enough to capture Hisfil Castle while it was empty of soldiers who had departed.

Just before departure.
She informed Yuuri, who was at Valhart Castle, through a messenger.
It was a case of decide first, report later—but Yuuri wasn't someone who would find this impossible to accept, and Anima wasn't particularly worried since she believed success would earn approval.

After losing one arm.
Anima had lived fiercely proving at every moment that despite her condition, she was essential to Yuuri's side—to the Aishers army.
Though her original profession had been wielding a sword and training her body, she had devoted herself to studying until her brain ached.
She provided strategies and tactics exactly when needed, illuminating the path forward for the Aishers army.
Her life story could be simply described as a "miracle"—
But those who spent time with her and observed her closely would refuse to explain her journey with such a word.
She worked hard and reduced her sleep. She stepped forward personally without distinguishing between what she could and couldn't do.

Hadn't she succeeded in transforming the Aishers army from a mere band of righteous thieves into a nation?

So it would be fine.
Yuuri would understand this much.
Since that day, after losing everything in that moment—we've been each other's only true confidants.

'I must, absolutely must succeed.'

With these thoughts, as she continued advancing toward Hisfil Castle.

The carriage that had been moving smoothly suddenly stopped in place.

'What's happening?'

A soldier riding in the carriage looked toward her and spoke.

"Strategist. Ah, no... I mean."

The soldier unconsciously used the word "Strategist," then immediately lost his words, not knowing what to do.
She was no longer the national Strategist of the Aishers army, but she was still regarded as the Strategist even by ordinary soldiers.

"I'm, I'm sorry, Lady Anima."

"It's fine. Titles don't matter, can you explain what's happening?"

"Well, a soldier from the vanguard says he has something to report."

'Something to report?'

And from a soldier at the vanguard?
There's no reason he would need to specifically seek me out...

Pushing aside the uneasy feeling, she opened the carriage door to receive the soldier.

"L-Lady Anima...!"

"Calm down. Explain what's happening clearly."

"The Serphina army...!"

"...?"

What about the Serphina army?

That was the moment.
The soldier's expression clearly showed his panic.
Suddenly, the air felt oppressively heavy.
An unpleasant sensation pounding deep in her mind.

Anima wasn't feeling this sensation for the first time.
When things didn't go according to the picture she had carefully drawn... she instinctively felt this sensation.

And then.

"The Serphina army's forces are... coming to intercept us at the front!"

"...What?"

Intercept?
No, an interception doesn't make sense, does it?
The Serphina army should have sent all their troops toward Elgaim Castle.
Replenishing soldiers in the meantime would be nearly impossible given the distance.

"We can't estimate their exact numbers... but forces similar to our size are approaching!"

'...Did they withdraw their invasion?'

Did they give up on occupying Elgaim Castle for some reason?
It was highly likely they had noticed our advance with perfect timing and were responding.
If we ended up clashing with Serphina's soldiers here, with similar numbers, it would be a fairly even fight.
The battle itself might yield good results, but...
We might not be able to properly conduct the important siege.
The siege weapons, which were at a severe disadvantage in combat against people, would be prioritized and eliminated by the intercepting Serphina forces.

'...What should I do?'

Though it was disconcerting, this wasn't a completely unexpected situation.
In times like this, retreating was the wise choice.
Repeating battles that only consumed soldiers would ultimately benefit the Serphina army with their larger population.

"...Tell the vanguard to prepare to retreat. If the enemy pursues, position minimal forces to defend."

"Yes, understood!"

If we flee, she probably won't have any reason to pursue.
We wasted some provisions, but it would be fine if we could end this without further losses.

...That's certainly what she thought.

"Enemy!!!"

"...!!"

The shout of an allied soldier reached Anima's ears clearly.

The enemy had appeared.
But the sound wasn't coming from the front.

'...No way...!'

Yes.

"Attack!"
"Charge! Arrows are coming!"
"Don't panic, return fire!"

"Yellow flags! It's the Serphina army!"

These sounds were coming from behind this carriage—
From the rear of the formation.

'What in the world...!'

The Serphina army at the front.
And the Serphina army at the rear as well...?

Anima froze in place.

How could this be happening...?

* * *

Turning time forward, at the royal castle of Hisfil.

Yuhan, the middle-aged man serving as castle lord, knelt before the queen who rightfully existed above him.

"You have arrived, my Lord."

Right in front of where he knelt, she stood.
She wore her characteristic hairpin in her blonde hair, but her attire was somewhat different from usual.
She was now wearing the formal attire that noble youths preparing to become knights wore in the days when the empire was intact.
It was clothing she had used briefly when training in swordsmanship, and given her excessively feminine figure, it was one of the few custom outfits she could wear comfortably, as finding suitable clothes was quite difficult for her.
While at the royal castle, she wore more elaborate and heavily decorated uncomfortable clothes, but when personally visiting other places, wearing formal attire was her own principle.

Though it was merely ordinary formal attire that anyone could wear now that the noble status had lost half its meaning in these chaotic times, the fact that she wore it gave an impression of overflowing nobility that seemed unapproachable.

Serphina, having received his greeting, looked around briefly and said:

"Enough with the formalities. Report on the current situation."

"As you instructed, of our 61,000 soldiers, approximately 55,000 are prepared to deploy at any time."

"Is that so? How satisfying."

"I've done as ordered, but I wonder what you're planning..."

"If preparations for deployment are complete, wouldn't deployment be the right course of action?"

"But because the preparation period has been so long... there's a very high possibility that information has leaked outside. I suspect the enemy may have prepared as well..."

In response to Yuhan's words, Serphina replied in a cold tone:

"It doesn't matter. That's exactly what I aimed for."

"What...?"

"It's simple. The most important thing was for the information that 'we are preparing to deploy' to leak outside."

After saying this, Serphina asked Yuhan a curious question.

"Yuhan. Rise from your position."

She unfolded a map showing the area around Hisfil Castle and showed it to him.

"Let me ask you. If you had to deploy the soldiers stationed in our castle somewhere, where do you think they should be sent?"

"Pardon? Well..."

Though Yuhan was taken aback by the sudden question, he wasn't the castle lord for nothing, and soon came up with a plausible answer.

"...I would choose Elgaim Castle, the territory of the Brands army located southwest of our castle."

"Why?"

"Their forces only number around 23,000, and morale has likely dropped significantly since their top commander, Chel Brands, left. Given that they haven't replenished their forces despite considerable time passing, it seems the Brands army may have already given up on it while focusing on defending their capital, Anel Castle..."

"Yes. Yuhan, you're right. That's the orthodox view. Everyone would think the same."

"I see..."

Until then, Yuhan still didn't understand what Serphina was saying.
But Serphina didn't particularly blame him.
As long as he didn't disobey orders, failing to reach the same conclusion she had wasn't necessarily wrong.

"We will invade the Brands army's Elgaim Castle. However, we won't actually send troops there."

"What? What do you mean by that..."

"I plan to ambush our forces elsewhere."

"Wouldn't that put the castle in danger?"

Serphina shook her head at Yuhan's question.

"If the Brands army had the will to resist, yes, but right now they won't have the intention to invade this place even if we withdraw troops. They're quite short on manpower, so movement would be burdensome for them."

"Well, that's certainly true..."

Even Yuhan didn't think the Brands army would attack this place.
And even if they did, he was confident they could repel them.

Serphina pointed at the map with her finger and said:

"Between Elgaim Castle and our Hisfil Castle, there's a mountain range. If you position yourself at the top of the mountain in the middle, you can clearly see the southern surroundings of Hisfil Castle with the naked eye. This has already been verified."

"...?"

Even after looking at the map several times, Yuhan still seemed not to understand.
But Serphina explained patiently without showing any anger.

"It's simple. Think of it as casting a fishing rod, hoping someone will take the bait. And what I'm aiming for is..."

Serphina pointed to a castle located south of Hisfil Castle.

"This place."

The castle she pointed to, located south of Hisfil Castle.
That castle's name was Raclaine Castle.

Yes.
He understood this much.
But... what did that have to do with ambushing soldiers?
If she wanted to attack Raclaine Castle, wouldn't it make more sense to send soldiers directly without going through this complicated process?

Serphina looked at Yuhan's bewildered expression—
Then, as if realizing something, she said:

"Ah, I see. You still lack information."

"...?"

"Yuhan, do you remember? Before I arrived here, I asked you to deliver a letter."

"A letter... do you mean the letter you asked to be delivered to the leader of the Astron Mercenaries?"

"You remember. Then let me ask you again. Do you still not understand my intention?"

"...Ah."

Yuhan finally seemed to understand what she was talking about and slowly nodded.
Looking at him, Serphina smiled most seductively.

"Yes. On top of this mountain... the Astron Mercenary forces, totaling 20,000 men, are lying in ambush."

The moment the bait-taker falls for the "empty castle" bait—
Position the hidden Serphina forces at the front, the mercenary unit that assessed the situation at the rear, and attack by surrounding them.
Thus, drawing out and eliminating the forces inside Raclaine Castle—

That was the true intention of Serphina, the Tyrant of the North.
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"I see... So that's what you meant."

"Exactly. Rather than attacking troops inside a fortress through a siege, it's much easier to lure them outside and then deal with them."

Serphina didn't scold Yuhan, who seemed to have finally understood after several explanations.

Regardless of what life she had led before—the current Serphina as ruler was an absolute being who walked the path of conquest, unable to tolerate even the existence of anything beside her.
The number of people who considered her a tyrant and disliked her was by no means small, and in fact, countless people hated her, viewing her as a devil or witch.

But surprisingly, she wasn't the type to enforce a reign of terror within her own nation.
With her negative external image, she was in a position where she had to ensure the loyalty of those who served her.
Even though she was the sole monarch who inherited the bloodline of the fallen Aingart Empire—the successor the royal servants had originally expected wasn't her but the firstborn son who no longer exists in this world, Algot von Aingart.
The imperial vassals were unlikely to favor someone who suddenly appeared, especially one known for many cruel actions.
Of course, using fear would make them obedient for the time being. Ruling subordinates with strict punishment and immediately purging anyone who showed signs of challenging her authority without question would keep the nation functioning somewhat normally. After all, Serphina's army had swallowed the entire northern continent and the imperial capital's infrastructure.

However.
That approach couldn't build a unified empire.
If soldiers couldn't deeply pledge their loyalty to their monarch, they would inevitably collapse at critical moments.
This was the conclusion she reached after studying the famous treatises on rulership countless times.

She never looked down on those who followed her, no matter what.
That was the principle Serphina established to make people follow her.

Therefore, she—
Did not rule through fear those who belonged to the Serphina army and served her as their only monarch.
She strictly adhered to the principle of rewarding good and punishing evil, explaining things repeatedly even when someone didn't understand her words properly, and being as lenient as possible with mistakes as long as they weren't fatal and didn't involve rebellion.

This aspect became even more pronounced when compared to Lynn, the ruler of the Brands army, who had a governance system most similar to hers.
Lynn wasn't exactly stupid. Though she had been making inexplicable mistakes recently, she had been a wise ruler deserving a fairly high passing grade. After all, no matter how solid the foundation of the Brands army she inherited was, it wasn't easy to expand territory and rise to a position close to the hegemon of the central region.
But she was emotional. She had some pettiness unbecoming of a ruler, and when punishing, she considered the person's character more than the severity of the wrongdoing.
Moreover, she had the cruelty to immediately cast aside those who didn't listen to her. She ruled her subordinates through fear.
Until her miserable downfall, praise for her leadership could be heard here and there. At least, the territories in the central continent didn't rebel after being subjugated, unlike what had happened in the north.

For instance, if there was a person named "Irene Juliet" whom she personally disliked?
Lynn Brands would be someone who would take Irene's life with her own hands, but Serphina von Aingart would employ Irene as long as she proved her abilities.
While she wouldn't form a personal relationship with someone she disliked, she would treat them according to their worth as long as they fulfilled their duties in the lord-vassal relationship.

Anyway, as a result of the tyrant surprisingly showing that she took care of her people—
The loyalty of the generals working under her was extremely high.
The generals who rebelled were usually those who had held high positions in the old empire or had been aligned with other successors like Algot.

A reign of terror is very stable when the ruler's authority is absolute.
But once that authority is damaged and begins to rust, it becomes an extremely unstable political system.
Serphina instinctively knew this. That's why she didn't take the easy path but deliberately chose the difficult one.
Considering that the current Brands army began to collapse because of Lynn's temperament, it was indeed the right judgment.

Her goal was continental unification.
To keep her promise... The more time she spent thinking only about becoming an ideal ruler—
The stronger her aura as an absolute being became.

"However, my Lord."

Serphina glanced down at Yuhan.
Sensing this meant "speak," Yuhan carefully asked.

"I think the strategy itself is brilliant... but isn't it only possible if the forces from Raclaine Castle launch an invasion against us?"

"That's right."

"What happens if the enemy doesn't attack...?"

"..."

Serphina remained silent for a moment, then slowly parted her glistening lips.
The sight of war talk flowing from those beautiful lips, like a sculpture, made her appear like a goddess of war.

"True. It would waste rations, and since there's no such thing as 'absolute' on the battlefield, other variables could arise—the Brands army might move, or something else could happen—so just waiting for them to take the bait might seem inefficient. However, I'm convinced the Aishers army will eagerly take the bait."

"May I ask why?"

Serphina spoke in a matter-of-fact, calm tone.

"It's obvious. They hate me."

"..."

Yuhan remained silent, pondering Serphina's words.
In truth... counting the people who liked Serphina on this continent would be much quicker than counting those who disliked her.
While Yuhan deeply respected and followed the ruler he served, he wasn't foolish enough to ignore objective facts.

Yes.
The reason Serphina specifically devised this strategy was because she knew the Aishers army hated her.

'I have no intention of living under the same sky as you...'

It was rare for a small nation to use such strong wording toward a great power in diplomatic relations.
Even other nations that had rejected surrender demands had never directly expressed hatred.

Baranga Yuuri Aishers.
What exactly is your grudge?
At what point did I paint your heart with hatred?

'...'

Useless sentimentality.
These were thoughts Serphina von Aingart as a ruler shouldn't entertain.
She quickly erased them from her mind.
If they hate me... I'll thoroughly exploit that.

'...'

Come to think of it, she suddenly remembered what Jena had told her.
News that a young man with white hair was currently with the Aishers army.
If this war continued, would she eventually see his face?
The possibility that this man was the same as the man in her dreams was extremely low.
But because of that, she wanted to quickly meet him and confirm directly that he wasn't the same person, if only to reorganize her wavering heart.

Anyway, seeing his face would resolve the matter.
As she was thinking this—a young man's voice reached her ears.

"My Lord!"

Turning her head, she saw a very young and handsome black-haired general approaching her position and kneeling to show respect.

"Irian Al Caskie, I've come after hearing news of your arrival, my Lord."

Irian Al Caskie.
The son of the deceased great general Kremton Al Caskie, and the valedictorian of Aingart Academy.
He was a promising young talent who had recently appeared in Serphina's army, having achieved great merits in the conquest of Kelstein Castle and the subjugation of the central continent.

"Yes. I've heard. You've done quite well."

"It's thanks to your trust in me, Lord Serphina. I'm merely grateful to be able to repay that trust."

Serphina, without responding, looked down at the kneeling Irian with a seductive smile.
That smile made Irian feel once again that Serphina was the only dignified woman qualified to lead him, and he bowed his head and pleaded with her.

"My Lord. Please place me at the vanguard of this operation. I will surely achieve merit."

"Wouldn't that be pushing yourself too hard?"

"No. While I'm deeply grateful for your concern, I, Irian, can still sufficiently—"

"That's not what I mean."

Serphina cut off Irian's words sharply.
Her voice was so cold it felt like it could cut.

"If you fail by pushing yourself recklessly when you're not in perfect condition, the responsibility for that choice ultimately falls on me, not anyone else. So, tell me straight. Can you definitely achieve merit?"

"...Yes. Please entrust this to me. If I make a mistake, you may take my head."

'...'

Serphina silently looked down at him.
From what she'd heard, that man, Erinandorf Arisian, was at Raclaine Castle.
It was worth testing what kind of person Irian was.

"Very well. Then I'll use you once more. I hope you won't bring shameful results to the Aingart crest."

"Yes! Leave it to me!"

After dismissing Irian, Serphina left the castle, deep in thought.
Even while dealing with the Aishers army, her eyes and ears had to remain open.

'I should also check how the Brands army will move soon.'

It would be good if they moved according to my will too...
With such thoughts, she continued methodically conquering the central continent.

* * *

"Don't panic and maintain formation!"

Anima was trying her best to control the rear troops, but.
Speaking from inside a palanquin rather than a saddle, there was no way she could control them properly.
The front forces seemed to have engaged in battle with Serphina's army there, making the central formation even more chaotic.

That alone might have been fortunate.
For some reason... the enemy soldiers attacking from the rear felt unusually strong.
It seemed our army was definitely being pushed back.
This was because the enemy forces weren't regular troops but mercenaries specialized in surprise attacks, but there was no way for Anima to know this at present.

'I should have placed at least one reliable general in the rear...!'

There were two more generals besides Anima in the rear, but neither was particularly strong in combat.
They had been selected with the expectation of commanding troops rather than achieving military exploits.

Thinking about it now, that was too basic a mistake.
If she had thought more carefully about 'the possibility of being attacked from behind,' she would have certainly considered it, no matter how low the probability seemed...
It appeared her impatience about possibly missing this opportunity had driven her into a dangerous situation.

"Aaaah!"

"Come at me, you bastard!"

In the midst of this pandemonium, she wanted to go check how things were going at the front—
But now she had to stay here, somehow maintain formation, and control the troops to avoid being sandwiched.

'Ern... I'll leave the front to you, please be safe...!'

*

And at the front—

As Anima thought, Erinandorf at the vanguard and Irian, the vanguard general of Serphina's army, were facing each other.

"Are you Erinandorf Arisian?"

"..."

Erinandorf didn't answer Irian's question.
Though there was no answer, it wasn't difficult to identify him as Erinandorf.
His enormous build, distinctive weapon, and taciturn personality—he was exactly as described.

"I am Irian Al Caskie of Serphina's army! I'll be the last person you meet before heading to the afterlife, so you'd better remember my name!"

Irian provoked him lightly, but Erinandorf just silently glared at this place—
Then, adjusting his weapon, he spoke in a low tone, almost spitting out the words.

"You talk too much. Come at me, kid."

"..."

No point in talking further.
Irian extended his hand forward.

"Everyone, charge!"

Waaaaaaah!

The soldiers of Serphina's army and the Aishers army began to clash with each other.
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"Haaaaaah!"

Irian's spear and Erinandorf's mace collided with each other.
At that moment, soldiers from both sides entered into combat.

In terms of simple numbers, Serphina's army had an advantage over Aishers' forces, which were spread across both fronts.
However, more than half of Aishers' troops were elite soldiers originally mobilized from Balhart Castle to invade Raclaine Castle.
These soldiers, who already possessed considerable combat experience, had been trained by the exceptional general Irene Juliet.
While the northern Serphina army was also quite formidable, they had sustained a significant number of injuries during their invasion of the central region. Additionally, having absorbed many soldiers who previously belonged to the Brands army, they couldn't help but be at a disadvantage against the Aishers army when it came to maintaining formation and engaging in battle.

Moreover.

Clang!

'Kuh...!'

Though Irian was boldly leading the charge and dueling with Erinandorf—
After exchanging just a few blows, he could easily tell.

'This bastard... why is he so ridiculously strong...?!'

When he had graduated at the top of his class from the academy and was deployed to the battlefield of this chaotic era to slaughter the Brands army—
He had thought that perhaps he was far more exceptional than he had initially believed.
Though he regretted not having been able to test his mettle against Kalinz Brands, he had nonetheless been advancing victoriously and reporting one triumph after another.

But.
Naturally, he was just a youngster who had barely reached the age of majority.
Compared to a general like Erinandorf, who had played a significant role in founding a nation, he was bound to be far inferior.
Of course, it might not be appropriate to compare the currently unleashed Erinandorf with Irian, who still had high growth potential—
But this was a battlefield, not the academy. What did growth potential matter when one wrong move could cost you your life?
At the academy, even if you were defeated, you could try again, train harder, and become stronger—

'Here, defeat means death...!'

Irian slowly backed his horse away and blended into the gaps between the soldiers.
Erinandorf swung his mace and shouted.

"Are you running away?! How pathetic compared to your big talk!"

'Hmph, say what you want.'

While Irian certainly had a strong sense of pride—
He wasn't the type of commander who would obsess over battles he couldn't win, living and dying by honor.
Death is the end.
This was a teaching left by his father, who was no longer in this world.

Beyond his own life.
If he dragged out a battle he was certain to lose and ended up with his head rolling on the ground, the morale of the Serphina army, having lost their commander, would plummet instantly—
And if that happened, he might ruin this "overwhelmingly advantageous situation" that his lord had created with his own hands.
Irian feared ruining this advantageous situation through his misjudgment far more than losing his own life.

"...What a bland fellow!"

Rather than fixating on Irian, Erinandorf began to focus on slaughtering the soldiers fighting around him.
As several soldiers fell at once to his mace.
Irian switched to the bow strapped to his back, fired at Erinandorf and the enemy soldiers to draw their attention, and shouted.

"Don't panic and maintain formation! If we continue like this, we have the advantage!"

"Waaaaaaah!"

Thus, at the front, while the Aishers army couldn't completely overwhelm the Serphina army, they were winning by a small margin.
The problem was the Aishers army at the rear, facing the mercenary corps.

"Aaaaargh!"
"Save me!"
"Fight until death!!"

Unlike the front where they were aware of the enemy's presence, this side had been suddenly ambushed.
Naturally, their formation was in complete disarray, and they were losing troops rapidly without even being able to put up a proper fight.

'What should I do? Should I call Ern back from the front? But he's facing the Serphina army there...'

Anima desperately racked her brain—
But she couldn't think of anything to overcome this situation.
Despite having holed up in a small shack in the mountains and thoroughly studied so many military strategy books!

'Damn it...!'

When she lost her hand and could no longer wield a sword.
Honestly, that fact itself wasn't so devastating.
She had chosen the sword simply because she needed to learn something, not because she had any lingering attachment or talent for the path of the sword.
During her time at the academy, what gave Anima a sense of elation wasn't her own abilities, but watching the talent of her childhood friend Yuuri fully bloom.
That's why she was able to cleanly give up her life as a swordswoman without wandering and focus on studying to become a strategist.

When she first started leading the Aishers army, she thought that the path of a strategist was her calling.
While it was true that the commanders she led were exceptionally talented in their respective fields, she firmly believed that she too was performing something only she could do among them.
Even when she handed over the position of national strategist to Ginor Nighthart, that belief didn't change.

But.

Was I perhaps just an ordinary person after all?
Is that why I naturally lost my position first among the five?
Yuuri was a woman superior to me in every aspect.
That was one fact that Anima herself knew better than anyone.
Since the moment Yuuri chose Ginor... perhaps I had already fulfilled my role...

'...Snap out of it!'

Slap!
Anima struck her cheek hard.
For now, staying in this carriage was dangerous.
Although soldiers were guarding the carriage... if enemy forces, wondering "why is there a carriage here," attempted to seize it first, the commander—herself—would be captured.

'I need to get out of here first...!'

Having made that decision, Anima opened the carriage door and cautiously surveyed her surroundings.
Fortunately, it seemed the enemy forces hadn't reached this area yet.

"Ah, Lady Anima! It's dangerous here!"

A soldier guarding the carriage spotted Anima and spoke in an urgent tone—
But Anima looked at the soldier and replied as calmly as possible to help him stay composed.

"I'm planning to leave this place. If it's alright, could I ask for your escort?"

"Lady Anima...!"

The soldier, understanding the meaning of leaving this place, silently stared at Anima's face—
Then, as if having made up his mind, he nodded heavily.

"...Understood! I will definitely escort Lady Anima."

"Thank you. You're a great source of strength."

Anima smiled as reassuringly as possible and slowly got out of the carriage with the soldier's support.

"Now, this way please. I will definitely keep Lady Anima... safe..."

"...?"

Anima barely managed to catch the soldier who suddenly collapsed towards her with one arm, then examined his face.
Suddenly... as if a human had malfunctioned, the expression had disappeared from his face.
Upon closer inspection... a sword had pierced through the soldier's armor into his abdomen.

"!!!"

Swoosh!

As the sword was pulled out, bright red blood gushed like a fountain from the abdomen, soaking Anima.

Thud.
The Aishers army soldier—or more precisely, what used to be a soldier—collapsed to the ground.
Behind him appeared a middle-aged man with black hair, holding a blood-soaked sword.
A large man no less imposing than Erinandorf, exuding an overwhelming aura as if born and raised on the battlefield.

"...!!!"

Anima realized something the moment she saw the man's face.
This man... was missing an eye.
He made no effort to hide his closed eye, marked by a strong sword scar.
And only then did she recognize the identity of the "Serphina army" positioned at the rear.

"...Sad Astron...?"

"Hooh."

Sad Astron.
The leader of the Astron Mercenaries, known as the most vicious among mercenary groups, especially specialized in ambush warfare.
Unlike other mercenary groups that remained loyal to a country once they pledged allegiance, they would do anything for money, earning them a reputation for lacking loyalty even for mercenaries—
But their abilities were definitely proven, making them attractive to any lord who could afford to pay them.
Were they now working under the Serphina army?

"Seems you recognize me? Khah! That's why one should become famous first. Even a one-eyed cripple like me gets treated like a person, right?"

"..."

"Anyway, you're quite pretty... bringing a carriage to this battlefield? Are all the commanders of the Aishers army this thoughtless? ...Wait."

Sad's gaze, which had been scanning Anima up and down, fixed on the cloak draped over her right shoulder.

"..."

Swoosh!

Sad quickly lifted the right cloak with his sword.
Anima didn't bother to avoid it. There was nothing there anyway.
And—upon confirming that there was nothing where an arm should be, he laughed for a while as if finding it extremely amusing.

"I see. So that's why you brought a carriage. You're quite the enthusiastic woman, just as I've heard. Anima Ingram!"

Anyone who roamed the battlefield would know that the strategist of the Aishers army was one-armed.
It was the same principle by which she recognized Sad by his missing eye.

"Well, I've caught quite an unexpected big fish."

"...!"

"Whoa, whoa. Why are you glaring at me like that? You'll ruin your pretty face. Fellow cripples should stick together, don't you think?"

Anima sensed it.
That this very moment was as dangerous as when the academy was attacked.

* * *

'...Time is running out...!'

Despite being covered in blood from head to toe, Erinandorf was somehow managing to hold his ground and lead the fight.
But he could tell that enemy soldiers from the rear were gradually approaching this area.
Not long after the battle began, he realized they were surrounded on both sides, and his plan was to defeat the Serphina army at the front as quickly as possible and then deal with the forces at the rear one by one—

"Haaaah!"

Clang!

With Irian wielding his spear at the forefront, the situation wasn't crumbling as easily as he'd hoped.

'At this rate, Anima is in danger...!'

If they continued to drag out the fight, defeat was inevitable.
Overcoming a difference in troop numbers was not easy even for an exceptional commander.
Moreover, since the rear had essentially been ambushed, they would collapse even more helplessly.

'Damn it...!'

After Anima stepped down from her position as strategist.
Erinandorf felt as if it was all his fault.
Because he wasn't skilled enough, he couldn't properly execute the strategies Anima had proposed.
And as these failures accumulated, they had ended up in this situation.

That's why he spent even more time training his body.
If there was a battle, he was the first to step forward.
He wanted to become even stronger than the excellent generals Emma and Epinel, to make Yuuri reconsider once more.

It was the same this time.
He had said she could order him to do anything. He had promised they would definitely win.
Hadn't he undergone harsh training until this day to make the impossible possible?

'Huff... huff.'

He felt his vision gradually blurring.
He had lost too much blood. He thought that if he didn't retreat at this moment, he might really die.

But.

'I absolutely cannot lose...!'

Until the very last moment... he would fight with the determination to keep his promise.
Even if it meant taking the head of that youngster Irian.
Even if he were to die here... the sole determination not to make Anima a failed strategist.

That determination alone was fiercely driving him even as his life was fading away.

"Uaaaaaaaaaah!!!!!"

Erinandorf, already half-covered in blood, began to rampage through the enemy lines with a roar.
The sight was inherently terrifying for the Serphina army.

"M-monster!"

"Don't be afraid, everyone! He's just one commander after all! Surround him and concentrate your attacks to bring him down! Akil! Berdo! Come over here! We'll take him down in one go! I'll join in too!"

At Irian's shout, the soldiers of the Serphina army began to regroup.
Several commanders appeared on horseback.

"Yes!"
"We'll follow you, General!"

'...Come... youngster...!!!'

Just as Irian was about to charge at Erinandorf with two Serphina army commanders—

Suddenly, the atmosphere on the battlefield became chaotic.

"Everyone, pull back your weapons!"
"Prepare to retreat! Fall back!"

"...?"

Irian's expression, which had been determined to charge right here, became visibly serious.
And not long after...

The Serphina army began to pull back their troops.

"...What's... going on?"

Erinandorf watched the retreating Serphina army and wondered.
What on earth had happened?

* * *

At an unknown time, in the royal castle of Balhart.

At the very moment when everyone, including Yuuri, was anxiously waiting.

Creak—

As the door to the audience chamber opened.
A young man with white hair slowly walked towards the throne.

"Swen, you've returned safely! How did it go?"

"..."

The white-haired man, Swen, knelt down and reported to his lord, Yuuri.

"...I wasn't too late."

"Really?"

"Yes."

Swen raised his head, wearing a very confident smile.
And then—he said the words she most wanted to hear.

"Don't worry. The Serphina army will retreat."

He said.
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# After I Made the Prediction "We'll Win Anyway"

Unlike Irene, who became busier with more intensive training in preparation for what was to come after my prediction of victory, my schedule hadn't changed much.
I was still helping Reika with her training.

"Um, will I really improve my skills with this kind of exercise...?"

"Indeed. Aren't you feeling the improvement better than anyone else, Ms. Reika?"

"Well, yes, but... Oh, I'm absolutely not doubting you, Swen!"

What Reika and I were doing was balancing on one foot while stretching our arms forward and backward.
We were trying to maintain balance in that position.
Since there wasn't much else to do, and I was concerned about arousing suspicion if we just meditated all the time, I was trying various approaches—this posture being one of them.
Fortunately, despite these somewhat forced training methods, Reika's skills were improving day by day.
And she, who had initially been reluctant to open up, seemed to be developing a strange sense of camaraderie with me as she followed my unusual training methods. I could feel her gradually opening her heart and sharing her stories.

"So you've been staying only inside the mansion all this time?"

"Yes... My father wouldn't let me go outside..."

After our training session—which could better be described as eccentric rather than proper training—listening to her stories had become part of my routine.
We sat side by side in the garden, talking.

"So when I first met you, you had indeed sneaked out?"

"...H-how did you know...?"

Reika looked at me with genuine surprise.
Well, considering the atmosphere at that time, her subtle expressions, and her troubled appearance, it wasn't difficult to reach that conclusion.

"Well, it was rather obvious."

"I see... Ugh."

"It's okay. I have no intention of scolding you or mentioning it to anyone now."

"..."

Reika didn't answer and half-buried her face in her knees.

'But why did Ginor keep Reika confined to the mansion?'

From what I'd observed so far, Ginor didn't seem particularly affectionate toward Reika.
He didn't dislike her either, and I could sense that he valued her in his own way... but it wasn't familial affection toward his adopted daughter. It felt more like he treated her as an important strategic tool.
In fact, he didn't care about her personal matters at all.
It would be accurate to say he was focused on her abilities as a magician.
But keeping her from going outside seemed almost like... well, like an overprotective father worried about his daughter.

'Is there some other reason?'

While I was pondering this, she gently broke the silence.

"...Still."

"Still?"

"I've been happy lately. I could go outside with you... and while getting stronger in magic was good, it was also the first time my father allowed me to... so, in many ways, I'm... grateful, I suppose... that's it."

"You don't need to explain in detail."

I smiled at Reika as she hesitated, searching for words.

"I've enjoyed it too. You're someone worth teaching, Ms. Reika."

"Th-thank you..."

She said that and then fell silent again, this time completely burying her face in her knees.
Though I couldn't see her expression... I could tell her ears had turned bright red.

Come to think of it, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

"That's right. Ms. Reika."

"...Yes?"

"Have you thought about what to do regarding the marriage matter?"

"...!!"

She jerked her head up quickly, then gasped and exclaimed:

"M-m-marriage!"

"No, well. Since it came up. You don't need to decide right now, but there's no need to think of it as difficult."

I spoke carefully, trying not to make her feel pressured.

"Since it's your life at stake, I'll convey whatever you decide. Please feel free to tell me if you don't want it. I'll withdraw the marriage proposal."

"..."

Reika kept staring at my face without saying anything.
Then, carefully, she moved her lips.

"What do you... think, Swen...?"

"...Pardon?"

"Do you... want to... m-marry... me...?"

"..."

Was it my imagination?
Did her pink eyes seem clearer than ever before?
And also... was it my imagination that I was hesitating to answer?

Marriage with Reika?
Of course, there was nothing wrong with it.
In this regard, my thinking might not have been much different from Ginor's, which I had just been contemplating.
Just the thought that she was an excellent magician, and having a connection with her would be convenient—that kind of thinking.
In fact, my initial desire to make a good impression on her was based on the judgment that "having a magician like Reika in Lunarienne's army would be convenient."

But.
Had my heart changed while spending time with Reika?
Somehow, it felt strangely difficult to simply say "I'd be happy to" in a glib manner.
It didn't seem like the right way to respond to her feelings.

'...'

I slowly examined her.
A girl who loved making cakes but was confined to her home with no one to make them for.
She had no one to share her dreams with, no friends to spend time with, yet she never complained and said she "wanted to help the world with magic" while silently following my nonsensical training.

So now it was time for me to ask myself.
Did I... want to marry Reika?
Would I want her as my wife, as a lifelong companion, even if she weren't a magician?

"I..."

Just as I was about to answer her.

"Swen. There you are."

A now-familiar voice came from behind us.
The voice of an old man.

"Father...!"

"Lord Ginor?"

The owner of the voice, Ginor, was looking at us with a very serious expression.
This was the first time he had appeared in person during our training.

"What brings you here?"

"I have something I'd like to discuss with you... How is your schedule today?"

"I've finished all the important tasks."

"Is that so? Then I'd appreciate it if you could come with me for a moment."

After saying that, Ginor looked at Reika and spoke in a stiff tone.

"You've worked hard today as well. You may go and rest."

"...Yes, I understand."

Reika bowed to Ginor, then gave me a subtle look.
I was disappointed that I couldn't answer her, but there would be time for that later...
With that thought, I followed Ginor to his study.

*

"Are you saying they've marched from Raclaine Castle?"

"A messenger just arrived with the news. It seems they've launched an attack on Hispil Castle with about 50,000 troops."

Hearing Ginor's words, I fell into thought.

'They're engaging in battle in this situation?'

Currently, Serphina's army had marched to Zelstrom Castle.
Hispil Castle, which was presumed to have sent troops, would be empty, so were they targeting that opening?
It wasn't necessarily a bad decision... but I wondered if it was right for our army to make the first move.
Given that there was a difference in the overall number of troops between us and Serphina's army, it would be more advantageous for us to conserve our forces and defend our existing territories rather than expand them.

"Was this done without our Lord's approval?"

"It seems so. Well, Lady Anima must have been given certain authority. Our Lord didn't take issue with that aspect."

'...'

I had somehow thought that might be the case, but hearing it confirmed was somehow deflating.
I recalled Anima's eyes from our previous encounter.
She had wanted to help Yuuri somehow. Perhaps this decision was made out of a desire to achieve something?

In this upcoming battle with Serphina's army, ultimately our side would win.
After all, a mind with Intelligence 100 had predicted "we will win," so it was already a determined future.
Nevertheless, I couldn't shake the sense of unease rising in my mind.

The result wasn't simply [we will win], but [we will win for now].
Would the prediction's scope include even this development—that "Anima would act on her own"?
Considering what happened at Jeilant Castle before, that was highly likely.

We will win for now.
We will win for now...

'...!!'

Wait a minute.
Could it be... that "we will win for now" meant that?

Just as I seemed to realize something, Ginor posed a question to me.

"Swen. I'd like to hear your opinion. Do you think Lady Anima's choice is appropriate in this situation?"

'Is Anima's choice correct?'

Even when I tried inputting that question just in case, the result came out as expected.

[Unknown.]

Just like when I couldn't predict the strategies of the Charam and Alrepel armies before, my predictions didn't produce proper answers when asked to pinpoint specific questions.

But it didn't matter if no result came out.
I could think based on the results that had already been produced.

"..."

"...Swen?"

"Lord Ginor. May I ask a question before answering?"

"A question for me? ...What do you want to ask?"

"You might think this is somewhat unrelated, but please answer sincerely. When do you use the phrase 'for now'?"

"...What?"

To Ginor, who looked puzzled, I asked again with a truly serious expression.

"Let me rephrase. There's a sentence: 'It will be achieved for now.' In this case, what do you think would appropriately follow?"

Ginor stared at my face strangely for a while, then finally parted his heavy lips.

"'We will win for now,' means... well, it will be achieved, but wouldn't something different from winning be presented?"

As I continued questioning Ginor—
The "unease" I had been feeling gradually began to take concrete form.

"Now a question about that different result. Between these two sentences: [It will be achieved for now. Additionally, another good result will occur.] and [It will be achieved for now. However, an unfavorable result will occur.]—which one sounds more natural? Assuming there is a much more efficient solution than the achievement itself."

"In that case, obviously the latter. As you said, if there's a more efficient solution than that answer, it would be more natural for a negative result to follow. But why are you asking such things in the current situation?"

"So you think so too?"

I had asked him the question because I thought the same way.
Yes. It wasn't just me who thought that way.

After hearing Ginor's answer, I recalled another sentence in my mind.
My prediction about the battle with Serphina's army wasn't just [we will win for now].
There was also the prediction [Negotiate with Serphina's army. That is the most efficient method].

If we met with Serphina's army and negotiated, the battle itself wouldn't happen at all. The negotiation would result in withdrawing troops.
Initially, I thought the result was "we will win for now" because "we're expending soldiers on a problem that could be resolved without fighting."
It wasn't the cleanest explanation, but it was all I could deduce with the information available to me at the time.

However, if Anima had independently raised an army from Raclaine Castle, the story changes.
Given that the battle at Zelstrom Castle hasn't ended yet, if we assume my prediction based on that battle is 100% correct... only one conclusion can be drawn.

I stood up and said:

"There's no time. Can you come with me to the royal castle right now?"

"The royal castle? Now?"

To Ginor, who seemed unable to follow the situation, I spoke with the most serious expression I'd ever shown:

"Lady Anima will be defeated in that battle."
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"...!"

When Ginor heard my words, his expression momentarily turned ashen—
Then, gradually, a look of doubt settled on his aged face.
Setting aside his initial surprise, he questioned my confident assertion that "Lady Anima will be defeated in this battle."

"Look here, Swen. After that completely incomprehensible Zen riddle, how did you arrive at such a conclusion?"

Yuuri is not Luna.
Simply going to her and explaining things wouldn't work. Ginor's reaction was proof enough.
To persuade her, I needed to flesh out this conclusion.

But then.
Why should I go to such lengths to help the Aishers army?
I've already fulfilled my duty for the kindness she showed me. No, considering that Irene risked her life to carry out the operation, I should be the one receiving something from her.
Yet if I must help, what would be the reason?

I didn't need to look far—I was currently part of the Aishers army.
Based on what Anima told me and the atmosphere of this country,
It was clear that if something happened to her, the Aishers army would rapidly collapse.
No, not just her. The same would happen if something befell Erinandorf, Emma, or Epinel.

It was obvious. They would probably recklessly commit troops in the name of revenge. Initially, they might ride the momentum of vengeance to victory, but in a prolonged conflict, they would inevitably lose to the Serphina army with its significant advantage in strength. This was so obvious that I didn't even need to use my intelligence to predict it.

The exceptional bond between these five and their solidarity forged through rising from the bottom together had its advantages, I suppose.
In these chaotic times, having people who genuinely trusted each other was an asset in itself.
After all, betrayal and deception were commonplace, and betraying one's lord wasn't even considered a major flaw in this world.
Just look at how Irene and I were getting along without much difficulty.

However.
The disadvantages were just as apparent as the advantages. Ginor standing before me was evidence of someone being strangely checked despite his abilities.
As I thought earlier, it was painfully obvious that if one of the five were to fall, the country would rapidly collapse.
If Yuuri lost her judgment and began to rampage, wouldn't that essentially mean the loss of a safe place for Irene and me to stay?

And beyond that, looking at the bigger picture from my perspective—
It wouldn't be good if the Aishers army went berserk too early and got devoured by the Serphina army.
The most ideal situation for the future Lunarienne army would be a balance maintained between Brands, Serphina, and Aishers in the central continent.

'So I need to step up here.'

Having decided to persuade, it was time to lay the groundwork.
To convince the lord, I needed to clarify the situation right here and now.

So the person I need to persuade now is Ginor.

"Lord Ginor. Would you come over here?"

Ginor looked at me quite quizzically instead of answering—
But soon approached me with a rather serious expression.

Hisfil Castle.
It reminded me of drawing maps with Irene at our home in Anel Castle.
Hisfil Castle was located in the border region adjacent to the Charam army at that time.
Which meant I had drawn maps of that area.

I found the right map from my belongings and spread it out on the table.

"Ultimately, battles take place on land."

I've played this game for over ten thousand hours.
I know almost every possible scenario. If Anima's defeat is nearly certain, I can surely figure out how she will be defeated.

'Let's see.'

If Anima departs from Raclaine Castle, there are three routes.
But I didn't need to examine each route.
She would definitely choose the shortest route, going straight up in a direct line.
Though somewhat rugged, it was the path that took the least time.

"Of the three paths, which do you think would be best for a surprise attack?"

"...You seem to keep asking questions without giving proper answers. What exactly are you plotting?"

"I'm trying to explain exactly why Lady Anima will be defeated."

"You call that an explanation?"

Ginor still wore an expression of incomprehension.
From his perspective, I probably seemed to be speaking in riddles.
What should I do here?
I could slowly explain my situation, but... now was the time to take a stronger approach.

"Yes. Please tell me. I promise to give you an explanation you'll find convincing."

"..."

If I had just been commissioned into the Aishers army, this approach might not have worked.
But I had already achieved several 'results,' and Ginor had witnessed the process up close.
While I didn't know his exact thoughts, the fact that he was trying to marry off his adopted daughter to me suggested he might take my words seriously.

After silently contemplating for a moment while looking at me—
He finally nodded slowly, as if having made up his mind, and began to answer my question.

"...If it's a surprise attack, naturally one would take the middle path, which is the shortest route."

"Is that so? I think the same."

It wasn't difficult to guess Anima's judgment.
From her perspective, she would attempt a 'surprise attack' taking advantage of Hisfil Castle being empty.
In that case, she would clearly try to arrive as quickly as possible, even if it meant pushing her soldiers somewhat.

"Wait. Since you've asked me a question, let me ask one in return. Wouldn't that be better than a one-sided explanation?"

"Go ahead."

"You mentioned a surprise attack, which means Lady Anima must have secured some basis for such an attack. What exactly is that basis?"

So he's asking what Anima is relying on to launch this attack?

I lack information to make a proper guess.
Anything would do. I needed information about this woman named Anima Ingram.

"To answer that, I must ask about Lady Anima."

"You're saying you need to ask in order to answer?"

Ginor mulled over those words several times before finally providing an answer to my question.

"...Anima, as you know, Swen, was the national strategist of the Aishers army before I arrived. If we're talking about talent, I'd say she has it. Though I couldn't observe her for long, she must have been the one drawing the trajectory of the Aishers army from behind the scenes."

"I see. What about her personality?"

"Since I left the position quickly, I don't know in detail... but I do know she's extremely cautious. Shortly after she took office as strategist, I reviewed all the strategies and plans she had proposed, and they all prioritized minimizing the possibility of failure. She also tended to withdraw immediately from strategies that seemed impossible."

"Cautious, is it? That's good enough. It helps. Then she must have determined whether there are troops in the castle or not."

"That seems most plausible."

With a cautious personality, she wouldn't have attempted a surprise attack recklessly.
Yet, according to my reasoning, she will be defeated in that battle.

There were many possibilities, but they could be condensed into two main scenarios:

First, encountering some natural disaster.
Second, troops actually being present in Hisfil Castle.

Let's exclude natural disasters for now.
Without being able to predict them accurately, there's no guarantee it won't be a natural disaster. No matter how low the probability, the possibility of lightning or a meteorite falling on the Aishers army couldn't be completely ruled out. Even if that happened, the result of defeat wouldn't change.

But right now, I needed to convince Ginor. And beyond that, I needed to convince Yuuri.
Imagine saying with a very serious face, "Lady Anima's forces will be defeated because lightning will strike them."
How would she, or even Ginor standing before me, take such a claim at face value?
Despite my being someone who once called down a meteorite from the sky, believing in something as absurd as a natural disaster was unrealistic.

So it couldn't be a natural disaster; it had to be a more plausible story that anyone would find convincing.

That leaves the second conclusion—

"There are troops in Hisfil Castle... troops that she couldn't detect despite checking."

"Undetectable troops? Again, you're saying things I don't understand."

"But it's the truth. Since troops can't appear from the sky or disappear into the ground... they must be hidden somewhere..."

As I examined the map intently, something caught my eye.

"...Huh?"

"?"

Near Hisfil Castle and Raclaine Castle. Specifically, to the southeast of Hisfil Castle, there was a not-too-high mountain range surrounded by forests.
I pointed to that location.

"If troops were to be hidden... it would be here."

If they were hidden here, it would add credibility to the fact that "Anima will be defeated." It's the perfect place to ambush from behind.

"An ambush? ...That raises a strange point."

"What is it?"

"You just asserted that 'Anima will be defeated.' But Anima is leading more than 50,000 troops. To defeat her, wouldn't there need to be at least that many troops? It doesn't seem possible to ambush such a large force in that area."

As he said, it would be extremely difficult to ambush an army of over 50,000 in this area.
Let's say they somehow managed it.
But while troops are sent down to attack from the rear, how would they defend the empty Hisfil Castle?
This didn't lead to a definitive scenario where Anima would be defeated.

But it still seems like an ambush is correct...
Given the definitive prediction, I needed material to be confident about.
What am I missing?

'Let's change perspective.'

That's as far as I'll go with guessing Anima's actions.
From now on, let me think as if I were Serphina.

"The fact that they set up an ambush... suggests that the Serphina army anticipated an attack from the Aishers army. Do you agree?"

"Agree or not, there's no other possibility, is there? There's no need to set up an ambush for no reason."

"Then... Serphina has laid a trap...?"

"A trap?"

Yes.
As I voiced my thoughts, the picture was becoming clearer.
This is Serphina's trap.

"They deliberately emptied the castle to lure in Lady Anima. Even the cautious Lady Anima was made to believe there were no troops in the castle."

"A trap."

Ginor looked at the map, checking the spot I pointed to several times.

"So you're saying this? They set out troops to lay a trap, ambushing them at this point in the mountain range, and that's why she'll be defeated?"

"Wait. That's not enough. If Lady Anima was deceived... not from the south where the mountain range is, but from another direction...?"

'Huh?'

That's right.
Anima must have moved after confirming that the Serphina army had marched somewhere.
But where?

I checked the map again.
Below Hisfil Castle is Raclaine Castle.
Going straight to the right through rough terrain leads to a fork toward Jelstrom Castle and Valhart Castle.
Above is a castle belonging to the Serphina army.
And to the left... was a castle belonging to the Brands army.

The top is irrelevant. There's no reason for the Serphina army to withdraw troops to the rear. If they had, Anima would have won, not lost. That contradicts the conclusion drawn from my predictions.
If it's the right, Anima sending troops to Hisfil Castle would lead to victory. They could intercept from Valhart Castle. Besides, messengers would have arrived reporting enemy troops coming this way. So that's excluded.
If it's the bottom, that's Raclaine Castle. From our army's perspective, there's no reason to go out for interception when we could simply hold the fort. Anima, having served as a strategist, would have this much sense.

What remains is the left.
The territory of the Brands army.

"The Serphina army attempted to march toward the territory of the Brands army. That's why... Lady Anima seized the opportunity. There's no other explanation."

If they were to march out, this would be the most natural direction.
In fact, it was the only option for Anima to consider a 'surprise attack.'
So... did they pretend to march left, then quickly redirect their troops to the ambush site?

'No. There's not enough time.'

Based on the map, they would inevitably encounter Anima's forces before reaching the ambush site.
Even if they returned as quickly as possible, they would only reach about the midpoint between Hisfil Castle and the Aishers army.
In that case, depending on the situation, Anima could still win. It means the enemy troops came out instead of fortifying.
If they did fortify, it would be even stranger. From Anima's perspective, she could simply withdraw her troops, and it would seem like an unnecessarily complicated movement for such a minor outcome.

And as I was thinking that far:

"Hmm... when exactly do they set up the ambush? Are you suggesting that the Serphina army has more troops than we're aware of?"

"...Ah."

Hearing his words, I inadvertently let out a sound.
At that moment, my foggy mind suddenly became very clear.

"Your words are correct, Lord Ginor."

"...What?"

"The ambushing troops... already exist!"

"!!!"

[The Serphina army's forces are not just the main force at Hisfil Castle.]

With that thought, all of Serphina's actions fell into place perfectly.
It even explained why they deliberately emptied the castle.
Everything they did with troop movements wasn't pointless but seemed to be part of a plan from the beginning.

"First, they deliberately move troops westward to make the Aishers army mobilize."

"After confirming Lady Anima's departure, they quickly withdraw and head south of Hisfil Castle. They might not reach the ambush site, but it doesn't matter. There are already troops in ambush."

"Here, the Aishers army can fight back or flee, but it doesn't matter. The additional ambushing troops can surround them from behind."

"Therefore—"

Now I could finally see it clearly.
The picture of Anima's defeat.

"Lady Anima will be defeated in this battle."
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"....."

After hearing my explanation, Ginor stroked his chin for a while with a troubled expression.
Then, looking straight into my eyes, he asked.

"Yes. Everything you say makes sense. If Anima loses, things will likely unfold as you described. But... how can you know all this in such detail?"

"If we assume defeat, the possible outcomes become limited."

"That's not what I mean."

Ginor stared at me.
No... to be precise, it wasn't exactly a stare. He was certainly looking at me sharply, but... it was something slightly different.
I had received such a gaze once before.

At Anel Castle, after the Northern Fortress defense battle.
Back then, Lynn, who was my lord at the time, looked at me with that same gaze.

Fear.
In Ginor's slightly trembling eyes, I caught a momentary glimpse of fear.

"How can you be so certain about defeat? How do you know that's how it will turn out?"

"....."

"Let me continue while we're on the subject. You act as if you know everything. There was a similar incident before. When you said there would be a surprise attack on Valhalart Castle. Even then, your words carried absolute certainty and confidence. And indeed, everything happened exactly as you said."

"Even I don't know everything in this world. Who could? Besides, we're discussing critical matters. What can a man accomplish if he lacks confidence in such situations?"

"Evading the most crucial part of the question isn't a good habit, but I would have answered the same way if I were in your position, Swen."

As he said this with a hollow laugh, I felt a strange sense of kinship with him.

"Very well. Since you've made your deductions, let me make a few of my own. Is that alright? I promise not to take too much of your time."

"Go ahead."

"I still think there's a high probability that you're right. After all, your story makes sense and everything fits together. Moreover, it's coming from you, Swen, not just anyone else. I believe there's a high chance you'll be right this time, just like before. In fact, I'm starting to think that perhaps your predictions have been accurate since before you arrived here."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Let me be frank while we're on the subject. The public believes that Lynn Brands lost an exceptional general in Irene Juliet, but... I think losing you might have been an even more painful blow to the Brands army than losing General Irene."

"Me? Haha. You exaggerate. I was merely a sidekick to General Irene."

"The Brands army began to decline after you came over to our side."

"Which also happens to be after General Irene came over."

"You were the one who called upon the heavens to drop a boulder."

"As I told you, I'm not a magician and can't use magic. You've seen your daughter, so you should know."

"That daughter of mine has shown remarkable progress after following your training methods."

"The training is merely for show. Her talent is simply blossoming now."

"...Ha!"

Ginor sighed deeply—
Then, for the first time, he threw his head back and began to laugh heartily.

"You really don't back down, do you!"

As he said this, laughing uproariously at whatever he found so amusing, I realized something.
This was the first time I had seen him laugh.

After a few minutes had passed.

"Swen. It sounds crazy, but I have to ask."

"What is it?"

"Can you perhaps see the future?"

After finishing his question, he began to stare at me intently.
The fear I had briefly detected earlier was no longer present.
Instead, the emotion in this shrewd strategist's eyes was... fierce curiosity.

"....."

"Is it magic? Can you see the future through magic, Swen?"

Seeing the future, he says.
Well, if knowing the outcome of future events counts as seeing the future, then yes, I suppose that's accurate.
But I can't accept that.
How can something that only provides predictions within a limited scope, and only when specifically questioned, be considered magic?

"Forgive me for being disrespectful."

"There's no need to hold back at this point. Speak freely."

"Seeing the future through magic? Your delusions are quite severe."

"Ha! That's rich coming from someone speaking to a man whose daughter actually uses real magic."

"But isn't it true? If I could see the future, wouldn't I be making more impressive claims rather than walking this tightrope?"

"It's different if the future you can see is limited. For instance, perhaps you can determine whether a war will end in victory or defeat... but not why it happens that way."

"...!!!"

Oh no.
I almost twisted my expression in surprise before barely managing to control myself.
To reach that conclusion just from our conversation...
Have I been underestimating Ginor?

'Intelligence 99 is no joke, is it?'

Suddenly, I recalled the phrase that had sent me to this world.
Come to think of it, Ginor was the one who had said those words.

I responded with the most composed expression I could manage.

"An interesting hypothesis."

"Well. Reflecting on our previous exchanges, I'm not so sure it's merely a hypothesis."

He said this with a twitch of his lips.
I never thought Ginor Nighthart would be a person with such expressive facial features.
It felt as though the mask of sociability he always wore had been removed.

'Suddenly reminds me of old man Kein.'

He too only revealed his true self to me at the very end.
I wonder if he's doing well?
Unaware that I was thinking about another general, Ginor nodded exaggeratedly and said to me.

"Of course, I understand why you can only respond that way. You can't reveal your abilities to just anyone. What gambler shows their hand?"

"....."

"Very well. I'll help you convince our lord. I've talked too much. Let's head straight to the royal castle."

It seemed that Ginor, based on the information he had, had arbitrarily concluded that I was a 'magician' with the ability to foresee the future.
It was a fundamental misconception, similar yet entirely different... but it seemed easier to use his misunderstanding than to explain everything.
After all, I hadn't actually confirmed his words.

From the beginning, hasn't it been the misconceptions of others that I've exploited multiple times to survive with this ability?

I quietly followed behind Ginor as he took the lead.

*

"Really? You're saying there's an ambush?"

"Yes. Please approve this operation, my lord."

Ginor bowed his head to Yuuri, pleading.

As soon as we arrived at the royal castle, the situation was quickly explained.
What particularly impressed me was Ginor's eloquence.
Honestly, compared to my explanation, which was just a hastily assembled collection of sentences creating "the most plausible possibility," his explanation carried much more convincing power.

"But from what I've heard, isn't the ambush just speculation? I don't think Anima would move so rashly without considering such possibilities..."

"My lord. I hesitate to say this, but I once served directly under Serphina von Aingart in my younger days."

"...!"

Well, that made sense since he had been the Imperial Chancellor.
It was natural for him to have connections with the imperial family.

"She is an extremely cunning person, with a nature like that of a snake. Among the imperial family members, Serphina was particularly cold-blooded. She is exceptionally skilled at setting traps to deceive people. There's a possibility she used some method to reassure Anima."

After hearing Ginor's words, Yuuri momentarily let emotion seep into her voice.

"Are you saying Anima is the kind of person who would be deceived by Serphina?"

"....."

Ginor, who had been explaining smoothly until now, was suddenly at a loss for words.
Well, when logic is confronted with emotion, even the smartest person would be speechless.
Perhaps I should step in here.

"It's precisely because it's Anima that we need to take action."

"...What?"

For someone who prioritizes emotions, it's effective to touch on those emotions.
I put on the most apologetic expression I could.

"As you said, there's a possibility that there is no ambush. Our actions might end up being a waste of provisions, or even time. But this is Anima we're talking about, who has always been by your side, supporting you. If an ambush does exist, something truly irreversible could happen."

"...!!"

At the words "irreversible," her expression was visibly overcome with shock.
I appreciated straightforward people.
The more straightforward a person is, the easier they are to persuade.

"Provisions can be bought with money. While time cannot be reversed, wasting time is far better than putting Anima's life in danger. Don't you agree?"

Yuuri thought for a long time after hearing my words.
It was Ginor who urged her on.

"My lord. Please listen to Swen this time. I, Ginor, earnestly request it."

"...Ginor."

Yuuri looked at Ginor for a moment—
Then, with a faint smile, she said.

"Ginor, to think there would come a day when you would plead so desperately for someone else."

"I am merely doing my utmost for you, Lady Yuuri."

Instead of responding to his words, Yuuri turned her head to look at me and asked in a serious tone.

"...So, how should we respond?"

"We need to take two simultaneous actions."

"Two actions?"

"First, we need to send reinforcements from our side. However, that will take time to prepare. The marching speed of the troops won't be very fast either. They will likely arrive after the situation has already concluded."

"Then what's the point of sending them?"

"Exactly. That would be the case if there wasn't a second option."

I spoke with a very confident expression.

"I will make Serphina's forces, which I believe are positioned at the front of Anima's army, retreat back to Heisel Castle."

"What?"

Make them retreat.
Both Ginor and Yuuri seemed to understand what I was saying.

"Are you planning to spread false information?"

"Yes."

I nodded at Ginor's words.

"We'll spread false information to Serphina's army that Heisel Castle is under attack. That will cause Serphina's forces to retreat."

*

As I left the royal castle, I was lost in thought.
Spreading false information—the strategy of deception.
In the game that serves as the original source for this world, it was a tactic used to deceive enemy forces in the field and make them retreat.
Just as Ginor had once used the "strategy of betrayal" against the Brands army in collaboration with the Allepel and Charam armies, it was clear that this "strategy of deception" definitely existed.

The problem was how to actually implement it.

In the game, you simply clicked on "Strategy," selected "Deception," clicked on the enemy forces, and ended your turn, with success or failure determined by your intelligence stat.
But this wasn't a game; it was reality.
Nothing would change unless I took direct action.
It was the same with my verbal duel with Farfalle back then.
In the game, it was just a rock-paper-scissors-like mini-game where you pressed buttons and health decreased based on intelligence stats, but in reality, I had to develop logical arguments based on evidence.

'I don't think they'd fall for it if we just sent a spy to the enemy camp claiming Heisel Castle was under attack...'

For false information to be effective, it needs to have credibility that would make anyone believe it.
How could I add that credibility?
As I was lost in thought, Ginor casually spoke to me.

"Well, we've succeeded in persuading our lord. I hope your words prove correct."

"Don't worry about that."

"Well, since you've 'opened the mind's eye' with magic, I'm not worried. Your words will probably be right."

Opened the mind's eye?
I had no idea what nonsense he was talking about, but I decided to let him continue with his misunderstanding. It was less troublesome that way.

"Is there anything else I can help with?"

"No. From here on, it's an area I need to figure out on my own. Your help with the persuasion was enough. Don't you have other appointments?"

"A strategist's duties are all quite similar. Apart from observing Reika's training results in the evening, I have no special plans."

"Training results?"

"Once a week, I check that child's current abilities. You can think of it as confirming her learning progress. Her magic has improved significantly. She's now reached a level where she can easily topple a few trees. Still woefully inadequate for the battlefield, though."

"Is that so?"

Since we always spent our time meditating or doing meaningless activities together, I hadn't regularly checked her magic abilities.
Has she developed that much without difficulty?
At this rate, she might become a magician much faster than in the game's history.
Talent is more frightening than one might think... As I was having such idle thoughts.

'...Oh?'

A thought crossed my mind.
She's reached a level where she can easily topple a few trees?
Perhaps... could I use that?

"Lord Ginor."

"What is it?"

"I have a request for you. It doesn't involve you moving directly."

"What is it? I'll help if I can."

I turned my head to look him in the eyes and said.

"Would you mind lending me your daughter for a while?"
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Swen, Reika, and a few guards assigned by Ginor.
We were wearing hoods to cover our faces, riding in a carriage at maximum speed toward Heisel Castle.
As expected of soldiers assigned by Ginor, they were aware that Reika could use magic.
They seemed like private soldiers belonging to the Nighthart family, and since their numbers were small, Yuuri didn't appear to mind them.

"Wow..."

Reika had been gazing outside the carriage for quite some time.
As if trying to absorb every detail of the scenery, the blue world was clearly reflected in her pink eyes.

"..."

I observed Reika's profile.
She was certainly quite cute.
A gentle face with fair, white skin.
Unlike Irene Juliet, who had developed slight muscle tone from walking the warrior's path on battlefields, Reika's body looked soft and tender, as if she had been sheltered in a mansion away from sunlight.
There were many women in this world, but few who emphasized their femininity from head to toe like Reika did.

"...Ah."

Reika, who had been staring intently outside the carriage, finally noticed my gaze. She began flailing her arms in embarrassment, her eyes wide.

"T-t-this... th-that's not... I-I mean! I mean...!"

I was tempted to enjoy her obvious embarrassment a bit longer.
But continuously teasing her wasn't really my style.

"You seem to be enjoying the scenery quite a bit?"

"What? Oh... well, leaving the Balhart domain is my first time since Father was commissioned into the Aishers army... so..."

I see.
That would explain her interest.

Then.

—Grumble.

"...Ah..."

Reika's face turned bright red all the way to her ears.
Without making a fuss, I offered her a hard wheat bread from my pocket.

"Would you like some?"

"Ah, I... well."

As she covered her mouth with her hand, not knowing what to do, I spoke as casually as possible.

"Don't hesitate. I'm not hungry."

"...Th-then...!"

Reika reached out with her white hand to take the bread, then took as big a bite as she could.
Of course, "as big as she could" from her perspective was merely nibbling at the corner edge of the bread.
Watching her hold the bread with both hands while munching, I thought she oddly resembled a hamster.

Peaceful.
Compared to what we were going to do, this scene was excessively peaceful.

"It would be nice if this were just a pleasure trip. The weather is good; we could have packed delicious lunch boxes for a picnic."

"N-no... From what I heard, Father said there was something I absolutely had to do..."

"Come to think of it, it's surprising that Ginor allowed this."

Though Ginor was someone who wouldn't permit her to leave the mansion—
For some reason, he agreed to my request without any objection.
It was good for me that I didn't have to argue unnecessarily, but... if he was going to allow it so easily, why had he kept her so tightly confined before?

...Well, it didn't really matter to me either way.

"I was surprised too... It must mean there's something very, very important I need to do. Nom."

She finished speaking and continued nibbling at the bread.

"By the way, do you know what we're going to do?"

"I just heard that I should properly help you, Swen... I don't really know."

"Aren't you worried?"

"Huh?"

"You came out without knowing how you're supposed to help."

With Reika's personality, I expected her to be flustered and confused in this situation.
Perhaps saying something predictable like, "H-how could someone like me possibly..."
She clearly had skill, but always seemed to lack confidence.

But.
She turned her head to glance at me—
And then gave an answer I hadn't expected.

"Not really... You called for me because of my magic, didn't you, Swen?"

"Yes? That's true, but..."

"Then... it's fine. I'm confident... nom."

Oh?
Though her voice was timid, there was no pretense in her words.
She genuinely didn't seem worried about it at all.
Well, following me meant going to a battlefield. Though she seemed a bit flustered, she didn't appear frightened, so perhaps she was extraordinary in her own way.

"Is that so? It's good to have such confidence."

"Hehe... if it's about magic, I'm confident I can be of help..."

"...?"

I noticed something subtle hidden in her sentence.

"What do you mean by that?"

"...Huh?"

She looked at me with clear eyes, as if wondering if she had said something wrong.

"If you can help with magic, what about other things? Reika, you're good at other things too, aren't you? Like baking."

"Oh... no. Baking is just... a hobby. The only way I can truly earn my keep is by using magic... and reading mana."

After saying this, Reika—
Showed me a slightly sad smile I had never seen before.
That kind of smile. I had seen it before.
Back when Irene hadn't yet let go of Lynn Brands, she used to wear that same fragile smile.

"Um... Swen. You know I'm an adopted daughter, right?"

"Yes."

"I... actually... before Father took me in, I was an orphan with no one in the world."

Though this was information I already knew... what I knew was just the "orphan" setting written in Reika's character description.
It wasn't the path that the living Reika had walked.
So, in essence, I was hearing this for the first time.

"I see."

"Father recognized my talent... and when he adopted me, he told me something. That my ability to read mana was meant to help me become someone who would save this world... that if I could properly use this power, I would surely accomplish great things."

She kept her head bowed, maintaining a calm tone.
This girl who often trembled and slightly stuttered... was now speaking very clearly, without interruption.

"So... I must use magic. That's what Father—what this world—wants from me."

"..."

"I'm truly happy. Someone like me, without a family, was born with this ability... the ability to use magic, which means I can become a hero of this world. If I can contribute to creating a peaceful world... that's enough for me."

After saying this, Reika smiled brightly and then said, "Ahaha, I sound like I'm showing off..." while scratching her cheek with her finger.
Seeing her like this... I felt something welling up inside me.

"Reika."

"Yes?"

"You're lying, aren't you?"

"...Eh?"

Reika's eyes trembled slightly when she heard my words.
But... I had no intention of taking back what I'd said.

"Is that really enough for you? Being able to become a hero, is that satisfying?"

"What? Well... th-that would be my reason for existing—"

"No, Reika. People don't have specific reasons for existing. We simply exist because we were born and continue to exist."

"...!"

Reika looked at me in shock after hearing my words.
This might be a very radical idea in this era, but... I really wanted to tell her this now.

"I acknowledge that Reika as a magician is impressive. With your power, you might indeed establish peace in this land, as Ginor said. But that doesn't mean you have to be a magician. If there's something else you want to do, you can choose that. I don't think anyone has the right to criticize you for not following the path of a magician. Reika who isn't a magician is still Reika. That alone has enough value."

"Ah..."

After saying this, I inwardly laughed at myself.
Though I spoke these words as if I knew better, wasn't it truly ironic?
The very reason I approached Reika in the first place was because she would become a powerful magician in the future.
Yet here I was, telling her "you don't need to follow the path of a magician."

Why exactly had I felt that surge of emotion when I saw her expression?
Was it because I saw Irene in her?

As I was confused by the words I had unconsciously spoken—
Her timid voice reached my ears once again.

"Um... th-that. Well..."

Just like before, she bowed her head...
And with a bright red face, carefully spoke to me.

"Th-thank... you."

"..."

I was about to say something like "It's nothing, don't mention it"—
But somehow, those words wouldn't come out.
Instead of speaking, I did the same thing Reika did.
I bowed my head and remained silent.

As an awkward silence filled the carriage—
With perfect timing, a soldier's voice was heard.

"We have arrived, Lord Swen."

Phew.
Wiping away the cold sweat that had somehow formed, I looked at Reika and said:

"...Shall we get out?"

"Ah, yes, yes...!"

*

"This is..."

We were in front of a watchtower outside the Heisel Castle walls.
This watchtower was where archers would position themselves during a siege, but since there was no battle currently, it was completely empty.
There were many such watchtowers along the castle walls, and I had correctly guessed that this one would be vacant because its location was relatively awkward for posting guards.
Well, if there had been people here, I had other plans anyway, so it didn't matter.

"Reika. Do you see that watchtower over there?"

"Ah, yes...!"

"I need you to destroy that watchtower."

"What...?"

That's right.
The decisive reason I brought Reika.
It was to create a situation where "some kind of problem occurred at Heisel Castle."

To create false propaganda, you need one plausible truth to support it.
After all, propaganda itself doesn't exert its true power unless you mix a few drops of truth with all the lies.

[Heisel Castle's watchtower collapses] -> [The soldiers inside the castle are surprised and report this fact to the royal castle] -> [We insert a spy among the soldiers to inform the enemy camp of this news] -> [After cross-checking with the report from the soldiers who came from the castle, they sense that something has happened and retreat for now.]

This was my version of the "Empty Fort Strategy."

In fact, since a watchtower suddenly collapsing was actually happening, it wasn't completely an empty fort—
But no matter how mysterious the incident, it wasn't something that would cause an army to retreat.
That's why the spy's role was important.
I judged that if we spread news dramatically, like "a rebellion is about to break out in the castle," we could possibly pull it off.

'Since my Intelligence is 100, I hope that will influence the success rate of this strategy.'

Most likely, it won't work that way.
It hasn't so far.

I explained this plan roughly to Reika.
She nodded, looked at the watchtower a few times... and then spoke.

"...Yes. I think I can do it. Destroying a watchtower like that...!"

"As expected of Lady Reika. You're reliable."

"R-really? Hehe... thank you."

After that, I explained my strategy to the guards as well.
Once the watchtower was destroyed and the commotion began, they would infiltrate the enemy camp.
The armor they wore had Serphina's military emblem engraved on it, so they would most likely be able to deceive them.

"Understood. We'll keep it in mind."

Good.
Now that the explanation was over, all that remained was to begin.

"Reika. I'll leave it to you."

"Yes...!"

Reika nodded, slowly closed her eyes, and then stretched out her hand to concentrate... easily creating a fireball above her palm.

Now I just need to wait until she grows it to a usable size— I thought at that moment.

'Huh?'

I realized something was making my vision dazzle and turned my head.
The rapier hanging at my waist... was suddenly glowing brightly.

'What? Why is it doing this?'

Never having experienced this before, I drew the rapier from my waist.
The green ceremonial rapier was now shining more intensely than the sunlight.

And the moment I drew it.

"Uh, uh...?!"

Reika, who had been concentrating on gathering the fireball, suddenly seemed surprised and startled.
The fireball in her hand... flew toward where I was standing.
No, to be precise, it began to gather at the tip of the rapier I was holding.

"Huh? Lord Swen?"

"Wh-what's going on?!"

Whoosh!

I stumbled back, not fully comprehending the situation.
Actually, this "stumbling" was almost forced upon me.
The fireball caught on the tip of the rapier began to burn at the edge of the blade and started growing exponentially.

"Wh-wh-what?!"

An unexpected situation.
Startled, I shook the rapier as if trying to shake it off.
Yes. I truly had no idea what was about to happen at this point.

Swoosh!

As I shook the rapier, the now enormous fireball detached from its tip and flew rapidly toward the walls of Heisel Castle.

Wait, it should be aimed at the watchtower, not the wall!
Even if Reika's magic had become stronger, a fireball powerful enough to destroy a few wooden structures would at most scorch the castle wall.
If I had been in a more relaxed situation, I might have had such thoughts.

Of course.
Reality had no intention of giving me such leisure.

BOOM!!!!!!

"...!!!!!"

The massive fireball that flew from the tip of my rapier struck the wall of Heisel Castle.
With a tremendous roar, fierce smoke blocked our view.

And... after some time had passed.
Cautiously opening our eyes... an unbelievable sight unfolded before us.

"This... this is...!"

In the wall protecting Heisel Castle...
There was now a perfectly clean, massive circular hole.
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What's happening right now?

The guards standing behind me and Reika were the first to grasp the situation.

"T-this can't be...!"

And then—
As the guard's voice reached us—
Like being released from Medusa's curse, Reika and I slowly regained our senses.

"This is..."

"S-Swen...?! W-what on earth...???"

When my mind snapped back to clarity, my first thought wasn't about why this happened or why the rapier had been glowing.

We need to get out of here as quickly as possible.

That single thought rapidly dominated my mind.

"Ms. Reika, let's go back!"

"Y-yes...? Eh? B-but—"

"There's no time. Come on, hurry!"

Reika could barely respond properly.
Her pupils were trembling visibly, clearly showing her bewilderment—
But she immediately took my outstretched hand.
I was almost grateful she didn't waste time hesitating.
I quickly shouted to the guards.

"Bring the carriage! Forget about the mission. We need to return to Balhart Castle immediately!"

The stunned guards nodded after hearing my words.

"U-understood!"

The guard quickly calmed the panicking horses, then helped Reika and me into the carriage.
The guard who had originally been assigned the mission of "infiltrating enemy territory" now joined our hasty retreat.

In my rush to escape, I failed to notice—
That beyond the cleanly opened hole, a person was standing there.

* * *

"What was that?!"

"What was that sound just now?!"

The eastern wall of Hispil Castle was destroyed with a tremendous boom.
This news spread incredibly quickly to all key figures within the castle.
Of course it would—the collapse of the wall created an enormous sound, and acrid smoke poured into the castle interior.

And as it happened, Serphina, who had come to personally direct the operation, quickly received this information and arrived at the scene accompanied by Lord Yuan and one of the castle's generals.

"Lady Serphina, this way...!!"

Following the soldier's guidance, they arrived at—

'This can't be...!'

A hole so enormous it seemed unreal.
At this point, it was less a hole and more like a passageway.

"What on earth happened here?"

"I-I don't know! There was suddenly a loud boom, and then the castle wall had collapsed...!"

Breaking through castle walls typically requires siege weapons at minimum.
Of course, what kind of weapon could create such a clean, circular hole was unclear, but that was a secondary concern.
There had been nothing beyond the castle wall to begin with.
If someone had brought siege weapons, they would have noticed.

"Couldn't anyone identify who did this? What were the watchtower guards doing?!"

At Yuan's thundering question, the soldier stammered awkwardly.

"W-well... this area isn't visible from any of the currently manned watchtowers... I-I'm sorry...!"

"You call that an—"

"Wait."

Serphina raised her hand, stopping Yuan.
Yuan immediately closed his mouth without any retort.

"..."

She turned her head to check the positions of the watchtowers.
Indeed... it would be difficult to monitor what happened here from those positions.
Moreover, beyond this hole, there was nothing but forest. There was hardly any need to monitor this area.
She couldn't blame the soldiers for not prioritizing surveillance here—she herself wouldn't have considered it important either. It wasn't her style to blame the workers after an incident had already occurred.

"Never mind. What's done is done. Anyway, there were no traces of anyone in the vicinity?"

"Yes, that's correct...! We searched the area but found nothing. It's truly baffling...!"

'...'

An impossible situation had occurred.
But once it had happened, it was no longer impossible.
There must be some cause and effect relationship.

Was it an earthquake?
No, that would have caused damage over a wider area.
Did the wall collapse due to poor construction?
That wasn't a realistic assumption either.

She tried to extract every possibility from her mind, but these were all she could come up with.
Neither in historical records nor in her own lifetime had such an event—
"A sudden boom followed by a hole in the castle wall"—ever occurred.
How was she supposed to make sense of this?

"...Yuan."

"Yes, ma'am!"

"Have the deployed troops retreat immediately."

"Retreat, you say...?"

"Yes. We'll postpone the attack on the Aishers forces."

"U-understood!"

After Yuan withdrew.
Serphina was left alone with her thoughts.

Despite the situation, no sign of panic could be read on Serphina's face.
Though she wasn't a superhuman perfect in all things, she knew what attitude someone in her position should maintain.
As a leader, showing signs of anxiety was forbidden.
She was walking a tightrope made of rules she had set herself, somehow managing to keep her balance.

In any case, since this had happened, it was clear that "someone" had done "something."
And if that was true, there was no guarantee this was the end.
This wasn't a supernatural phenomenon. Something must have been done to create the situation before her eyes. If so, she needed to prepare her soldiers.

'This is truly absurd. Almost as if... someone used magic...'

Yes.
If she had to explain this realistically, magic was the only answer.
And as the word "magic" came to mind—the topic naturally led to "that man."

"So... I suspect that man might actually be a mage."

"On what basis?"

"Well, it's a much more plausible theory than sudden natural disasters occurring because someone prayed to the heavens."

'Magic...'

Jena had mentioned it. That there was a high possibility a mage had appeared.
So was it really magic?
It was hard to believe... but considering the giant boulder falling from the sky and the sudden hole in the castle wall, it seemed the most likely possibility.

And one more thing.
Serphina had just ordered a retreat from what had been a favorable battle.
Given what had happened, withdrawing to defend the castle was a rational decision.
But who would benefit most from this action?

'The Aishers forces.'

And what was the current affiliation of that white-haired man?

Just as she reached that thought—

"M-my lord!"

A soldier rushed urgently toward Serphina.
Beside the soldier stood a middle-aged man.

"What is it?"

"One of the territory's residents was nearby when the hole was made, so we brought him here!"

"What?"

Fortunately, there was a witness?
The man, who introduced himself as an ordinary farmer, reported everything he had seen to her without omission.

"Because of the smoke, I couldn't see clearly... but I distinctly saw a hooded man and woman fleeing!"

"Do you remember any specific details about their appearance?"

"T-that... as I mentioned, the smoke was so thick... I couldn't make it out. I'm sorry...!"

"...No. Then let me ask one more thing. About their physical characteristics."

"Physical characteristics, you say?"

"For instance, if they had distinctive hair colors."

At Serphina's words, the man fell into thought, then nodded as if remembering something.

"Now that you mention it..."

"...!"

If the man's hair was white, she could be certain this was magic.
Thinking this, she waited for his answer.

"The fleeing woman's hair color was one I've never seen around here. It was pink."

"...Is that so?"

"Yes. That's all I can remember... I'm sorry."

A woman with pink hair?
It was as rare a sight as a young man with white hair, so it wasn't useless information... but it wasn't decisive evidence either.

"...I understand. I appreciate your cooperation."

After sending the man away, Serphina sank back into thought.
If what the man said was true, the hooded pair presumed responsible for this incident had fled... but why had they done this in the first place?

Having reached that point in her thinking, Serphina roughly organized the pieces of information she had and let out a brief sigh.
There was no point in overthinking a problem that wouldn't be solved that way.
Though they had fled, there was still a possibility they might attempt something "magical" again, so she needed to focus on defending the castle.

"Hasla."

"Ah, y-yes, ma'am!"

The male general who had been silently following the situation jumped in surprise at Serphina's address.

"Gather troops to guard this area immediately. Handle it similarly to guarding the castle gates."

"U-understood!"

"Good. I'm counting on you."

After saying this, Serphina quickly departed.
The male general who had been accompanying Yuan watched her leave and thought:

'She... knew my name...!'

It was her nature to remember the names of her officers, no matter how insignificant they might be.
In that moment, another person became captivated by her overwhelming leadership.

* * *

"..."

The carriage returning to Balhart Castle was utterly silent.
Neither I nor Reika initiated conversation.
We didn't even have the presence of mind to talk. I couldn't even comprehend what had just happened.

'The rapier suddenly started glowing... and Reika's fireball was drawn into my rapier. Like it was a magnet.'

Then, the fireball grew to an impossible size at the tip of the rapier's blade—
And after I swung the rapier a few times, it flew in the direction the blade was pointing.

Objectively analyzing the situation, it seemed my rapier had amplified her magic.
The problem was that I hadn't been aware of this capability at all.

'Did this decorative item have such an ability?'

I've invested 10,000 hours in this game.
10,000 hours!
That's an absurd amount of time when converted to minutes.
Because of this, I was confident I knew everything about this game. My confidence in navigating with my Intelligence 100 brain came from believing there was nothing about this game I didn't know.

But...
I only just discovered that this decorative item could amplify magical power.

As I began to think the situation might be more serious than I'd thought.

'Come to think of it...'

I suddenly recalled when I obtained this item.
Ginor's advice, "explore this area," had come up as the optimal action.
My prediction aligned with his. Exploration was the best action our forces could take.

It was just exploration, when you think about it.
And what I got was just a decorative weapon.

Would an Intelligence 100 brain declare that obtaining a merely decorative weapon was the optimal action?
At the time, I simply dismissed it as "well, at least I got an item"... but while this world was based on a game, it wasn't the game itself—it was reality.

The same applied to when I obtained gold while with the Luna forces.
I got gold, used it for relief efforts, made myself known, and subjugated two mercenary groups.
It started with gold but didn't end with simply acquiring it.
Thinking about it that way, it wasn't so strange that this item could amplify magic, and that it was discovered in the nation where Ginor—who had Reika as his adopted daughter—belonged.

'How many moves ahead am I expected to see?'

Is Intelligence 100 supposed to let you see several moves ahead just like that?
It was truly bewildering... but at least I could complete the assigned mission.
Regardless of the details, after what happened, any competent lord would withdraw their troops. With that level of destructive power, they could lose the castle.
It might take them time to reach the conclusion that it was magic, wasting mental energy on unnecessary deductions, but that wasn't bad for us either.

'Right. No matter what happens, I'll act as if I knew it all along.'

With that thought, my complicated mind felt clearer.
As I relaxed, I naturally noticed Reika trembling.

"...Ms. Reika."

"Ah, yes...!"

"Don't worry too much. You did well."

"...That..."

"Although the result was a bit different from what we expected, we succeeded thanks to you."

"..."

Reika didn't answer, but I didn't add anything further.
She must have a lot on her mind.
After all, she had just witnessed firsthand the destructive power her magic could possess as a lethal weapon.
At times like this, people need time alone with their thoughts.

"Um... we've arrived."

As the carriage stopped.
I slowly helped Reika out of the carriage.

Suddenly, I was reminded of when I visited Lynn Brands as an envoy of the Lunarian forces.
Yes. Let's try once more, like back then.
As if everything was going according to my plan, I headed toward the royal castle of Balhart.

*

"Swen, you've returned safely! How did it go?"

To Yuuri who welcomed me, I replied with the most composed expression I could manage.

"...We weren't too late."

"Really?"

"Yes."

I smiled.

Act like someone who knows everything.

With that in mind, I slowly parted my lips.

"Don't worry. Serphina's forces will retreat."

"Really? The strategy was successful?"

"That's right."

"Phew..."

Yuuri sighed in relief and said.

"Actually, while you were away... a messenger arrived. I heard that Anima is in a difficult situation. Everything you said was right."

That part proceeded according to my prediction as well.
I had prepared an excuse in case a natural disaster occurred, but it seems my concerns were unfounded.
Of course. What are the chances of another meteor falling from the sky?

"They urgently requested reinforcements. Thanks to your advance warning, we had already sent help, but I was still so anxious..."

She said this, then with a slightly choked voice, sincerely thanked me.

"Thank you so much... Swen."

A close save... I suppose?
I simply bowed my head and answered.

"If I've been of service to my lord, that is enough."

I hope this wraps up well, I thought to myself.

*

Ch.99 - Chapter 99. Battle Of Hisphil Castle, Aftermath
"Sh-shall we begin...?"

"Yes. Please get ready."

This place was the mountain behind Valharat Castle, not too far away.
In front of a vast lake, Reika and I were conducting a sort of experiment.

"W-well then...!"

Reika closed her eyes and created a fireball in her hand once again.
I checked the rapier I was holding.

...It's not glowing.

'What's going on?'

No matter how long I waited, there was no sign of anything changing.

I spoke to Reika to summarize the situation.

"That's enough, Reika. I don't think we need to see any more."

"Ah, yes...!"

Reika easily erased the fireball from her hand.
What I had just been trying to experiment with was whether this rapier, if it was a magic amplifier, could be used regardless of the situation.
And the results of that experiment had just come in.

All this trouble coming to the lakeside to prepare for any contingency, and for nothing.
To be honest, I had somewhat expected this outcome. After all, if it could react to magic, the weapon should have sparkled when Reika demonstrated in front of me.

'Are there conditions?'

If there are conditions, what could they be?
I considered asking Reika about "what the conditions might be," but since it wasn't directly related to national matters, the prediction result would likely be something like "unknown."

"Um...."

"Ah."

Reika approached me with a worried expression as I was lost in thought.

"Um, what's happening right now...?"

"I was hoping it might work like it did before, but it doesn't seem to be working."

"..."

Reika seemed to recall what had happened earlier and wore a frightened expression.

"Reika?"

"Swen... I think magic might be much more impressive than I thought. Will I be able to control this power properly...?"

She spread her pale palm open and stared at it.
Her voice and her slender arms were trembling.

She had probably only experienced magic as creating fire or ice in her hands until now.
But going to the battlefield means—directing those things at living people.

Of course, in these turbulent times, she would have somehow accepted that fact. During her orphan days, she would have understood how the world works, and as someone who had survived thus far, she wouldn't be thinking of idealism now. If she had such thoughts, she would have refused to learn magic in the first place.

But what if she directed that firepower not at castle walls but at a gathering of soldiers?
Perhaps with one gesture of her hand, dozens of lives would be extinguished in an instant.
Having confirmed that her ability exceeded her calculations, it's natural for her to feel anxious.

I slowly placed my hand on her trembling shoulder.

"It's alright, Reika."

"Swen..."

"Your power is for protecting everyone. We fight to protect... if you don't lose that heart, you'll be able to control any power."

"A heart for protection..."

Reika heard my words and seemed lost in thought, saying nothing—
Then slowly nodded.

Though she didn't answer, I could notice her trembling gradually subsiding.

'Anyway, it's difficult to figure out the activation conditions right now.'

Just as I was thinking it could have been quite useful if used properly while looking down at the rapier—

"Um... Swen."

"Yes?"

"That sword... would you let me hold it for a moment?"

"This?"

I pointed to the green rapier.
Nod.
She silently nodded her head.

It's not without an edge, but... since it's basically a ceremonial weapon, nothing dangerous should happen.

"Here you go."

"Thank you...!"

Reika respectfully received the rapier I handed over with both hands, then gripped its handle and closed her eyes.
I could see her taking slow, deep breaths... and after a while, she slowly opened her eyes and said to me.

"There's... mana inside."

"What?"

"This sword seems to absorb mana."

It absorbs mana?

"How can you tell?"

"When I close my eyes... I can feel something flowing inside this sword. I felt something similar when the fireball I created was drawn to this sword. So I thought I'd check..."

"Then why isn't it working now?"

At my question, Reika pondered for a while, then spoke in a very cautious tone.

"I'm not certain, but... perhaps the mana hasn't gathered yet...?"

"The mana hasn't gathered... I see."

Just as I was about to sink into thought, I noticed her continuing to fidget.

"Is there something else you'd like to say?"

"What?! Ah, well, that is...!"

It seems my words hit the mark.

"You can speak comfortably."

"It's just that... it's not accurate information, just speculation..."

"I make my living on speculation too, you know."

At my words, Reika answered in a shrinking voice.

"Is that so...? But you're such an amazing person, Swen..."

"As amazing as you say I am, I want to hear what Reika has to say. Isn't that enough?"

"Uuugh..."

She blushed at my words, seemingly embarrassed.

"So... well, I think meditation might have helped...?"

"Meditation?"

"You've always done it with me, right...? Every time I meditated with you, the flow of mana inside me became more and more clear. And, well, since you've been carrying this weapon... I thought maybe it was influenced by your meditation or something like that..."

Oh?
Now that I heard it, it was quite a plausible explanation.

From my perspective, meditation was just a way to pass time, but I did meditate.
Moreover, Reika, a magician, testified that she "felt magic gathering" every time we meditated.
Didn't we often come to the mountain together because she said mana overflowed here?

'So... it's like a "battery" that's been fully charged?'

There are still a few more things that need to be verified—
But still, I felt like I had somehow found a small clue in a situation where I couldn't see anything ahead.

I slowly approached Reika.
The way she looked up at me was strangely cute, and before I knew it, I was patting her head.

"As expected of Reika. You've been a great help."

"Ah... y-yes..."

With her head bowed and her ears turning red, she kept thanking me over and over—
For the first time, I wondered if this is what it would feel like if she became my wife.

*

And, a few days after that.
The usual morning scenery was a little different today.

"The lord has issued a summons?"

"Yes. A soldier I met on my way to the barracks told me."

Before the day had even begun.

Irene, who was heading to the barracks for her duties, told me as I was preparing to go out.

"What's it about?"

"I don't know that much... but the soldier who came to me had an urgent expression on his face. It seems like something serious. Swen, do you have any idea?"

'An idea, huh.'

Honestly, I wasn't completely without suspicion, so I naturally felt a bit uneasy—

'Let's go see first.'

When the lord calls, one simply heads there.

"Let's go see. Then we'll know."

"Hmm. Let's do that. It's been a while since I went to the royal castle with you."

"Were you waiting for a day to be with me?"

"What? W-waiting, I didn't mean it like that...!"

Seeing Irene blush clearly at my words, I smiled leisurely.

"I was waiting."

"...?!"

"Was it okay for you not to be with me, Irene? I was lonely in many ways. We've been acting separately lately, so our time together has decreased."

"B-but, after missions... w-we're always together at night...!"

"So we're always together at night?"

"No, that's not what I meant...!"

Irene was wide-eyed and flustered.
Though she wore a ghostly expression on the battlefield, I found it endearing how she showed such a relaxed side in front of me.

"Th-this isn't the time, Swen...! I'll deal with you later, but for now, shouldn't we head to the royal castle...!"

I could have teased her more by asking if she really meant to "deal with me" later, but there was no need to go that far.
I laughed lightly and headed to the royal castle with her.

On the way, I exchanged a few more silly jokes with Irene... and in my own way, I was erasing the anxiety rising within me.

*

When we arrived at the royal castle.
The uncomfortable something floating in the air began to press on me more and more.

"The atmosphere seems particularly heavy."

Irene must have felt something similar to me, as she spoke in a very grave tone.

"We might need to prepare ourselves."

And so, we cautiously headed to the audience chamber.
In the audience chamber, all the generals working at Valharat Castle, including Ginor, were gathered.
Yuuri's figure was not yet visible...

After waiting for a few minutes.
Yuuri approached the throne with a very dark expression and sat down.

And soon after—
The anxiety that had been lingering somewhere in my heart became reality, staring down at me clearly.

"Anima has... been captured by Serphina's army."

As Yuuri uttered those words in a trembling voice—
An atmosphere heavy enough to suffocate people began to float inside the royal castle.

Ch.100 - Chapter 100. Where That Compass Points
Anima had been captured.

In a situation where no one dared to speak freely, Yuuri kept her eyes closed, unable to utter a word.

"......"

I just hope she doesn't make a rash decision.
It's not like Anima has been killed—she's just been taken prisoner.
Given Serphina's quick calculations of advantage, she wouldn't simply kill a prisoner as valuable as Anima. As long as Yuuri doesn't make any unnecessary impulsive moves, there would surely be a way forward.

How much time had passed like this?
She slowly opens her eyes.
Her pupils were visibly trembling, enough for anyone to notice.
She looked extremely anxious.
Her expression seemed to say that she couldn't understand how things had come to this.

After gathering everyone and remaining silent for quite some time, Yuuri finally turned her head toward Ginor and parted her tightly closed lips.

"...Ginor, I'm sorry, but could you handle this for me?"

Rather than acting impulsively, she's entrusting it to her strategist first.
If she can't properly control her emotions, this is certainly the best decision.
It seems she's not the ruler of the five for nothing.

"Yes."

Ginor nodded lightly, then briefed us on the current situation in Yuuri's place.

"Castle Lord Anima Ingram used her authority to launch an invasion of Hisfil Castle. You all already know this much. However, things didn't go well—she's currently been captured by Serphina's forces, as I understand it."

"Then... what about General Erinandorf...?"

"......"

Ginor answered the officer who asked the question with a grim expression.

"He's currently resting."

"If he's resting...?"

"He sustained serious injuries."

Erinandorf Arisian had been seriously injured.
At this news, the veteran officers of the Aishers army began to whisper among themselves.

"How could this be... What exactly happened?"

"I heard he recklessly charged into enemy territory alone to save Anima."

Just hearing the story, I could naturally picture what had happened on the battlefield.

Serphina's forces retreating with Anima as their prisoner, and Erinandorf, upon hearing she'd been captured, charging into enemy lines alone with his club.
The bond between the five was connected much more deeply than that of ordinary officers who had merely drunk her blood mixed with wine—risking one's life to save another wasn't strange behavior at all.
The two of them perfectly illustrated the fatal flaw of "deep bonds," as if someone had painted a picture of it.

"I heard that if reinforcements had arrived even a little later, it could have been a disaster."

"Reinforcements...? Ah, are you referring to the troops that were deployed a few days ago?"

"Yes. You wouldn't have known their destination since it wasn't disclosed except to the commanding officer, but those were the troops deployed toward Raclaine Castle."

Upon hearing this, murmurs once again spread throughout the room.
Though this time, the feeling was somewhat different.

"As expected of Lord Ginor...!"

"So Lord Ginor had sent reinforcements in advance...!"

"......"

Ginor glanced subtly in my direction without changing his expression after hearing the officers' comments.
I slowly nodded.
How the officers of the Aishers army judged me was beyond my concern.
I didn't mind if the plan I had conceived was credited to Ginor.
After all, I was going to leave anyway.

"Wait a moment. Then, perhaps Raclaine Castle too...?"

"Didn't I just say? We sent reinforcements. The castle wasn't lost either."

At that moment, a female officer standing next to the man who had been asking questions raised her hand.

"I heard there were strange phenomena detected at Hisfil Castle. Is that related to our forces?"

"I'm not sure about that either. It seems something we don't understand occurred. Thanks to that, Serphina's forces retreated, which was fortunate for us."

That's a lie.
Ginor had a pretty good grasp of what had happened.
Well, I had told him everything.
I shared information exactly as I had speculated about how Reika's "ability" had been amplified and such. There was no need to hide anything from him.

He said things like "It seems you predicted this would happen," but in any case, he accepted it.
Since that day, after saying strange things to me about seeing the future with his mind's eye, Ginor had shown great trust in my words.

After the questions ended, a brief situation report followed.
Our allied forces that joined as reinforcements somehow managed to rescue Erinandorf.
Although troop losses were quite severe, we hadn't lost the castle, and Serphina's forces had taken Anima as a prisoner—a very simple explanation.

"That's the situation our forces currently face."

"......"

The royal palace fell silent once again.
Ginor briefly looked at Yuuri, then addressed all of us with a question.

"If anyone has opinions on what we should do next, please speak freely."

At that moment.

The sound of the palace doors opening was heard, followed by a woman's voice.

"I'm late. My apologies."

A female knight wearing armor with a lot of blue fabric walked steadily toward us.
It was Emma.

"Emma...!"

"It seems you've just arrived."

Yuuri and Ginor greeted her lightly.
She was currently staying at Zelstrom Castle with Epinel.
By the way, the battle at Zelstrom Castle had resulted in our victory, as I had predicted. Originally, the prediction that "we will win" wasn't about the battle at Hisfil Castle, but about the outcome of the defense of Zelstrom Castle.
Had she rushed here after hearing the news?
Since Epinel, the castle lord, would have many duties to attend to, it wasn't strange that Emma had come instead.

"Yuuri. What exactly happened?"

"Well..."

"I'll explain the situation here."

Ginor briefly explained the current situation to Emma.
Emma nodded and expressed her opinion.

"It seems there's only one thing we need to do."

"And what would that be?"

"Isn't it obvious? We must go rescue Anima."

As expected, Emma immediately proposed an aggressive approach without hesitation.

"I believe everyone here, not just the strategist, would agree on how important Anima's name is to our Aishers forces. Yuuri, you think so too, right?"

"That... well."

"What? What's with that expression?"

Emma approached the trembling Yuuri and began to shout at her accusingly.

"There's barely enough time to give orders, what are you doing?!"

"...!!"

"This is no time for you to be like this! Anima has been captured! Why aren't you giving the order to rescue her immediately?!"

This is outrageous.
No matter how strong their bond, how could a mere officer behave this way toward her ruler, especially in front of everyone?

"General Emma, what are you doing! Mind your manners!"

"......"

Only after hearing Ginor's words did Emma bite her lip and fall silent.
Even after witnessing this scene, the officers couldn't say anything.
It was Ginor who managed to bring order to the situation.

"General. This incident will absolutely not be overlooked. After this meeting concludes, regarding General Emma's conduct—"

"Ginor, I'm fine..."

Yuuri spoke in a faint voice to the agitated Ginor.

"It's okay... For now, please... think about what we should do..."

"......"

And at that moment.

"I... have something I'd like to say."

An unexpected voice came from beside me.
It was Irene.

"Speak, General Irene."

"I believe that mobilizing our army to attack in the current situation could be very dangerous in the long term. Given that our existing forces at Raclaine Castle have been reduced, launching an offensive first would not be a good choice."

In response to Irene's words, Emma spoke in an extremely heavy tone.

"General Irene, are you saying this? That we should give up fighting to rescue Anima because it's dangerous?"

It was a sharp voice, intimidating enough to make listeners shrink back, but—
Who was Irene?
She was a woman who had endured various passive-aggressive attacks from Lynn Brands, who was second to none in terms of being insidious.
As I expected, she responded with a polite yet unwavering reply, showing no signs of being affected.

"Emma. I absolutely do not think that way. Anima is an extremely important person to the Aishers forces. I simply wish to say that fighting is not necessarily the only solution."

"If not fighting, then...?"

"Negotiation."

Irene said, her purple eyes gleaming.

"If we can bring Anima back through dialogue, we can avoid bloodshed."

"Negotiation..."

As expected, Irene was an exceptionally capable woman.
Both in expressing her opinions and in her battlefield achievements, I was becoming increasingly convinced that officers like her were rare.

"But I can't even imagine what the Serphina forces might demand..."

"Nevertheless, I believe it's still a better method than war. Please consider this carefully, my lord."

After finishing her words, Irene bowed her head toward where Yuuri was standing.
Yuuri couldn't say anything... she was just trembling.
One of the five had merely been taken prisoner, yet she was shaken to this extent.

'Is this why she can't become the unifying ruler?'

Ginor approached Yuuri and asked her.

"What will you do, my lord?"

"......"

"My lord. Please regain your composure. Anima is still alive. To rescue her, it is you, not anyone else, who must keep a clear mind."

After hearing Ginor's words, Yuuri finally let out a long sigh and spoke.

"Everyone... I'm sorry. To Ginor, to Emma, and to all of you who gathered here... I think I've shown you a discomposed side of myself..."

What could we say when our ruler spoke like that?
We could only bow our heads and wait for her to continue.
Although she still looked anxious, glancing around—she addressed us in a somewhat calmer voice.

"First, those who think... we should go to war, please raise your hands."

Emma and several other officers raised their hands.
But—their number was clearly small.
In truth, many officers couldn't help but agree that advocating for war in this situation would be reckless.

Anyway—
Since the question had been asked, I should do what I needed to do.

'Is going to war the right approach?'

[No, it is not.]

An answer within the expected range.
So, negotiation then?
I was concerned about what to do if negotiation wasn't the answer either, but that concern didn't last long.

"...Those who think we should try negotiation?"

'Is negotiation the right approach?'

[Yes, it is.]

The answer came immediately.
In fact, even before directly confronting the enemy, I had thought that "direct negotiation would be most efficient," so I was already thinking negotiation was the right choice.

...Or so I thought.

[However,]

'Huh?'

My prediction, which usually came immediately, flowed out with a very slight delay.

[It depends on heaven's will.]

'...What?'

What did it say?
Surprised by the answer that was somewhat different from before, I entered the question once more.

'Is negotiation the right approach?'

[Yes, it is. However, it depends on heaven's will.]

Negotiation is right, but it depends on heaven's will...
The compass was once again pointing in a profoundly mysterious direction.

What does this mean?
"Depending on heaven's will" doesn't literally mean heaven decides, but rather that it's in an unpredictable realm—meaning it changes based on how I act.
Does that mean I can determine whether this negotiation succeeds?

'...How??'

How could I possibly determine the weight of the negotiation?
I'm not a ruler, I have nothing, I'm just a mere officer.
It's not up to Serphina's forces who are the negotiation counterparts, but somehow up to me, an ordinary officer? No matter how I thought about it, I couldn't understand.

'Wait.'

Come to think of it, wasn't the previous prediction similar to this?
It said [Negotiate directly yourself], so it was essentially sending me then too.
But why didn't it say "depends on heaven's will" at that time?

'What exactly is there that keeps trying to send me directly?'

At this point, I almost wanted to participate in the negotiation myself out of stubbornness.

Regardless of my deep thoughts—
The discussion continued, and finally Yuuri spoke in a voice that suggested she had made a big decision.

"...Emma. I'm sorry, but I'll follow the majority opinion here. I know it's frustrating... but I don't think recklessly waging war is the right choice either... And I believe Anima would think the same."

"......"

Emma seemed a bit dissatisfied, but she eventually nodded.

"You're the ruler, Yuuri. If we can save Anima, I don't care what method we use."

"...Thank you for understanding."

A ruler seeking understanding from her subject.
Normally I would have found it quite ironic, but right now there was no room in my mind for such meaningless observations.

"Then, we'll proceed with negotiations. As for the envoy... Lutz, can you hear me?"

"Yes, at your command!"

At the mention of Lutz, a man answered loudly.

"I'd like you to take on this task... what do you say?"

"If you command it, how could I not obey? I will certainly bring Lady Anima back safely from Serphina's forces."

"Good. As for conditions... what would be best... Ginor, what do you think?"

"The most manageable would be money. Considering our current available funds, we could pay up to 7,900 gold."

"7,900? Is that really enough? Serphina's forces aren't suffering from financial difficulties, are they?"

"The more funds we have, the better. It's a large amount compared to a request to release a prisoner. It would be difficult for Serphina to refuse such terms."

At that moment, as the conversation was progressing before me.

I suddenly raised my hand.

"Excuse me, may I say something?"

"?"

"Swen?"

At that moment, not only Yuuri and Ginor, but everyone's eyes turned toward me.
But... given that the outcome of this negotiation was said to depend on heaven's will, I couldn't remain silent.

"Regarding the envoy for the negotiations."

"Is there a problem?"

In response to Yuuri's question, I nodded and said.

"Instead of the person currently designated, may I go as the envoy?"

Ch.101 - Chapter 101. Things Unknown Until You Face Someone
Hearing my words, Yuuri tilted her head in confusion.

"Swen, you want to go?"

"Yes, that's right."

"Why? I mean, I don't mind you going... but do you have some reason?"

A reason.
I can't exactly say that something in my head is strongly demanding my involvement and I'm curious about what's happening.
As I was contemplating what to answer—

An unexpected person came to my aid.

"Let's follow Swen's wishes, Lord."

"Ginor?"

"He is skilled in eloquence, specialized in negotiating demands from opponents. I've heard he has a record of successfully completing several major negotiations in the past. Given that the cunning Serphina is our opponent, sending him would not be disadvantageous."

"Really? That's the first I've heard of it."

I maintained a composed expression while keeping my head bowed, trying not to show my surprise.
To be perfectly honest, what Ginor was saying was something he had made up on the spot.

I had conducted a few negotiations before. The achievements I made while serving in Luna's army could be considered fairly decent.

But—I had never told him what I had done.

So his words could be seen as him helping me by making appropriate endorsements.

Even though it was just an improvised statement, his current position as "National Strategist" and his background as the "Imperial Chancellor" made his words sound extremely convincing.

"Hmm... if Ginor says so. Lutz, I'll have Swen handle this instead, so you can continue with your previous mission. Is that okay?"

"...How could I refuse? I will follow your orders."

Lutz answered with a slightly disappointed expression, then glanced briefly in my direction.
Perhaps he felt he'd missed an opportunity to earn merit.
I could feel his gaze wasn't particularly friendly, but I let it pass.

You wouldn't have achieved the best outcome anyway.
You should actually be thanking me.
The opponent was none other than Serphina. She might even behead an envoy without hesitation—that's the kind of woman she was.

"Then, Swen. I'd like you to act as an envoy and make contact with Serphina's army."

I bowed at the waist to show respect.

"I will certainly bring back results that will satisfy you, my Lord."

"Good."

Yuuri closed her eyes briefly, then stood up from the throne and looked down at our faces.

"...Everyone, thank you for gathering despite this sudden summons. Our Aishers army never abandons family. Just as we're doing our best to rescue Anima now, all of you are precious family to me. Don't forget that fact, and I'd like you to focus on your duties until you're called upon. Understood?"

"Yes! We will keep that in mind!"

With the soldiers' response, the brief meeting concluded.

"Swen. You can rest for a while until I call for you later."

"Yes."

As many people left the royal palace and I exited the audience chamber, Irene approached me.

"Swen. Do you have some kind of plan?"

"A plan?"

"Whenever you volunteer like this, it's always because you have a plan already in place."

A plan.
I only have predictions, not really a plan.
There's no need to hide that fact from Irene.

"I'm just going to face it head-on. Sometimes you have to collide with something for a path to open."

"Is that so?"

Irene smiled faintly at my words.
It was that very smile that had always supported me.
Her red side-locks swayed slightly, beautifully framing her fair face.

"Yes. I believe in you, Swen. Though I'm worried because Serphina's reputation is quite bad... I think you'll do well."

"..."

Instead of answering, I gently took her hand.

"...!"

Perhaps because I suddenly took her hand.
She looked at me with a startled expression, then slowly—
eventually... accepted my touch.

"You're going to the barracks, right? I'll walk you there."

"Ah? Um... yes."

She said that, then lowered her head with a blushing face.
At times like this, she's truly, truly adorable.
I wonder what Lynn Brands found so disagreeable about such a woman.

At that moment.

"I apologize for interrupting."

Turning my head at the sound of a man's voice, I found Ginor had somehow appeared behind me.

Irene immediately let go of my hand and showed her respect.

"Hello, Strategist."

"Hmm. General Irene. I'd like to have a word with Swen, if you could spare us some time?"

Irene glanced at me briefly.
I nodded slowly without saying anything, and she easily understood what my gesture meant.

"I understand. Then I'll excuse myself first. Swen, I'll see you later."

It's a bit disappointing that we can't go together, but it can't be helped.

"Yes. See you later."

After Irene left, I walked slowly toward the outside of the royal palace, matching Ginor's pace.

"Thank you for helping me earlier. Honestly, I wasn't sure how to convince them."

"I helped because it seemed like what you wanted... but do you have something in mind?"

When I didn't respond, Ginor slowly nodded.

"It seems you've seen a future where you must go in person."

"Are you starting with that again?"

"Whether it's just talk or not, the negotiation results will tell us. Since you're going in person. Isn't that right?"

Ginor said that with a raised corner of his mouth.
I chose to keep quiet rather than respond further.
I didn't want to risk having my abilities truly identified by saying something unnecessary.
It was actually helpful to me that he had this misconception.

Ginor, perhaps not wanting to upset me, didn't bring up the topic again.
Instead, he raised a slightly different subject.

"She's a good general."

"Pardon?"

"I'm talking about General Irene."

Ginor spoke while looking in the direction Irene had gone.

"Among the soldiers, there's abundant praise for her character. When you're the National Strategist, you can't help but know how commanders are evaluated in the field, even if you don't want to. Even Emma, who is highly respected in the Aishers army, doesn't receive that level of praise. She seems to have truly succeeded in winning the hearts of her soldiers."

"Well, she's always diligent. She treats soldiers with sincerity, doesn't spare her life on the battlefield, and is completely loyal to our Lord."

"Is that why?"

"What?"

I turned to look at him, wondering what he was suddenly talking about.

"Why she was chosen by you."

"...Excuse me?"

"Swen, the woman who will become your first wife."

"..."

I momentarily lost my words as I stared at him.
But he maintained his seriousness throughout, as if he couldn't understand why I was reacting this way.

"Am I wrong? That's how it appears to me. You two are already living in the same place, aren't you?"

"...That's true."

"Then it's practically the same as having decided to marry. Surely you don't mean to say you have no such thoughts?"

No such thoughts...
No.
His words were correct.
Irene isn't here right now... so there's no need to hide it.

"As you say, I do hold feelings for Lady Irene."

"I see. The person who will become your wife will also be the sword and shield that protects you."

"That may be so... but it's just me having feelings for her unilaterally."

"Swen."

Ginor looked straight into my eyes after hearing my words.

"A woman doesn't make such expressions toward someone she doesn't have feelings for."

"What?"

"I saw it from behind. The way General Irene smiled at you. That was the look of someone in love."

"..."

Hearing that, I recalled her smile from just moments ago.
It was indeed a very loving face.
If that face truly contained love... does that mean Lady Irene also has feelings for me?

"No, more importantly, why are you suddenly talking about this?"

"Well, it's just an old man's whim. The older you get, the fewer interesting things there are in life. And."

Ginor looked at me with a light smile.

"While a sword and shield are good, I wanted to suggest that it might be better to have someone who can use magic like yourself by your side as well."

"You're being quite direct now."

"What's there to hide at this point? If you become family with me, General Irene would also become my in-law. Though she may be more accomplished than my daughter, my daughter could certainly be of help to you. She also has a good temperament that would support you well. What do you think? Would you consider it positively?"

"Ginor."

"What is it?"

"Were you always like this?"

"Ha!"

Ginor laughed heartily at my words, then patted my back a few times before walking ahead.

"Whatever you thought of me, I'm just a weak old man who doesn't want to be on bad terms with you. Well then, excuse me."

I stood in place, watching Ginor disappear, then let out a quiet sigh.

Truly, you can't know a person until you meet and talk with them directly.

Lunarienne, Lynn, Yuuri.
Irene, Reika, and even Ginor.

Information about them. Their age. Their abilities. Even if I knew all these things by heart... until I met them, it was as good as knowing nothing about them.
If that's the case, perhaps I...

'Maybe I don't know anything about Serphina either.'

With that thought, I continued making my way out of the royal palace.

* * *

The royal palace of Hispil Castle.

"The wall repairs have been completed, my Lord."

Serphina, seated in the lord's chair, showed a satisfied expression as she listened to Lord Yuhan's report.

"Well done. Please inform all the commanders who were assigned to the work that they can return to their original duties."

"Yes, understood!"

Just as Yuhan was about to leave.

"Wait."

"What is it, my Lord?"

"What is the current situation with the captured prisoner?"

"You mean Anima Ingram. Well, the situation remains the same. He keeps his mouth shut and says nothing."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. I heard they tried to persuade him several times, asking if he would serve you... but he refuses to eat and remains completely silent."

"..."

Is he staging some kind of silent protest?
Well, they must hate me.
It's because they hate me that they stepped into the trap I laid.
It would be troublesome if he died from refusing to eat.
Not because his life was precious, but because letting a captured prisoner simply die wasn't a particularly efficient approach.

"Yuhan."

"Yes."

"Guide me to the underground prison."

"Are you planning to interrogate him yourself?"

"Yes."

Yuhan bowed deeply and answered loudly.

"Yes, understood! This way, please."

"..."

Serphina rose from her seat and followed Yuhan, making her way to the prison where Anima was being held.

Ch.102 - Chapter 102. A Cruel Joke
# In the Underground Prison of Hisfil Castle

Inside the underground prison of Hisfil Castle.

Anima, who had been imprisoned here recently, was consuming only minimal water while refusing all food from Serphina's army.

"Hey."

"......"

"Hey! Answer me!"

"......"

"...Good grief."

Although the guard occasionally tried to speak to her, Anima consistently maintained complete silence.
Since the guard hadn't received any special instructions, he didn't particularly try to engage her further—

'If this continues, her life could be in danger.'

Having to return with the meal he had brought, exactly as it was when he arrived, wasn't particularly pleasant for the guard either.

Just as he was thinking that he should probably ask his superiors about the protocol again, his ears caught—
The sound of footsteps approaching.

Wondering who it might be, he turned his head... and there stood the absolute ruler with golden hair, the person at the very top of his life's hierarchy.
Someone more noble than anyone else, more elegant than anyone else.
If a crown of absolute authority truly existed on the continent, she would be the only woman worthy of wearing it.

"Greetings, my Lord."

Serphina addressed the guard who was bowing respectfully.

"Report the situation."

"As I've already informed you, she continues to refuse meals. It seems she's only consuming the minimum amount of water necessary for survival."

"I see."

Serphina turned her head slightly to the side.
Quickly recognizing this as a signal to leave, the guard bowed once more before swiftly exiting the place.

Left alone, Serphina headed toward Anima's cell with an impassive expression on her face.
Upon arriving, she found a one-armed woman sitting slumped with her head bowed, saying nothing.

"Anima Ingram."

"......"

Though there was no response from her, Serphina didn't particularly seem to mind.

"Do you intend to continue this foolish display? Even your master wouldn't want you to come to harm."

"......"

"I don't know what you're thinking, but this isn't resistance or anything of the sort. It's just childish, self-destructive behavior. It has no meaning and will change nothing. I heard you were an intelligent person, but it seems that's not particularly the case?"

Eventually, Serphina asked with a completely emotionless tone:

"Anima Ingram. Let me ask you directly. Would you consider working under me from now on?"

"...What?"

At Serphina's words, Anima finally broke her silence.

"It's exactly as I said. I've heard about your talents. I'm wondering if you'd be willing to use those talents for me from now on. Well, I don't expect you to agree, but if you change your mind, I wouldn't be opposed to taking you in."

Hearing those words, Anima slowly raised her head and glared at Serphina.
In her eyes... there was anger that seemed ready to explode at any moment.
It was such immense killing intent that it would have consumed an ordinary person, but Serphina remained unfazed, staring directly back into her eyes.

"...Don't make me laugh."

"......"

"Even if it costs me my head, I have no intention of working under you, Serphina."

Though it was an undeniably provocative statement—
Serphina didn't even raise an eyebrow, responding in the same composed tone with which she had made her proposal earlier.

"I see. That's unfortunate."

Her words suggested disappointment, but she didn't look disappointed at all.
After that response, Anima spoke with even more hostility.

"I'll never forgive you, Serphina von Aingart. I will... I will kill you with my own hands."

"I hear that kind of talk often. Even without you saying it."

"Ha! You'd better remember that. If you don't cut off my head now, I'll cut off yours with my own hands."

Anima provoked her again.
But no matter what she said, she couldn't shake the golden-haired absolute ruler before her even slightly.

"I don't have a habit of damaging goods that have fallen into my hands, struggling with their own inability to resist."

"What did you say...?!"

"Isn't it good news? With your capture, Baranga Yuuri Aishers, whom you serve, has essentially had a weakness exposed to me."

Crack!
At those words, the anger inside Anima finally began to erupt.

"You... you damned woman!"

"Go ahead and struggle. See what happens. You probably can't even struggle properly since you haven't been eating, but even if you somehow managed to muster the strength, you know well that nothing would be resolved. Because you're intelligent. Aren't you?"

"Ugh... ugh... ugh!!"

Bang!

Anima pounded on the iron bars a few times, then glared intensely at Serphina—
But Serphina, of course, wasn't intimidated at all and maintained her gaze from above, speaking calmly.

"Let me give you some advice. You should eat your meals."

"What...?"

"Didn't you just boast that you would kill me with your own hands? First, you need to preserve your life to kill me. As someone who served as a nation's strategist, you should take responsibility for your words."

"...!!!"

Anima stared at Serphina, her face turning pale.
From the moment she had walked in and started speaking, Serphina had maintained the same expression.
An ambiguous expression that could be interpreted as bored if one thought it was boredom, or intimidating if one thought it was intimidation.
An expression with lifeless eyes, yet not without burning determination within—a cold, distant expression that seemed untouchable.

"......"

Anima slowly bowed her head—
And only then did she pick up the rye bread placed in her cell and begin to devour it.
An animal-like meal with no regard for manners or dignity.
With the sound of her chewing in the background, Serphina turned and began walking away.

And at that moment.

"...Fiviola Academy."

"!!!"

When Anima uttered that name—
For the first time, Serphina was shaken, if only for a fleeting moment.
With her back turned, Anima probably didn't notice, but Serphina's composure had definitely wavered.

"It's not an unfamiliar term to you, is it? A place you erased simply because it was sponsored by your competitor."

"......"

"It's not just Fiviola Academy. Serphina, there are many more people across the continent who are targeting you. Someday... you'll be caught."

After those words, the sound of hurried eating resumed.
Serphina left the prison without looking back or responding.

After returning to the royal castle.
Serphina sat in the lord's chair and fell into thought.
It was a story from the past that now felt like a distant memory.

"Brother. Why... why did you do such a thing?! What did the people there do wrong—"

"Shut up! This is the only way! To prevent that stupid brother from inheriting the throne, I must somehow consolidate power!"

"But...!"

Slap!

"...Don't overstep your bounds. Understand?"

"......"

After briefly recalling what had happened long ago, Serphina slowly closed her eyes and erased the memory of the past once more.
There was no point in dwelling on it now.
From the moment she decided to shoulder the name of Aingart, the great vessel containing the revival of the empire—she had to become the emperor who would unify the empire.

Recalling the past memory naturally brought to mind the image that had been haunting her thoughts.
A recurring dream.
The image of herself looking happy, meeting a deeply missed person in a deeply missed place...

Me?
Could I... be happy with someone?

'What a terrible joke.'

Serphina stopped her thoughts and closed her eyes, leaning back in her chair.
A ritual she repeatedly performed whenever her mind became troubled.
After sighing briefly several times... she could return to being the person everyone wanted her to be.

After organizing her thoughts and slowly opening her eyes—
She could once again become the absolute ruler and the tyrant of the north.
Someone who could calmly withstand countless murderous intents.

Though she wasn't sure if this was the most efficient method—
Nevertheless, believing it was the best option.

Just as she had done until now, she would simply continue moving forward.

* * *

"Here's a total of 6,900 gold. The travel expenses you'll need are in the pouch at the very top of the box. There's an additional 1,000 gold inside, which should be plenty."

I accepted the wooden box.
It was filled with gold coins, the mere sight of which made one feel abundant.

"Thank you."

"Thank me...?"

"For carrying it all the way here. It must have been heavy."

"Not at all. It's simply my duty. Still, thank you for your concern, Sir Swen."

The soldier who had prepared the carriage said this while saluting me.
If I had enough strength to function properly as a person, I would have moved myself...
Unfortunately, because I had a body that couldn't handle emergencies unless I conserved my energy as much as possible, quietly accepting help was the wise choice here.

"Shall we depart now?"

The soldier, hearing my words, suddenly seemed to remember something.

"Ah, right. Sir Swen. I have a message for you."

"What is it?"

"Our Lord said she would assign a guard captain to escort you. They should be arriving shortly."

A guard captain.
I felt it might be unnecessary since I was just going for negotiations, but then again, we were dealing with Serphina.
If I succeeded in getting Anima back, having someone to help take care of her would make things easier for me too.

"I understand."

"Yes. Then, I'll take my leave."

After the soldier left, as I was passing time by watching the clouds drift across the sky.

"Swen."

A now very familiar female voice reached my ears.
I turned my head toward the source of the voice.

"Lady Irene?"

She was looking at me, dressed in comfortable attire suitable for a long journey.
It seemed Irene had been assigned as my escort.
Considering that a commander of her caliber would have nothing to fear anywhere, it was quite an appropriate selection.
From my perspective, she was also someone I could trust and rely on more than anyone else.

Yes.
Up to this point, everything was within the realm of expectation.
However—

"H-h-hello...!"

The issue was the pink-haired woman standing beside her, whose face was also familiar.

"Miss Reika...?"

Irene and Reika.
Faced with this strange duo, I could only stare at them, at a loss for words.

Ch.103 - Chapter 103. Encounter (1)
# A Few Hours Earlier

"Huff, huff, huff, haah..."

Reika wiped the cold sweat from her forehead as she woke from sleep.
As her consciousness gradually returned, she looked around and recognized she was in her own room.

'A dream...?'

It had been a terrible nightmare.
The dream wasn't about herself.

The person who appeared in her dream was Swen.
It was a strangely disturbing vision of him walking directly into a pit of fire on his own two feet.

No matter how much she tried to call out to stop him, her voice couldn't reach him.
No matter how she tried to follow him, she simply couldn't reach him—struggling in that situation until she finally regained consciousness and realized it was a dream.

'Why did I have such a dream...?'

She wasn't usually one to dream often.
Especially not such terrible nightmares.
Because of this, anxiety naturally began to sprout in the twenty-year-old maiden's mind.

'Could something be happening...?'

Come to think of it, she hadn't seen his face for several days now.
The thought that something irreversible might happen continued to complicate her thoughts.

While biting her nails in worry, she realized that her father was home today.
If she went to ask him, perhaps he might tell her something.

After changing her clothes quickly, she immediately went to the study and asked her father about the situation.

"Swen, you say?"

"Yes. I was wondering about his schedule, when he might visit next..."

"What's this about? Didn't I tell you that you don't need to think about magic training for the time being?"

Reika's progress had been remarkably fast, but due to a recent incident, it was decided that it would be better for her to stay home rather than go outside for a while, so she had only been meditating at home.
By now, she could meditate on her own even without him.

"Well..."

Ginor looked at Reika with a curious expression as she hesitated to speak.

"Do you miss him?"

"...Pardon?"

"I'm asking if you want to see him."

Reika's expression visibly reddened at those words.
Had her adoptive father always been someone who asked such things?
While he had always been kind to her, this was the first time he had asked something so personal, and unable to hide her embarrassment, she stammered and finally managed to speak what was on her mind.

"N-n-no! Th-that's... that's not it, it's just... I had a strange dream..."

"A dream, you say?"

Reika explained the nightmare she had to Ginor.
She realized this might be the first time she'd ever discussed something as deeply personal as a dream with her father.

"Hmm... I see."

"How has Swen been lately? Is he perhaps carrying out some special assignment...? If there's anything I can do to help him, I'd like to. Of course... with your permission, Father..."

"..."

Lost in thought, Ginor slowly nodded and muttered.

"Indeed, today is that day."

Today was the day Swen would be heading to Heisel Castle, where Serphina was currently staying, for negotiations.
How Reika's dream had been wasn't particularly important to Ginor.
While Reika was an irregular who used magical abilities, she wasn't someone who could tell fortunes or anything of that sort.
Though they say human dreams hold mysterious qualities, Ginor himself wasn't the type to place much meaning in dreams.

Considering Swen's example, he thought there might be ways to see the future using magic, but his daughter didn't seem to possess such abilities.

After organizing his thoughts, Ginor looked at Reika and asked:

"Well. If you're concerned, I can take you to him."

"R-really?!"

Reika's expression filled with surprise.
To give permission to go outside so easily.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"No, it's just... I wasn't sure if it was okay for me to go outside..."

"How strange of you. When you get married, you'll follow your husband's wishes, not mine."

"...Pardon?"

Reika asked again, startled by the sudden word, but Ginor maintained a calm tone.

"Why? Surely you wouldn't be worried about a man you don't care for?"

"Ah..."

She lowered her head again.
With her ears turning red, she fumbled and barely managed to speak.

"That's... well, um..."

Reika thought to herself.
Do I have feelings for Swen?
Is that why I'm so worried?
In a life where she had never liked a man before, it was incredibly difficult for her to suddenly recognize the feeling of "liking a man."

Ginor, for his part, assessed the situation and calculated the benefits.
It wouldn't hurt to build a bridge with him.
If Reika also liked Swen, that would be even better.
But there was still something he needed to confirm.

"Reika."

"Ah, yes...!"

"Swen is going to Serphina's territory today."

"Serphina...?"

"Yes. He's going as an envoy for negotiations, accompanied by armed guards. That's why I can't help but ask you a question. I'd like you to answer seriously."

"Ah... yes! If it's something I can answer..."

Ginor looked at Reika's face and asked:

"Regardless of your dream, since he's going to Serphina's territory, there could be dangerous situations. If you're truly worried about him, you could stay by his side and protect him."

"Me...?"

"Yes. You've already grown strong enough. After what happened at Heisel Castle, we can't hide your abilities forever anyway. However."

Ginor's words carried a heavy weight.

"You might have to risk your life. It should be safe enough under normal circumstances, but the opponent is Serphina after all."

"Ah..."

Watching Reika hesitate, Ginor was suddenly struck by a curious thought.
Come to think of it, when did meeting "Lady Serphina" become recognized as such a dangerous affair?

Serphina von Aingart.
He remembered her from when she was young, serving close to the Emperor.
She was a bright and intelligent young woman, but he never imagined she would become the bloodthirsty tyrant she is now.
It was surprising to realize that even he himself now thought one "might have to risk their life" when dealing with her.

Anyway, that wasn't the issue at hand.
After organizing his thoughts, Ginor asked Reika in a very serious tone:

"Are you still willing to follow him?"

Reika fell into thought upon hearing those words.
If it was just a diplomatic mission as an envoy, perhaps there was no need to worry—
But having had such a dream, she felt that if she didn't do something, she would waste the day consumed by anxiety.
If something were to happen to Swen, she would feel guilty for not having done anything.

He was the person who had given her a small taste of freedom for the first time.
Using magic was good, but wasn't he the one who showed her that there were reasons to live even without using magic?
Thinking that far, it wasn't difficult to decide how to answer.

"...Yes. If I can be of help, I would like to accompany him."

"I see."

Ginor nodded and replied in a calm tone.

"Return to your room and prepare for the outing. I'll send the servants. Just do as they instruct."

"Yes, I understand...! Thank you!"

# * * *

"So that's what happened?"

"Ah, yes...! So, I came to the royal castle to wait for someone to serve as an armed guard, and then the person I met before came out..."

So that's how this curious pair came to be.
At that moment, Irene approached me and asked:

"Swen."

"Yes?"

"Even if it's by the Strategist's order, she seems like just an ordinary young lady... Isn't it dangerous to take her into enemy territory?"

"Ah, it's fine. Reika is actually quite strong, despite appearances."

"Really? She looks so delicate, not like someone who lives on the battlefield..."

I considered just openly saying that she could use magic, but I felt Irene would trust me without explanation, so I didn't bother taking the time to explain.
She'd find out eventually anyway.

"Don't worry. She's stronger than me."

"Is that so...? Well, if you say so..."

"Besides, we have you, Irene. What is there to worry about?"

Irene seemed pleased with my words and smiled slightly.

"That's right. Even if we're facing Serphina, I'm confident I can protect you."

"I believe in you, Irene."

"Mm."

And so, the three of us boarded the carriage.
Our destination was Heisel Castle, where Serphina was staying.
It seemed like it would be a rather long journey, but... with these two people, I thought the time wouldn't be unpleasant.

The issue was that Reika was extremely shy.
Though she had met Irene once before, they had merely passed by each other, so they were practically strangers...

'I wonder if they'll get along?'

*

And, making my worries seem foolish...

"So, Irene, have you been wielding a sword since you were young...?"

"Yes. This was the only path for me."

"Wow... that's amazing. It's because you've trained since childhood that you have this kind of aura."

Reika began talking with Irene remarkably quickly.
The way her eyes sparkled when looking at Irene made me think she was regarding her almost like an idol.
The same person who had been stumbling over her words and not knowing what to do was now conversing smoothly with Irene without any hesitation.

"Ah! By the way, that thing at your waist... is that black tea?"

"Hmm? You can tell?"

"Yes! It's the black tea that goes best with sweet pastries, isn't it? We have it at our house too. There are a few others that have similar but different flavors."

"Really? That's quite an interesting story."

To the two of them who seemed to be encompassing the entire world in their casual conversation, I gently spoke up:

"You two became friends quickly, didn't you?"

"...Ah."

Only then did Reika look at me and bow her head as she spoke:

"I'm... sorry... I didn't mean to leave you out..."

"Were you lonely, Swen?"

"No, are you teasing me too, Irene?"

"Hehe."

Irene blushed slightly and laughed as if she was enjoying herself.
I could easily tell her mood had improved from the small joke she had just made.
She wasn't usually one to speak like that.
Thinking about it, I realized this might be the first time I'd seen her talking with another woman her age.
Since the battlefield was primarily a man's space, perhaps she felt like she had found a same-sex friend with whom she could converse easily?

In any case, seeing the two of them getting along was quite pleasant to watch.
If one were to visually represent the concept of peace, it might look something like this.
Just watching them made a corner of my heart feel warm.

When I went to negotiate for the fate of the Iniang Kingdom before, I was alone.

At that moment.
I suddenly remembered what Ginor had said to me.

"Swords and shields are good, but I also wanted to let you know that it might be better to have someone who uses magic like you by your side."

'...'

If Irene accepted my proposal and became my wife.
And if I accepted Ginor's suggestion and took Reika as my second wife.

Then...
Could I continue to witness such peaceful scenes?

I imagined my future with these two people in my mind.
And for the first time, I thought that perhaps a life with more than one wife might not be so bad.

*

"This is the place."

Heisel Castle, visited once again.
The wall we had breached had been repaired and looked quite clean.
Serphina is supposed to be here, right?

'If so, was Serphina inside the castle when I used magic?'

After lightly bribing the guard, we entered the castle.
The atmosphere within the castle was quite unsettled.
Since it had been under the control of the Brands family for a long time, the hearts of the territory's people wouldn't easily turn to Serphina.
Especially after experiencing events like the collapse of the castle wall.

With such thoughts in mind, we arrived in front of the royal castle of Heisel.

'Is Serphina inside?'

Gulp.
As I swallowed dryly, I heard Irene's voice.

"Swen."

"Yes?"

"Are you nervous?"

"Me?"

"Yes. Your expression is different from usual."

Nervous.
According to her words, am I nervous?
Anyway, I'm just here to negotiate, so there's no need to be nervous...
Perhaps I was tense because the other party was Serphina.
As I thought about this, Irene's hand came to rest on my shoulder.

"It's alright, Swen. You don't need to worry. I'm by your side. I will protect you."

These words were coming from Irene, of all people.
Isn't she the person I trust the most right now?
I smiled broadly.

"Irene. Please take care of Reika."

"Yes. Take care, Swen."

The strange anxiety rising in my heart would probably disappear once I faced Serphina—
With such thoughts, I stepped into the royal castle of Heisel.

Ch.104 - Chapter 104. Encounter (2)
"I've finished this meal cleanly as well. It seems unlikely that she will refuse food any longer."

"Is that so."

Serphina, sitting cross-legged in the lord's seat while receiving the guard's report about Anima, extended her hand that had been supporting her chin toward the guard.

"Good. You don't need to report on the prisoner anymore. If anything happens that requires attention, report it then."

"Yes, understood!"

She fell into thought as she watched the guard salute and leave.

'If Anima is from Piviola Academy... that would explain her murderous intent toward me. Perhaps many from that background have gathered in the Aishers army.'

When she had gone to offer surrender terms, she thought their response had been quite sharp for such a small nation—
As the puzzle pieces in her mind began to fit together, Serphina closed her eyes.

'...Equanimity.'

The word she silently repeated to herself whenever her heart wavered.

Now was not the time to dwell on the past.
What mattered to her was not the past, but the present and future.
As she was reorganizing her thoughts...

"My Lord!"

A messenger approached her.

"What is it?"

"The troops dispatched to Zelstrom Castle have just returned."

If the troops had returned... did that mean they were ultimately defeated?
She knew the chances of victory weren't high, which is why she had prepared Plan B to deal a blow to the Aishers army, but—

Actually accepting defeat didn't leave her feeling particularly pleased.

"I see. How many troops remain?"

"Including the wounded, about 23,000 men, it seems."

So they lost more than half.
As Serphina slightly furrowed her brow, the messenger nervously added:

"However, we did succeed in inflicting massive damage on Zelstrom Castle as well. They probably won't be able to launch a counterattack against us..."

Serphina nodded slightly.

"What about Bilans and Nemia?"

"General Bilans safely returned with the retreating forces, but... General Nemia, well..."

"...?"

Sensing something was wrong, Serphina rose from her seat, causing the messenger to wave his hands frantically.

"No, no! She returned alive. However... she sustained serious injuries."

"Injuries?"

"Yes. She's currently under strict bed rest."

So she didn't die.
Serphina felt deeply relieved just knowing that much.
However, as the absolute ruler who must repeatedly send her generals into battle, showing excessive emotion might undermine her dignity.
But she had no intention of simply letting it pass.

"Would you take me to where Nemia is?"

Hearing her words, the messenger responded loudly:

"Yes! Of course. It would be my honor. Please follow me this way."

*

Following the messenger's guidance, they arrived at the military hospital of Hispil Castle.
Doctors dispatched from the capital, Aingart Castle, were bustling about, while Nemia lay in a bed in the corner, greeting Serphina.

"Ah... my Lord. You've come...?"

"There's no need for unnecessary talk, Nemia. Rest and recover."

Female General Nemia.
She wasn't particularly gifted with exceptional abilities, strength, or skills—
But in Serphina's mind, she was always a passionate general with burning eyes of determination who responded with a loud voice.
Now she lay there so pitifully, letting out small groans of pain.

"I'm ashamed, my Lord... I swore I would deliver Zelstrom Castle to you... but..."

"That doesn't matter now."

Serphina turned her head to look at the doctor standing nearby.
The doctor, noticing her silent question, carefully spoke.

"She suffered tremendous blood loss in the middle of the battlefield. I believe she was only able to survive because of the quick decision to retreat."

"Blood loss..."

Serphina turned back to examine Nemia's body.
She couldn't see any wounds severe enough to cause life-threatening blood loss.
Though her head was bandaged... instinctively, Serphina felt that wasn't the only problem.
Hadn't they said she sustained serious injuries?

Then.
Serphina's eyes fell on the white blanket covering Nemia's lower body.

...No way.

She slowly pulled back the blanket.
And only then did she see the decisive wound that had forced their retreat.

Her right leg... was gone from the knee down.

Looking at the pale-faced Serphina, Nemia let out an awkward laugh.

"Haha... I'm sorry. I've ended up like this. If we had fought to the end, we could have captured Zelstrom Castle..."

"Nemia."

"Epinel Rosenkroz was as formidable as they say. As a fellow woman, I felt respect for how strong she was. I could tell just by crossing swords with her... I could never defeat her. I did my best, but..."

"..."

"With this body now... I'm finished as a general. My small goal was to return to my hometown and spend peaceful time with my family after achieving peace across the continent, but now that feels like water under the bridge. My Lord, I..."

"Nemia."

Serphina took Nemia's hand in both of hers.
Though she was still alive with blood flowing through her veins, her hands were nevertheless very cold.

"My Lord..."

"You did your best. It's enough that you returned alive."

"But because of my inadequacy, we had to retreat. If we'd had enough time, we surely could have captured the castle..."

"If you truly feel inadequate, then use your remaining life in my service."

At Serphina's words, Nemia gave a bitter smile.

"I... can no longer go to the battlefield with this body. Even if I offer my worthless life, I fear I'll only be a burden rather than help to you."

"Fighting on the battlefield isn't everything in war. Besides, Nemia, don't you still have a reason to work?"

"My Lord...?"

"Didn't you say you have five younger siblings?"

At Serphina's words, Nemia was genuinely surprised.

"...You remembered?"

The story about her family that she had mentioned in passing when she first joined Serphina's army.
She was even more surprised that Serphina, who commanded countless generals, would remember such a thing.
Objectively speaking, she wasn't even a particularly outstanding general in her eyes.
Honestly, she hadn't accomplished any remarkable achievements either.

"To support them, you still need to work. Though it will be difficult right now. Take some time to rest for now. I'll ensure your salary continues without interruption."

"But... but..."

"Once your body has stabilized, I'd like you to help train the next generation. Practical training is important, but so is teaching theory. Becoming a specialized instructor in the barracks to teach tactics based on your battlefield experience would be a great help. A general who has returned from the brink of death has much to teach."

While she spoke of battlefield experience and having much to teach...
Nemia easily recognized this as Serphina's consideration.
Even as a barracks instructor, it would be more efficient to have someone with all limbs intact to demonstrate training.
And she wasn't really the type who excelled in theory either.
But if she retired from the army now, she would have no way to feed her siblings. With this body, she couldn't even do manual labor.

Serphina was concerned about that.
She was saying that she would maintain her employment, so Nemia could rest assured.

"My Lord..."

"Do you remember the moment you joined under me? I told all of you to swear loyalty with your lives. If you intend to keep that oath, I will never abandon any of you, no matter what happens."

"..."

"Nemia. Entrust to me your dream of continental unification, for which you risked your life. I will stand on my two legs and see through your eyes. I will never forget the dream you placed in me."

"...Sob."

Nemia's body trembled slightly at those words.
And then... tears streamed down from her eyes.

Though known to the public as a tyrant without blood or tears, and indeed extremely cold and sharp in her judgments, Lord Serphina was...
To Nemia, the only monarch in the continent worth serving.
Only she was the one person suitable to be the absolute ruler of the continent.

And so, as she sobbed for a long time...
Serphina silently stood by her side.
Until she regained her composure.

It was a moment when another unfulfilled dream was added to the absolute ruler's legs.

*

Several hours later.
After finishing her visit to the hospital, Serphina returned to the royal castle to focus on her duties when a soldier came to her.

"A messenger from the Aishers army is here?"

"Yes."

If it was a messenger from Aishers, they must have come to negotiate about Anima.
She had been planning to contact the Aishers army first anyway.

'If they've come this quickly... Anima must be extremely important to them.'

If that's the case, she couldn't just return her without conditions.

Her way of surviving in these chaotic times:
Show maximum mercy to her own people, and strictly calculate profit and loss with those who aren't.
If Anima was important to the Aishers army, there was no reason not to thoroughly exploit that.

"Where is the messenger?"

"They're waiting in the audience chamber."

"I understand. I'll go there right away."

Serphina quickly made her way to the audience chamber.
Thinking about what she should demand.
Not gold or treasures... perhaps she could even get Laclaine Castle.

After entering the audience chamber and taking her seat, she spoke softly.

"You may raise your head."

Only then did the Aishers messenger come into her view.
At that moment—

'...Huh?'

She clearly saw the messenger's features.
A young man with short white hair.
And finally, when the messenger raised his head—

'!!!'

Her world momentarily froze.
Her beautiful golden eyes widened in shock and began to tremble.

White hair, gray eyes.
A face she had seen before.

This man... looks exactly like the man in her dreams.
No, that's not all. If that were all, she wouldn't be this shocked.
She might know this man.
That thought strongly stimulated something deep in her subconscious.

And.
Finally, as she faced him, her heart began to race as if it would burst—
Then, a name she had never uttered before flowed naturally from her lips.

"...Swen...???"

Ch.105 - Chapter 105. Encounter (3)
"Lady Serphina will be here shortly, please wait here."

Guided by the soldier, I arrived at the royal castle's audience chamber, found a suitable spot, and looked around while standing in place.
The furnishings inside the castle... seemed to have only the bare minimum essentials.
Of course, this isn't Serphina's capital, so there's no real need to decorate it lavishly.
While I was lost in these rather unproductive thoughts...

The soldier who had escorted me addressed me with a suspicious attitude as I stood there blankly.

"What are you doing? If you've come as an envoy, show some respect."

"Respect?"

"Kneel down, that's what I mean."

Well, really.
I wanted desperately to say, "Shouldn't I kneel after Serphina arrives?" but—
This was the heart of enemy territory, and there was no reason to create problems before negotiations even began.

I obediently knelt down.

"That's right. As an envoy, you should wait properly, showing proper respect."

Yes, yes. I understand, so please be quiet, I swallowed those words past my throat.
To be fair, I wasn't particularly upset about the soldier's attitude.

Rather, I was struck by the thought that every single soldier in Serphina's army seemed filled with some kind of hostility.
The pride of serving an absolute ruler with the overwhelming legitimacy of the Empire was dripping from even a single soldier.

Come to think of it, what kind of person is Serphina?

Since being possessed in this world, I've keenly realized that the characters I knew as mere data have their own unique personalities that can't be explained by data alone.
Even Irene and Reika who came here with me had personalities I never expected.
Serphina is known as the "Tyrant" and bears the resentment of many people around her—
But would she really be as she's known to be?
I wondered if she would match the data I knew about her.

Thinking about this reminded me of my memories before being possessed here.
After hearing Ginor's 99% accurate prophecy, I went as an envoy to request an alliance with Serphina's army, but was imprisoned by her and died when my head was cut off.
And now, I had come as an envoy to her territory.

'......'

I swallowed dryly.
I wondered if something would happen... but surely nothing would, right?
The reason I came here in the first place was because my intelligence of 100 insisted multiple times that this was the right choice.
Based on what happened at the northern fortress where the meteorite fell, my brain wouldn't have claimed this was "most efficient" if my life would be in danger, so I was likely to be safe.
However, what still bothered me was the result that "it depends on heaven's will."

Why does it depend on my choice?
As an envoy, how much could I really decide?

While I was untangling these random thoughts in my head...

Creeeeak—

With the sound of an old door opening, I could clearly hear someone's footsteps approaching.

I kept my head bowed, waiting for the sound to stop.

One step, two steps.

After several such sounds... finally, I heard the voice of the absolute ruler who was called a tyrant in the world and bore everyone's resentment and fear.

"Raise your head."

My ears were slightly surprised at hearing that voice.

It was too thin and beautiful to belong to a tyrant.
But mixed within that beauty was a subtle precariousness.
While there was definitely a charisma that could dominate a room with just her voice... somehow, I felt like she might break if handled incorrectly.

I slowly raised my head to look at her.

'...Huh?'

If I were my usual self—I probably would have thought this:
She's beautiful.
Truly beautiful.
Among all the women I've met, if I had to name the top three beauties, I could count three.
Lunarienne Iniang, Irene Juliet, and Reika Nighthart.
They were undeniably beautiful women. Even those who didn't think favorably of them would have to agree that each had her own feminine charm.

But.
The woman before me—in that respect, was almost like cheating.
She had such violent beauty that it made those other women seem merely pretty in comparison.
In short, if the word "beauty" were to be personified, wouldn't it look like her?

Golden hair that shimmered so brightly it was almost painful to look at.
Features that maintained perfect balance, making even her distinctive accessories seem incredibly attractive.
Her pink lips were enough to fix the gaze of anyone looking at her.
She was beautiful. At least with my current vocabulary, I couldn't fully explain how beautiful she was.

Lowering my gaze slightly—
She was wearing attire that seemed like something a general would wear to battle.
It was quite different from the clothing of other "rulers" I had met—but as if proving that a ruler's aura doesn't come from clothing, she gave the impression of someone who ruled over knights rather than a knight who worked under someone else.

And—
Honestly, her chest was so large it was impossible not to notice.
It was smaller than Irene's, but similar to Reika's.
Of course, considering how exceptionally large Irene's was, this size would still be considered ample.
Personally, I preferred women with larger chests, and from that perspective—she was a sufficiently attractive woman.

Yes.
As I just mentioned—if I were my usual self, I would have been surprised by her beautiful appearance that belied her reputation as a cruel tyrant.
And I would have been caught in the whirlwind of her appearance for quite some time. That's how beautiful she was.

But.
More importantly.
I had seen her face before.

'The woman... from my dreams...?'

I was certain.
The Serphina before me looked exactly like the woman who had appeared in my dreams.
Since being possessed in this world, I'd occasionally had dreams.
In those dreams, I was happily conversing with a golden-haired woman.
I don't know what we were talking about. Even in the dreams, the image of what we were discussing wasn't clear.
Anyway, we couldn't continue our conversation for long, and I would only drift further away from her.
Dreams where I would reach out to grab her as she drifted away, desperately calling her name that I couldn't remember after waking up.

This wasn't the first time I'd seen Serphina's face.
But the face of Serphina I remembered from this game was just crude pixel graphics.
It wasn't the first time I'd felt a disconnect between a remembered portrait and the actual appearance.
So I hadn't thought that the face from my dreams would be... Serphina's.

I recalled again the dreams that often troubled me.

The developments varied slightly, but the result was always the same.
I was always... in my dreams, pitifully calling out the name of ■■■■.
That's right. I was always, in my dreams, calling... Serphina's name...?

And at that moment.

"...Swen...?"

"...!!!"

My vision, momentarily confused by memories of the dream, finally registered her appearance.
She was staring at me with wide eyes, trembling.
No, her being surprised at seeing me was a secondary issue.
What was important was that she had called my name.

Even though I hadn't yet told her my name.

And for some reason—
In my vision, I momentarily glimpsed an image of her sobbing.

Why?
Why do I have such a scene in my memory?

"Ah...."

"......"

We stared at each other's faces in silence for a long time.

After several minutes had passed like this.
As the feeling of confusion slowly cooled, my mind began to work again.

'Right. It seems like there's something here... but without knowing exactly what it is, there's nothing I can do right now.'

Coolly speaking, all I knew was that the woman from my dreams was Serphina—nothing else was certain.
For some reason, she knew my name... but after the meteorite incident, my existence had become quite famous, so it wasn't unreasonable for a ruler like her to know my name, which had been the talk of the town.

Yes. Let's not make a fuss and just do what I came to do.

With that thought, I carefully broke the silence between us.

"...I've come today to deliver a message from our ruler, Lady Yuuri."

I bowed my head and finally got to the point.
Serphina across from me didn't answer for a long time...
Then, returning to her original tone, she answered me.

"...Speak."

I glanced slightly at her expression.
Her face, which had been tangled with surprise, had become quite calm.
Though I was curious about why she was shocked to see me... it was time for negotiations first.

"Anima Ingram is an indispensable talent for our army. We humbly request your leniency."

"Are you asking for the release of a prisoner?"

"Yes."

"The conditions?"

"Naturally, I'm not asking empty-handed."

I raised my head to look into her eyes as I spoke.
I hadn't noticed when she was flustered earlier, but she definitely had the aura of an absolute ruler who could easily suppress people's spirits.
But I couldn't lose this battle of wills.

"Seven thousand nine hundred gold. I believe we've prepared the utmost courtesy for the prisoner's release. I ask for a wise decision befitting a great nation."

"Is that so? Seven thousand nine hundred gold."

This was definitely an overpayment.
Usually, the price for releasing a prisoner was around 2-3 thousand gold, with exceptional generals going for 5-6 thousand gold.
While Anima wasn't a bad general, the cold assessment was that he wasn't exceptionally outstanding either.
Serphina would know Anima's value well, so our army's judgment was that she would be satisfied with this amount.

As an envoy, I obediently followed their opinion, but honestly, I didn't agree with the judgment itself.
Because if I were Serphina—

"I'm sorry, but I cannot release Anima for that condition."

"Are you saying...?"

"Laclaine Castle."

Serphina looked at me with an unwavering expression and said.

"I need you to hand over Laclaine Castle. Gold alone doesn't balance the equation."

That's right.
If I were Serphina, I would have demanded Laclaine Castle too.

Serphina probably understood that Anima Ingram was highly valued by the Aishers army, regardless of his abilities.
In that situation, the biggest prize she could realistically extract from us would be Laclaine Castle.
Although Ginor's prophecy wasn't accepted, it was burdensome for our army to maintain three territories against a major power like Serphina's army, so wouldn't it be a good opportunity to take the castle we couldn't capture despite bloodying our hands?
If this idea came from Serphina's mind and not someone else's, she certainly wasn't in her position just because of her bloodline.
It meant she made judgments similar to mine, who knew the most efficient methods in this game.

But from our perspective, we couldn't hand over the castle either.
In the first place, I, as a mere envoy, couldn't make such a decision.
Should I retreat without accomplishing anything here?
But then, I couldn't understand why this would be the most efficient choice.

At that moment.
Serphina's firmly closed lips moved again.

"...is what I was going to say."

"Pardon?"

"To be honest, I was planning to start negotiations with you by demanding Laclaine Castle. But now, my mind has changed. I don't care about Laclaine Castle anymore."

Serphina said this while looking straight into my eyes.
Was it my imagination?
I thought her golden eyes were blazing as if they had swallowed the sun.

"You want me to release Anima Ingram? Well, I can do that. But there's a condition."

And with her next words—
I began to understand why the prediction "it depends on heaven's will" had appeared.

"Swen. If you come to me."

"...Pardon?"

"It's exactly as I said, Swen."

She smiled faintly at me.
It was the first time her expression, which had never faltered before, moved.

"I want you."

Ch.106 - Chapter 106. Encounter (4)
After sending Swen to negotiate, Irene, who had been standing at a suitable spot outside the royal castle, approached Reika who was gazing at the sky.

"Miss Reika."

"Ah...! What is it, Lady Irene...?"

"I was wondering what you were thinking about so intently."

"Ah..."

Reika replied with a faint smile.

"Just that... I came here with some anxiety, but I'm relieved that things seem less serious than I expected..."

"Anxiety, you say?"

"Yes. Actually... I had a rather unpleasant dream."

With that as a starting point, Reika shared the story of her dream with Irene. Irene nodded and said:

"I see. A dream where Swen is in danger... So when you said 'I was worried and decided to come along,' you were referring to that dream."

"Yes... that's right."

"You needn't worry about that."

Irene looked toward the royal castle with a steadfast gaze and said:

"I won't let him get hurt."

Her words weren't empty bravado. Irene was far too powerful a general to merely serve as an escort for an envoy. It was only because Lynn hadn't given her even such minor roles that she had developed a mindset of not complaining about any assignment. But she was strong enough that no one would blame her if she did complain about being given such trivial tasks.

"If Lady Irene is protecting him... certainly, that's reassuring... I think."

"Yes. And I'm not just protecting Swen."

"Pardon...?"

"Reika, you're included as well, of course. I came here to accompany both of you."

"Ah..."

Reika's face turned slightly red. Though Irene had seemed somewhat unapproachable at first, Reika thought she was even more impressive than her first impression suggested. Carefully, she opened her mouth.

"Th-thank you...! But actually, being worried because of a dream... I thought such a far-fetched story might be inappropriate to share with someone I just met..."

"I understand that feeling. My image isn't particularly friendly, I suppose."

"Pardon...?"

Irene's voice was utterly calm as she spoke about herself.

"I often hear from soldiers that I don't make a good impression. Living through battlefields, I've always maintained an intimidating expression, thinking I shouldn't appear too approachable. Before I knew it, that expression became my default. Everyone naturally hesitates to speak freely in front of me."

"I see..."

"Of course, to some extent, that's what I intended. There's nothing more dangerous in battle than letting the enemy read your expression. A person's face inevitably reveals their anger, fear, terror, embarrassment... and that ultimately becomes a weakness."

Reika listened to Irene's words in silence, then very carefully—in an almost inaudible voice—spoke up.

"Um, well... that."

"Hmm?"

"That... if this is presumptuous, I apologize in advance."

"It's fine, go ahead."

"Don't you feel lonely...?"

"...What did you say?"

Irene's eyes widened slightly at Reika's question, as if she had never considered it before.

"But... you have to hide your emotions as you live, right? If so, you can't share your feelings with others... Isn't that quite lonely?"

"..."

"I... felt lonely too. Because I didn't have friends to share my heart with... So somehow, I think I understand. It might be presumptuous of me, but... how you might have felt when you saw fear in the soldiers looking at you... That is..."

As she spoke like this, repeatedly apologizing for her lack of eloquence, Irene calmly reassured her.

"How should I put it... I don't think that way...!"

"You don't think that way?"

"I'm not afraid of you, Lady Irene. Rather... I think you're impressive. You must have gone through so much to reach your position... I could never be as brave as you... That's what I find impressive about you."

Though her sentences weren't quite complete, merely expressing emotions she could barely articulate, there was something about the simplicity of her words that touched Irene's heart.

"I see."

Irene smiled at Reika, who was fidgeting awkwardly.

"Thank you, Reika. You're truly a kind woman."

"You too, Lady Irene... you're a kind person."

After exchanging these words, silence fell between them again. But this silence wasn't based on heavy awkwardness. It was the sensation of hearts connecting without words. The emotion Reika felt in this quietness wasn't loneliness but warmth.

After a few minutes passed like this, Reika carefully spoke again.

"It seems... nice."

"Nice?"

"Yes."

When Irene asked what was nice, Reika replied in a somewhat more comfortable tone:

"The three of us traveling together like this... doesn't seem bad at all."

"The three of us together. Indeed, that does sound nice."

And then, before she knew it, Reika blurted out a bombshell statement:

"If I were to become Swen's wife... would this kind of life continue?"

"Keh-huk!"

"Ah, Lady Irene?!"

Cough, cough!
Only after coughing several times did Irene—her cold expression completely crumbled, now looking like a dazed girl—stare at Reika.

"What... what did you just say?"

"No, that's... well, um..."

With Irene's hands on her shoulders, looking like a completely different person, Reika was too flustered to say anything. Realizing how she must appear, Irene carefully covered her mouth with her hand.

"No, um... I-I'm sorry. It's just that... I think I heard something... strange."

"Ah... I-I'm sorry...! Someone like me...!"

"There's nothing to apologize for... Anyway, if I didn't mishear."

Irene asked very carefully with a blushing face. Looking at her like this, the knightly dignity that had overwhelmed her just moments ago was nowhere to be seen.

"I think I heard something about... becoming a wife."

"Yes? Ah... that's because I'm in marriage talks with Lord Swen..."

Thud.

The moment she heard those words, Irene's world turned gray.
What...?
Swen... is getting married? To Reika who's standing right in front of me?

Reika seemed to be saying something like 'of course nothing's been decided yet' or 'it's just at the stage where our fathers are discussing it,' but Irene could barely hear her.

'Marriage... Swen... marriage.'

Well, an adult man might get married, of course. Judging by the name Nighthart, her father must be Ginor. She had seen such marriage talks happen several times in her life.

But.
Why?
The moment she heard that Reika might marry Swen, everything that constituted Irene ceased to function properly. Her mind wasn't working well. She wasn't sure if she was even breathing. She could barely make out what was in her field of vision.

'Why... how...?'

As Irene fell into this state of panic, Reika's voice gradually reached her ears.

"...rene! Lady Irene...!"

"...Ah."

Only then did she feel the wind stinging her cheeks. She also noticed that Reika was looking at her with great concern.

"Are you alright, Lady Irene...?"

"Huh? Oh, yes... Yes. Yes."

Irene took a short breath and looked at Reika, who was worriedly watching her.

She hadn't noticed it before, but Reika was quite beautiful. Unlike Irene's skin, which had many small scars from repeated battles, Reika's skin was white, smooth, and very feminine. Her voice was cute, and her mannerisms were quite lovely.

Placing herself and Reika side by side, Irene thought that anyone would find Reika much more appealing to men. Since Swen was a man, wouldn't he prefer someone lovely and pure like Reika rather than someone dull-looking like herself? Someone like Reika would suit being by Swen's side much better than someone like her.

As Irene was thinking this, Reika's voice reached her ears.

"Um... did I do something wrong...?"

"...No. How could you have done anything wrong? Getting married is fine. Yes. Nothing is wrong."

Though she said this, Irene still seemed to have lost her composure. Reika tilted her head and asked:

"It's not confirmed that we're getting married yet... From the situation, it seems you're not settled either."

"...Huh?"

Irene made a puzzled expression.

"Why am I being mentioned? I'm... fine with whatever..."

"What? That can't be..."

Both of them felt that something in their conversation wasn't connecting. While Irene was puzzled, Reika took the initiative.

"Lady Irene, you're going to be Lord Swen's first wife, aren't you...?"

"Kuk! Kuhek! Kek!"

"Eek... a-are you alright...?!"

Seeing Irene's reaction, which was much more intense than when she had heard about Reika and Swen's marriage talks, Reika broke into a cold sweat, not knowing what to do.

"Wh-what."

Having barely regained her composure, Irene—with ears flushed red—mumbled something toward Reika. Looking at her, still not understanding, Reika simply tilted her head in the opposite direction and asked with an expression like a rabbit looking up at a predator:

"Isn't that right...? Isn't it...? When I talked with Lord Swen, that's what it seemed like..."

"S-Swen...?!"

As soon as Swen's name was mentioned, she coughed again. Then, with great difficulty, she parted her heavy lips.

"I... I."

Me... Swen's first wife?
What on earth is going on?
Why does she think that, what exactly did she discuss with Swen? There was a mountain of things Irene wanted to talk about with Reika, but—

The current situation began to unfold rapidly, not allowing the two to continue their conversation normally.

"You two there."

"...?"

Serphina's guard walked toward them. His expression was ominous. Even for an escort accompanying an envoy from an enemy country, he seemed excessively vigilant.

"What is it?"

"Don't make a fuss and quietly follow me."

"Why?"

"I don't have any obligation to explain that."

"...And if we can't comply?"

To Irene's words, the soldier replied in a very sharp tone:

"Then I'll simply use force."

The guard drew the sword at his waist. Irene, without panicking, sent Reika behind her back and drew her own sword.

"This doesn't seem like the proper treatment for an envoy's escort."

"The situation calls for it."

The situation calls for it?
Come to think of it... despite quite some time having passed, Swen hadn't come out of the royal castle.

What on earth is happening?

* * *

"Pardon...?"

I blinked my eyes and looked up at Serphina.
She wants me...?
Suddenly??

In stark contrast to me, who had frozen in great confusion at Serphina's abrupt statement without any warning, she spoke in a very relaxed tone:

"Yes. That's right, Swen. I need you. I've heard much about your reputation. If someone with your abilities helps me, I could send someone like Anima Ingram back several more times."

"...I'm sorry, but that's not something I can decide."

"Yes. You know your place well, Swen. Your words are quite right."

Serphina said this with another smile. I had to admit that her smile possessed an unspoken aura that made one want to kneel and worship her.

"It's not something you can decide. That matter is entirely for me to decide."

"...What?"

Just as I was thinking, "What kind of nonsense is that?" that moment... flashed through my mind like lightning again.

* * *

[Serphina, ruler of Serphina's army]
[Is anyone there?]
[Take this person to the underground prison]

* * *

'No way...!!'

"Listen, all of you."

Serphina commanded the soldiers behind me.

"Arrest the envoy and transport him to the underground prison."

"Yes, Your Highness!"

As her words were heard, the soldiers began to walk toward me.

'Is she out of her mind?!'

Arresting an envoy?
Is she really doing such a thing?!
And the fact that it's come to this... does it mean that the "most efficient prediction" is me being captured by Serphina and dragged to an underground prison?

'That can't possibly be true!'

There was no way my intelligence of 100 would conclude that me being dragged to an underground prison was the most efficient outcome. Based on all my past experiences, there hadn't been a single moment when I was in danger.

Yes. Thinking about it carefully... the prediction result wasn't just [This is the most efficient]. The conclusion of how things would turn out was [It depends on heaven's will]. In other words, this was a situation where I needed to step up regardless of the outcome.

In the end, my thoughts would definitely be correct. So I decided to just move according to my instincts.

"Please wait a moment, Lady Serphina."

"..."

Without showing any urgency, I looked at her with a very relaxed expression and spoke.

Fortunately, upon hearing my words, Serphina extended her hand forward. It wasn't difficult to understand that this was a gesture to temporarily dismiss the soldiers.

"It's a bit embarrassing, but let me ask once more. Did you say you want to have me?"

"That's right."

"Then this approach won't work."

"Oh my."

Fortunately, she seemed interested in what I had to say.

Now, what should I do?
If I had more time, I would have calmly thought through to derive the best outcome... but what I had now wasn't time, but the unfailing "intelligence 100 prediction." Based on that, I had to shape my future in real-time.

Calmly.
Even if you enter a tiger's den, you can survive if you keep your wits about you.
Reminding myself of this thought over and over... I carefully made a proposal to her.

"It's a contest, Lady Serphina. If you want to have me, you must accept this challenge."

Ch.107 - Chapter 107. The Match (1)
"A match?"

"Yes."

Serphina rested her chin on her hand and stared at me intently before letting out a snicker.

"How interesting. To bring up the word 'match' to me. Your lack of self-awareness is truly astonishing."

"Self-awareness? This is troublesome. Was your statement about wanting me just something you said casually?"

I maintained the most relaxed expression I could muster while facing Serphina.
But she spoke in an extremely cold tone without showing any particular emotional fluctuation.

"Do you sincerely believe that I need to compete with you in order to have you?"

"Yes."

From the moment I brought up the word "match," I had no intention of conceding a single word to her.
Whether due to my prediction or not, fortunately, my words and actions didn't seem to have disturbed Serphina's mood yet.

"If you insist, I'll hear you out. What do you intend to compete with me in?"

"Well, it might be better to consider it a bet rather than a match."

Just as I was about to begin my explanation,
Serphina raised the corner of her lips while looking directly into my eyes.

I barely managed to shake off the momentary enchantment of her smile.
Just the crescent shape of her lips—how remarkable that something could be so beautiful!

"But there's one condition. Since I'm entertaining your unreasonable request, I must also be unreasonable."

"What is the condition?"

"Nothing much. Just one thing."

Serphina crossed her legs and spoke as if delivering a verdict.

"I have no intention of sending you away from here. Whether it's a match or a bet, it must be decided right here and now."

"......"

Tsk.
I maintained a composed expression suggesting "that's within my expectations," but honestly, it felt like she had hit the bullseye.

I had planned to make an excuse and escape for now, but it seemed she had no intention of allowing that.

But this did confirm something—
Perhaps I was meant to stay in Serphina's army.

Basically, my "predictions" reflected the position of the nation I belonged to.
In other words, I predicted the most efficient method from the perspective of my lord, Yuuri.
That's not to say my own position wasn't reflected at all.
The fact that following my predictions wouldn't put me in danger had already been proven on the day the meteorite fell.

Let's work backward from there.
From Yuuri's perspective, was sending just one general instead of Raclain Castle to retrieve Anima... considered efficient?
Some might say "isn't a general with Intelligence 100 more valuable than a territory?" but ultimately, a general shines when trusted by their ruler.
The Aishers army was a country where the founding members had stronger influence than any other nation, and from my considerable time serving in the Aishers army—

'She's likely not to value me highly.'

Even the renowned Ginor couldn't move freely.
When Epinel's and my opinions diverged, would Yuuri readily listen to mine? The answer was obvious.

Whether my Intelligence was 100 or any other stat was high, if I wasn't utilized, I was just an impressive decoration.
Looking at myself objectively, considering that I was less important to Yuuri than Anima—
The prediction result made sense.

Having formed my hypothesis, it was time to act.
If I was right, Serphina would accept my proposal.

I looked up at her beautiful face and spoke with more confidence than ever before.

"Try negotiating with our lord."

"Explain in detail."

"Propose releasing Anima Ingram in exchange for handing me over to you."

Serphina looked down at me with bored eyes after hearing my words.

"How does that constitute a match with me?"

"If our lord accepts that proposal, it's your victory. Conversely, if she claims she cannot accept those terms, it's my victory. That establishes our match. If I win, please release me. If I lose—"

I lowered my head briefly, then slowly raised it again, meeting her golden eyes directly.

"I will serve you, Serphina."

After hearing my words, she pondered for a moment before nodding.

"...Indeed, it's closer to a bet than a match. Then my next question is: what's the point of this? From what I've heard, I don't feel inclined to engage in such a troublesome and meaningless contest. Couldn't I just keep you confined until you eventually become mine?"

"A meaningless match? Actually, you stand to gain more from this match than I do."

Serphina's eyebrow twitched at my words.

"I'll hear you out."

"First of all, didn't you just say you wanted to have me? But you won't gain anything by capturing me as a prisoner and confining me. Neither legitimacy nor my sincere loyalty. Certainly, imprisonment might eventually break my spirit, but even before that—"
"I dare say you likely won't be able to imprison me so easily. Even if you ultimately succeed, you'll probably lose quite a lot in the process."

"You're quite confident for someone who's essentially pleading for their life under the guise of proposing a match. Recklessness is not courage."

"It's not bravado. My escort warriors are quite strong."

"They've probably been subdued by my retainers by now, so you'd best abandon that hope."

"I'll return those words to you. They're not the type to be subdued in a place like this."

"Oh?"

Serphina grinned again.
I was facing her with absolute determination not to lose... and it seemed she felt the same way.

"I'll commend you for being able to speak so boldly before me. Very well. Continue with what you were saying."

"However, if you defeat me in this match, things will be different. You won't have to waste unnecessary manpower and time subduing my escort warriors, you'll avoid rumors of being an insensitive ruler who takes envoys as prisoners, and crucially, you'll be able to win my heart without difficulty. Since I proposed the match and determined its nature, it's only logical that I should serve you, who has accommodated me, if I lose."

"......"

"It's embarrassing to say this directly, but you've probably heard rumors about me. I don't know exactly why you want me, but I must tell you that winning my sincere loyalty is the only way you can utilize me in various ways."

She would have easily noticed the hidden meaning: there's nothing to gain by antagonizing someone who can call meteorites in the north.

Serphina sat with her legs crossed, silently looking at my face for a long time.
Her appearance gave the impression of an extraordinarily beautiful statue.
When someone possesses beauty beyond a certain threshold, it inevitably affects those who behold them.
Even I almost thought, 'Is this truly the tyrant Serphina, someone so beautiful?'
If I hadn't met her in my dreams, I would have certainly thought so 100%.

"If you've finished speaking, may I ask a question?"

"Please ask anything."

"According to your words, I understand what I gain if I win this match. Well, giving you the benefit of the doubt. But then I must ask: what do you gain from this match? Surely you won't say it's merely fear of the dungeon."

"What else could it be?"

I lowered my head, shook it slightly, then raised it again and spoke in a glib tone.

"Who would enjoy being imprisoned? Well, apart from that, if there's anything I gain—"

This was the moment of truth.
The die had been cast; I had to move forward.

"It's finding out who my true lord should be."

"...!"

"If I lose this match—meaning my lord Yuuri has sold me out to the heart of an enemy country—the conclusion is that she's not a lord worthy of my service. In such a situation, I would have no reason not to serve you, Serphina. However, if I win this match, it means Yuuri hasn't sacrificed me as her envoy. As you know, these are turbulent times. From my perspective, isn't it beneficial enough just to discover my lord's true intentions?"

That's right.
Anima Ingram was probably more important to Yuuri than any general.
Despite her dislike for Serphina's army, she attempted negotiations by offering as much gold as possible.
If she abandons such a woman and chooses me, I'll be able to leave this place safely.

And if she abandons me?
Then there's no need for me to leave. Whether it's Serphina's army or Aishers' army, my ultimate destination is Lunarienne's army. It doesn't matter which country I pass through.
Of course, in the past I might have thought "but Serphina's army is a bit..." but—

'Considering Serphina keeps appearing in my dreams and I have these inexplicable memories of her, there must be something significant.'

Staying by her side to uncover the faint, unfamiliar something in my mind that didn't even feel like my own memory seemed like a good choice.
Perhaps that's why my Intelligence 100 brain sent me here in the first place?

I faced Serphina's downward gaze directly, never once averting my eyes.
After a long silence, she carefully parted her lips.

"Very well. I'll compete with you as you wish. Indeed, this seems like the fastest way to make you kneel."

"I thank you for your wise decision."

At that moment,
Commotion began to be heard from outside the royal chamber.

It seemed my escort warriors had caused some disturbance.

"......"

"Please let me go. I'll calm them down."

Serphina gave no response to my words.
As I looked at her... I experienced something truly strange.

For some reason... I felt like I could somewhat understand what she was thinking.
Despite meeting her for the first time, I had the illusion that we had been in sync for quite a long time.

Anyway.
I couldn't shake the feeling that she was agreeing with my words.

"...Then I'll be back."

Without receiving any particular answer, I stood up and headed outside, and Serphina made no attempt to stop me.

...What is this sense of déjà vu?
With that thought, I went to resolve the commotion outside—

And thus began my match with Serphina.

Ch.108 - Chapter 108. The Match (2)
# Looking at Swen

After Swen left saying he would go organize things, Serphina sat in her chair, lost in thought.

Yes.

That man's name is Swen.
And I know him.

Of course, "knowing him" included the fact that "he's the man I met in my dream"—
But deep in her heart, her understanding went one step further.

Could it be that I originally knew Swen?
But I don't know why I think that.

So for now, I need to keep him by my side.
That was Serphina's conclusion.

In fact—even without focusing solely on him being the man from her dreams, thinking purely practically.
Somehow recruiting this young white-haired man as her subordinate would be quite beneficial for Serphina.
First of all, he was "potentially a mage," as acknowledged by State Strategist Jena, who was currently looking after the capital in her place.
Considering what happened at the northern fortress, and what happened a few days ago here at Hisfil Castle, there was a very high possibility that he was a real mage.
Having such a man under her command would clearly be worth more than an entire castle.

In any case, Serphina thought, I want to have that man—Swen.
And so far, she had never failed to obtain anything she wanted.

'If I win this bet, you'll serve me... is that it?'

Thinking about it now, those words couldn't help but be significant.
Though he talked about having an opportunity to choose a lord worthy of serving and whatnot—Serphina had encountered many people like him during her conquest of the northern continent.
Most people didn't have particularly deep loyalty to the rulers they served.

In other words, he could make such a proposal precisely because he wasn't deeply committed to Yuuri in the first place.
If he were a truly loyal general, he would rather be dragged to an underground prison than challenge her to a contest.

That wasn't necessarily bad. Serphina had no intention of reproaching him for it.
Rather, in these chaotic times, those who stubbornly served only one person were the oddballs.
The Brands Army, the Aishers Army—they were ultimately just warlord groups without much history, and Serphina herself knew well that being truly loyal to the leader of such a warlord group was something you'd only see in fairy tales.

Therefore, what she emphasized was not legitimacy but how she treated her subjects.
If subjects could change their lords at any time, her policy was to ensure they never felt the need to do so.

At that point, a new question arose.

'He was definitely with the Brands Army.'

For some reason, he had left the Brands Army for the Aishers Army, and now he was changing allegiance again.
If his goal was to serve a "truly powerful ruler," he could have come to our army from the beginning.
So perhaps his goal was something that didn't exist yet—that thought occurred to her.

How interesting.

Serphina slightly raised one corner of her mouth.
Saying "there's no reason not to serve Lady Serphina" also meant there was no compelling reason to serve her either.
She was curious about the true intentions of this man who said that, then smoothly declared he would serve her.

If she were to categorize all the people she had encountered so far, they would fall into three types.

First, those intimidated by her background.
Second, those who openly showed hostility toward her background.
And third, those who, overwhelmed by her background, openly swore loyalty to her.

And Swen, coincidentally, didn't belong to any of these categories.

'He's the man who stirred me in my dream. He can't be an insignificant person.'

Now the choice was up to Yuuri.

If she were Yuuri, she would never give up Swen, no matter how important Anima was as a general.
Apart from their relationship, it was obvious that her subordinates would be greatly disturbed if they saw her sacrificing one general for another.
Baranga Yuuri Aishers wasn't that foolish. So she would make the sensible decision.

If that happened, she would release Swen for now.
But—as mentioned earlier, she had never lost anything she had set her mind on having.

'Even if you leave my side temporarily, you'll soon be back in my hands, Swen.'

Thinking this, she let out a soft "kuhuhuh" laugh.
If Swen had known this, there was one fact he couldn't deny:
He had just missed the opportunity to see her incredibly enchanting and beautiful appearance.

# # #

"Kheuk!"

Five soldiers collapsed.
Irene, showing no signs of fatigue, looked at the Serphina Army soldiers glaring at her and said:

"If anyone else wants to come at me, feel free."

"General Rendolf has fallen? Impossible..."
"Damn... how can a bodyguard be this powerful?!"

The soldiers were looking in shock at the last man who had fallen.
Judging by how they addressed him, this man was apparently not a simple soldier but a general receiving a stipend under the Serphina Army.

She had no idea why they were suddenly attacking them—
But if their situation was like this, Swen must also be in a difficult position.
If so, she couldn't put down her sword.
She needed to enter the royal castle where he was as quickly as possible.

Irene spoke loudly, putting strength into her voice:

"Let me give you some sincere advice: if you want to defeat me, you'd better bring more soldiers. As things stand, you'll only end up badly injured."

"What...?"

"If you let me into the royal castle even now, I'll specially overlook your rudeness so far. I hope you make a wise decision."

As the soldiers looked at each other, a man's shout came from behind them.

"What are you doing? Didn't our lord command! Capture those people!"

"B-but we don't have enough men like this!"

"Reinforcements are coming now! What are you doing not even forming ranks!"

Watching the Serphina Army soldiers in confusion at the sudden situation, Irene quietly sighed.

"...So you insist on shedding more blood."

She had already given them a strong warning, and she had no intention of giving up here—
But the problem was Reika hiding behind her.
While Irene herself made her living on battlefields of life and death, Reika was just a daughter of the Nighthart family who followed Swen well.
Since she was a woman with whom marriage talks with Swen were ongoing, she naturally included not just Swen but Reika as well among those she needed to protect.

At that moment.

"Um... Lady Irene..."

"I'll listen to you later. Don't move. It's dangerous."

"Well, that... I..."

"...?"

Huah.
Reika took a short deep breath, then with a determined expression, said:

"I... I appreciate your concern, b-but... I absolutely won't hold you back, so it's okay."

"...?"

"So... could you please... move aside a little?"

What?
If she moved aside, Reika might unnecessarily become a target for the soldiers.
But Reika's voice sounded so serious.

"Are you serious?"

"In a situation like this... I don't lie."

Could she have some way to resolve this situation?

Irene very gently moved slightly to the side, clearing her line of sight.

And then.

"...!!"

An unbelievable sight unfolded before her.
The Serphina Army soldiers didn't seem to have noticed yet...
But from Reika's hands, a red sphere that looked like it was blazing began to form.

'Th-that...!'

"Everyone, charge!"

Just then, reinforcements seemed to have arrived, as they began charging toward Irene and Reika.
There were quite a lot of them—would they really be okay?

"Haaah...!"

Just as Reika's voice was heard from behind.

"Everyone, you'd better stop there."

A familiar man's voice reached Irene's ears.

# # #

"Swen...!"

"Ah, S-Swen, sir...!"

Fortunately, all the soldiers' attention focused on me at my words.
Not missing the opportunity, I continued to convey my message.

"These are Lady Serphina's orders. Please stop trying to capture us."

"What? How can we believe that..."

Just as the soldier representative was about to show a sharp reaction toward me.

"What he says is true."

Behind me, a tall handsome man with jet-black hair that contrasted sharply with mine stepped forward.

"Lord Irian...!"

So that man's name was Irian.
I had met him by chance on my way out of the royal castle, and when I explained the situation and asked for his help because I thought the soldiers wouldn't listen to me, he readily agreed—but I hadn't thought to ask his name.

After the man saluted Irian, he lightly acknowledged it and then shouted loudly to the soldiers:

"The order to capture the Aishers Army's envoys has been withdrawn! This is our lord's will! Everyone return to your positions!"

The situation was quickly resolved with Irian's words.
In conclusion, all the soldiers surrounding Irene and Reika left their positions.

"There are injured men."

"I want you to know it was self-defense."

At Irene's words, Irian calmly nodded.

"I know roughly what happened, so don't worry."

I approached Irian.

"Thank you for your help."

"It's nothing. I'll take my leave first."

And so, with Irian taking care of the injured soldiers, the situation somehow concluded.
Only then could I return to Irene and Reika's side.

"Swen, what happened? Are you okay?"

"Swen, sir...!"

Both of them showed such obvious concern for me that I felt strangely apologetic.

"I'm fine. Anyway, I've returned safely. ...Though I won't be able to return to Valhart Castle for a while."

"What...? Can't return... what do you mean...?"

At Reika's question, I explained the situation to them.

"I see. So you were almost captured and thrown into an underground prison. That's why they attacked us too."

"U-underground prison...! But Swen, sir, you just came as an envoy..."

"We're talking about none other than Serphina von Aingart. It seems the rumors about her were roughly accurate."

At Irene's words, I shook my head slightly.

"I don't think that's entirely true."

"Why do you think so?"

"I'm not sure exactly, but, well, she did accept the proposal I made, didn't she?"

Irene murmured, "I suppose so," and quickly understood.
Lately, I've been feeling that she would believe me even if I told her beans could be used to make soybean paste.

"Anyway, I'm sorry. Both of you got involved because of me."

"No, Swen. You have nothing to apologize for. Rather, I'm glad I could follow you. If I had been separated from you and wasted time without knowing what was happening, I would have been very lonely."

"I-I'm fine too...! I came prepared... I've already talked everything over with my father, so I think... he'll understand."

After saying "That's good, then"—
I looked back at the royal castle.
There was nothing more I could do now.
Whether I liked it or not, the outcome of this contest would be decided not by me or Serphina, but by Yuuri.

It was just a matter of waiting.

'It'll be a rest for a while.'

I was used to waiting anyway.
Hadn't I spent days meaninglessly passing time before Luna recommended me?

As I walked back toward the royal castle with Irene and Reika, I sent an unreachable question on the wind.

Lady Yuuri.
What choice do you intend to make?

Ch.109 - Chapter 109. Choice, And Consequence (1)
# Underground Prison of Anel Castle, Capital of Brands Army

"Here's your daily food ration."

The guard's tone was exceptionally polite for someone delivering meals to a prisoner.
But he had no choice.
After all, the imprisoned person was—

"Thank you."

—Farfalle, the woman who had served as the nation's Strategist.

"Is there anything else you need?"

"No. You've been very accommodating, and I'm doing well. Thank you."

"I'm only doing what's expected."

"And my Lord...?"

"She hasn't said anything yet... but General Chel asked me to tell you that he'll try to persuade her somehow, so please wait a little longer."

"I see."

Farfalle nodded, then answered with a resolute tone.

"I'm grateful for your continued consideration. I will never forget this kindness."

"Not at all. Then, I'll take my leave."

The guard showed his respect with a light salute to Farfalle before backing away.
As his footsteps faded into the distance, her emotions became increasingly clear in her mind.

Imprisonment.

Farfalle's charges: disobeying orders and abuse of authority.

Despite clear orders to fight against the Aishers Army, she had acted on her own judgment and pulled troops back near the capital of Anel Castle. She was imprisoned to take responsibility for this decision.
When Lynn became furious at Farfalle's independent actions, declaring that "disobedience is treason, and traitors deserve death," the surrounding vassals barely managed to intervene, somehow ending the matter with imprisonment rather than execution.

Though she was in solitary confinement, it wasn't actually that uncomfortable.
Meals arrived regularly, she was provided with decent books to read, and even had a private bathroom.
She even had a simple bed fully equipped.
Of course, these were special provisions granted to Farfalle after her imprisonment, and it seemed that Lynn, as the ruler, chose not to make an issue of these accommodations.

Perhaps Lynn also realized that this approach was correct—hiding her excitement and thinking calmly.
That was Farfalle's speculation.

'My Lord...'

Despite ending up in this situation, Farfalle hadn't let go of her connection to Lynn.
Certainly—Lynn was somewhat arbitrary, arrogant, and unwilling to listen to others.
But if the situation improved, if there was nothing to disturb her heart, she was a capable ruler who could move forward without hesitation.
While people might call Lynn a tyrant, at least she wasn't like Serphina of the North, whose very existence brought bloodshed.
From Farfalle's perspective, believing that what this world needed was a ruler's charisma, Lynn was the only person worth serving.

Besides, if Lynn were truly beyond redemption, Farfalle's head would no longer be attached to her shoulders by now.

Farfalle let out a short sigh.

The matter of Irene Juliet was already out of their hands.
It was time to refocus and strengthen their power base at Anel Castle once more.
She was prepared to rush to Lynn's side if the ruler changed her mind and sought her counsel.

'Please open your eyes, my Lord...!'

For that moment to come, she needed to survive now.
Farfalle forced herself to finish every bit of the food provided to her, leaving nothing behind.
To continue this tenacious life.

* * *

Meanwhile, in the royal palace of Anel Castle—
Chel was kneeling before Lynn.

"My Lord. It's been several weeks since Farfalle was imprisoned."

"..."

"Please reconsider your decision now. She made her decision out of pure loyalty. And she still has much to do for you. In this precarious situation facing the Serphina Army, we need to judge her crimes but then use her talents again to avoid collapse."

Chel was speaking frankly to Lynn.
In fact, he was the only person in the country who could speak so directly to Lynn, the absolute sovereign.
Not only was he related to her by blood, but unlike Kalinz who had no particular achievements, Chel was a core talent of the nation who had accomplished countless feats.

Lynn knew this as well.
She also understood that her dignity couldn't be maintained indefinitely in these troubled times.
Objectively speaking, the Brands Army had already lost more than half of its territory. She was well aware that the loyalty of her generals had somewhat diminished due to recent events.

But even so—
She couldn't allow herself to be pushed back unilaterally.
The moment someone in power showed weakness was precisely when they became vulnerable to attack.
This was something her father had told her many times.

"Brother. Don't you find it strange?"

"What do you mean?"

"According to Farfalle, the Serphina Army should be attacking our territory by now... but there's been no movement yet. Because we've openly shown a loss of fighting spirit, the lords and soldiers at the border are increasingly confused, thinking they've been abandoned. I'm focusing on defending the capital for your sake, but even I can't be patient much longer."

"That's..."

Yes.
According to Farfalle's thinking, the castles around Anel Castle should have all fallen under the Serphina Army by now.
Her opinion was that they would continue to advance, and since we couldn't stop them, withdrawing troops was the right decision.

But the Serphina Army had stopped advancing at some point.
As a result, soldiers and generals at the border had accumulated frustrations from feeling "abandoned" for a long time.

"...I think it's just a matter of time."

"No. Maybe Farfalle's thinking was wrong?"

"My Lord."

At Chel's words, Lynn sighed deeply.

"...I know, Brother."

She muttered that she understood Farfalle's reasoning wasn't nonsensical, lowering her head.

Lynn was no longer able to maintain a strong appearance.
Given her personality, she would have shouted at Chel several times despite him being her eldest brother... but she couldn't do that now.
She too was backed into a corner.

"...Brother. You know."

"..."

Chel bowed his head silently, focusing on Lynn's words.

"If... Swen were here."

Swen.
The white-haired man who called forth miracles.
The general who followed Irene Juliet when she betrayed them and defected to the Aishers Army.

"If Swen were here, what would he have said? Wouldn't he have told us... what would be best to do?"

Her voice began to tremble.
Her blue eyes shook violently.

"I mean... looking back, everything he said was right, wasn't it? Someone like that... was deceived by Irene... and ended up like this? So, I..."

She covered her face with both hands.
The woman who always maintained high charisma was openly breaking down in front of her subordinate general.
Chel had seen this before. Before she became ruler... this weakness she often showed only to him, her blood relative.

"Did I... should I have... acknowledged Irene?"

"..."

"Since childhood, despite being born merely to serve our family, she was said to be superior to me in every way... Did all this happen because I refused to acknowledge her...?"

Silence.
Chel knew all too well that adding anything now would only be poisonous.

"...No. I can't acknowledge her. I should have... killed Irene earlier. I should have cut off her head long ago. Then... Swen too."

He always said the right things.
He swore loyalty to me.
He was deceived by Irene. Deceived by her and betrayed me.

"My Swen would never have been deceived by her!!!!!!"

"My Lord, please calm yourself!"

Chel rushed to calm her as she began pulling at her hair.

"Let go! I said let go!"

"Lynn! Calm down!"

"!!!"

Lynn was startled by the sound of her name and looked at Chel with a pale face.

...Standing before her was not a general of the nation but her eldest brother.
A look in his eyes she hadn't seen since childhood.

"Calm down, Lynn. This is something we can't change now."

"Brother... I..."

"Think slowly. We can build everything up again from the beginning. You're the ruler. You can't waver at times like this. This country rests on your shoulders. ...Understand?"

Lynn didn't answer and lowered her head.
Chel didn't seem to expect an answer from her either, as he slowly moved away from her and bowed at a 90-degree angle before speaking.

"...I implore you once more to make the right decision."

Then he slowly left the royal palace.
Left alone in the palace, Lynn was gradually beginning to realize.

What consequences her unreasonable "choices," prioritized by her emotions, had brought about.

* * *

Meanwhile, at the royal palace of Balhart Castle.

"A messenger from the Serphina Army?"

"Yes."

"Why? The messenger we sent hasn't arrived yet, has he? Did they cross paths?"

Even if their paths had crossed, too much time had passed.
By now, they should have arrived long ago.

To Yuuri's question, the herald who brought the news answered with a troubled expression.

"I'm sorry. I don't really understand the situation either..."

"Is that so?"

It was somewhat concerning, but what could possibly be wrong?

"Tell them to come in."

"Understood."

Shortly after, a messenger arrived before Yuuri and knelt down.

"I am honored to meet Yuuri, ruler of the Aishers Army."

"You can skip the formalities and get to the point, can't you?"

"I have come to discuss the treatment of the prisoner Anima Ingram."

Hearing this, Yuuri jumped up from her seat in surprise.

"Anima...?"

"Yes."

Wait, isn't that something that should be discussed with Swen, the messenger we sent?
Why... why send a separate messenger to us like this?

"...Tell me what you have to say."

"Our Lord Serphina is willing to release the prisoner Anima Ingram."

"If she's willing, she could just release her. Why create this farce?"

Despite Yuuri's somewhat aggressive tone due to her frustration, the messenger maintained his composure and spoke respectfully.

"However, there is a condition."

"We sent 7,900 gold, didn't we? Is that not enough?"

"That's correct."

It seemed they had realized that Anima was an important general in our army.
Yuuri inwardly shuddered.

'That cunning woman...!'

What would she demand?
Surely... she wouldn't demand Raclaine Castle or Zelstrom Castle?
At least in Yuuri's common sense, that would be the maximum Serphina would demand.

If she asked for a castle... honestly, Yuuri could give it.
There would certainly be complaints about overpayment, but... if it was a castle likely to be taken anyway, prioritizing Anima's safety was the better choice.
Ginor had also said that maintaining three castles at the border was disadvantageous for our army in the long run.

"Fine. What do you want?"

But.
What came from the messenger's mouth was something Yuuri had never once considered.

"The man you sent as a messenger to our army."

"Swen? Why Swen?"

"Hand that man over to us."

"!!!"

What... did he say?
To Yuuri, who looked shocked with disbelief, the messenger was simply—
forcing the "ultimate choice" upon the ruler of the Aishers Army in a calm tone.

"Hand over Swen to our army. In exchange, we will release Anima Ingram."

Ch.110 - Chapter 110. Choice, And Consequence (2)
# Hospital in the Capital City of Balhart

In the hospital room where Erinandorf was lying down for recovery, all the founding members of the Aishers army were gathered, except for Yuuri and Anima.

"...Epinel, you didn't need to come."

Looking at Erinandorf speaking with sunken eyes, Epinel clicked her tongue.

"Shut up. How's your condition?"

"I'm just barely alive."

"Don't talk nonsense after eating expensive food, Ern."

"..."

Erinandorf's hands trembled slightly.
It was the appearance of someone suppressing their anger.

"I couldn't... save Anima."

"I heard. It was an unavoidable situation. You did your best."

"While my family was being taken away in restraints, I returned alone with my life intact."

"Ern..."

Emma looked at him with a somewhat sad expression.
Emma and Erinandorf had maintained a long relationship as retainers serving Yuuri together.
Having walked similar paths in life, their thought processes were also naturally similar.

"Didn't you hear me telling you not to talk nonsense?"

"Epinel, don't be too harsh on him. If it were me, I would have acted just like Ern."

Epinel looked thoroughly displeased.

"What's the point of being emotional here? Shouldn't we quickly invade and bring Anima back or something? What is Yuuri doing?"

"I think she sent a messenger. For negotiations."

"Negotiations, my ass!"

Bang!
Even for a lord, it wasn't appropriate language to use toward a monarch.
But no one particularly pointed that out.
If Ginor had been there, he would have cautioned restraint, but he wasn't present.

"Hey, Ern. So, when are you supposed to get better?"

"...The injuries seem serious. Pathetic, isn't it?"

"So you're retiring for a while. Got it."

Epinel looked at Emma and said:

"Let's start preparing, Emma."

"Preparing?"

"Combat preparations, obviously. Are we just going to sit around doing nothing while Anima is captured? Surely you're not going to say we should wait for the results of negotiations or something like that?"

"Calm down, Epinel. You're getting worked up."

"I am not!"

Epinel continued to fume for a while before finally plopping down in a chair.

"...Ugh, this is so frustrating!"

"We sent seven thousand nine hundred gold. Unless Serphina is extraordinarily greedy, she should release Anima for that amount."

"Would that crazy witch even blink at money? We should consider ourselves lucky if she doesn't demand we hand over the castle."

"What else can't we give?"

"...Sigh."

Hearing Emma's words, Epinel covered her face with her hands.

"I can't face Anima."

"..."

"If she finds out that shortly after achieving her long-desired western expansion, we handed over territory as a condition for her rescue, how do you think she'll feel?"

Emma couldn't answer.

"You know how hard Anima worked. She... was the most diligent among us. She wasn't naturally gifted with brilliant talent, so how do you think she came up with those strategies and tactics? You must have seen her working tirelessly, sacrificing sleep."

"I know... I know."

How great must Anima's sense of loss have been when Ginor took the position of National Strategist?
Especially considering that Ginor was originally a person who served the Empire.
Rationally, she understood Yuuri's decision. As a ruler, it was important to have a broader perspective and make macro-level judgments.
She also acknowledged that Ginor was objectively an extremely capable person.

But even so...
It was also true that Anima couldn't be dismissed as someone making foolish demands.
Without her bone-breaking efforts, establishing the foundation of the Aishers army would have been impossible in the first place.

"That's why we need to rescue her somehow, even now. Isn't that the only way we can face Anima with dignity?"

"I understand how you feel... but honestly, it's not an easy task."

Emma bit her lower lip.

"I thought the same thing. That we should lead the army right now to rescue Anima. But... realistically, it's not easy. In this chaos, if Serphina decides to kill Anima instead of keeping her alive... that would truly be the end."

"So you're saying we should just beg during negotiations and give her whatever she wants without upsetting her? What a pleasant opinion. I'm sure Anima would applaud that."

"What? You're now-"

"Enough."

At that moment.
Yuuri slowly walked into Erinandorf's hospital room.

"..."

"Tch."

Even though the five of them were essentially a community bound by fate, Yuuri was effectively their representative figure.
Both Epinel and Emma knew this well, so they obediently closed their mouths and remained silent.

After confirming that the situation had settled down somewhat, Yuuri slowly approached Erinandorf.

"Ern, are you okay?"

"...I think I've passed the critical point, at least."

"I'm sorry I couldn't visit you more often."

"It doesn't matter. ...Yuuri, you do what you can do."

Once the heir to the family he served, but now a comrade with whom he shared his soul, Erinandorf spoke to her in the most gentle tone he could manage.

"What I can do..."

Yuuri pondered Erinandorf's words for a moment, then looked at everyone and said:

"I have something to tell you all."

"What is it?"

"Serphina has expressed her willingness to release Anima Ingram."

"!!!"

Everyone was momentarily shocked by Yuuri's bombshell announcement.
But soon, they easily grasped the hidden meaning in the sentence.

"'Willingness to release' means..."

"She won't do it for free, I guess."

"That's right."

Yuuri confirmed Epinel's statement.

"Seven thousand nine hundred gold isn't enough? What a witch. Is she finally going to extort territory from us? Yuuri, let me tell you in advance, territory is off-limits. If Anima finds out she was brought back on the condition of giving up territory, she'll blame herself again for sure."

"Don't mind what Epinel says, Yuuri. I think it's okay to give up a castle or two. We can reclaim them later."

"..."

Yuuri looked back and forth between Epinel and Emma's faces.
Two different opinions were reflected in her eyes of two different colors.

"...No, you guys."

Yuuri let out a long sigh.
It was her somewhat vulnerable side that she showed only in front of people she truly trusted.

"If it were just a matter of whether to hand over territory, whether it's Zelstrom or Laclaine, I wouldn't have hesitated."

"What do you mean? What exactly is she demanding?"

"...The messenger."

"?"

"She says she'll release Anima if we hand over the messenger."

Rather than being shocked by the demand to hand over the messenger, the two women tilted their heads in confusion.
Shock is only possible when something falls within the realm of human imagination.
For instance, if some apparent madman went around proclaiming that the world would end tomorrow, not many people would take it seriously.
In Emma's common sense, as well as Epinel's and Erinandorf's, the demand to 'hand over the messenger' was something they couldn't even conceive of.

"What does that mean?"

"She wants us to hand over the officer who went as our messenger. If we do... she says she'll release Anima."

"What...?"

Only now did Emma and Erinandorf turn pale with shock as they understood the meaning of the words.
Epinel also let out an irritated sound, as if she found it absurd.

"What kind of nonsense is that?"

"It's exactly as I said. ...She says she won't accept anything else. Not gold, not treasures, not even territory."

"Huh."

"Who went as the messenger...?"

To Erinandorf's question, Yuuri answered with a shadowed face.

"Swen."

"That's a name I haven't heard before. Does he have some connection to Serphina's side?"

"You know him. The white-haired magician. He's quite clever."

"...Ah."

Erinandorf, who hadn't shown much reaction to the name Swen, responded to the keyword "white-haired magician."

"Is she after him because of the rumors that he can use magic?"

At Emma's question, Yuuri frowned.

"I don't know either. Why she would make such a demand..."

"Could it be that he's earned Serphina's grudge?"

"Grudge?"

Epinel nodded and said:

"If not for something like that, she wouldn't demand the surrender of a messenger, right? If she could have captured him, she would have done so already. But instead of doing that, she's making this proposal to us, which suggests that she has something she wants to settle quietly with Swen, and if we don't interfere in this process, she'll give us what we want."

"Indeed. Unless she has a grudge, it doesn't seem like she would make such a proposal."

Emma also agreed with Epinel's opinion.
Is that so?
So it wasn't simply that he had eloped with Irene... but that he had been constantly fleeing from Serphina for some reason?
Come to think of it, he had dropped a stone on Serphina's army.
It wouldn't be strange if he had earned her resentment.

"..."

To Yuuri, who was lost in thought, Emma carefully offered her opinion.

"There's no need to agonize over this, is there, Yuuri?"

"...Huh?"

"Having an officer who has earned Serphina's resentment could be dangerous in the long run. Besides, keeping Anima as a prisoner for a long time is also concerning. Her head could be cut off at any moment, so we should bring her back quickly when the opportunity arises."

"But if we do that, we'd be selling out an officer who was just following orders as a messenger, who has sworn loyalty to our army."

"..."

Emma couldn't respond to Yuuri's principled stance.
She too was aware that what she had suggested amounted to betraying Swen.

"...Yuuri."

At that moment.
Epinel spoke with a very serious face.

"The final decision is yours. It's your choice, but just my opinion... no."

She slowly exchanged glances with Erinandorf and Emma.
This meant that the three of them were of the same mind.

"To express our opinion, we think this world is just a series of choices anyway. Just... speaking coldly. It's a matter of deciding what would be beneficial for our army. And don't you already know the answer to this question?"

"...!"

A choice that benefits the Aishers army.
A choice that is more important to Yuuri herself and to all of them.

"We're in an age of chaos. What's human morality, even heaven's principles are denied in this world. Everyone is moving solely for their own benefit. I think Swen is certainly not a bad officer. However, it's also true that his talents are somewhat restricted. I hear that every time he uses magic, it shortens his lifespan. Even if we keep him, the more we utilize him, the more we're consuming his lifespan. We're already sacrificing him either way."

"That... that's..."

"Just think about it carefully. Who is more important to us? ...Whatever decision you make, we'll all follow your will... but show your responsibility as a ruler here."

'Responsibility... as a ruler.'

Yuuri pondered Epinel's words.
Everyone simply chooses what's more important to them and moves forward.

As she left the hospital to answer the messenger and headed back to the royal castle, the image of Anima flashed in Yuuri's mind.
The moment she sacrificed her arm to protect her.
The moment she saved everyone with her brilliant strategy in a crisis.
She had truly worked herself to death for their army.
No matter how she thought about it... she couldn't lose her in a place like this.

'Responsibility...'

Yes.
Responsibility.
A leader is someone who takes responsibility.
Anima might reject this decision. She might resent her for doing something a ruler shouldn't do.
But if she were to die, Yuuri wouldn't even be able to hear that resentment.

'I'll take the responsibility.'

With that resolve, her footsteps became heavier.

***

Upon arriving at the royal castle, she found several officers of the castle, including Ginor, gathered in the audience chamber.
From the looks of it, they all seemed to have already grasped the general situation.

"My Lord. I've heard about it."

Ginor naturally approached her as she sat on the throne.

"It's a proposal that doesn't even need to be considered. Reject it."

"Why?"

"I don't even need to explain. I've never seen anywhere a case of selling out one officer to rescue another."

Yuuri slowly nodded.

"Right? ...I think so too, Ginor."

Seeing Yuuri like this, Ginor inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.
Honestly... he had been worried about how to handle it if she fell for the offer of "releasing Anima in exchange for Swen."
While it was a decision difficult to understand by common sense, what Anima Ingram symbolized in the Aishers army was by no means small.
Judging by her reaction, fortunately, she didn't seem to be making such an unreasonable decision.

"By the way, can you hear my voice?"

"Yes, I can hear you, Lady Yuuri."

The messenger answered with his head bowed.

"I'm sorry for keeping you waiting. I needed some time to think."

"It's alright. What message should I deliver to my lord?"

Hearing those words, Yuuri let out a small sigh.
Anima.
My childhood friend and my eternal shadow.
Even if you, and everyone in the world, resent me and point fingers at me...

I'll bear it all and move forward.

"Go and tell her. I accept Serphina's proposal."

"Pardon? That means..."

In contrast to the messenger calmly asking for clarification, Ginor's pupils contracted sharply.
What... is this woman, my lord, trying to say??

"I'll hand over our messenger Swen. Release Anima."

Ch.111 - Chapter 111. Choice, And Consequence (3)
# "L-Lord...!"

While Ginor exclaimed in shock beside her, Yuuri spoke coldly without even turning her head in his direction.

"What are you doing? Didn't you hear me? I'll do as you wish, so release Anima."

The envoy from Serphina responded in the same expressionless, dry tone as when he first arrived:

"Understood. I'm pleased to meet someone reasonable. I will certainly convey your wishes to our lord. Well then."

After Serphina's envoy slowly walked out, Ginor stood in shock while several armed soldiers looked around, still trying to grasp the situation.

'What on earth just happened?'

If only...
If only she had offered to surrender a territory, that would have been understandable.

Giving up an entire castle was, objectively speaking, overpayment.
Anima Ingram was an excellent general, but she was certainly not the crown jewel of their forces.
She was deeply loyal, a founding contributor who had helped Yuuri establish the country, and someone who had earned tremendous trust—a person with whom one could entrust their back without any doubt in these chaotic times.
Although losing territory would be regrettable, considering the current state of the country where maintaining all three castles was difficult, whether it was Laclaine or Zelstrom, surrendering one would still leave plenty of room for recovery—
That was Ginor's assessment.

However.
Giving up an envoy was a different matter.

It wasn't just because the envoy was Swen, who appeared to be quite intelligent and talented.
At least in Ginor's eyes, Swen was a far more valuable general than Anima. Regardless of how others in this country evaluated him, that opinion wouldn't change.

But that wasn't the decisive reason why they shouldn't hand over an envoy.
Even if he were an insignificant general with little potential who couldn't be trusted with important roles, he still shouldn't be handed over.
In this world, even in these chaotic times, what warlord would surrender someone who served loyally to an enemy country?

This wasn't just about basic human sentiment.
While he didn't deny the existence of values like compassion, humanity, and sympathy, Ginor wasn't the type of person who applied such principles as the foundation of his actions.
Rather than thinking "it's pitiful to sell someone regardless of their ability," it would be more accurate to say he judged such actions as absolutely forbidden due to the impact they would have on the other generals.

Even the opposite scenario—surrendering Anima to save Swen—would have been absolutely unacceptable to Ginor.
And giving up some nameless general instead of Swen to save Anima would have been equally impossible.

At least as a ruler.
If one were a ruler of a country, not the leader of a band of righteous thieves, that's how it should be.

"My lord. I understand your momentary hesitation. However, you must withdraw your message immediately. Quickly, detain the envoy."

When Yuuri gave no response, Ginor continued with urgency:

"What are you waiting for? Quickly call back Serphina's envoy!"

"B-But..."

"Hurry! I'll take responsibility."

Despite Ginor speaking so directly, Yuuri made no move to stop him.
She must have known what her actions meant.

And then.

"That won't be necessary!"

From beyond, a woman's voice rang out.
It was Epinel Rosenkroz, the de facto second-in-command of the Aishers forces.

"General Epinel!"

"Lord Ginor, please forgive my rudeness. The current situation is extremely complicated."

She slowly approached and addressed Ginor.

"The cunning Serphina threatened to execute Anima immediately if we didn't accept this offer."

"...?"

Hearing this information for the first time, Ginor glanced at Yuuri.
She too was blinking in slight surprise.
That alone was enough to realize that Epinel was currently lying.

"Strategist, I'm speaking to you right now. Please focus on what I'm saying."

Epinel redirected Ginor's attention back to herself.

"It seems Swen has somehow earned Serphina's enmity. They appear to have him in custody even though he went as an envoy. This is coercion. No matter what opinion we express, we cannot get Swen back."

"Then from her position, why would she need to make such an offer?"

"What reason could there be? She's simply testing us."

"Testing?"

"From the position of a powerful nation, she's asking us, a small country: will you obey me or not? She's gauging that. That's Serphina's way. There's nothing to gain by defying her here."

So.
Swen was already captured and facing certain death—
And just to see how our forces would react, she's conducting this test?
She's giving up territory and money just to ask this question?

If the opponent were Lynn Brands, with her paranoid personality and unusual gloominess, he might have believed it.
She was indeed someone who occasionally acted in incomprehensibly irrational ways.
That Orlondo Brands' only daughter wasn't someone to be trusted was something Ginor had heard even in his youth.

But Serphina was different.
There was a reason she was called the Hegemon, despite being labeled a tyrant or witch.
The numerous generals who had served the imperial family followed her not without reason, but because she had proven herself through ability.
It wasn't simply her bloodline that defined her capabilities.
From his own perspective, he had decided not to serve her due to the excessive cruelty she displayed while eliminating all her siblings with her own hands, not because she lacked ability.
Would someone like her make an offer with nothing to gain, solely for the emotional reason of wanting to see our army's reaction?
When she could easily receive a territory through proper negotiations, why would she bother?

If she truly had a grudge against Swen—
She could have simply captured and killed him without proposing such a negotiation.

As Ginor silently organized his thoughts, Epinel spoke in a cold tone:

"Hasn't the Strategist often spoken about how a small nation survives? This is just part of that. What choice do we have against the unilateral actions of the powerful Serphina forces? All we can do is save at least one person. Surely you understand this, Strategist?"

"..."

She was an excellent general, but occasionally she would openly reveal her lingering emotions like this.
He didn't particularly mind. If anything, he was grateful.
It's easier to deal with someone whose intentions are transparent than someone whose thoughts are unreadable.

Epinel turned to address the armed soldiers and troops:

"Listen! The Serphina forces have unilaterally imprisoned our envoy and are attempting to disrupt our morale with pointless questions. For now, we have no choice but to endure, but we will surely build our strength and someday take revenge on her. Understood!"

I see.
Only then did he understand why she had appeared here at this moment.

Yuuri's decision was one that no general, unless exceptionally dull, could comprehend.
There would certainly be talk. No, beyond that, generals would resign one after another, potentially shaking the very foundation of the nation.

So she was creating a situation where "there was no choice" or "there was no other way."
Conveniently, the opponent was Serphina, notorious for her cruelty. It would be convincing to say such a tyrant had committed a violent act.

That would contain the chaos this decision might cause to some extent.
In this country, the influence of the founding contributors was stronger than anywhere else.

Given Yuuri's personality, she probably wouldn't have tried to escape the situation by lying. She would have stubbornly shouldered the consequences of her decision.
This must have been Epinel's idea, not Yuuri's.
Objectively speaking, she was undeniably a talent who complemented the ruler's deficiencies well.

'However, even so, there will still be some repercussions.'

Any minister with a functioning brain would surely notice the inconsistencies.

Anyway, in a situation that could no longer be reversed—
Ginor once again pondered the fundamental question.

What does the Serphina army gain from this decision?

The claim that she targeted Swen due to a grudge lacks credibility.
So, looking only at the conclusion—

Serphina voluntarily gave up the opportunity to acquire territory?
For what?

—To obtain Swen.

'Was Serphina's target Swen himself all along?'

Certainly.
Assuming she knew his true abilities well—even if he were the ruler, he would prefer to acquire Swen over territory.

And the moment he recalled "his abilities"—

It felt as if someone had struck the back of his head.

'What if... all of this was Swen's intention?'

Swen had the ability to see the future.
Of course, there was no concrete evidence, and he himself denied it.
But the circumstantial evidence was perfect. All of Swen's decisions had been correct, and he had recently witnessed with his own eyes how Swen sometimes made decisions that could only be made by someone who knew future outcomes.
The way he assessed situations and thought—
It was the way of "someone who knows future results but doesn't know how they will come about."

From the beginning, it wasn't Yuuri's decision for him to step forward as an envoy.
Didn't Swen himself say, "I will go"!
Perhaps Swen knew all along that this would happen.

Would such a person voluntarily step forward as an envoy just to "be sold"?
That couldn't possibly be the case.

Thinking this way, the conclusion became clear.

'Moving to the Serphina forces was... the most efficient future he foresaw...!'

Turning his head slightly, he looked at the silent Yuuri.
Despite Epinel's efforts to salvage the situation, her bewilderment was evident.

It was then that Ginor truly realized for the first time:
His lord, Baranga Yuuri Aishers, was someone who could never grasp the world, no matter what.

The one fortunate fact in this situation:
He had assigned Reika to accompany Swen.
If Serphina's target was indeed Swen, she wouldn't mistreat his companion Reika.
This way, even without personally joining Serphina, a connection with Swen would be maintained.
Reika would likely make contact. By then, there would be an opportunity to subtly inquire about Swen's true intentions.

That moment.
Maintaining allegiance to Aishers would last only until then.

'I should start looking for a way out soon.'

The ruler who would unify the continent didn't necessarily have to be Yuuri.
If she made foolish choices swayed by emotion, the solution was simply to let go of her hand.

That was the conclusion of Ginor, known as the Sage of the Continent.

Ch.112 - Chapter 112. Now You Are...
# Tepelo Castle, Southern Karelia Army

A deep concern was etched on the face of castle lord Lunarienne Iniang.

"So they're... dead?"

"Yes, my lady."

About thirty soldiers had been publicly executed for violating military law. It seemed Luna's opinion that execution was excessive had been ignored.

Of course, violating military law was wrong. The problem was that the punishment seemed far too harsh. Losing one's life over a trivial mistake was nothing short of cruel.

Moreover, recent recruits were practically any man with functioning limbs who could move, as they had been conscripted indiscriminately. Naturally, morale was low, and training standards weren't high.

All of this was supposedly the will of her lord, Makana Karelia—though Luna knew well by now that it wasn't truly her will.

'It's the Strategist Vanessa's will.'

Since Vanessa had taken complete control of the military, the application of military law had become strict and training intensity had increased dramatically. "Strong army" sounded good. Luna agreed that emphasizing strict military discipline during wartime was reasonable.

But—
Wasn't execution for being just 30 minutes late too extreme?
The other executed soldiers hadn't committed capital offenses either. Even flogging would have been controversial, let alone taking lives for what were clearly minor infractions.

It was practically rule by terror.
Vanessa's reign of terror, backed by Karelia's authority.
Despite various rumors circulating within the Karelia army, everything was buried under the excuse of "war preparations."
There was also the plausible justification that they needed to raise the morale and training standards of soldiers and commanders, which had declined in the southern continent where war had been avoided through a careful balance of power.

"Castle Lord."

"...Speak."

"Our Lord doesn't seem to think highly of you, Castle Lord Luna. She says a castle lord shouldn't have unnecessary compassion."

Luna responded to the male commander's words with a bitter tone.

"Is that our Lord's will?"

"...Her will is essentially the same as our Lord's will."

The male commander also knew this came from Vanessa, not Karelia. But he couldn't say otherwise. Vanessa was backed by everyone's idol, Karelia.

"I understand."

"Then, I'll take my leave."

After the male commander left the audience chamber, Luna headed toward the mansion where she was currently staying, having completed her daily duties.

"Welcome back, Lady Luna."

Upon arriving at the mansion, Charlotte, Kein's relative with golden eyes, greeted Luna who had returned from the royal castle.
Seeing no need to share her worries with the girl, Luna put on the brightest expression she could manage.

"How was your day?"

"I feel I'm improving with swordsmanship. Though I'm not as skilled as my brother, of course."

The three children Kein had asked her to raise:

Francis, Charlotte, and Violet.

Just as Kein had said they would "certainly be helpful," the three had quickly adapted to Luna's mansion and were already showing remarkable talent.

Francis with his spear.
Charlotte with her sword.
And Violet, whose potential as a civil official was clearly evident.

Francis possessed such overwhelming talent that he could be considered the reincarnation of Kremton Al Kaski, who had once been renowned for his spear techniques in the former Empire. He had already surpassed the level of ordinary soldiers and could hold his own against several commanders in the Karelia army despite his young age.

Charlotte was no less impressive. Tifa, who was acting as her instructor, repeatedly praised her, saying she would surely become a great general who would surpass herself when she grew up. Given Tifa's straightforward character, this was likely genuine recognition of her talent.

While her brother and sister excelled in martial arts, the youngest, Violet, showed remarkable aptitude for strategy and tactics. In fact, since her prediction that "the Serphina army will no longer attack the Brands army," not a single battle had occurred between the two nations. From Serphina's perspective, she had argued, maintaining the front line without advancing would prevent the Brands army from concentrating their forces, thus inflicting greater damage.

"I see. Have you thought about what I mentioned before?"

"Yes, I have, and all three of us came to the same conclusion."

Charlotte bowed her head deeply and said:

"We don't need to enroll in the academy."

Lunarienne wanted to send them to the academy. She thought studying with many others would be a more valuable experience for them than simply staying at her mansion as retainers.

"Why not? While it's true you all have exceptional talent, experiencing as much of this wide world as possible would be beneficial. Don't worry about tuition fees."

"That may be true... but Uncle told us we must protect Lady Lunarienne. He said we need to be of help to you when the opportunity comes, whenever that might be."

By uncle, she must mean Kein.
Luna responded with a slightly embarrassed smile.

"Still, if I think about what's best for you..."

"It's really fine, Lady Luna. Tifa is already an excellent teacher for us, and Violet is convinced that developing her observational skills by your side will be more helpful than accumulating theory at the academy. Please consider our wishes."

"...If that's what you want, I won't force you. But please let me know if you change your mind. I have sufficient funds to support all three of you at the academy."

"Thank you for your consideration."

With the somewhat heavy conversation concluded, Luna changed to a lighter topic.

"By the way, you're dressed quite nicely today?"

"Oh, that's..."

Charlotte's expression became girlish as she replied shyly.

"There's a festival in the square today."

"Ah, that's right."

Luna recalled hearing something similar. There had been suggestions that this festival should be more elaborate to soothe the uneasy atmosphere caused by excessive conscription.

"So, if you'd permit me, I was thinking of attending—"

"You don't need permission for something like that. Go ahead."

"Th-thank you."

Though Charlotte was quite mature for her age, moments like this reminded Luna that she wasn't quite an adult yet.

After sending Charlotte off—
Luna quietly sank into thought.

A festival.
Come to think of it, they had held something similar to a harvest festival at Jeilant Castle.
It was the first proper harvest after a typhoon had swept through, and all the domain residents' faces had been filled with happiness.

At that moment... she had held his hand.
She had danced with Swen, holding his hand.
Though considerable time had passed since then, Luna had never once forgotten that moment.

The golden wheat fields swaying in the wind.
The air, atmosphere, scent of that day, the food offered by the domain residents.
And Swen's face as he danced with her, holding her hand...

'Lord Swen...'

Was Swen still with the Brands army?
She had always been worried since hearing that the Brands army was being overwhelmingly pushed back by the Serphina army... but she believed he would be alright.
He had promised he would definitely return.
So she shouldn't waste time worrying unnecessarily.

If an opportunity came, she had to seize it no matter what.
Only then could she face Swen with dignity.

'Please... stay safe and survive.'

As Luna was thinking this, a question crossed her mind.

What might Lord Swen be doing right now?

***

Knock, knock, knock.

"Come in. You don't need to knock."

At my words, the door opened—
And the golden-haired absolute ruler appeared.
With her distinctive hairpin and gleaming, flowing hair.
A woman who looked nothing like a tyrant, closest to what one might call a goddess.

"You look quite relaxed, Swen."

"That's because Lady Serphina has been unexpectedly accommodating."

"Unexpectedly, is it?"

Serphina let out a small chuckle.
Even that laugh appeared so beautiful it seemed almost unfair.

Since that day.
From the day a messenger came to negotiate "handing over Swen in exchange for releasing Anima"—
Irene, Reika, and I had been spending our days confined in separate private rooms in a detached building prepared by Serphina.
Though we were confined, it was tolerable. Everything was well-equipped, including private bathrooms and toilets, and meals were served regularly.
There were windows allowing us to see daylight, and the beds were comfortably soft.
It was definitely much better than being thrown into an underground dungeon.

The only downside was not knowing how Reika and Irene were doing.

"So, what brings you here today?"

"I came to grant your request and also to tell you something."

Request.
Right. I had made a request to her.

"Irene Juliet and Reika Nighthart are doing well. They're also curious about you."

"What did you tell them?"

"I just told them you're heartbroken, refusing food, and starving yourself."

As she said this, the corners of her eyes curved into crescent moons.
This woman could make frivolous jokes too, surprisingly.
I didn't care much about myself, but I had worried she might harm them—apparently that concern was unfounded.

"...As long as they're both doing well, that's fine."

"Now that I've granted your request, I'd like you to answer my question."

"I'll answer if I can."

"Reika Nighthart. I didn't know Ginor had such a young daughter."

The Nighthart family must be quite famous.
There was certainly an age gap. It made sense since she was his adopted daughter.
Of course, she hadn't brought this up just to discuss such trivial matters.

"Is she perhaps a 'magician'?"

I almost lost my composure at the sudden question that struck at the core... or so I thought.

"You're quite startled, I see."

"..."

I thought I hadn't changed my expression, but how did she notice?

"It's nothing special. Recently, a wall of Hispil Castle collapsed. It was due to an unexplained explosion. I heard testimony about a pink-haired woman being seen at that time. That was your doing, wasn't it?"

"That's quite a joke. A magician? How could such a thing exist in this world?"

"How amusing to hear that from a man known as the White Magician."

She laughed again as she said this.
It was an extremely bewitching and feminine laugh.

"And if she is a magician, I understand why she bears the name 'Nighthart.' Ginor must have recognized her talent and taken her in as his adopted daughter. It's such a predictably obvious story."

Hearing her words, I was honestly surprised.
She was right.
Serphina was definitely a shrewd person.
I could understand why she unified more than half the game world.
It was impressive how flexibly she applied her thinking, especially in an era where magicians hadn't yet prominently emerged.

Nevertheless, the foolish thought crossed my mind that she might feel wronged that it was her charm, not her intellect, that stirred my thoughts.

"Anyway, that's your answer."

"It is."

"Well, it's not a satisfactory answer... but I suppose it's fine. We'll have plenty of time for deeper conversations now."

What?
Startled, I looked at her face.
And she... came closer to me and brought her face right up to mine.
The strong scent of her perfume fiercely assaulted my nose.

"You've lost, Swen. This match is mine."

"...!"

The result of our wager disguised as a match...

"Baranga Yuuri Aishers has abandoned you. You know what that means."

She whispered into my ear, which was frozen in shock.

With a dazzlingly beautiful smile laced with deadly poison—
As if promising to bloom and wither together for eternity.
Like a bride who had promised marriage, she whispered:

"Now you belong to me."

Ch.113 - Chapter 113. Hound
After hearing those words, I asked Serphina several times if she was serious. I thought it could be possible, but when it actually happened, I couldn't believe it.

"What would I gain by lying to you?"

Serphina said this with another smile. She didn't seem to be testing my reaction with a lie.

"You have the expression of an abandoned hunting dog."

"A hunting dog..."

Hearing those words made me sigh even more deeply.

"I was never even Lady Yuuri's hunting dog to begin with."

She never really used me anyway. Though I wasn't there for long, I spent more time teaching Reika than performing missions. Because of that, I felt I had more free time than when I was under Lynn.

With Serphina silent behind me, I organized the situation in my mind.

So Yuuri ultimately abandoned me and chose Anima. I don't know if she was aware that Reika was with me, but she must have known that Irene was accompanying me as an armed escort. Despite that, she made such a decision—

So both Irene and I... in the end, we were just beings inferior to Anima in her eyes.

It wasn't completely incomprehensible. The bond between the Aishers Five was so powerful that no one could break through it. Yuuri, Anima, Emma, Epinel, and Erinandorf. From the beginning, the Aishers Army was a country where everything was determined by those five.

At this point, let me be honest. I had no intention of claiming I was tremendously shocked or asking how my lord could do this to me. After all, I never sincerely served her as my lord in the first place.

She was just someone I was passing through, and my heart was always with Lunarienne. I didn't want to act like a tragic victim now. Such shameless behavior would surely break something inside me. Irene was probably in the same position as me, so she likely wouldn't have major regrets either. I had helped her achieve military merits several times during my service, so I didn't owe her any debt of gratitude.

If there was anything I was worried about—it was Reika. Unlike Irene and me, she wasn't a military officer, just an ordinary woman who happened to know magic. If someone were to say she wasn't ordinary because she could use magic, I wouldn't argue, but the point is she wasn't on a national payroll, so there was no reason for her to be captured here with me.

If she wanted... it would be best to let her return safely. Since Reika was Ginor's adopted daughter, they probably wouldn't touch her either.

As I was assessing the situation, Serphina's voice reached my ears again.

"Well. What will you do?"

"What do you mean, what will I do?"

"Yes."

Could it be that she wants to hear a direct declaration of defeat from me? It's a nasty habit, but absolute rulers like Serphina sometimes obsess over such trivial things. Well, I managed to get along fairly well under Lynn, so I should be able to manage.

"Didn't I already tell you? I lost the match I proposed. As promised, from now on I will be your loyal servant, Lady Serphina."

I wonder if this answer will suffice. While I was wondering if my choice of words "loyal servant" might have been a bit over the top, I heard something unexpected.

"That's not what I'm asking you."

"...?"

"Swen, I'm asking for your intentions."

When I asked if she meant my intentions about serving under her, she replied:

"Didn't you tell me? That to win you over, one shouldn't use such coercive methods."

"That's true, but..."

"I've said it many times. I want you. I want you to be deeply loyal to me and consider me a ruler worthy of your sincere service. What meaning would there be in forcing you under my feet by winning a match?"

From my perspective, how did that make me feel?
I was simply surprised, very cleanly so.
For someone rumored to be a tyrant, her attitude toward her subjects was remarkably straightforward.
Someone in her position could probably act more selfishly without much consequence.

I voiced my curiosity directly.

"If I were to change my mind here and say I cannot serve you, Lady Serphina, what would you do?"

"I would send you back to Balhart Castle."

"And what would happen to Lady Anima in that case?"

"I would release her. I said I would do so when I won the match."

"If you do that, wouldn't you gain nothing from the prisoners you've captured, Lady Serphina?"

Hearing this, Serphina—
Once again approached me closely.
The scent of her perfume struck my nose fiercely again.
Now I understand. This scent is yuzu.

"What foolish words. Haven't you already learned everything?"

She smiles seductively again, finding something greatly amusing.

"Haven't you witnessed with your own eyes what decisions I made in this match? I have... Swen, your gaze remains with me. That gaze looking at me."

"!!!"

"That gaze will be fiercely engraved with the echoes of the match we had today. Even after leaving my side, you will recall this moment forever. I think that's sufficient gain, don't you?"

...Wow.

This is breathtaking.
I just genuinely thought, 'Someone like Serphina would be worth serving.'
Beyond her sophisticated and beautiful appearance, the Aingart bloodline flowing through her veins, her background, and her epithet "Tyrant"...
Setting all that aside, the title that suited her best in this moment was—Absolute Ruler.
I had to acknowledge it.

Among all the rulers I had met, the one closest to being an "Absolute Ruler" was Serphina standing before me.

Unreachable by Lynn Brands' charisma and madness that controlled everyone around her as she wished.
Unattainable by Baranga Yuuri Aishers, who could abandon everything for blood-sworn siblings—

Perhaps only Serphina, who could casually say such things, could bear the weight of the crown of an "Absolute Ruler."
In that brief moment, she proved herself to be an astonishing woman who could inspire such thoughts.

An ordinary person might have fallen for her completely and sworn loyalty, but—
I seemed to understand why she could act with such composure.

"You are remarkable, Lady Serphina. If you treat potential talents this way, they would certainly want to devote themselves to you with all their heart."

"'Would want to,' you say?"

"Well, when you think about it, I don't really have a choice right now."

"I gave you a choice, did I not?"

"It might seem that way, but please hear me out."

Looking at the situation alone, her words would be correct, but from the position of someone who had already been abandoned once, I couldn't choose the option of returning.

Even if I were released and returned to the Aishers Army with Anima—
Would Yuuri be happy to see me return?
Would I be able to spend my days there peacefully?

The ruler, Yuuri, might sincerely apologize to me, but she would constantly be on edge.
At the point where she had already sold me out so publicly, my very existence would clearly be an obstacle to them.
My presence would continuously remind them of that situation.

There was a high possibility that people like Epinel had already lied about "Swen being dead" to somehow clean up the situation.
They would have given a grand speech justifying cutting ties with me, and my existence would likely make the aftermath even messier.
Naturally, they would try to deal with me somehow.

So I essentially had no choice but to join Serphina.
In fact, that was the only way to preserve my life.
Completely retiring was also an option, but as someone who came as an envoy, aside from the gold I brought for diplomatic purposes, I had no means to supplement living expenses or even a place to stay.
Including myself, there were three mouths to feed. It was fair to say I was being precisely targeted.

And—

"I believe someone of your caliber, Lady Serphina, would certainly know this."

That wasn't the only reason.

I can only accurately predict questions I'm asked, and only within the scope of national or war-related matters.
Unlike what Ginor thinks, I can't use magic or see the future.
Could someone like me outmaneuver Epinel's schemes? Absolutely not.
Even if Ginor, the strategist, protected me, my life could be in danger at any moment.
All things considered, I had only one conclusion.

Of course, she couldn't possibly know all these details of my circumstances, but—
She must have understood that returning would put me in a difficult position.

"...That's my thinking, but what do you think?"

"So, you're saying that while it appears I'm showing mercy, that's not actually the case?"

"That's right."

After hearing my explanation, she raised the corner of her mouth again, finding it amusing.
Every time she smiled at me, I felt as if her golden eyes were washing over my entire body.

"I think I understand why Yuuri didn't use you as her hunting dog, Swen."

"What do you mean?"

"No master in this world would favor a dog that, far from serving its master, might devour them instead. Deep insight sometimes aims at the master's throat."

Is this how she takes it?
While acknowledging my ability, she simultaneously reveals that I am not a chosen one, never letting me take control of the conversation.
Despite having her intentions read completely, she remained unshaken—I couldn't help but acknowledge her again.

If I didn't have the prediction that "Lunarienne would be the ruler to unify the continent."
And if I had been reincarnated with only prior knowledge of the game, without the ability to make 100% accurate predictions—

I would undoubtedly have bet everything on her without hesitation.

"Swen."

She gently lifted my chin with two fingers.
It was an action that could feel extremely humiliating to some people, but...
Her beauty, the yuzu scent emanating from her, her aura—they all soothed my feelings so I wasn't too offended.

"A woman like Yuuri cannot use you as a hunting dog, but I am different. I can embrace your talent. I am confident I can do so. Come under me. I will dye your body and mind with the color of gold. I ask again. What will you do? Will you become my hunting dog?"

Truthfully,
I had never considered joining Serphina's army.
I had planned to spend time in the Brands army until the major powers were determined, and after learning that Luna was destined to be the unifying ruler, I thought my current national affiliation didn't matter much.

But, if joining Serphina's army was the result predicted by my intelligence 100 brain—

"I understand."

I looked into Serphina's eyes and said:

"From today forward, I, Swen, will be your faithful hunting dog, my lord."

Once recommended by Luna, then commissioned into the Brands army when my country fell.
After betraying Lynn and entering the Aishers army, I was ultimately abandoned and sold to Serphina.

A general who changes rulers at every turn.
Setting aside all context, looking at just the sentence, my life was truly extraordinary in its misfortune.

*

As I walked through the corridor of the annex after leaving the room—
Suddenly, I felt the urge to ask her a question.

"My lord."

"Speak."

"This may be presumptuous... but I'm asking just in case."

She stopped in her tracks without turning around as she had been walking steadily forward.
I easily recognized this as a signal that she would listen to what I had to say.

"Have we... perhaps met somewhere before?"

Though no answer came, I continued my sentence.

"Even if not in person, maybe you've seen my face before. For instance, in a dream... or somewhere like that."

It was a strange question from a third-party perspective, but what could I do? This was the only way I could ask.
Since Serphina had appeared in my dream, I wondered if I had appeared in hers too, and if so, wouldn't she be at least a little surprised?

At least outwardly, she didn't seem surprised at all as she stood with her back to me.

"I heard rumors. That a white-haired man performed strange feats against our army. Even I couldn't believe it until I saw it with my own eyes."

After saying that, she turned around and met my eyes.

"But this is the first time I've seen your face."

"I see."

"Does that answer your question?"

When I said yes, she silently walked forward again.

'Was it only in my dream after all?'

I thought there might be something to it since she knew my name from the beginning...
But judging by her reaction, that didn't seem to be the case.
Perhaps my name had just spread through rumors?
Of course, there was a possibility she was lying, but in any case, she didn't intend to tell me more, so I couldn't press further.

'Maybe I'll naturally get a chance to know as I spend more time by her side?'

My prediction must have had a reason for sending me here.
With such thoughts... I followed my new golden-haired lord down the corridor.
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# After seeing off Serphina who was returning to the royal castle, I headed to the place she had guided me to.
After explaining the situation to the guard, I opened the door and finally managed to reunite with them.

"Swen!"

"Lord Swen...!"

"I'm glad to see you're all safe."

Though it had only been a few days since we last met, it felt like we hadn't seen each other in ages.
I wasn't the only one who felt this way—they seemed extremely happy to see me too.
Especially Irene... she appeared to be on the verge of tears.

"Lady Irene, please calm down."

"But... Swen. I thought I might never see you again... *sniff*."

"Why wouldn't we meet again? It's not like Serphina was going to eat me alive."

Well, since I ended up serving her, I suppose you could say I was devoured in a way.

"But, Swen, when I asked what happened to you... I heard you were heartbroken, refusing food and starving yourself... I was so worried about that."

"..."

I thought it was just a joke, but did she really say that?
Serphina is truly a woman whose mind I cannot fathom.

"Swen... you need to eat properly... You're already so thin, and if you don't eat, your health will be in ruins..."

Though she was crying, I felt touched by her genuine concern for me.
She was always mature and dependable, but occasionally she showed this childlike side.

"Ah, Lady Irene... come on, stop crying, stop...!"

"Ahem."

Personality-wise, it seemed like Reika should be the one crying rather than Irene, so it was amusing to see their roles reversed.

After calming Irene down, I was finally able to learn how they had been doing.

"Have you two been staying together?"

"Yes. Well... Lady Serphina was kind enough to accommodate us. Originally we were staying separately, but when I mentioned I was worried... she said if we didn't mind staying together, she would allow it."

Even though we hadn't been talking for long, she was truly nothing like the rumors suggested.
She might even have more compassion than Yuuri, I thought.

"Was it bearable?"

"Yes... We received regular meals, and Lady Irene was with me... But did you really stop eating...?"

"No, I ate well and lived comfortably, so don't worry."

As I said this, I examined their faces.
I briefly worried that they might feel awkward without me as their intermediary, but—
Come to think of it, these two had already become quite friendly since traveling together in the carriage.

In life, you learn to distinguish between people who are compatible with you and those who aren't.
Compatible people become surprisingly close after just a few exchanges, while incompatible ones create discord no matter what you do.
From that perspective, these two seemed to get along quite well.

Once Irene had calmed down somewhat, I was finally able to get to the main point with them.

"Your lord... Swen, he demanded Anima's release in exchange for sending you away...?"

"It seems that way."

"I see."

Yuuri's decision seemed quite shocking to Irene, as she appeared to be at a loss for words.
Well, logically speaking, no one would normally sacrifice one general to save another, especially not the one who was sent as an envoy.

"So in the end, you've been abandoned."

"That's how it turned out."

I could see both sympathy and a sense of kinship in Irene's gaze.
Come to think of it, she too had been abandoned by her original lord, Lynn.
It's not uncommon for people to make irrational decisions that defy common sense, and it's not surprising that some of those people happen to be in high positions.

"Ah, um, well..."

I placed my hand on Reika's shoulder as she struggled to join the conversation.

"Eep...!"

"Miss Reika. Please calm down and listen to what I have to say without misunderstanding."

"Ah, I, um...!"

Speaking as clearly as possible to her wide-eyed, flustered state, I said:

"I'm sorry for making you suffer here because of me. I truly apologize."

"What? No, that's... that's fine..."

"I'll arrange for you to be safely sent back to Bahalat Castle immediately."

"...Huh?"

She had been embarrassed before, but upon hearing this, she looked at me with shock, like an abandoned kitten.
I had anticipated this reaction, which is why I had asked her not to misunderstand.

"I don't mean that you're unnecessary or unhelpful... but I'm no longer part of the Aishers army."

"What? Does that mean...!"

Looking at Reika's surprised face, I nodded.

"Yes. As of today, I'll be working under Serphina."

"I see. Well, it makes sense—even if you returned to the Aishers army now, you probably wouldn't be welcomed."

Irene quickly understood, seeming to grasp something.
She's quite sharp, so she probably easily figured out how the situation would unfold.

"So I'm afraid we can't travel together anymore. It's unfortunate."

"B-but... but still."

Reika spoke in a small voice, as if squeezing the words out.

"W-what about... Lady Irene...?"

"That's right. Lady Irene, what will you do?"

Though I felt I already knew the answer, it was still better to ask.
As expected, her answer came without even a second of hesitation.

"I told you, didn't I? No matter what happens, I will stay by your side, Swen. I too will serve Lady Serphina."

"Aren't you concerned? After all, my new lord has quite a bad reputation."

"If you've decided to serve her, then whoever she is, she is my lord as well."

I had expected this response, but—
Hearing her say it like that made me feel both proud and a little fluttery inside.

"I understand. I'll speak with Lady Serphina... I mean, our lord. Lady Irene, you're an exceptional person, so I think she'll accept you. Don't worry too much."

"Hmm."

Anyway, while Irene had the freedom to choose whom to serve as a warrior—
Reika was bound to Ginor, so we had no justification to keep her with us.

"T-then I too...!"

"Miss Reika. I'd like to stay with you too, but if something were to happen to you, I wouldn't be able to face Lord Ginor."

"I don't mind...! I want to stay with you, Lord Swen..."

"How can you not mind? Of course it matters."

"No! It really... really doesn't matter. Because..."

Reika was desperately trying to say something.

"I have permission! My father's... permission!"

"...What?"

"He told me to stay by your side if necessary... before I left, he said so...! So it's fine for me to stay here...! Besides, I'm not serving anyone. If I have my father's permission... it's, it's fine...!"

She was speaking with an uncharacteristically strong tone, but—
Thinking about it calmly, she was right.

She had just been practicing magic at Ginor's mansion, not officially affiliated with the Aishers army.
If anyone could control her, it would be her father, Ginor... and if Ginor had given permission, there was no reason to send her back to Bahalat Castle.

"...Is that true? You're not lying, are you?"

"Of course...! I, I don't lie... Though I understand if you find me... untrustworthy..."

"No, it's fine if you're not lying. Then... stay with us for now."

"Do as Swen says, Reika. If we're by your side, at least you'll be able to stay safe."

Only after hearing Irene's words did the worry on Reika's face disappear.

"Lord Swen... Lady Irene...!"

As Irene and I comforted Reika, I was suddenly reminded of my former lord.
Not Lynn or Yuuri, but the only person who truly believed in me—Lunarienne.
Though there's been no news of her yet, if I could return to Luna's side when she raises her army—

The female knight Irene and the mage Reika.
Both of them would be tremendously helpful.

And at the right moment, I would propose to Irene.
And then... should I also propose to Reika?
It still felt a bit premature to propose to Reika since I didn't fully understand her feelings.
It was awkward that this situation arose while marriage talks were in progress, but...
If we stayed together, I'd probably get a sense of what to do.

And so, we came to serve under Serphina, the Northern Tyrant.
For Irene, this was her third lord; for me, my fourth.

* * *

"Well then, I'll come back soon."

After Swen left the room, Irene sat on the sofa, lost in thought.
According to him, Serphina would determine their assigned quarters soon, so until then they would stay in this annex.
Though it was technically confinement, it was comfortable enough, so it didn't really matter.
To be precise, she didn't mind that at all.
The problem was... she hadn't been able to ask Swen that question.

'I couldn't ask about... the marriage proposal.'

She was curious about the marriage talks with Reika, but.
What puzzled her even more was... why Reika had said things like "Lady Irene will be the first wife."
According to Reika, "After hearing Lord Swen's stories, I couldn't help but think that way"... but what on earth had he said to make her say such things?

'Swen...'

Being his wife, not just his comrade.

Long ago, Irene had given up on the idea of meeting someone to love and building a family.
Her profession was to roam battlefields and take lives with her sword. The ability to take someone's life meant she could also have her life taken.
She might die leaving behind a beloved family, so she had sworn not to love anyone and dedicated her life solely to her sword and the lord she served.

But.
Just thinking about becoming Swen's wife made her heart flutter.
At first, she was taken aback, but after careful consideration.

If Swen wanted it... she wanted to be his wife.

She wanted to bear children who resembled him.

A life dedicated to a man who acknowledged her when no one else did, who always relied on her while being her support—it didn't seem like a bad life at all.

Only then did she realize.
That she was in love.

Given the confusion of changing lords so unexpectedly, she couldn't bring up this topic right away, but...

'Next time... I'll make sure to ask.'

While Irene was having such girlish thoughts,
Reika's concerns were a bit more practical.

'I've said it now... but what should I do?'

It wasn't a lie that she had received Ginor's permission, but.
Still, wouldn't he worry if she didn't contact him?
...Honestly, he didn't seem like someone who would worry much, but he had raised her after all.

'Perhaps I should send a letter.'

If she told him she was staying with Swen... that should be fine.
It felt like just yesterday she couldn't even go outside, but since meeting Swen, she felt like she was gradually regaining her freedom.
What if her father told her to return immediately...?

'I've never done it before so it's scary... but I should prepare some appropriate words... to refuse.'

Though she appeared and acted extremely fragile,
She didn't want to lose the freedom she had gained.
The person who had essentially gifted her this freedom, my magic teacher—

—Before the person she wanted to spend more time with, a woman could become stronger than anyone.
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A few days later.
Irene knelt before Serphina who had come to visit her room.

Serphina looked down at her indifferently, showing no signs of bewilderment.

"I heard the general story from Swen. You said you want to serve me?"

"Yes, Lady Serphina."

Irene answered while carefully studying Serphina's face.

She's truly beautiful.
It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she possessed the most beautiful appearance among all the women Irene had ever met.
She had thought Lynn Brands, whom she previously served, was quite beautiful, but compared to Serphina before her eyes, Lynn was merely a drop in the ocean.

"Irene Juliet... the red-haired female knight, specialist in siege warfare. A name I've heard before. Having a talent like you helping me would certainly be a great asset. I can approve your application without even questioning your skills."

"It's an insignificant reputation, but I'm honored you recognize it."

"However."

Serphina spoke in a somewhat cold voice.

"I heard you betrayed the Brands army and handed over the entire fortress to the Aishers army. Now, you're essentially betraying the Aishers army and your lord Yuuri again."

"..."

"Of course, Irene. I am not reproaching you. In these chaotic times, all rulers except myself are merely warlords, so it would be ridiculous to place much meaning in whom you serve. However, I am curious about your motives for deciding to betray twice."

Irene pondered for a moment, then looked into Serphina's eyes.
There was no hint of malicious intent to torment her in those eyes.
Irene knew better than anyone what kind of gaze people who harbored hatred directed at her.
She had lived her entire life enduring such gazes.

In that case... rather than making up a story, it would be better to speak honestly.
Irene carefully parted her pink lips.

"I was abandoned by my first lord, Lynn. My second lord, Yuuri, abandoned Swen. I have nothing to say if you call it betrayal, but I simply cannot serve someone who easily abandons others anymore. And."

"And?"

"When I was abandoned, Swen willingly shared the stigma of being a traitor with me. Now it's my turn to face that stigma head-on for him who has been abandoned. That's all I think, with no other motives."

Hearing those words, Serphina gave a faint smile.
A spoonful of thought that even this person changes her expression sometimes.
Added to that was a spoonful of wondering how she could possess such captivating charm just by smiling, which stirred Irene's mind.
Even to another woman... her beauty was flawless.

"I do not dislike those who maintain their own loyalty even without recognition from others."

Then, she extended her snow-white hand with precision toward the kneeling Irene.

"Irene Juliet, from this moment on, I expect you to work for our army."

"Yes!"

After telling her to stay here until further instructions and turning to leave—

"Um, excuse me...!"

"...?"

Reika, who had been standing in the corner, cautiously raised her hand to ask Serphina a question.
Of course, "asking a question" was just a figure of speech, as she was stammering too much to properly speak.

"Th-th-that is!! I, I, um... L-L-Lady Se-Se-Serphina...! I, I mean, ha-ha-ha, I have s-something to, no, I w-w-want to ask...!"

"..."

Serphina silently approached her.

"Eek...!"

The closer she came, the more Reika naturally shrank back.
She looked exactly like a mouse confronted by a cat.

"Calm yourself. I'm not going to eat you."

"Ah, I, um, I...!"

Serphina's words only made her more flustered and at a loss for what to do.

"Reika."

When Irene came over and gently touched her, she finally took a few deep breaths and spoke again.

"...I... want to... send a letter...!"

"A letter?"

"Yes! I, I mean... to my father... I want to send a letter, but I don't know where..."

She had clearly prepared the question in her mind: "I want to send a letter to my father, but since this is my first time here, I don't know where the postal facility is. If you don't mind, could you tell me where I should go?" But Serphina's aura intimidated her so much that she couldn't speak properly.

Fortunately, Serphina didn't seem to mind and replied in an indifferent tone.

"Bring it to me."

"Eh, y-yes...?"

"I said bring the letter to me."

"Ah! J-j-just wait a m-moment, p-please!"

Ah.
She bit her tongue.

Though she continued to fumble about, she somehow managed to hand over the letter she had written to Serphina.

"I will deliver this for you. Is that acceptable?"

"What? You d-don't need to..."

"It's fine. This hardly counts as doing you a favor."

"Ah... th-thank you."

Bow.
As Reika bowed in gratitude, Serphina posed a question to her.

"You look surprised."

"...Pardon? Oh, m-me?"

"Yes."

"..."

Reika wore an expression that suggested she was unsure whether to speak or not—
But for some reason, feeling it might be okay to say it, she carefully opened her mouth.

"Well... Lady Serphina, you seem a bit... different from what I've heard."

"Oh?"

"I-I mean! That... I'm absolutely not criticizing you... but, according to my father, you were supposed to be a very frightening person... that's all."

"I see. So I'm holding a letter meant for your father who describes me as a demon."

"What? No, th-that's not it...! I mean, not a d-demon...!!"

Pfft.
With that slight sound, Serphina raised the corner of her mouth and said:

"Whatever others say about me, it's none of my concern. If I couldn't overcome such rumors, I wouldn't be worthy of wearing the crown."

After saying that, she slightly showed the letter and added—

"I'll make sure it's delivered, so don't worry."

With those final words, she quietly left the room.

Irene and Reika stared at the door through which Serphina had departed for a long time.
They too were thinking that Serphina as a person... might be somewhat different from the widely circulated rumors.

* * *

Balhart Castle, Nighthart Mansion.

Since Reika had left, the mansion had become somewhat lonely, and Ginor was spending his time idly for the first time in a while.

Anima had returned.
There was no emotional reunion.
Upon learning that Yuuri had sacrificed Swen to save her, Anima mercilessly criticized her, asking if she was in her right mind.
As the most intelligent person in the Aishers army, she must have properly understood what impact this would have.

However.
The founding contributors, led by Epinel, were mediating between the two, and decisively, Anima's misjudgment was the critical reason things had turned out this way, so the situation seemed to have reached a temporary lull.
They would probably accept it eventually. After all, they were destined to face even death together.

And from that point on—

*

"You're resigning as the national strategist?"

"Yes."

Ginor bowed deeply to Yuuri and said:

"I've grown old, and my mind no longer works as sharply as before. I wish to spend my remaining time quietly writing books. Please grant this old man's final selfish request."

"But Ginor, without you—"

"We have Lady Anima."

Ginor said with a gentle smile.

"With Lady Anima here, I too can step down from this position with peace of mind."

*

Ginor had resigned from his position as national strategist.
Since his heart had left the Aishers army, there was no reason to rack his brains to help it prosper.

Yuuri seemed concerned, but she wasn't in a position to force him to do anything.
Right away, upon hearing the news of Irene's departure, about 20,000 soldiers had simultaneously left the army.
She could punish them if she wanted to, but doing so would destroy the morale of the territory's residents, so Yuuri was in a situation where she couldn't do anything.
She probably had her hands full just dealing with this situation.
Thanks to Epinel somehow patching things up with logic, the fire hadn't spread as much as expected, but it wasn't without impact.

Soon, a few more military officers might leave her side as well.
In any case, these were the consequences Yuuri had to bear in exchange for saving Anima.

At that moment.

"Excuse me, Lord Ginor."

A maid came to the study where Ginor was staying.

"What is it?"

"A letter has arrived."

"A letter?"

"Yes. It's... for Lady Reika."

As I thought, she's safe.
He had expected as much, but hearing the news for certain made him feel relieved.
He had only brought her in after discovering her talent as a magician, but it seemed he had grown attached to her.
Thinking he must be getting old, he checked the contents of the letter.

The content could be summarized as follows:

[I am healthy and doing well.
I plan to act together with Lord Swen and Lady Irene.
Please don't worry and I would appreciate your permission to continue staying with them.]

'Permission, huh.'

Permission or whatever.
This was precisely Ginor's strategy.
Anyway, if she was able to send a letter here, she seemed to be in a better situation than expected.
Even Serphina, it seemed, didn't want to go against Swen's wishes as long as she wanted him.

In that case, it should be fine to ask.
Ginor immediately wrote a reply.
It was more like a letter to Swen than to his daughter Reika.

* * *

Several days had passed since joining Serphina's army.
She seemed busy managing the situation around Hispil Castle and the surrounding front lines.
She had said she would call for me soon, so while waiting for her summons, I was enjoying some rare free time.

Knock knock knock.
Hearing someone knocking on the door, I opened it wondering if it might be Serphina.

"Ah, hello... Lord Swen...!"

"Ms. Reika?"

The visitor was Reika.
I seated her on the sofa and brought out some light refreshments.

"Th-thank you...!"

"Not at all. I'm sorry this is all I have to offer. I wish I could brew some tea for you. By the way, aren't you having the same snacks?"

"Huh? Well... yes, but this is from you, Lord Swen... nom."

Since we're staying in the same annex, of course she would be eating the same snacks.
Reika said this while munching on a cookie.
Her appearance was so cute that I watched her for a while before asking:

"What brings you here?"

"Oh! Well... I received a letter."

"A letter?"

Nod, nod.
From what I heard, she had been corresponding with Ginor.
That was fine, but apparently there was a message she needed to show me.

"For me?"

"Yes. It seems... my father wants to ask you something, Lord Swen."

I thought it might be about marriage arrangements, but if that were the case, wouldn't Reika be more obviously flustered?

"I understand. What's the question?"

"Ah, here...!"

I took the letter she handed me.

Most of the letter's content was urging Reika to behave properly toward Swen—that is, toward me.
After skimming through that part, I found what appeared to be a question directed at me at the end.

[Is your lord now Serphina?]

'Oh ho.'

As expected of someone with 99 intelligence.
Ginor was truly a sharp-minded old man.

Ch.116 - Chapter 116. The Wanderer's Fate, Pointing To Serpina (3)
"......me."

As I was looking at the letter, Reika asked me a question.

"Yes?"

"Why would Father ask such a question...? I mean, since Swen is here, I thought it would be obvious that you serve Serphina... I'm not sure why he would need to ask that specifically."

"Ah."

Right.
Looking at just the wording, it's understandable why she'd think that.
I'm currently at Heisfel Castle, and Ginor, as the nation's strategist, would likely be aware of everything that happened with the Aishers army.
Seeing that his daughter delivered a letter suggests things have calmed down, and he could easily deduce that I've entered Serphina's service.

However, someone capable of figuring that out wouldn't ask such a meaningless question just for confirmation.
This means he's asking who I will "ultimately" serve—whether it's Serphina.

"Well, it's a simple matter. He's just asking if I'll continue serving Serphina going forward."

"Is that so...?"

Reika tilted her head in confusion but didn't question it further.
I was worried it might be complicated to explain, so this was truly fortunate.

Among the people I've met, Ginor was the one who came closest to guessing my true abilities.
Although his premise was incorrect—thinking I "use magic to see the future"—he accurately identified that I "know the results but don't know how they come about."
Plus, since I volunteered to come here myself, he probably concluded that I believed "joining Serphina's army is the most efficient future."

So his question means: "Is Serphina the right answer?"
Well... although I couldn't give a self-contradictory answer now that I'd changed allegiance to Serphina, based on my experiences so far, the correct answer was different.
My answer was—Luna.

So then.
Should I share this answer with Ginor?

Sharing my true intentions would essentially mean we'd be in the same boat going forward.
In that sense, is Ginor trustworthy?

If the question is "would he be helpful," the answer is obvious. The fact that he chose me over his lord Yuuri in this situation shows he's intelligent.
But trustworthy...

I turned my head to look at Reika, who had shown me the letter.
She was someone Ginor had assigned to me. Looking at the letter, it seemed he didn't mind if she didn't return to his side.
But it was clear she wasn't here to monitor me either.

So let me conclude.
Ginor—wants a connection with me.
When someone wants something from you, a relationship forms by giving them what they want.
Therefore, I think I can trust him.

"Reika. Do you have a quill pen?"

"What? Oh... just a moment. Since this room seems to have the same layout as mine, there should be one here..."

Reika rummaged through the drawers and brought a pen and ink.

I wrote just one line on the letter, folded it, and handed it to her.

"This is my reply. Could you deliver it for me?"

"Of course...! I'll deliver it. But it seems a bit short..."

"I could write more if needed, but I think this will be enough for him to understand."

"...?"

Reika tilted her head in confusion.
But Ginor would understand what I meant.

To change the subject, I asked Reika:

"Reika, do you have any plans?"

"What? No... Later this evening, I'm supposed to have tea with Irene. Other than that, I don't have any special plans..."

"Tea? Do we have tea leaves?"

"Irene seems to always carry some with her."

Right. Irene always kept tea leaves with her, as she liked tea.
Her expression while drinking tea would often bring peace to those around her.

Come to think of it, Reika was good at baking sweets.
If she could make cakes, she must be quite skilled.
Suddenly, I imagined a future where I enjoyed her pastries with Irene's tea.
Though I didn't actually have the ability to see the future... if I did, I'd want to see such a peaceful scene.

"Reika."

"Yes...?"

"Until then, shall we meditate together? It's been a while."

Considering how my rapier had burst into flames, meditation clearly had an effect.
It's best to recharge the battery when possible.

"Oh, shall we...? There doesn't seem to be much mana here... but still."

Reika said with a bright smile.
It might have looked a bit silly, but it was a pure and cute smile without any hidden intentions.

"I'm glad I can spend time with you again, Swen."

"Me too."

"...What?! T-t-that's... I mean, I don't dislike it, but..."

Seeing her blush at my words, I smiled—
And spent a peaceful afternoon with her after a long time.

* * *

Balhart Castle.
The rush of departing officers had somewhat subsided.
Though many had left the Aishers army, Ginor thought the situation had been handled remarkably well.
The founding contributors, including Epinel, had worked hard to protect Yuuri, and it showed.

Moreover—
Anima had succeeded him as the new national strategist.
"New" was just a formality; Ginor had merely stepped in during her absence.
The longer someone had served in the Aishers army, the deeper their affection and trust for Anima. Some people seemed satisfied just by her return.
It wasn't surprising that the founding contributors could wield influence—there were many in this country who looked up to them.
Or perhaps they were just easily pleased. One of the two.

Around that time, Ginor was tasked with commerce.
Originally, Yuuri had intended to let him write his book in peace without assigning any duties, but he had volunteered.
Though he was planning to leave anyway, considering any possible scenarios, there was no need to end things badly and leave problems behind.
No matter how many times he thought about it, Yuuri wasn't someone who could become a unifying monarch, but how many people in this world could guarantee anything 100%?

Unlike Swen, who was presumed to see the future, Ginor couldn't see the future and had to act on the principle of considering all possibilities.

So he spent his days overseeing the market and reviewing newly published military strategy books.

"Master."

The head maid brought him a letter.
It seemed to be a reply from Reika.

"Thank you."

"Not at all, Master."

The head maid who delivered the letter was smiling broadly, which caught his attention.

"You seem to be in a good mood."

"What? No, it's—"

"I'm not scolding you, so don't worry."

"...I just feel that despite everything, you care deeply for Miss Reika. I was thinking how fortunate that is."

"...Me?"

She nodded.

"Yes, your expression brightened considerably as soon as you saw Miss Reika's letter, as if you'd been waiting for it."

"..."

"I was quite worried because you seemed so cold toward her... but I see now it wasn't my place to judge."

There was no need to tell her he was waiting for something other than Reika's reply.
After politely dismissing the head maid, he immediately checked the contents of the letter.

In that letter—

*

Several days after reading the letter.
In the royal audience chamber, Ginor was kneeling before his lord Yuuri, informing her of something.

"...I see. You want to resign."

"Yes."

"The market merchants will be disappointed. You barely worked there, but they were delighted that you completely overhauled the system. They asked if you were really a strategist or perhaps a wealthy merchant who had made a name for yourself."

"Unfortunately, as you can see, I couldn't accumulate that level of wealth. However, if they speak so highly, perhaps I should consider changing careers after retirement. Living off war will only be viable in chaotic times."

Yuuri smiled at his words.
After exchanging a few more lighthearted jokes, she asked with a somewhat melancholy expression:

"Is it because of... Swen?"

"..."

Ginor thought.
The cleanest way would be to say a few pleasant words and part ways.
But... she was once a woman he had staked his fate on.
She had indeed provided him with many conveniences since he joined the Aishers army.
From her perspective, removing the widely trusted Anima and appointing him as strategist must have been an enormous decision.

It would be appropriate to offer her some advice at this final moment.

"Lady Yuuri. Spilled water cannot be gathered again. I understand your decision. I've served by your side for quite some time. Whether that decision was right or wrong... no one can know for certain."

"..."

"Accept the consequences of what has already happened, of your own decisions. Only by accepting the results can you move forward. This is the final advice I can offer as someone who once served as your strategist."

Yuuri nodded without responding.

"I wish you good fortune, my lord. I will never forget your kindness. Take care of yourself."

And so, leaving behind Yuuri who couldn't find the words to respond—
He relinquished all his positions in the Aishers army and left Balhart Castle as a free man.

He had entrusted the management of his estate to reliable people, so they would handle it well.
He had provided for everyone generously, so they wouldn't face hardship.
Now, where he needed to go—

'Going into the mountains after so long wouldn't be bad.'

Before joining the Aishers army, he had planned to train disciples in the mountains.
Despite his aging body, mountain living didn't frighten him.

The important thing was to survive for the new era to come.
To preserve one's life, it was safer to retreat to the background than to stand at the forefront.

That day.
The single line he received from Reika, no—
From Swen:

[Find Lunarienne Iniang.]

Lunarienne Iniang.
A name he had never heard before. There had been many nameless warlords during the era of small military factions, but they had all been destroyed by the Brands army long ago.
However, this was the answer provided by Swen, who could see the future.
He wouldn't have written a meaningless name in his letter.
The fact that he had decided to keep Reika with him rather than sending her back suggested that trusting his words was likely the right choice.

He would use his connections to inquire, but he wasn't in a hurry.
Even if he couldn't find her, that name would surely make its appearance on the continent someday.

'Until the new era comes, it wouldn't be bad to spend time writing books.'

In these chaotic times, it would be foolish to confront an opponent you cannot defeat.
He knew better than anyone that he lacked the power to surpass someone who could see the future through magic.
If you cannot overcome something, shouldn't you join it?

And so, the man who had briefly made his name in history once again disappeared from view.
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* * *

When I was just getting used to life in the annex, Serphina came to my room after quite some time.

"Welcome, Lord."

Serphina didn't particularly respond but looked at me and said.

"Follow me."

"Right now, my Lord?"

"Yes."

She nodded her head slowly.
I had to catch myself before losing my senses to her beautiful appearance and the deep citrus fragrance that wafted with her every slight movement.

"I'm planning to make a move soon. So, I thought it wouldn't be bad to test you."

"Then..."

"I was about to resume the invasion."

Is she already planning to engage in active conquest?

"Didn't you lose surplus troops in the battle at Zelstrom Castle? Are you planning to hire mercenaries?"

"That's right. And reinforcements are expected to arrive soon."

Ah.
I quickly understood and nodded.

This is none other than Serphina's army, the current strongest power that conquered the northern continent.
Does this mean they still have troops to deploy even after expanding the front line this much?

But... is continuing conquest activities really the right answer here?
The enemy countries directly bordering us are the Brands army and the Aishers army.

I haven't made predictions yet, but continuing the war from here doesn't seem like a good move.

"What are you doing?"

Serphina, who was walking ahead, turned her head and asked me as I was lost in thought.

"Ah, it's nothing. I'll follow you."

I'll find out once we get to the royal castle.
I quietly followed behind her.

*

The characteristic of Hisfil Castle's royal palace was that about 1/4 of it was in a collapsed state.
It seemed to have ended up this way during the process of usurping the Brands army's territory.
Apart from being a bit disorganized due to ongoing repairs, it appeared to be functioning as a building should.

Upon arriving inside the castle, I observed the generals of Serphina's army stationed at Hisfil Castle.

Except for Irian Al Kaski whom I met upon arrival, I didn't see any familiar faces.

The only weakness of Serphina's army in this game was that there were hardly any S-class generals.
I understood that if there were too many warriors who could turn the tide of battle just by their presence, when the base force was already so strong, the balance would have been broken... but I didn't expect there to be only generals who didn't remain in my memory.
The generals I didn't bother to remember were just there to fill numbers.
I vaguely remembered the face of the man who appeared to be the castle lord, Yuan. I might have seen him a few times when fighting against Serphina while rolling random lords.

At that moment.

"Swen."

Behind me, I heard a small voice of a woman.

"Lady Irene."

She smiled happily as soon as she saw me.

"Did you also come because of our Lord's summons?"
"Yes. And you too...?"

Nod, nod.

"It seems she's thinking about battle."

Both me and Irene.
It was fortunate that she didn't seem to be treating us like forgotten eggs after recruiting us.

From over there, the blonde sovereign was approaching this way with the sound of footsteps.
Her walking posture couldn't be anything but elegant... though the sound of her footsteps was more like military boots than dress shoes, which was a bit different.

"We greet Your Majesty."

As Serphina reached the castle lord's chair, the subjects all bowed their heads in unison to greet her.
The interesting thing was that they used the expression "Your Majesty" rather than "Lord."
Perhaps they think that we, being none other than Serphina von Aingart's army, are different from ordinary warlord groups.

Serphina lightly raised her hand and extended it forward, bringing the situation to order.

"Listen, all of you."

Serphina looked down at all of us who were bowing our heads.
Even such small gestures made us feel the gap that existed between her and us.

"Before proceeding with our future plans, I want to hear your opinions. Feel free to speak your thoughts on what you think we should do next."

Someone spoke up after hearing those words.
A young man's voice. A voice I've heard before.

"I have something to say, my Lord."

So here they say "my Lord."
Well, from the few days I've encountered Serphina, she seemed like someone who wouldn't particularly care too much about titles.

"Speak."

The person who spoke, Irian Al Kaski, clenched his fist against his chest and said.

"We must attack Zelstrom Castle once more."

"Zelstrom Castle, you say?"

"Yes."

Zelstrom Castle is where we were already pushed back once by Epinel and Emma's momentum.
It must have been quite fortunate for Yuuri that they were such excellent generals.
Though that luck was beginning to fade.

"I'm curious about your intentions, proposing to attack a place where we've already failed once."

Well, if we had to continue invasion activities from here, Zelstrom Castle was indeed the only option.

"Because if we must continue invasion activities from here, that place is the only option."

Oh.
So he's someone whose brain works after all.
I thought he wouldn't be worth much since he wasn't a general I remembered.

"And why do you think so?"

"As for invading the Brands army, we've already concluded that it's more efficient to leave them be. If we invade Raclaine Castle, the number of adjacent enemy countries will increase. We can certainly have the upper hand if we deal with them one by one, but if we continue to expand the front line and they form an alliance, we're likely to be at a disadvantage. So if we're to take anything, it should be Zelstrom Castle."

That matched my thoughts exactly.
If we could somehow acquire it without shedding a drop of blood, whether by handing over Anima or through some other condition, it would be right to target Raclaine Castle rather than Zelstrom.
But from our position of having to engage in battle, that conclusion had to be somewhat different.
If we could just receive territory for free, without having to destroy castle walls or upset the hearts of the territory's people, we could somehow manage.
If not, and we were to engage in occupation activities, it would be right to invade Zelstrom Castle without touching the Brands army.

"Then, do you think we can win?"

Yes.
The problem was that, looking at it coldly, we didn't have the capacity to break through Zelstrom Castle.
It might be possible if we scraped together all our troops and charged in. But when we show that kind of movement, would the Brands army just stand by and watch?
Lynn Brands might be emotional, but she's not a stupid woman.
Even if we mobilize mercenaries, if we can't gain a perfect advantage, it was clear we would be defeated again.

At this point, I kept my mouth shut, wondering what kind of strategy he had prepared.

But.
The words he uttered were disappointingly lacking.

"If it's me, I can do it, my Lord."

Irian spoke with a voice burning with fighting spirit.

"I've lived until now solely to achieve merit. I know it's a somewhat unreasonable request, but please assign sufficient troops to me. I will definitely recapture the castle and achieve merit."

I've seen this type before. Kalinz was exactly like this.
The difference from Kalinz's time was that back then, he overestimated his abilities, while in Irian's case, perhaps because he's still young, he seems to be riding on momentum.

'That's a bit presumptuous of me to think, being a young person myself.'

As I was thinking this, Serphina spoke in a cold tone.

"Irian Al Kaski. What will you do if you are defeated? You know well that if we lose this battle too, far from expanding the front line, we might have to narrow it."

"Yes. But it's alright."

"Are you saying you have a way to win unconditionally?"

"I will definitely prove that Aingart's soldiers do not lose."

Although Irian spoke with a very enthusiastic voice,
the response was nothing short of cold.

"I didn't ask you to say pleasing words."

"...I apologize."

"I'll ask again. What exactly is your method to win unconditionally?"

"..."

To Irian, who couldn't answer, Serphina changed her question.

"Then let me ask this. How will you take responsibility if you are defeated?"

"At that time..."

Irian hesitated for a moment, then once again answered vigorously.

"You may behead me if you wish."

"Is that so?"

Serphina slightly raised the corner of her mouth.
Somehow, I understood. That smile was not one expressing satisfaction with loyalty.
It was different... a smile containing cynicism.

"What do I gain by beheading you?"

"T-that's..."

"Well, killing someone who failed might serve as a personal venting, I suppose. There's also the good justification of rewarding the good and punishing the bad. But what does that actually gain me? I can easily think of what I'd lose, but I don't see what I'd gain. Surely you're not going to argue that the act of beheading you has some value exceeding that of one or two territories. Would you care to explain?"

"..."

At those words, the assembly fell silent.
In fact, Luna was the unusual one; if you just think a little, her words make sense.
Life was indeed a very important value, but if you wanted to be treated with that value, you shouldn't have been born in troubled times.

"Let's hear opinions from others as well. Speak freely."

After that, a few more opinions were raised.
There was even an opinion to catch the Brands army off guard and attack them... but as was already concluded earlier, it wasn't an opinion that needed to be paid much attention to.
Nevertheless, Serphina listened attentively to the opinions and responded by asking questions based on logic, just as she had done with Irian.
Even with advice that was clearly not good, she still listened without ignoring it, which made me understand her true intention when she claimed she "wanted to test me."

'Since I've joined under her, is she telling me to run wild as I please?'

If that's the case, let me share my thoughts.
It's not like I'm making predictions based on questions, but it should be enough to have a sense of "this is what I would have done."

"Well. Are there no other opinions?"

At this point, I slowly opened my mouth.

"My Lord."

"Yes."

She looked in my direction.
Perhaps because I was an unfamiliar face, I felt subtle gazes from around me, but I didn't particularly mind.
What was important to me was Serphina's gaze, not others'.
Cold eyes that didn't give me any special treatment.
To breathe life into those eyes, I had to somehow prove my abilities.

"May I share my thoughts?"

"You ask the obvious. By all means, speak."

If I were Serphina, I would just...

"I think it would be best to stop the advance into the central continent here for now."

"Meaning?"

I nodded and said.

"Return to Aingart Castle and focus on internal affairs."
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As soon as I said, "Going back is the right answer," a murmur swept through the audience.

Anyone could see that Serphina's army was dominating the situation.
The Brands forces were struggling, and while the Aishers army appeared to have enough numbers to eventually win through sheer force, that would require significant time—and perhaps be possible only if we ignored our own casualties.

Advancing into the Central Continent had been a long-cherished ambition for Serphina's forces.
It wasn't surprising that most of the commanders under her command wouldn't want to withdraw troops in what seemed like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

So I understood their looks.
Of course, I had no intention of accepting their perspective.
The only person I needed to convince was my lord, Serphina.

After hearing my words, she responded in the same emotionless tone she had used with the other commanders, asking:

"I'd like to hear your reasoning."

"While our successful advance into the Central Continent is certainly encouraging, I suspect our soldiers are quite fatigued from the repeated battles. I believe now is the time to consolidate our newly acquired territories and strengthen our borders."

"Is soldier fatigue truly the extent of your reasoning?"

Of course not.
If it were, I wouldn't have spoken up like this.

"If the benefits of invasion outweighed the costs, I would certainly recommend continuing our advance. However, we currently have only two possible directions: toward the Brands forces or toward the Aishers forces. I believe we've already concluded our discussion with General Irian about why we should attack Zelstrom Castle rather than Raclaine Castle, and why attacking Zelstrom Castle isn't feasible."

"Well. I'd like to hear the explanation from your own mouth, wouldn't I?"

I had tried to gloss over it, but Serphina persistently pressed for details.
Was all this some kind of test?
Since we'd already covered this, I could simply provide a straightforward response.

"Capturing Raclaine Castle would extend our front line, making it more logical to occupy Zelstrom Castle instead. However, our forces currently lack a definitive strategy to breach Zelstrom Castle."

"Yes. Thank you for summarizing again."

She said this with another faint smile.
That smile was... difficult to describe with a single word.
It wasn't simply arrogance or intoxication with the power to control me—
Rather, it was a smile of satisfaction at confirming something she had known would happen all along.

Among all the lords I had served, her expressions were the hardest to read.

"Next is the Brands army. Again, from our recent discussion, we concluded that 'it's actually better to leave the Brands forces as they are.' If that's the case, we should simply abandon the idea of expanding our borders here."

"Then I have a question."

"What is it?"

"Couldn't our forces easily occupy Brands territories that don't border other nations? I wonder if not properly subjugating the Brands army might leave us with future troubles? As we just discussed, even if complete conquest is impossible, don't you think we have enough strength to claim one or two more territories?"

I apologize to Serphina, but her words didn't sound sincere at all.
This was clearly a test. She was curious about how I would respond.

"No. To prevent the Brands forces from regrouping, we shouldn't acquire any more territories."

"Why?"

"The Brands forces have nearly exhausted their supply of young recruits within their territories. They'll struggle to gather many soldiers for the time being. In this situation, compressing their territory might actually provide them with a foundation for recovery."

"So you're saying it's reasonable to leave them be because their current territory is more than they can effectively manage?"

"Don't you already know this, my lord?"

Wasn't this already Serphina's policy from the beginning?
As I bowed my head thinking she was asking questions she already knew the answers to, she let out another cold laugh.
Strangely... though it was clearly cynical, it wasn't particularly offensive.
If Lynn Brands had laughed similarly, I probably wouldn't have taken it so well.

"Then, to summarize finally. Swen, I understand your opinion to be that 'stopping further invasion and returning to Aingart Castle, our capital, is the most efficient approach.' Is that correct?"

"Yes, that's right."

That's it.
Based on my imagination of "if I were Serphina," I had outlined what would be the most appropriate action given the current situation.
I believed it was the right answer... but it was time to check the solution.

'Is stopping the invasion and returning to the capital the most efficient method?'

As expected, the moment I entered the question, the "absolutely correct answer" was displayed without hesitation.

[Yes, it is.]

'Phew.'

I let out a sigh of relief.
I felt my instincts hadn't dulled, and I wouldn't have had the confidence to convince Serphina immediately if a strange result had appeared here.

From the discussions with Irian Al Kaski and other commanders, I had noticed that Serphina was the type of person who couldn't be persuaded without precise reasoning.
If something didn't make sense to her, she wouldn't budge. Saying "I've thought about it and this is the right answer" wouldn't work on her.

Anyway, until Luna raised her army, I needed to avoid trouble as much as possible.
To do that, proving my usefulness to Serphina was the easiest path.

"I'm certain of it."

"Oh? Certain, you say."

"Yes, I'm certain. Even beyond those reasons, considering all circumstances, I believe it's the only answer."

At my confident tone, she raised the corner of her mouth as if amused.
I could afford to be confident. With the prediction showing "Yes," what was there to fear?
Besides, it wouldn't hurt to give her the impression that "my words are always right."

At that moment,
Serphina rose from her seat as lord and addressed everyone.

"You've all heard everything, haven't you? I understand your desire to continue fighting, but now is not the time. Victory in war isn't determined solely by acquiring many territories. Now is the time to pause combat and regroup."

After saying this, she extended her pale hand while looking at my face.
Amusingly, with her arm slightly raised as she looked at me, she resembled a goddess bestowing a blessing.

"Swen. You are the first to voice an opinion that perfectly aligns with my thoughts. I want to thank you for speaking the words I needed to say."

So, Serphina had also thought from the beginning that we should withdraw the army.
Given that my intelligence stat of 100 indicated this was correct, it would be fair to say that Serphina was also quite intelligent.
After all, Serphina was a superhuman with high stats in everything except politics.
I could somewhat understand why even a beginner player could achieve continental unification relatively easily once they became familiar with the game, though it might be difficult for the CPU.

"And."

Serphina's gaze, which had been fixed on me, suddenly turned toward the other commanders.

"I am not one to pry into the past of those who can offer sincere advice for my benefit at this moment."

"...!!"

And only then did I realize—
Why Serphina had bothered to conduct this "test."

"You all know that I, Serphina von Aingart, who carries the blood of Aingart, am the legitimate ruler of this country and, by extension, this continent. My will is the nation's will. And now, I myself am saying that 'I will not pry into the past.'"

Everyone listened to her words in hushed silence.
No one dared to speak carelessly, overwhelmed by her presence.

"This applies not only to Swen. Regardless of who is here now, I will never betray those who serve loyally by my side at this moment. Surely there is no one foolish enough to misunderstand what I'm saying?"

She was—
...looking out for me in her own way.
By deliberately questioning my reasoning in front of everyone, she had saved face for me and taken my side, declaring that "if you have ability, your past doesn't matter."

After all, I had already changed lords three times.
Even if my time with Lunarienne didn't count because the country had fallen, I had still betrayed Lynn.
Though Yuuri had abandoned me first, this time Irene had betrayed her.
From an outsider's perspective who couldn't know the details, we two would appear as disloyal commanders who changed lords at will.
I had sensed that the strange looks directed at Irene and me weren't simply wariness toward new faces.
And Serphina, being perceptive, would certainly have noticed those looks.

Just then, my eyes met her golden gaze.
From that expressionless, cold face, I strangely felt warmth.
I understood.

—I will protect you and Irene.
That's what she was telling me now.

'Hah.'

After a short sigh, I finally admitted it.
From my position of not having received proper treatment from any lord except Luna, her every action like this was dangerously appealing—I couldn't deny it.

"What remains with me... Swen, is that look in your eyes. The way you look at me."

'That look remains...'

Even if all this was simply calculated behavior, my heart was still moved.

'I really need to keep my head straight.'

My place is not by Serphina's side.
It's by Lunarienne's side, who will surely appear someday.
As long as I promised her that, and as long as the "prediction" continues to hold—that fact will never change.

...It had to be that way.

*

Around the time I was getting used to life in the annex, Serphina visited my room after a while.

"Welcome, my lord."

Serphina just looked at me without responding.
Though in some situations this might seem like being ignored, strangely, it didn't feel unpleasant.
I thought perhaps this was part of her charm as a person. Indeed, her charisma stat was quite high.

"Prepare to depart."

"Are we leaving today?"

"Yes."

Even though she said to prepare, I didn't really have anything to pack.
The 7,900 gold I had brought for diplomatic purposes, along with the carriage and the minimum number of soldiers to escort it, had already returned to Valharat Castle with Anima.

"If I may ask, where will I be going?"

Hearing this, Serphina looked straight into my eyes and said:

"You will come with me to Aingart Castle."
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# Aingart Castle

It was the most prosperous territory in the northern central region, formerly the imperial capital and currently the capital of Serphina's army.

"Will I be working there?"

"Yes. It would be troublesome if you weren't by my side."

"Troublesome?"

When I asked why, she explained with the nuance that she wanted to test me in several ways for the time being. The gist was that she wanted to see with her own eyes how much truth there was to the rumors about my ability to use magic, and whether I would be useful in actual combat despite seeming quite capable so far.

"May I ask one more thing? Will I be going there alone?"

Hearing this, Serphina raised her eyebrows and looked at me with amusement.

"You seem concerned about the women."

Not wanting to lie and engage in a pointless battle of wills with her, I easily confirmed it.

"Yes. They are my companions."

"You needn't worry. When I asked Irene, she also expressed her wish to stay with you. I'm quite good at granting the wishes of my subordinates. Personally, I'd prefer you to fight on the front lines... but well, there's no shortage of opportunities to use your strength even in the capital."

The fact that she was good at granting her subordinates' requests was something I'd easily learned while staying in the annex.
However, what concerned me was her comment that "there's no shortage of opportunities to use your strength even in the capital"... I'd probably find out what she meant before long.

"Now I have a question for you."

"Please ask."

"What is Ginor's daughter to you? Are you engaged?"

"No, we're not."

"Yet you travel together? She doesn't seem accustomed to the battlefield, so she must truly be a mage after all?"

There was no need to reveal to her that she was a mage.
For the sake of safely sending both Reika and Irene to Lunarienne's army.

"As I said before, how could there be such a thing as magic?"

"If that's true, are you really traveling with such a young lady for no reason? A virgin of prime age, perfect for bearing children."

"..."

Seeing me remain silent, she smiled as if finding it amusing.
It was just a slight curl of her lips, but she was truly beautiful. In fact, since she entered the room, I had thought "she's beautiful" more than three times to myself.

"Looking at your appearance, I thought as much, but your relationships with women seem complicated. I won't interfere much, but you should refrain from foolish actions driven by women. Handsome men especially need to be more careful about their conduct."

"Even if you flatter me like that, I have nothing to offer you."

"Did that sound like flattery to you?"

She said this and gave a slight chuckle, apparently amused.
Whenever she visited, we would exchange seemingly frivolous words like this and laugh together.
Strangely, despite not having spent much time with her... I felt words came easily when talking with her.
What did a long time matter anyway? Despite not having many encounters with her, there was something oddly comfortable about interacting with her.

After Serphina left the room,
I pulled out a map.
It was a detailed map of the northern continent that I had drawn while staying in the annex with nothing else to do.
It seemed quite some time had passed since my possession, but I found it fascinating that the locations of castles, mountain ranges, and river flows remained so vivid in my memory.
Well, I suppose it's natural after repeating this simple game for 10,000 hours.

'Aingart Castle, huh.'

A castle built on an island surrounded by shallow rivers in the very center of the north.
The background setting of this castle was that while it was once the most vibrant place during the imperial era, it had lost much of its former glory after being heavily damaged during the civil war between imperial family members.
I wondered what it would feel like to visit it in person.

Actually, there was something else that concerned me more.

'Is it okay to go this far north?'

Aingart Castle was located in the northern part of the continent. Though not the northernmost point, it was still a considerable distance from the southern region where I had sent Lunarienne away.
Until now, I had never doubted that I would be able to return to Lunarienne's army.
But this time...
After being dragged to the heart of the north, would I still be able to safely return to her side?

'Opportunity...'

I recalled the words I had spoken to her when we parted.

Luna might appear fragile, but she had a strong inner core and unexpected stubbornness.
From her perspective, it would have been impossible without stubbornness to fully utilize someone like me—a complete newcomer whose abilities she couldn't even properly assess and who just kept insisting.
So she wouldn't miss the decisive opportunity I had mentioned. If she were the type to miss opportunities, the prediction that she would "become the unifying monarch" would never have emerged.

So, I should be able to safely return to her side... right?

For some reason—
I felt an uneasiness that I had never experienced while serving under other rulers.

*

We traveled northward by carriage for several days.
Beyond Kelstein Castle, which originally belonged to the Brands army, and further up—
We finally arrived at Aingart Castle in the north.

After passing through the massive gates of the castle walls, built in a style distinctly different from the central continent:

'Wow...'

A picturesque scene unfolded before my eyes.
Tall spires that seemed to invade the sky, standing between river streams that encircled the area like a fence.
Beautiful buildings that looked like they belonged in a storybook, spread out around those spires.

And fluttering atop the spire, Serphina's symbol—a golden yellow flag...
Even the massive shield-shaped emblem of the former empire hanging on the castle walls—everything that constituted this territory proclaimed that this was indeed the capital of the continent.

"Amazing. It's an incredibly developed place."

"It really is... I didn't know such a castle existed."

"That's not all. If one were to set up defenses here, it would be extremely difficult to penetrate."

"Is that so? I don't really understand such things... but if Irene says so, then it must be true."

Both Irene and Reika were also letting out exclamations of admiration, overwhelmed by the scenery.
This place was far superior even to Anel Castle, which had been the best among all the castles I had seen so far.
If this was considered "destroyed with its past glory faded," how magnificent must it have been originally?

The interior of the castle was as peaceful as Anel Castle.
Perhaps because it hadn't suffered much damage after the civil war between the imperial princes, the faces of the territory's residents showed no signs of worry.

Just then.

The carriage carrying us came to a stop.
A soldier opened the carriage door.

"Lord Swen?"

"Yes."

"We've arrived. Please come out."

I gave a nod of farewell to Irene and Reika.

"Then I'll go ahead."

"Swen..."

Irene looked at me with lingering regret.

Yes.
We, who had been living together all this time, were finally parting ways.
According to Serphina, there was a dormitory-like building where new generals from distant origins stayed together.
Until vacant houses became available, we would be living communally there.
I heard that Reika was the first non-general to be allowed entry there. It was Serphina's way of showing consideration.

As we were also new generals, we would all be staying there, but naturally, the accommodations were separated by gender—
And that's why we had to say goodbye like this now.

"According to Serphina, they're continuously building houses for generals to live in, so let's just manage until then."

"...Alright. I'll... I'll be waiting... yes."

"..."

Reika observed the atmosphere flowing between Irene and me, then looked toward the soldier and hastily tried to smooth over the situation.
The soldier must have been giving us an odd look.

"Um... I'll contact you! So, um... see you again!"

After parting with them and getting out of the carriage,
Another soldier approached me.
Judging by the armor clearly emblazoned with the royal family's emblem, he seemed to be a soldier dispatched on Serphina's orders to guide me.

"Are you Lord Swen?"

"I am."

"Please come this way."

The tree-lined path I followed him along had an ethereal fragrance that was difficult to describe.
What kind of flower could this be?

Eventually, we arrived at a four-story building not far from the royal castle.

"This is the place. Lord Swen, you will be using room 303. Your roommate will inform you about the basic living rules."

"Roommate?"

"Yes."

Indeed, I recall hearing that rooms would be shared by two people.
Given the size of the country and the large number of generals under command, I had heard that even this arrangement was available to only a few.

"I understand."

"Then I'll take my leave."

The soldier, who had given a light salute and was turning to leave, suddenly stopped and looked at me.

"Excuse me."

"?"

"Welcome to Serphina's army."

He said this, gave a slight bow, and then left.

Soldiers are different from generals. They could freely change allegiances at any time, and it was a stark reality that few soldiers felt a sense of belonging when they were merely working for wages.
But here, even a single common soldier exuded a sense of belonging to Serphina's army and the pride that came with it.
Even the soldier who had intimidated me before could only have treated me that way—a general, albeit an envoy from an enemy country—because of that pride.
Could this tight organizational control be the reason for her continued success?

Just by arriving at Aingart Castle, I already felt like I had discovered several more strengths of Serphina's army.
And yet, the destiny to become the unifying monarch belongs to Lunarienne, not her?

'Well now.'

I'd like to make a prediction, but since I hadn't been asked any questions since changing my affiliation, that was also difficult.
Should I subtly have Irene ask, or should I try to catch a natural moment when Serphina might ask... With such idle thoughts, I made my way to room 303.

Arriving at the door,
I knocked a few times, and a voice came from inside.

"Come in."

'Huh?'

The voice was... somewhat peculiar.
It sounded like a male voice, but it was somewhat... androgynous, you might say.
Well, everyone has their own unique voice, I thought as I opened the door.

And then—

I was greeted by a man who not only had an unusual voice but also looked somewhat like a male entertainer.

"Are you the new general?"

"Yes, I am."

"I heard from our lord that a new recruit would be coming. We probably won't be living together for long, but I hope we get along while we do."

Saying this, he extended his hand to me.
I took his hand and said:

"My name is Swen."

"Jenis Al Kaski. Nice to meet you."
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Al Kaski?
That's a name I've heard before.

"No way..."

"Yes."

Jenis wore a strangely smug expression.

"The talented individual under Serphina's command, a general active in many fields, Irian Al Kaski's second... younger brother is none other than me, Jenis Al Kaski."

I don't know about being active in many fields, but I do remember him stepping up only to get scolded by Serphina and cowering afterward.
No need to bring that up in front of his brother though.

Anyway, now that I look more carefully after hearing this, I can see the family resemblance with Irian.

Short black bob haircut.
I thought Irian was quite pretty-faced, but Jenis in front of me looks even more delicate.
Their eye color is similar too, definitely giving the impression they're related by blood.

'Do all the men in that family look like pretty boys?'

His older brother Irian was pretty but still clearly masculine, but Jenis had looks that could pass for a woman if you put a wig on him and insisted.
Plus, he wasn't particularly tall either.

"Swen, right? I know we just met, but your hair color is quite unique."

"I hear that often."

I tensed slightly, wondering if stories about the white-haired magician had reached his ears too, but fortunately, he didn't pry further.

"Feel free to ask me anything anytime. Oh, right. Here's some advice as your senior: if you want to succeed here, just doing what you're told isn't enough. You need to show visible results to reach Serphina."

"I see. Thank you for the advice."

"Yeah. If you walk outside for about ten minutes, you'll find some shops."

As I watched him continue to explain various things with strange enthusiasm—

'How badly did this person want to play the senior role?'

I couldn't help but feel a bit sorry for him.

As long as someone isn't clearly evil, there's no harm in getting along with people around you.
When I responded with an appropriately friendly smile, he seemed to open up easily and went out of his way to look after me.
He's definitely not the type suited for times of war.

"Anyway, let's both work hard to support Serphina as she reunifies the continent again. Got it?"

Reunification.
From Serphina's perspective, as the heir to the Aingart Empire's legacy, conquering this continent would indeed be reunification.
Come to think of it, this might be a good opportunity.

"Jenis, sir."

"Just call me senior! Feel free!"

"Senior Jenis. Do you think Serphina can unify the continent?"

My question made Jenis look extremely puzzled.

"Of course. Why do you ask? Don't tell me you think Serphina can't unify the continent?"

'That's exactly what I wanted you to ask.'

After mentally thanking Jenis for asking such a convenient question, I quickly entered it into my mind.

'Can Serphina von Aingart not unify the continent?'

[That is correct.]

As expected, nothing has changed.
If Serphina, who seems closest to unification among the remaining rulers, cannot unify the continent—then naturally, as predicted all along, the continent would fall into Lunarienne's hands.
By reconfirming this, I was able to strengthen my resolve once more.

"Not at all. I definitely think she can unify it. Serphina is an exceptional person regardless of her bloodline."

"Right? I think so too! Where else could you find a ruler like Serphina? People talk about the 'Tyrant of the North' and whatnot... isn't that ridiculous? My family has served Serphina's forces for generations so I wouldn't know, but all the generals who worked under other warlords unanimously say they prefer serving under Serphina."

Listening to him, his loyalty to Serphina was easy to perceive.
She does seem to treat her people well, so it's not surprising to find a general or two like this.

After chatting about a few more things, I naturally asked when I might be able to get my own place.

"Well? They're building houses quickly, but you just arrived, right? People who've been here longer will probably get priority. I'll probably move out before you do."

"Is that so?"

Just as I was feeling disappointed that I wouldn't be able to stay with Irene for a while—
He placed his hand on my shoulder and said:

...This guy has really white and small hands for a man.

"Don't worry! Our lord has ordered large-scale construction. If you're lucky with the timing of completion, you might get your own house soon too."

"I guess I'll have to wait and see."

"Yeah! Dormitory life might be uncomfortable, but I'll look after you as much as I can. So don't worry too much!"

Jenis said that with a bright smile.
He gives me a strange little brother feeling... but his eagerness to look after me as a senior wasn't unpleasant, so it would probably be good to maintain decent social relations here.

And so, I settled into Aingart Castle.
The accommodations weren't as nice as those at Valhalrat Castle, but it wasn't a bad space either.

* * *

In the triple room assigned to Irene and Reika.
The two had unpacked and were having tea time.

"Wow...! It smells like peaches."

"You like it, I see?"

Reika nodded.

"Yes! It's such a wonderful aroma. Even if you baked pastries with peach juice, it would be hard to create this kind of scent... the world of tea is truly amazing."

Instead of answering, Irene gave her a gentle smile.
Perhaps because they had grown quite close living together in the annex.
Just as Reika had stopped stumbling over her words, Irene too had stopped being so formal around her.
You could say they were adapting to each other.

As they filled their tea time with casual conversation,
The topic naturally shifted to their common interest—the man named Swen.

"So the male general who came to your home was... Swen?"

"Yes. I was really surprised then. I never thought they would send a man."

Irene still couldn't forget the moment they first met.
The new white-haired general she encountered while in her nightclothes.
She no longer denied that sending Swen, a man, to be her roommate in her residence was itself an act of disrespect toward her as a woman.

But.

"Honestly, I'm grateful to Lynn."

"Grateful...?"

To Reika, who tilted her head in confusion, Irene smiled and said:

"Because thanks to Lynn, I was able to meet Swen."

Regardless of what intentions Lynn had behind her actions—
In the end, Irene had been able to meet Swen.
The only person who truly recognized her existence.
Someone always kind and gentle, who became her pillar of support.
And someone she wanted to protect with everything she had...

"If I hadn't met Swen, my life would still be colorless. I might not even be in this world by now. I would have died lonely, harboring meaningless loyalty that would never reach anyone. So, I no longer resent Lynn. Thanks to her, I got to know Swen."

"I see..."

Having lived alone with Irene, Reika had heard to some extent about how Irene had been treated in her former country, the Brands forces.

"Still, I'm grateful that you're living so bravely. I know this might be presumptuous of me to say, but..."

"It's alright, Reika. At least to me, nothing you say is presumptuous."

"I'm glad to hear that... hehe."

Looking at Reika's silly smile, Irene asked a question of her own.

"Come to think of it, how did you come to be connected with Swen? I've heard bits and pieces, but I don't think I've heard it from your own lips."

"Ah... my connection with Swen?"

Reika fell into thought for a moment.
Wondering how much she could safely reveal.

'Still, since it's Irene... someone very close to Swen, I probably can't hide everything forever... She seems to have noticed something already anyway.'

Reika carefully parted her pink lips.

"Actually... I've been learning magic from Swen."

"Magic, is it."

Reika slowly nodded.
If Irene hadn't seen anything, she might have asked what nonsense this was, but Irene had already witnessed Reika creating a flame in her palm once with her own eyes.

"So magic really does exist."

"Yes... Swen has already become somewhat notorious for dropping huge boulders from the sky, hasn't he...?"

"You're saying that's magic? No. Swen..."

Irene's voice trembled slightly.
The image of him collapsing helplessly before her eyes flashed in her mind.

"Swen risked his life to communicate with the heavens and read its flow. The magicians in ancient texts didn't risk their lives, did they? So... I don't want to see Swen performing such magical feats if I can help it."

"Is that so...?"

But Swen knew about the existence of mana.
Recently, he had even used something like a magical tool that could store magic.
From Reika's perspective, even if he wasn't a magician, he seemed at least like a quasi-magician, so if his life was in danger, she wondered if there was something she didn't know.

'Is it okay to ask more about this...?'

While Reika was contemplating this—

There was a knock at the door.

"Ah..."

"It seems our roommate has arrived."

The lodging assigned to Reika and Irene was a triple room located on the second floor of the women's dormitory building.
When they arrived, no one was there, but since the guard had mentioned the existence of a roommate, it wasn't hard to predict that she was temporarily away.

"C-come in...!"

At Reika's response, the door slowly opened.
A woman walked into the room.
And... seeing her appearance, an expression of surprise bloomed on Irene's face.

"You are...?"

"...Huh?"

That woman.
Not an unfamiliar face.
Someone she had met once before, when she was still with the Brands forces, and traveled together to the northern fortress...

"...Silin?"
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"Ah... Lady Irene!"

"You're using this room...?"

"Oh, yes! This is my room, and I heard a new recruit was coming today... So that new recruit was you, Lady Irene?"

And so the reunion with Silin continued.

"Um... Do you know each other...?"

"Ah yes. When I was in the Brands army, we briefly worked together."

"Hello. I'm Silin."

"H-hello... I'm, um, R-Reika..."

"So you're Lady Reika. Did you join as a civil official?"

"N-no... I, I, um, that..."

As she stumbled over her words in front of the new person, Irene stepped in and explained the general situation.

"So, Lady Reika isn't officially a warrior of our army... but she's been specially permitted by Lady Serphina to stay here as part of Lady Irene's company?"

"That's one way to put it."

"I see...! That's impressive. Of course, our lord is certainly the type of person who would extend such kindness."

The lord Silin was referring to now was, naturally, Serphina rather than Lynn.
That was something Irene couldn't help but ask about.

"So... it's a bit awkward for me to ask you directly."

Irene cleared her throat a few times before speaking again.

"How did you end up here, in Serphina's army?"

"Ah..."

Silin sighed briefly, then asked if it was alright to have some tea before naturally joining them at the table.
After taking a sip, she finally began her story.

"Really, really a lot happened."

The sound of a teacup being set down on the table.
The white noise of Reika hurriedly wiping up the slightly splashed tea blended into the conversation.

"Lady Irene. I'll be frank with you now... I understand why you betrayed Lynn."

Silin spoke with intensity in her eyes.

"Anyone could see that Lynn Brands was the one who first drove you into a deadly situation, right?"

"Hmm."

She didn't deny it. It was the truth, after all.
Since it was in the past, she didn't dwell on it unnecessarily. She no longer wanted to be dragged along like before.

"After the decision was made to abandon Lady Irene at the fortress, there was a lot of talk among the retreating officers. They thought if an excellent general like Irene Juliet could be treated so poorly, then ordinary soldiers like us who hadn't distinguished ourselves were even more expendable. Still, we had nowhere else to go... so we just stayed. Some ambitious ones resigned, but people like me and Jack who just cared about making a living continued doing what we were told. Though our loyalty was at rock bottom."

They were people too.
No matter how much they might dislike a general, they couldn't help but notice when their commander pushed one of their own officers into a deadly situation.
Rumors could be suppressed and hidden, but the officers who received the order to 'return' at that place couldn't help but remember.

"But! I heard the news! They say you stopped something like a boulder falling from the sky?!"

"Well... Swen did more of the work than I did."

"That's right! It was Swen! That handsome man who was with you!"

Silin said with sparkling eyes.

"He was so incredibly handsome, I wanted to get to know him better then. But our connection didn't continue."

"..."

"Come to think of it, what happened to Swen? Didn't he follow you?"

"...Yes. That's right. He's still here."

"What? You mean...?"

"Yes. Currently, Swen is also part of Serphina's army here."

"My goodness."

Silin put a hand to her face in disbelief.

"We meet again like this? How strange!"

"..."

The more Irene listened to Silin's expressions, tone, and voice, the more she felt some subtle, unfamiliar feeling—
but she didn't know how to explain this feeling, so she just quietly sipped her tea.

"I should visit him when I have time."

Irene quickly cut in.

"Anyway, Silin. How did you end up coming here?"

"Me? Well... after that day, I was assigned to Lismaen Castle."

"Lismaen Castle, you mean the one near Kelstein...?"

"Yes. It's a very small castle. Things got chaotic at Anel Castle after you left, Lady Irene, so the reassignment itself wasn't bad... but as you know, after Kelstein Castle fell, we were overwhelmed by Serphina's army. I heard they lost their troops due to some incident with the Aishers army... but detailed circumstances don't reach the ears of a low-ranking soldier like me."

After saying that much, she took another sip of tea.

"Um... h-here..."

"Ah, thank you."

She munched on the snack Reika handed her.

"As soon as we were conquered, we surrendered immediately. After seeing Lynn abandon you, I had no lingering attachment to the Brands army."

"I see."

Though she had only been pushed out and saved by Swen—
nevertheless, there were people whose hearts had been moved by that sight.
Ironically, that very fact was now providing a kind of comfort to the current Irene.

"What about Jack? How is he doing?"

"I lost contact with Jack after we were assigned to different posts. Actually, we weren't that close, just workplace colleagues. He wasn't a decent man like Swen."

"..."

She almost blurted out that she didn't understand why Swen kept coming up in the conversation, but barely managed to swallow her words.
Irene was gradually realizing that she had become particularly sensitive about the subject of Swen lately.

"Right. May I ask one question too?"

"Hmm."

"Lady Irene, you had gone over to the Aishers army, right? How did you end up coming here?"

"..."

She pondered briefly how to explain.
But there was no need to tell Silin everything straightforwardly.

"Well, there were various circumstances. As you know, these are chaotic times."

"True, I never imagined I'd end up serving that tyrant Serphina either."

Silin said that, then smiled slightly.

"But it seems fine."

"Fine?"

"Lady Serphina, I mean. I think she's a lord worth serving. There's an excitement here that I never felt while serving under Lynn."

The conversation that followed was mainly about what role Serphina played here and how she was treated by the territory's people.
The information wasn't particularly novel. Serphina wasn't committing the tyranny she was rumored to.
She only showed a cold side when rebels rose up; otherwise, she was stably leading the internal affairs with governance strictly based on rewarding good and punishing evil.
When internal affairs are stable, the economy flourishes, and when the economy flourishes, it leads to the loyalty of the people. Nothing was more important than solving the problem of livelihood.

"So, I'm thinking of putting down roots here."

"Putting down roots, you say."

"Yes. Looking at the situation on the continent, it seems our lord is the only one who can become the unifying monarch. Brands has fallen, and the other countries aren't much of a threat."

"..."

Could Serphina... become the unifying monarch?
But hadn't Swen, of all people, affirmed it?

"I serve the only person who can conquer this continent and become the unifying monarch."

"Oh? The only person, you say? Who might that be?"

"Probably someone Lady Irene knows as well. Didn't you meet her directly a few months ago?"

Lunarienne Iniang.
Swen had asserted that she, with her ruby-colored eyes more vibrant than anyone else's, would be the unifying monarch.
Having spent quite a long time with him, Irene knew. Even if his claims seemed incomprehensible at first, in the end, Swen's words always proved correct.

Though she hadn't reappeared on the stage of history yet...
Could she really defeat Serphina, who genuinely had the support of her people?

"...Enough."

It didn't matter either way.
The person Irene ultimately served wasn't Lunarienne, was it?

"My life belongs to that man."

If Swen told her to serve, she would simply draw her sword and protect whoever was his lord.
Irene no longer wavered.
As long as a man like Swen existed by her side, she could become a knight stronger than anyone.

* * *

"So this is Aingart Royal Castle."

Should I call it the capital castle of the former empire?
The magnificent and classical decorations and statues possessed something that overwhelmed viewers.
The style seemed somewhat more modern at Anel Castle... but the sense of classical elegance, that is, the feeling of being somewhere truly impressive, was definitely superior here at Aingart Castle.
It gave people entering a much stronger feeling that "they've arrived somewhere important."

After being assigned to the dormitory, I received my first summons from Serphina.
She called me with the single reason of "wanting to hear my opinion"... it was something that had never happened with the lords I had served until now, so I felt slightly nervous.

"Well, she's probably just gathering civil officials to have some questions and answers."

With that casual thought, I entered the audience chamber Serphina had designated.

"...!"

"You've come, Swen."

Serphina, who had been gazing forward with her legs crossed in a bored manner, greeted me.
Today, she wasn't wearing the imperial officer's uniform I had first seen her in.
She was dressed in a very enchanting dress befitting a queen.
It was somewhat provocative with exposed shoulders, but not at all vulgar or cheap-looking.
The platinum-colored hair ornament shining brilliantly served as a unique accent point for her otherwise golden appearance.

...Beautiful.
Beyond the lord-subject relationship, I had to admit that as a man, I was moved by her appearance.

And on either side of her... about five warriors stood facing each other with a red carpet between them.
They were all unfamiliar faces, but the brown-haired woman standing next to the throne looked familiar.

The national strategist of Serphina's army who appears first when starting the game with Serphina's forces, showing her face and explaining the basic controls.

"Jena."

As that name crossed my mind, that moment flashed before my eyes again.

* * *

[Serphina's Army Strategist / Jena]
[My lord, you must not fall for his sweet talk]

* * *

It was because of Jena's advice that Serphina had imprisoned me.
How could I forget that time?

She wasn't an exceptionally outstanding officer, but she was one of the few civil officials you could rely on when starting with Serphina.

Seeing her in person gave a different impression than viewing her pixelated image.
She only seemed relatively plain because she stood next to Serphina, who embodied beauty in human form, but she actually had quite a decent appearance.

After quickly scanning her face, I was about to kneel when—

"Just keep the greeting brief and informal."

"...Swen, greeting my lord."

After bowing slightly as she wished, I took my place opposite the only person without someone facing them.

"Good. Now everyone is here."

I had definitely left on time, but I was the last to arrive.
As I was thinking that maybe I should leave earlier next time—

"Then, let us hold the twenty-eighth opinion proposal meeting of this year."

...What?
Opinion proposal meeting is one thing, but the twenty-eighth?
Roughly calculating the current date, we're still only in the first half of the year.

In other words, this wasn't a regular meeting like those held in countries I had served before, but just a small gathering...
Was Serphina's army preparing this thoroughly for battle?

Unlike me, who was slightly shocked, everyone gathered here was listening to Serphina's voice with calm expressions.
Some couldn't even hide their excitement, as if being called here to give opinions was a joyous occasion.
Was being summoned to give opinions... something that made these people happy?

"Now."

Serphina extended her white hand toward us.
The golden ornaments falling from her smooth skin, extending to the sleeves near her armpits, gave a very seductive impression.

"How should our army proceed from here? If you have any opinions you'd like to share, please speak freely as always."
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And so, the opinion proposal meeting began.

Following Serphina's lead, a light discussion started.

"Amin. Let's hear your opinion."

"Yes."

The male general called Amin bowed his head deeply and spoke in a spirited tone.

"We must immediately mobilize all available troops."

"Troop mobilization, is it."

Serphina stroked her chin with her snow-white hand and asked.

"And why do you think so?"

"To prepare for the conquest of the Central Continent."

"As you know, I just recently returned to Aingart Castle, didn't I? Yet you're suggesting we prepare for another conquest?"

"Yes. First, please review the materials I've prepared."

Amin took out a map from inside his garment and unfolded it before Serphina.

"We must seize Anel Castle from the Brands army as quickly as possible and push them back to the mid-west. If they lose their capital, Anel Castle, the Brands army will surely collapse without even having time to regroup!"

...Huh?

Something seems off... For such a confident explanation, he seems to be bringing up matters that have already been decided on the field.
The reason for not engaging the Brands army was because we confirmed they were diverting troops stationed at the front to Anel Castle.
Abandoning half their territory meant they were focusing on defending their capital, showing their determination to protect it at all costs while simultaneously indicating they had no means to gather more soldiers from elsewhere for the time being.
So rather than attacking, maintaining control of the territory would be more effective in disrupting the Brands army's "selection and concentration" strategy.

Of course, from the Brands army's perspective, they could conscript if they wanted to.
If they rounded up every male—be they boy soldiers, elderly veterans, or those with minor disabilities—they could certainly fill their ranks.
But inevitably, in that process, public sentiment toward the Brands army would be shattered, likely leading to a situation where they could never recover.
And soldiers gathered so forcibly would hardly fight effectively.

In other words, by not interfering and allowing them to maintain their territory, we would induce the Brands army to make a bad move—
Yet Amin seemed completely unaware of what had already been decided on the field.
With bright, eager eyes, he spoke with strong conviction.

"Hmm. I understand. Then, I'd like to ask the rest of you."

Serphina, without saying much else, looked around at us and opened her mouth.

"What do you think of Amin's opinion? Everyone feel free to answer."

Since the question came up, I might as well input my thoughts.
I entered whether Amin's opinion—"seize Anel Castle as quickly as possible"—would be most efficient for us.

[It is not.]

'As I thought, it's not.'

The moment I learned the absolute conclusion that now is not the time for battle.

"My Lord."

A female general raised her hand.

"Speak, Sika."

"While there is some merit to Amin's opinion, I believe now is not the time to prepare for battle."

What followed was roughly similar to the conclusion reached on the field.
Of course, by "roughly similar," I mean there were some unnecessary additions and the opinion wasn't perfectly organized—it felt like hearing an amateur's response.
Thinking about it, I noticed that both the man called Amin who just spoke and the woman named Sika, as well as all the other civil officials, were extremely young.

At this point, I could guess the real purpose of this "opinion proposal meeting."

'Is this... a talent screening?'

So, they gather newly appointed civil officials to check their eloquence and whether they have the insight to utilize it?
With that in mind, I could understand why the generals who participated had such proud expressions.

If my guess is correct, most people here were probably called for the first time?
Over twenty-eight sessions, the members kept changing, giving everyone a chance to make an impression on Serphina...

That explains it.
I thought it was strange that when Amin presented an opinion that wasn't particularly good, Serphina didn't answer herself but gave others a chance to speak.
When Irian expressed his opinion at Hispil Castle, she directly challenged his logic herself.

'So even if you have no name or reputation, you get at least one chance if you belong to Serphina's army...'

Compared to how Lynn Brands, who once ruled a territory of similar size, treated unremarkable generals, Serphina's approach seemed quite progressive.
For a ruler leading such a vast territory to personally check the capabilities of all her subordinate generals was certainly not the thinking of an ordinary person.
Yet by having Jena observe beside her, I could sense her determination not to make all decisions based solely on her own opinions.

Serphina von Aingart.
The more I learned about her, the more formidable she seemed.

'She must truly be Lunarienne's actual rival...'

"...That concludes my opinion."

"I understand, Sika. Then, Amin, let me ask you again. Has your thinking changed? Or if you have any objections, feel free to voice them."

"...No. I... withdraw my opinion."

Amin answered with a slightly resentful, trembling voice.
While this could be considered highly disrespectful in some circumstances, Serphina didn't seem particularly concerned and immediately turned to Sika.

"Now I'd like to hear your opinion, Sika."

"Yes, my Lord."

Sika nodded and spoke in a careful tone.

"I agree with focusing on internal affairs, but I also agree with gathering troops."

"You agree?"

"Yes. However, rather than mobilizing existing forces, I think we should newly recruit from territories where conscription is currently possible. These gathered troops should be stationed as border guards at the frontier, not for invasion."

From there, Sika developed her logic based on her own thoughts.
To summarize in one sentence—'While now is not the time for invasion, since we never know what might happen, it's important to secure as many troops as possible at the border.'
It's certainly a textbook answer. Sending more troops to defend Serphina's already expanded borders isn't a bad idea.

After listening attentively to Sika's words, Serphina slowly nodded, then looked at us again and asked.

"What do you think of Sika's opinion? Again, feel free to speak freely."

Setting aside my desire to say how grateful I am for her asking questions each time—
I lightly entered Sika's opinion into my mind.

[It is close.]

'Oh.'

It's been a while since I've seen an opinion that's "close."
But if it's close to being most efficient rather than actually being the most efficient... does that mean sending reinforcements to the border isn't the exact right answer?
Just then.

"My Lord. May I present my opinion?"

"Go ahead, Miles."

The man designated as Miles answered in a resolute tone.

"I agree with Sika about reinforcing troops, but those troops should be stationed here at Aingart Castle."

"Why?"

"The foundation of a country is its capital. No matter how safe its position, unfortunately, there are many foolish people throughout the Northern Continent who are swayed by malicious rumors about our Lord. Defending the capital firmly is more important than anything else, yet the capital's defensive forces have been reduced by two-thirds for the continental conquest. I believe it would be best to replenish these forces."

So he means that since rebellions could still break out in the northern inland regions, sufficient troops should be stationed in the capital.

"That's what he says, what do you all think?"

Let me input this Miles person's opinion now.

[It is close.]

'This is also close?'

So is reinforcing troops the correct answer?
But... just not stationing them at the border or the capital?

While Sika and Miles were debating back and forth about his objection, I was lost in my own thoughts.

'If reinforcing troops and then where to station them is the key point that determines "efficiency"...'

There's still some puzzle piece missing.
I want to reach a conclusion, but I can't with just the information available now.

After that, the remaining members each expressed their opinions.
Some argued that conscription itself was problematic, while others conversely suggested invading the Aishers army.
Both resulted in [It is not], so there was no need to pay much attention to them.
Others suggested stationing troops at places like Kelstein Castle, but this too only resulted in [It is close].

And finally, my turn came.

"Swen."

"Yes."

"I'd like to hear your opinion now. You've been particularly quiet, just listening."

It seems my silence caught her attention, as I simply hadn't found an opportunity to jump in.
But I didn't really have anything to say...

'Reinforcing troops seems to be the right answer, but I lack information on what to do from there...'

Wait.
Hold on.

Come to think of it, didn't Sika just say:

"However, rather than mobilizing existing forces, I think we should newly recruit from territories where conscription is currently possible."

'Doesn't "territories where conscription is currently possible" imply that the rest are territories where conscription isn't feasible?'

If reinforcement itself is the answer, perhaps leaving those conscripted troops in place might be the efficient method.
I wanted to think more about it, but now was the time to take a chance.

"I agree with gathering troops."

"'Agree with gathering,' you say. That sounds like there's more to your statement."

"Yes."

Until now, Serphina had been asking how we felt about each opinion after it was expressed.
So this time too, I'll just use my Intelligence 100 to confirm.

"However, I believe the conscripted troops should remain stationed in the territories where they were recruited. That would be the most efficient approach."

"Oh? Is that what you think?"

Serphina asked, her eyes gleaming.
Simultaneously, I entered my own opinion into my mind.

[That is correct.]

'So this really is the right answer?'

It seems that simply conscripting troops and leaving them in place was indeed correct.
The problem was in moving them anywhere.

"Yes, it is."

"Is that so? That's quite an interesting opinion."

But.
Serphina's expression after hearing my words was somewhat peculiar.
Not just her—Sika and the other members were also looking at me with puzzled expressions.

...Come to think of it, which territory currently has the capacity to conduct conscription?

"...Excuse me, Sir Swen."

Sika directed a question at me.

"Yes, please speak."

"Are you claiming that conscripting troops and then stationing them right where they were recruited is the most efficient decision?"

"Yes."

There's no room for doubt now. My mind has confirmed it's correct.

"...I apologize for saying this, but currently there is only one territory with the capacity for conscription."

"And where is that?"

"Mair Castle."

Mair Castle.
I know it well.
It's located at the eastern edge of the northern continent, a territory of relatively low importance.

'...Huh?'

Stationing troops in such a remote place is the right answer?

"Are you saying that stationing troops in such a remote location is the efficient approach?"

'...'

I was momentarily speechless, but.
In any case, shouldn't I follow where the compass points?

"Yes, that's correct."

I said this and then smiled confidently.
As if I had known everything from the beginning.
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"Is that so? I find myself curious about that reason. If you don't mind, I would like to ask for an explanation."

In response to Sika's words, I slowly nodded my head and said.

"It's simple. Because soldiers are needed there."

"...I don't mean to be rude, but that sounds like you're just repeating the obvious statement again."

Sika's words weren't wrong at all.
Honestly, I don't really know the reason either.

The only fortunate thing was that Amin, who had brought up the topic earlier, had brought a map.

"Amin. Could I possibly borrow the map?"

"What? ...Here it is."

Amin handed me the map with a dubious expression, making no attempt to hide the skepticism on his face.
As I spread it out on the table—

"..."

Serphina and Jena, who had been sitting quietly, approached.
It seemed they too were curious about what I was going to say.
Just their movement alone caused several participants in the opinion meeting to visibly waver.

"Here, please check the map."

Taking advantage of everyone's focus, I quickly examined the map.

Amir Castle.
A normal territory located in a remote area at the eastern edge, with rivers and mountain ranges.
If placing troops here is the correct answer—if a rebellion were to occur, it wouldn't be here.

Yes, rebellion.
If placing troops in the rear area is the correct answer, then the only answer is rebellion.
If opinions like "troops should be placed in the capital" are emerging, it means the northern continent isn't completely under control, which makes it plausible.

But the problem is—

"Do you think a rebellion will occur around here?"

Serphina, who hadn't uttered a word, pointed to a castle and spoke.
It was Heiser Castle, located closest to Amir Castle.

However.
That's not the correct answer.

"No, that's not it."

If a rebellion were to occur at Heiser Castle—
Before I could say anything, Serphina spoke first, saying what I was about to say.

"Indeed, if we assume a rebellion will occur in this area, it would be more efficient to station troops here rather than there."

The place Serphina pointed to was Chorel Castle, located at the lower left of Heiser Castle.
Stationing troops in a castle where a rebellion might occur is dangerous. There's a high possibility the troops might join the rebels.
So the best method would be to secure a nearby location in advance, and it would be more rational to place them at the closer Chorel Castle rather than the more distant Amir Castle.

So, it's not about 'rebellion.'

"Then perhaps..."

This time it was Jena who addressed me.
As she tilted her head slightly, her brown hair swayed gently.

"Are you concerned about bandits appearing in this area?"

To the upper right of Amir Castle, there was a settlement spread across the mountainous terrain.
It wasn't uncommon for territory residents to become bandits and attack castles when morale was low.

But this follows the same logic as before.

"That's not it either."

Jena stared at my face intently.
She seemed to be anticipating what I was about to say.

"If bandits were to emerge from this settlement, they would more likely attack Herder Castle located directly above, rather than Amir Castle. It has lower defenses, far fewer troops, and crucially, it's closer."

"...Indeed, that's true. Then I must ask."

Jena looked straight into my eyes.

"Why exactly must troops be stationed at Amir Castle?"

Not rebellion, not bandits.
Yet stationing troops in the rear rather than at the border is the most efficient method.

"..."

I looked at the map and let out a small sigh.
Then, putting on the most knowledgeable and relaxed expression I could muster, I desperately examined the map.

'What is it? What am I missing?'

Why is placing troops here the right answer?
With an intelligence of 100, my brain's prediction must be correct. This is no longer something to doubt.
Then there must be a 'situation that can only be prevented by stationing troops here.'

It's not internal rebellion.
It's not bandits from nearby settlements.
The only notable terrain feature around the castle is just a large river flowing in front.

'...Huh?'

The river...?

I checked, just in case, to see where the river connected.
The massive river crosses the mountain range, winding its way into the central continent.

The map Amin brought only shows this much.
The map itself primarily depicts the northern continent where Serphina's army's territory is marked, so it couldn't be helped.

"Excuse me, Swen? Your answer..."

"What? No, just a moment. Let me think..."

I heard Jena's voice and reflexively responded...
It seemed Serphina had stopped Jena from speaking further.
Her pale white hand was stretched across Jena's chest.

Anyway.
Even if the map was cut off, I was confident I could visualize what lay beyond.
I've played this game for 10,000 hours. I've seen the same map tens, hundreds, no, literally thousands of times.
When you start the game, the screen basically only shows the map. So, like it or not, you end up memorizing it.

'Stay calm.'

In my mind, I picked up a brush and began drawing the missing parts of the map.
The river... winds between mountain ranges, flowing toward the eastern part of the central continent.
Once it reaches the eastern edge... there's just one castle nearby.

And that castle is—

'Zeta Castle is there. For sure.'

Zeta Castle.
Once the capital of the Alepel Army, and now belonging to the Aishers Army—it was the fourth castle of the Aishers Army.
Located in a remote area to the upper right of Valhart Castle and the lower right of Zelstrom Castle.

The Aishers Army's territory consisted of four castles.
The capital Valhart, Zelstrom to the north, Raclaine to the west, and finally Zeta to the east.

"...!!!"

And just then, I began to understand what this prediction might mean.

'Are the Aishers Army's troops coming up the river?'

While it would require some tidal assistance, I couldn't completely rule it out as impossible.
In fact, it was possible to move troops along rivers in the game.
However, it wasn't a good strategy because it consumed many more turns than usual and morale would drop significantly during the journey.
But... even if this world is based on the game world, it's still reality.
I couldn't definitively say it wouldn't happen.

No.
In fact, for stationing troops at Amir Castle to be the most efficient option, this had to be the case.

If this is true, the Aishers Army would be striking our army from behind.
Normally this wouldn't matter, but all our northern troops are currently concentrated at the central continent's border.
If they succeed in attacking from behind, they could significantly shake our army.
Even if they quickly lose Amir Castle afterward, it wouldn't be a major loss for the Aishers Army.

'Whose idea is this? Ginor? Anima?'

Considering the exchanged letters, it was unlikely to be Ginor's strategy.
If that's the case, this must be Anima's idea...
Indeed, as someone who served as a national strategist, she seemed to have some brilliant insights.

"..."

I slowly raised my head and looked around.

Serphina, Jena, and the rest of the officers seemed to be holding their breath, waiting for me to speak.
The question now is how to explain this...

"May I have everyone's attention."

I nodded slowly and said.

"A river flows near Amir Castle. While this river serves as the lifeblood for the territories around Amir Castle... from a different perspective, it also serves as the only route connecting to the remote Amir Castle."

It was a bit unnerving how Serphina was staring at me, but I tried not to get nervous.
Even if my opinion seemed incomprehensible, they appeared to respect it, so it was worth expressing.

"If you follow this river, it eventually flows into the sea on the eastern side of the continent... and during that journey, you inevitably encounter one castle. Jena."

"Yes?"

"Do you happen to know which castle that is?"

Jena thought for a moment, then quietly nodded.

"Are you referring to Zeta Castle?"

"Yes. You know it."

"But I don't understand what you're implying. Surely you're not suggesting the enemy would breach that treacherous river with tidal forces to advance on Amir Castle?"

"That's exactly it."

"...What?"

Jena's eyes, which had casually posed the question, trembled slightly upon hearing my answer.
I also clearly witnessed one of Serphina's eyebrows twitch slightly.

"There's a high possibility that the Aishers Army will advance on Amir Castle via the river."

"...???"

Jena frowned slightly, as if she didn't understand.
Not just Jena, but the other officers also looked at me with expressions that seemed to question what I was saying.
Honestly, even to me it sounds too sudden. Stationing troops in a remote location because the enemy might attack along the river? What kind of out-of-nowhere idea is that?

But, just one person.
Serphina, without breaking her expression—
In the same compassionate voice she used when addressing Amin, Sika, and other officers—asked us a question.

"An interesting opinion. In this opinion meeting, anyone can freely express their views. Now, everyone. Feel free to share what you think about Swen's opinion."

The first to respond was Miles.

"It seems like a rather absurd idea. The concept of coming up the river itself doesn't seem very realistic."

"While it's not a bad idea in terms of establishing countermeasures, I wonder if there might be more efficient ways to utilize our troops..."

With Sika adding another comment, it seemed my opinion was generally received negatively by everyone.
Well, can't be helped.
Honestly, I wouldn't be confident providing detailed evidence either.
I only knew the result and pieced things together.

And so, the twenty-eighth opinion meeting concluded.

"Everyone, thank you for your hard work today. I promise to review each of your opinions at least once."

"Yes, understood!!"

I guess that's the end of the opinion meeting schedule.
It truly felt different from a conference in that it was literally just for suggestions, without necessarily deciding on anything.

If troops aren't stationed at Amir Castle, Serphina's army will certainly suffer losses, but that was beyond my control.
In reality, even if the northern continent is temporarily shaken, it won't reverse the war situation. My predictions only select the most efficient means at each moment.

With that light thought, I was about to leave the royal castle after saying goodbye when—

"Excuse me."

"...?"

I turned my head to see who had placed a hand on my shoulder—
It was Jena, who seemed to have rushed here.

"Swen. Would you please return to the audience chamber?"

"What? What's the matter?"

"It's by order of our Lord."

'....'

She called for me.
I had a good guess about what this was about, but I pretended not to know and followed Jena back to the audience chamber.

"Welcome, Swen."

Serphina extends her pale white hand toward me again.
And then, as if she had been anticipating this moment of private conversation with me... with an incredibly alluring smile on her lips, she addressed me like a baptism.

"Your opinion was truly fascinating. An ambush by coming up the river—even I couldn't have imagined such a method."

"..."

"Yes. If you've presented an opinion, there must be a basis for it, correct?"

Asking for evidence meant that Serphina was willing to accept my opinion not just as an opinion but as a 'proposal.'
It also meant she intended to question me, just as she had questioned Irian before.

What should I do?
I considered responding casually, but... as long as I'm acting under Serphina's army, I needed to give her the impression that my words were somewhat accurate.
Like with Lynn Brands, there might come a moment when I need to exploit that psychology.

If that's the case, it's time to engage.
As if sensing my thoughts... she addressed me again in an incredibly pleasing voice.

"I want to hear your thoughts, Swen. Would you care to explain? On what basis are you certain the Aishers Army will attack from there?"
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"...Then, I'll explain my reasoning."

"Go ahead and say whatever you need to."

However.
When it comes to reasoning, I don't really have much to say.
My decisive evidence is the prediction result from my Intelligence stat of 100. There's no way I can explain that in words.
Even if I tried to explain it, I didn't think it would convince Serphina.
Considering the Irian incident, she would only move her troops if there was a thoroughly convincing reason.

So what approach should I take here?

'If there's definitely going to be a certain outcome anyway...'

It meant that such a result was inevitable.
If I were Yuuri and planning to secretly attack Serphina's army from behind using the river—what would my thought process be?

I should start by thinking about that.
Just as I was about to speak—

"Wait."

Serphina said, extending her pale hand slightly.

"Before hearing your reasoning, may I share my thoughts first?"

"Please do."

"Then I won't hold back."

Serphina spoke while slowly unfolding her hands.

"If the Aishers army truly launches a surprise attack via that river, Amir Castle will certainly be in danger. If we're caught completely unaware, we might even temporarily lose the castle. However, no matter how many times I consider it, I'm not convinced this would benefit the Aishers army significantly."

After saying this, Serphina glanced at Jena.
Jena nodded slowly and continued her thought.

"Since their route is limited to the river, there's a natural limit to how many troops they can deploy. Even if they continue to reinforce their numbers, we could easily recapture the castle by blocking them off. I find it hard to believe they would recklessly launch such an attack when they must know this."

Indeed, from the Aishers army's perspective, this plan was close to a gamble.
First, they must avoid detection while crossing the river, which would take considerable time, and the limited supply lines would restrict the number of troops they could deploy.
While they might deliver one strong blow, they couldn't seriously advance into the northern continent through this route.

"As my Lord mentioned, losing Amir Castle would put us in a difficult situation momentarily. But as I said, if we'll ultimately recapture it, then the Aishers army gains nothing from going to such lengths. Currently, Swen's opinion suggests that they would invade this area despite the difficulties just for a one-time impact, but—"

"That's exactly it!"

"...!"

I quickly bowed my head to Jena, who was startled.

"Please forgive my rudeness, Lady Jena. However, what you just mentioned is precisely the Aishers army's strategy, so I couldn't help but interject."

"Their strategy, you say?"

"—The impact. Yuuri needs something that will shock everyone."

Ironically, hearing the word 'impact' made the overall picture start to become clearer in my mind.

"As my Lord knows, I originally served Yuuri in the Aishers army."

"That's right."

"Having spent time by their side, I certainly know how they think and operate."

Serphina tapped the armrest with her finger, showing interest in my words.

"Continue."

"To explain simply, we need to consider the current situation the Aishers army finds itself in."

I spoke with exaggerated gestures, adopting the tone of an eloquent speaker.

"Currently, Baranga Yuuri Aishers is likely going through a rather dangerous time as a ruler."

"Why?"

She asks despite knowing full well.
Her intention to test me was plainly evident, which wasn't necessarily a bad thing.
It was better to deal with someone whose intentions were transparent than someone completely unreadable.

"My presence here is precisely the reason."

"Meaning...?"

Jena, who was standing nearby, chimed in.
Wondering if she already knew the general situation, I asked lightly, and she nodded slowly.
Then I wouldn't need to explain multiple times.

"Baranga Yuuri Aishers made the worst possible move as a ruler by letting me go when I was sent here as an envoy."

No matter how important Anima Ingram was to her, sacrificing another general for her sake was the worst move from both micro and macro perspectives.
The internal discord must have been significant. Even Ginor, who sent me a letter, had visibly distanced himself from her.

"She cannot undo what has already happened. Therefore, as a ruler, she must somehow resolve the unsettled internal atmosphere. What she can do is—"

"Create a common enemy by striking outward."

Serphina interrupted before I could finish, but—
It didn't matter. Her words were exactly what I was going to say.

"That's right."

After creating a common enemy, she redirects attention there to unify divided opinions.
The target is Serphina's army, which happens to be the starting point of all this. There couldn't be a better justification.
Despite the risk of failure, if they succeeded in planting the Aishers flag on the northern continent even for a moment, her reputation would certainly rise.

"But if it's just about attacking an external target, aren't there much simpler options? If it were me, I would target a castle near the border. Even if they succeeded in capturing it, it would be much easier to defend."

"Currently, the Aishers army is already struggling just to manage their existing territories. This is hypothetical, but when they released Anima Ingram, they likely would have agreed if I had demanded Raclaine Castle in exchange. They know that actually expanding territory in this situation could potentially backfire. It also requires far more troops than a surprise attack. Moreover—"

"—From the perspective of strengthening unity, our army is the perfect opponent for them. The Aishers army doesn't particularly like Serphina's army."

Hearing this, Serphina fell into thought for a moment.
In her intelligent golden eyes, I could see the glimmer of competitive spirit that had brought her to this position.

"I see. They attack via the river because there's something definite to gain... unity and an impact significant enough to overshadow her previous choice."

"That's exactly what I wanted to convey."

I said with a smile, and Serphina tilted her head again, finding it interesting.

"Can you also explain why specifically now?"

"They must realize that the border lines are becoming somewhat fixed. Both sides will continue to monitor each other's movements. Isn't now the perfect time to strike us from behind, when it seems additional invasions are unlikely?"

"..."

Serphina stroked her chin with her hand.

"Swen."

As she called me, I met her eyes once more.

"Starting a war to resolve an internal situation, using the river for a surprise attack on the northern continent for a big impact, and targeting our army—these are all close to circumstantial evidence. The fact remains that her little game will end without any substantial gain."

"..."

Serphina is truly a formidable opponent.
She's someone who never gives trust without definitive reasons.
If there's anyone at the opposite end of the spectrum from Lunarienne, who showed unconditional trust, it would definitely be her.

"Despite this, are you asking me to trust you?"

I... squeezed out as much as I could.
Assuming that 'the Aishers army will attack via the river' was certain to happen, I had constructed the most plausible scenario.
After building it up this far, I almost started to believe it myself.
Serphina was the common enemy of the Aishers core five. It wouldn't be strange for them to judge that landing a solid blow against their enemy could somehow cover up the current unsettled situation.
Thinking about it, I suspected Anima might be the architect of this plan. Ginor wouldn't propose a plan with such insufficient practical benefits.

I had no more concrete evidence to offer.
Rather than dragging this out, I needed to make my move first.

'Time to wrap this up.'

I bowed deeply to her.

"Lady Serphina. My opinion is just one of many possibilities. As I mentioned, based on my experience with the Aishers army, I believe with high probability that enemies will attack via the river... but I want to say that whether to trust this opinion or not is up to you, my Lord, not me."

Serphina stared at my face without responding.
...Her exceptional beauty would probably continue to make my heart waver a bit.

"So you're saying this? In your opinion, you have a hunch but no certainty they'll take such action. Whether to believe it or not is ultimately my choice. You've merely offered your opinion... is that it?"

"That's correct."

"Doesn't that mean you lack sufficient evidence to convince me?"

At this point, I slowly closed my eyes and bowed my head.
Then, as if I had expected to hear something like this, I calmly replied.

"Lady Serphina. I cannot tell you everything straightforwardly. I cannot present incomplete reasoning to you, my Lord."

"That sounds like you're hiding something again."

"I'm merely asking for your understanding."

I know the absolute outcome, but I don't particularly know the reason, so I'll just pretend to 'know something.'
Once the conclusion is reached and my correctness is revealed, the seeds of language I've planted will gradually sprout and eventually bear the fruit of trust.

"Did you also follow your intuition when you called down that massive rock from the sky?"

"..."

When I didn't answer, Serphina slowly nodded.

"Very well. I'll take your opinion into consideration."

"Yes."

"You've worked hard today. You may go."

I bowed deeply once more.

"Please call for me whenever necessary. I'll be waiting."

Leaving Serphina behind, I exited the audience chamber and slowly organized my thoughts.
For now, I predicted the Aishers army would come up the river because I couldn't see any other options, and I fitted in reasonably plausible explanations.
But ultimately, Serphina was right.
Honestly, it wasn't an action that would inflict significant damage on our army.

'Well, it's fine. Serphina said she'd handle it.'

Given that maximum efficiency varies from situation to situation, preventing this level of disturbance might be the maximum efficiency our army could achieve.

Anyway, using my brain this much after a while made me feel tired.
I thought about asking Irene to make me a cup of tea, but then I remembered that we were no longer living together.

'Lady Irene, I wonder how you're doing.'

When the building is completed and I move in, should I propose living together again?
If circumstances allow, it might not be bad to subtly confirm her feelings.
What would happen to Reika then? Would she end up living with us too?
Thinking about the possibility that both of them could become my wives made my head feel hot again, but—

'I don't need to think about everything right now.'

Let's go back and rest for now.
Having organized my thoughts, I slowly left the royal castle.
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***

After sending Swen away from the audience chamber.
Serphina sat in her chair, lost in thought for a long while.

"...Lord."

"..."

Though no particular answer came, Jena continued with her question regardless.

"I'd like to share my thoughts about the opinion just presented, if I may?"

Serphina slightly turned her head to look at Jena.
Having spent a long time with her, Jena easily recognized this as a silent signal to continue speaking.

"It certainly has merit. Though it's just a hunch, it seems credible. Since he was part of the Aishers army until very recently, he would naturally know much more about them. However..."
"I'm not convinced that Yuuri would act purely on emotion to that extent. If his explanation is correct, it essentially means an invasion is coming our way..."

Jena bowed her head slightly and spoke carefully.

"I find it difficult to accept his claim that this is the most efficient approach when he speaks with such certainty. Wouldn't this ultimately result in wasting our troops?"

"But she is also a woman who actually handed over her own subordinate to me. It would be arrogant to assume humans always act within the bounds of common sense."

"That's true... but at that time, Anima Ingram was at stake, whereas now there's nothing particularly at stake, is there? As we discussed earlier, there isn't just one way to divert attention."

"You make a good point."

"There's something odd about Swen's opinion. How should I explain this... I get the feeling he's deflecting on important points. I have the impression he's developing his logic from somewhat peripheral aspects rather than the essence..."

As Jena struggled to find the right words, Serphina slowly turned her head and asked:

"You mean to say that the central point of his opinion isn't 'the invasion of the Aishers army'?"

Jena looked slightly surprised at those words.
Sometimes, Serphina could articulate Jena's thoughts in clear sentences even when Jena herself couldn't explain them properly.

"Yes, that's right. Rather than the Aishers army attacking being the issue... listening to his opinion..."

"He seemed more concerned about stationing troops at Amir Castle."

"As you said, Swen's opinion seemed less about stopping the Aishers army and more about stationing troops at Amir Castle. Perhaps that's why his earlier points were based merely on hunches..."

Jena and Serphina had grasped the situation quite sharply.
They had identified the core point that the central focus of Swen's opinion wasn't 'the Aishers army's surprise attack' but rather 'reinforcing troops at Amir Castle'.

But that was as far as it went. Jena was certainly an excellent strategist, but she wasn't that brilliant.
Rather, the smartest person in this country would undoubtedly be Serphina, who reigned above her.

"Hey."

"Yes?"

"Could this be some kind of magic?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, like magic that can see the future... He's likely to be a mage, isn't he?"

"For someone saying that, Jena, even you don't seem convinced."

"Well... he's a man with the ability to make stones fall from the sky, so there's a possibility he has abilities we don't know about... but considering that someone who can use such magic would be abandoned by their lord or constantly move between countries seems very strange..."

If he could truly see the future, it didn't make sense that he would have been abandoned like this.
At this point, Jena judged that he was more likely not a mage.

"It seems I've reached the limit of my wisdom on this matter."

After listening to Jena's words, Serphina remained silent for a while before letting out an amused laugh.

"Did you notice it, Jena?"

"Notice what, my lord?"

"Swen's expression. More precisely, his eyes."

That moment when Swen was lost in thought before presenting his opinion at the suggestion meeting.
In that fleeting instant—Swen's eyes suddenly flashed as if he had realized something.
Even if others hadn't seen it, Serphina had clearly observed it with her own eyes.

"What do you think?"

"Even if you mention his eyes... I'm not sure what to make of it."

"That's fine. I thought you might say that."

Jena knew this wasn't just empty words from Serphina.
She was uncannily perceptive, able to read people's thoughts almost like a ghost.
Wasn't Serphina the one who could detect even the slightest hint of confusion hidden behind a poker face?

"Jena. What's the current status of troops at the border?"

"Most castles have evenly distributed forces. Even if war breaks out, we should be able to hold somehow."

"So we have some leeway at the moment?"

"Yes, but..."

Only then did Serphina turn her head toward Jena.

"Jena. Issue a conscription notice for Amir Castle immediately."

"Yes. What should be done after issuing the notice?"

"Have them remain stationed there without withdrawals and prepare for defense."

"Then...?"

In response to Jena's question, Serphina tilted her head slightly with a sly smile.
It was like the smile of a nine-tailed fox who had devoured several livers.

"I'm going to bet on that look in Swen's eyes."

"You mean you'll follow his suggestion?"

"Yes. But before quietly trusting him, I should verify a few things."

Magic, huh?
If such magic really existed as Jena suggested, why not test it?

Serphina let out a slight amused laugh, and this time thought to herself without speaking:

'How can he be so certain...?'

***

"You had a suggestion meeting?"

At Jenis's words, I nodded normally.

"Yes."

"Already? You haven't been here that long! Even I haven't had one yet!"

"Are there many people who want to do this?"

Jenis nodded at my question.

"Of course! It's one of the few opportunities to meet with the Lord privately and make an impression! If you catch her eye there, it's not just a dream to advance to an important position. So many people want to do it!"

"I just thought all newcomers did it."

"Everyone does it eventually. Everyone gets a turn... but there are so many officers serving our Lord. It takes quite a while, you know? Anyway, Swen, you're really lucky!"

I scratched my head wondering if this was really something to make such a fuss about, and he immediately started chattering about something else.
After spending a few days together, I'd learned that Jenis had quite a talkative personality.

"Oh right. I need to tell you about this too. You know, those tea leaves on the table!"

"Ah, those?"

The tea leaves Irene had given me.
Since Jenis seemed interested, I had given permission to brew a cup.

"How did you get something so incredibly expensive? Are you more of a gourmet than I thought?"

"Someone I know gave them to me."

"Someone you know? A friend?"

"Yes."

I was about to say "a precious person" but stopped myself.
There was no need to share such personal details.

"Those are tea leaves certified by the Clament family, famous for their black tea. The peach aroma is truly artistic! It would have been even better with something sweet, what a shame."

"Senior Jenis, you seem to know a lot about black tea?"

"Huh?"

He tilted his head questioningly.
I answered casually, just making small talk.

"I just thought most men aren't usually interested in that sort of thing."

However.
For some reason, Jenis's expression suddenly changed upon hearing those words.

"...Huh?"

"?"

After a moment of silence between us—
He finally broke the silence.

"Well! You know! Even men can be interested in these things! I'm from the Caski family, after all! This is the kind of cultural knowledge any noble family should naturally have! Being able to serve good black tea to ladies is a quality of a noble gentleman!"

For some reason, he seemed desperately trying to explain himself, so I decided to just let it go.

"I guess you're right. I wouldn't know since I don't have a family background like that."

"It's fine! What's the big deal about noble families these days anyway? It's just a name, nothing more."

Jenis said that with an awkward smile.
It's a bit burdensome, but he's certainly not a bad person.
However, the only thing that bothered me was—

'The fact that neither Irian nor Jenis existed in my memories.'

It bothered me that I had never encountered either of them in the game.
While Jenis might be one thing, from what I'd heard, Irian Al Caski was from a prestigious family and seemed to be a promising talent in Serphina's army... why couldn't I remember such an officer?
Considering his fairly good looks, he should have been memorable, but he wasn't in my memory at all.

While Serphina's army didn't have any S-class officers, there were still a few who appeared regularly as figureheads, so I should have seen him at least once.

"What are you thinking about?"

"Huh?"

"You just seemed lost in thought."

Realizing that I must have looked spaced out, I nodded and returned to reality.

"It's nothing. I'm just a bit tired."

"Really? Maybe I was talking too much... sorry. I won't bother you anymore, so get some rest. I'm scheduled for night patrol today, so don't wait up for me."

"Alright."

Well, he's probably not in my memory because he doesn't have any special abilities...
Thinking about it that simply, I lay down on the bottom bunk of the bed.

And naturally, as I lay in bed, I thought:

...I missed Irene.
I found it quite amusing that in the end, Irene was the one I thought about.

I wonder who she thinks about.
Hoping it might be me, I rested in bed.

***

The next day.
After hearing from Jenis, who had returned from night patrol, that Serphina had summoned me, I left the quarters as he went to sleep.
The place she summoned me to wasn't the royal castle, but a separate building near it.
Though curious about what this was about, I figured I'd find out when I got there, so I hurried my steps.

"Mr. Swen, we've been waiting for you. This way."

As soon as I arrived, a guard wearing an impressively ornate armor greeted me.
Passing through the main gate, I was welcomed by a neatly arranged garden.
While it certainly gave off a beautiful impression—from her perspective as royalty, it could definitely be considered modest.

Opening the door and entering the building, I was guided to—

'A basement...?'

Going down the stairs into the basement—
In the middle of a very spacious room, she was standing.

"Welcome, Swen."

She was wearing the combat uniform for officers that she had on when I first met her.
A different aura surrounded her compared to when she wore a sparkling dress.
Even in such clothes... her abundant femininity, impossible to hide, dizzied my gaze.

"I am honored to see you, my Lord."

As I bowed my head and looked around, the atmosphere in the room was peculiar.
Several scarecrows dressed in armor.
And various weapons hanging on the walls.
In the middle of the empty space, something like a circular arena had been formed.

"My Lord, this place is...?"

"Swen."

Serphina looked at me and spoke in a cold tone without changing her expression.

"Will the weapon you have be sufficient for you to use?"

At the end of her gaze was the green rapier I always carried at my waist.

"What? Weapon? What do you mean...?"

Instead of answering, she walked to where the weapons were hanging and picked up a rapier similar to mine.
Then she walked steadily toward me... and casually whispered to me:

"It's sudden, but I'd like to request a match, Swen."
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"What? When you say you want me to make a move, do you mean you want to duel? But-"

"Pick up your weapon, Swen."

She interrupted me, glaring with a sharp expression.
I wanted to say something, but sensing it wouldn't get through, I drew my rapier as instructed.

"Are you ready?"

"...Yes."

"I'll begin."

After saying that, she performed an extremely elegant formal bow and-

Slash!

She lunged at me with a speed too fast for the eye to follow.
I somehow barely managed to avoid her rapier as it thrust toward me.

"W-wait a moment! My Lord, please wait-"

Slash! Slash!

Before I could launch an attack, several strikes came from her simultaneously-

...Thud.

When I regained my senses, the tip of her sword was near my abdomen.
My knees gave out involuntarily, and I collapsed.

This time I couldn't even dodge. My previous evasion was purely luck, as my vision couldn't keep up with her movements.

"..."

I slowly observed Serphina, who remained silent.
I don't sense... any killing intent.
Perhaps this truly is just a mock duel.
If so, why suddenly do this?

"...I've lost."

"Are you giving up?"

"Stubbornly persisting against an opponent I absolutely cannot defeat isn't my style."

One thing became clear from this.
My strength stat was ridiculously low.
Watching Serphina's movements just now confirmed that I was utterly hopeless in this area.
If Irene hadn't been by my side, I would have frequently faced quite dangerous situations.

"...I understand. Thank you for indulging me."

"I don't mind indulging you, but... may I ask why you suddenly wanted to do this?"

At my question, she stared at my face for a while before asking in a monotone voice.

"What do you think the reason is?"

What do I think?
I try inputting that question into my mind, but the only answer is 'unknown.'
Since this question wasn't particularly related to national affairs, I had no way of knowing what was in her mind.

Without waiting for my answer, she spoke briefly.

"...It's entertainment."

Entertainment.
No matter how I looked at it, that didn't seem to be the case, but I understood she had no intention of telling me the real reason.

"Um... was the reason you called me here for this 'entertainment'?"

"Follow me and you'll find out."

She said this as she hung her weapon back on the wall and began walking somewhere.
As I stood there dazed, she turned her head and asked me.

"What are you doing? Aren't you coming?"

"Ah... I'll be right there."

Hearing my response, she turned her head and took the lead again.
The sight of Serphina's large hips swaying elegantly from side to side disturbed my vision once more, but I quickly suppressed my carnal desires and slowly followed behind her.

*

We climbed some stairs and arrived at a room.
Inside was a large table with a familiar game board and pieces placed in the center.
A board with black and white squares, and very familiar pieces on top...

It was a chess board.

"This is...?"

"Swen, I felt like playing a game with you."

First a one-on-one duel, and now chess?
I wondered what she was thinking, but a warrior's duty is to follow the lord's commands.

"You know the rules, I assume?"

"I know the basics. But I'm not confident in chess. I haven't played much, so I'm worried I won't be a proper opponent."

"That's fortunate, actually. You won't have to suffer any wounds to your pride."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Since you won't win anyway, if you claim inexperience, your pride won't be hurt, will it?"

Serphina said with a playful "kuhuhu" laugh.

This woman?

Her obvious provocation sparked a competitive spirit in me.
Since I knew the basic rules and a few openings, I felt an inexplicable confidence that I wouldn't be completely overwhelmed.

"Well, I'll do my best."

"Come then, Swen."

And so I began playing chess with her out of nowhere.

And then-

*

"..."

"It seems you have nowhere to move, Swen. What will you do?"

Finding myself in a position where any move would be a bad one, I surrendered once again.
This made it five consecutive losses to her.
The difference in our skill levels was clear. When defeat is this overwhelming, it actually clears the mind.

"I've lost."

"You made quite a few bad moves from the middle game."

"I don't even know which of my moves were bad."

I said with a dejected laugh.
She stared at me for a while, then stood up from her seat.

"You've had a hard time today, playing along with my whims."

"Not at all. Is this the end?"

At my question, she smiled again as if amused.

"Perhaps you wish to spend more time with me?"

Seeing how easily she made such remarks, I thought Serphina might enjoy joking more than I expected.
Well, might as well practice some social skills here.

"Of course. What could be more honorable for a subject than spending time with their lord?"

"Then let me give you some advice. If you truly want to win a place in my heart, you should stop saying only what sounds pleasant."

Though she said this, her words didn't carry much weight.
If she was speaking casually, I didn't need to attach much meaning to it either.

"I'll keep that in mind."

"..."

Serphina slowly rose from her seat.
Then, looking out the window of the annex, she said:

"I've sent a conscription notice to Amir Castle."

"..."

"Taking your advice, I intend to strengthen our defenses. I'm preparing to block the Aishers army's attack."

So she's going with my suggestion after all?
I wondered why she needed to tell me this specifically... but I remained silent, waiting for her to continue.

And soon after-
With the expression of an absolute ruler, she looked at me and asked:

"Let me ask you. Swen, do you still believe the Aishers army will attack?"

"..."

I was brought to this annex and indulged her inexplicable entertainment.
And now she was saying she would accept my opinion that she had previously dismissed as "lacking evidence," and asking if I still thought the same.

I wasn't entirely sure, but I thought this might be some kind of test from her.
If so, what should I say?

That the Aishers army will come up the river and attack?
Honestly, that was just a hypothesis I had derived from working backward from the absolute conclusion that "keeping troops stationed at Amir Castle is most efficient."
It sounded quite plausible once I said it out loud.

But.
In a situation where even I couldn't be certain where this "definitely correct prediction" would lead, how could I claim with 100% certainty that it would happen that way?

Could she perhaps... think I'm hiding something?
If she wanted to confirm my abilities, it wouldn't be strange that she had me play chess and duel her.

I didn't know exactly what she was thinking.
But if she truly thought I was a man hiding something, I needed to use that misunderstanding.

"My Lord."

I bowed my head and improvised a statement that sounded plausible.

"Nothing can be determined with absolute certainty. We are all travelers navigating toward the highest probability at any given moment. In this process, there inevitably comes a time when we must see what cannot be seen. Because even what appears obvious can sometimes be outside our field of vision. I believe this is my answer."

"A time when we must see what cannot be seen?"

"Yes."

We must see what cannot be seen.
This was a phrase expressing my situation of somehow having to track invisible processes.
The statement about obvious things not entering our field of vision was a metaphor meaning "I know the result but don't know much about the rest."
Rather than giving hints about my ability, my goal was simply to make an impression on her with plausible-sounding words.

In other words.
Since I couldn't provide evidence that would convince her, my goal was to present my case as convincingly as possible.
The conclusion was predetermined. The approaching future would validate my gilding, so all I needed to do was drop plausible hints.

I was worried about how to respond if she asked what I meant.
Fortunately, she seemed to accept it in her own way and fell into thought without asking further questions.
She appeared to be desperately trying to interpret my words.

—I wonder how she would react if she knew that all I was thinking was "Serphina's profile looks beautiful when she's deep in thought."

"...Is that your answer?"

"Yes."

"I see."

Serphina thought for a while longer before extending her hand to me.

"I enjoyed today. I hope you'll indulge me again next time."

You probably had fun since you one-sidedly massacred this innocent civilian, but I didn't enjoy it much.
Still... this too is part of social life, isn't it?

"Call for me anytime."

I took her hand and smiled lightly.
At least, I thought I had handled this moment well.

* * *

After Swen left.
Serphina, alone in the annex, sat in a chair lost in thought.

'...He doesn't seem to have the ability to read the future.'

When they dueled with rapiers, his movements didn't look like he could anticipate her attacks at all.
It seemed safe to conclude that he didn't possess any magical ability to predict events.
By observing body movements, one could tell whether someone was hiding their abilities or genuinely lacked talent.
At least in one-on-one combat, Swen appeared to be the latter.

Then, was he showing exceptional tactical prowess?
That wasn't the case either.
Chess was a game but also a kind of test that could lightly gauge one's tactical abilities. It was common knowledge across the continent that those with excellent tactical skills played chess well.
Swen occasionally showed surprising moves, but the lack of connection between his moves suggested he was making what he thought were the best moves at each moment rather than following a grand strategy.
Again, this seemed more like genuine effort than concealed ability.

His answer to the final question was similar.
He offered vague statements rather than something backed by strong conviction.

'...Bluffing?'

But.
No matter how she looked at it, he didn't seem to be bluffing.
Serphina had a good eye for people. She could easily notice when someone was putting on airs.
Swen's confidence seemed... grounded in something. There was a belief that things would definitely happen as he said.

If it was mere bluster, she might as well admit she had lived her life wrong for not noticing it.

'We must see what cannot be seen... is it?'

Serphina spent more time alone in the annex, muttering the words Swen had spoken.
For the first time, she had to admit that her heart was strongly drawn to an opinion she couldn't fully comprehend.
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# Anel Castle.

Located on the outskirts of the eastern part of the Northern Continent, it wasn't situated on any notable route nor did it possess any special resources. While it hadn't seen remarkable development, it remained relatively peaceful by staying away from the turmoil of war. Currently maintaining only a minimal garrison of about 3,000 soldiers without any special defensive preparations—

A new order from Sovereign Serphina was just being issued.

"You're saying we should use the conscripted troops to strengthen our castle's defense and security?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"And this is our Lord's command?"

Pablo von Amir, the lord of Anel Castle and the 13th head of the Amir family—one of the seven influential families that had served the Aingart house since the days of the old empire—stroked his chin questioningly.

"That is correct."

"Not to send reinforcements to other castles?"

"No, sir."

"...Well now."

Stationing troops in such a remote place—what could this mean?
He wasn't doubting his lord's decision. To Pablo, Serphina von Aingart was a far more exceptional person than the Emperor, and most of her decisions thus far had always been for good reason.
Still, it wasn't easy to understand.

'Could something be happening nearby?'

There were no signs of trouble, and the surrounding villages were as peaceful as could be...

Pablo shook his head, dismissing his thoughts.

'Never mind. Our Lord must have her reasons.'

There was no need to question an order that wasn't unethical—just a command to strengthen defenses.

"Very well. I'll issue the conscription notice immediately. Inform the relevant departments."

"Yes, sir!"

And so, a conscription notice was issued in Anel Castle.
Since there had been no conscription for a long time during this extended period of peace, there were plenty of young men available.
Without any particular resistance from the territory's residents, they were able to gather about 18,000 soldiers who would become a formidable force.

Among these 18,000 soldiers was a young man named Louis, who had just turned twenty and had been helping with his family's farm without any particular occupation.

Although being forcibly conscripted wasn't particularly pleasant at first—
Public sentiment toward Serphina in Anel Castle was quite favorable, creating an environment where soldiers could easily take pride in their service.
Louis, an ordinary young man, was quite pleased with his duties of patrolling in impressive armor to maintain security.

Louis and most of the conscripted soldiers were trained as specialized defensive forces to protect Anel Castle.
For days and weeks, they continued their training, constantly being told to "prepare mentally for a surprise invasion soon."
Though Louis wondered how anyone could launch a surprise attack on such a remote location, being illiterate and unable to even access basic education, he didn't dwell too deeply on the matter.

'The higher-ups must know what they're doing.'

Anyway, he enjoyed the time spent training with a spear.
Serving as a soldier in Serphina's army and working for her increasingly gave him a sense of being alive.
The fact that no forces had actually invaded yet seemed quite trivial in comparison.

How many weeks had passed?

By the time his identity as a soldier began to feel more distinct than his former self as a farmer,
Louis was on patrol for security enforcement, just like any other day.

With the addition of 18,000 soldiers patrolling various parts of the territory in shifts, security had improved significantly.
Wherever the soldiers went, they were met with gratitude from the residents.
Despite the tedious shift work, Louis was convinced that it was the honor that came with the residents' appreciative gazes that made this job worthwhile.

So, while performing his patrol duties as usual today.

"Is anyone home?"

Louis gently knocked on the door of a dilapidated house.

Part of the patrol's duty was to roughly identify who lived where.
It served as a simple census, but places like this were also sometimes used as hideouts for thieves.
While Anel Castle's security wasn't particularly bad, the garrison had been too small until now to check every nook and cranny, so they were making up for it now.

Shortly after—
A young boy appeared through the slightly opened door.

"...What do you want?"

"I'm patrolling the area, son."

"Is that so? Um... my parents aren't home right now. They said they'd be back soon..."

He's just a young child.
His clothes were dirty, and his skin was dry and rough, showing signs of malnutrition.
Thinking of his own younger siblings at home, Louis felt a pang in his heart and decided to show some typical youthful kindness.

'That's right.'

He had packed some food to eat during patrol if he got hungry in the evening.
Since it would be dark soon anyway, maybe he could share a meal with this boy today.

"Hey. Can I come in for a bit?"

"What? Why...?"

"I'll make you something delicious."

"But... but..."

Growl—
Embarrassed by his stomach's reflexive response to the mention of delicious food, the boy quickly lowered his head.
Louis smiled kindly and said:

"It's okay. No need to hold back. I need to eat too, and it's better to use cooking utensils."

After considering for a while, the boy cautiously nodded.

"May I come in?"

The inside of the house wasn't as run-down as it appeared from the outside.
Of course, the lack of visible food ingredients suggested they weren't well-off.

"Where's the kitchen?"

"Ah... over there."

Following the boy's directions to the kitchen, Louis found various miscellaneous items piled up.

'I'll just move these aside for now.'

Louis gathered them up and took out the cooking ingredients from his pocket.
The menu was homestyle vegetable stew. Though it didn't contain a single piece of meat, the buttery flavor made it quite a special dish and his own creation.
It wasn't a time-consuming recipe, so before long, they had something warm to fill their stomachs.

"Delicious, right?"

Nod, nod.

Yes. I'm now someone who receives pay from Serphina's army.
Our lord Serphina was gaining the support of her territory's residents through wiser governance than during the old empire.
To avoid bringing shame to such a lord, it was only right to care for each resident of the territory whenever possible.

After this somewhat special dinner ended,
Louis parted ways with the boy, continued patrolling for a few more hours, and then returned to the barracks for his shift change.

"Everyone, good work today. Even during rest, be prepared to deploy at any moment in case of a surprise enemy attack."

"Yes, sir!"

Though they had been warned about possible surprise attacks every single day without fail, Louis honestly didn't feel much tension... but just as he was thinking this:

"Hey, you."

"Ah, yes sir!"

Louis responded with a sharp, disciplined voice to his superior's call.

"What's your name?"

"Louis, sir!"

"Right, Louis. What's the most important thing for a soldier belonging to Serphina's army?"

"To maintain proper conduct and keep a neat appearance, sir!"

"For someone who knows that so well, why are you walking around with your pockets bulging with junk?"

"...?"

Looking down at his superior's words, Louis noticed his pocket was indeed unsightly bulging.

Ah.
That's right.
When he took out his food ingredients at the boy's house, he must have accidentally picked up the miscellaneous items he had moved aside.

"I-I'm sorry, sir!"

"Clean it up right now."

Louis hastily took out the items.
Come to think of it, it was too dark in the kitchen to see clearly... what was this?
Relying on the torchlight, he examined the round object in his hand.

'...Huh?'

This is... an emblem.
The Aingart family emblem.
Though uneducated, he wasn't so ignorant that he couldn't recognize the emblem engraved on his own armor.
So was this some kind of brooch with the family emblem?
More than wondering why it was there, a much more fundamental question struck Louis.

'But the emblem looks different?'

Where the eagle should be, there were three diagonal lines that shouldn't be there...

"What are you doing? Hurry up and clean that up."

"Ah, yes! It's just that..."

"?"

The superior approached Louis, examined the brooch he was staring at blankly, and said sternly:

"I don't know what that is, but hurry up and put it away so we can change shifts..."

More precisely, he tried to speak sternly... but he too lost his words.
The Aingart family emblem with three diagonal lines.
As soon as he confirmed it, his face went pale, and...

Slowly, looking at Louis standing there with a dumbfounded expression.

"...C-Captain?"

Drawing the sword from his waist and aiming it at Louis's throat, he asked:

"You'd better answer honestly, rookie. That object... where did you get it?"

# * * *

Aingart Royal Castle.
Seated on the throne, Serphina was lost in thought with a bored expression.

The conscription order issued to Anel Castle had been smoothly processed, adding about 18,000 troops to the castle.
The troops remained in the castle for training, assigned to Anel Castle without being deployed elsewhere.
The forces assigned to the castle patrolled within Anel Castle, handling the territory's security.
With the garrison increasing from just over 2,000 to about 20,000, it certainly helped secure the castle's safety.
After all, 2,000 men wouldn't have been enough to properly patrol every corner of the territory.

But.
That was all.

Serphina was waiting for the "time" Swen had mentioned.
If his words were correct, the flags of the Aishers army should have been visible across the river by now.
But the area around the river was eerily quiet. Even when she sent scouts deep into the mountains just in case, there were no signs of troops advancing.
If his words were correct, they should have been arriving with just a few days to spare, but peaceful days continued to pass without incident.

By this point, she couldn't help but have doubts.
Just because he came from a dream, just because he seemed to use magic, just because she saw that gleaming look in his eyes—had she overestimated this man?

At that moment.
The castle doors opened, and a man walked toward her.
A young man with white hair in somewhat unusual attire, hiding the green rapier at his waist with his cloak—it was Swen.

"Swen, I present myself before my Lord."

He had come here because Serphina herself had summoned him.
She thought she had waited long enough.

"Raise your head, Swen."

Serphina looked directly into Swen's eyes as he raised his head.
It was time to have a conversation with him.
What was he thinking? And what were his true intentions?

After taking a light breath, she remained on high alert as if facing an envoy from another nation, despite him being a commander under her—
Slowly, she parted her shimmering pink lips.

"Swen. Don't you have something to tell me?"

Ch.128 - Chapter 128. 'Prediction'
"....."

When he didn't respond, Serphina asked in a slightly cold tone.

"I don't see a single enemy flag near Amir Castle, let alone across the river. I've already sent three reconnaissance teams, and they all came to the same conclusion. I think enough time has passed. My judgment is that the Aishers army has no reason to invade from that direction."

If they were caught unaware, they would certainly be shaken.
Perhaps they might have momentarily lost the poorly defended Amir Castle.
But that would be the extent of it.
It wouldn't take much time to block the river, cut off the supply route, and recapture Amir Castle.
While it might be annoying to take a hit from the Aishers army, that was a secondary concern.

"You told me to see what isn't visible to me?"

"Yes, my lord."

"Thinking about it now, it seems you were just stringing together impressive-sounding sentences to gloss over the situation."

It wouldn't be the first time she'd seen someone trying to advance their career by acting this way in front of her.
Yes, it wasn't the first time. If that was true, then this man called Swen was just another such person.

Serphina looked down at Swen.
In his bowed head, she couldn't read any sign of wavering.
At the same time, the strong conviction she felt even in this situation disturbed her heart.

'What... is he thinking?'

While she was pondering this—
Finally, Swen slowly opened his mouth.

"My lord, first I would like to say—"

And at that moment.
A soldier rushed urgently into the audience chamber.

"My lord, General Jeffer has arrived. He says he has an urgent matter to report to you immediately."

Upon hearing the soldier's words, she glanced briefly at where Swen was.
He had closed his mouth, which had been about to speak, and was silently communicating with her.

'Is it... alright to let him in?'

While barging in during an audience could be considered rude depending on the situation—
Serphina nodded, indicating she didn't particularly mind.

"...Let him in."

Jeffer was a general belonging to Amir Castle.
He wasn't particularly talented, but he was decent at training troops—a common commander who guarded the barracks in the rear.
For such a commander to rush all the way to Aingart Castle with urgent business?

"Jeffer, I didn't expect to see your face today."

"M-My lord..."

Kneeling before her, Jeffer spoke while slightly out of breath.

"I have something to show you, so I took the liberty of rushing to the royal castle. Please forgive—"

"Dispense with unnecessary courtesies. What's the matter?"

"Th-This was discovered...!"

Jeffer handed over something with both hands.
Serphina rose from her seat to examine what he had given her.

"...!!"

Rarely did her eyes widen so much.
What was in Jeffer's hands was an emblem.
It was very similar to the double-headed eagle emblem symbolizing House Aingart... but with three diagonal lines crossing beneath it.
This was the emblem that Serphina's second older brother, Sidmid von Einhart, who was no longer in this world, had raised when he rebelled against the eldest, Algot von Aingart.

The appearance of this emblem, now relegated to the annals of history, meant...

—The ghosts of the dead Sidmid had appeared to once again hold Serphina back.

* * *

After the Emperor of the Empire died suddenly—
Before the imperial princes began their full-scale power struggle.

There was a faction that opposed Algot von Aingart, who everyone naturally assumed would be the successor.

It was Algot's second younger brother, Sidmid von Einhart.
With the support of the third brother, Stadel von Aingart, and the first sister, Lilirose von Aingart, Sidmid rose up claiming the Empire couldn't be handed over to the eldest son Algot, and began competing with him, backed by about three-quarters of the noble houses of the Empire.

In this scene of fraternal strife between siblings of the same blood—
The youngest sister, Serphina von Aingart, who alone stood one step apart, was doing her best to somehow unite the crumbling imperial family.

But the only reason she could be a sort of dove was that she had no power base whatsoever, so her efforts couldn't shine much.

The fraternal strife eventually crossed a line, leading to the destruction of each other's power bases.

The culminating event was the tragedy at Fiviola Academy.
Despite the obvious fact that there would be nobles supporting both sides among the students, it was an inhuman operation that massacred all faculty and students in the academy and then erased the academy itself as if to erase it from records.

From that incident onward, Algot and Sidmid became irreparably estranged.
Even Serphina, who had been running around trying to end this political strife somehow, found herself in a situation where she could do nothing more.

Shortly after the tragedy.
Serphina rebelled against Sidmid, her second older brother, the mastermind behind the incident, for the first time.

"Brother. Why... why did you do such a thing?! What did those people do wrong—"

Fiviola Academy was quite a prestigious academy, with many noble children enrolled.
Among them were people who had spent their childhood with Serphina.
It wasn't just her. Surely Sidmid also had acquaintances there. Beyond acquaintances, there must have been children of powerful families who supported him.

It wasn't just because of these humanitarian aspects.
Perhaps vaguely aware that he had made a politically disastrous move, Sidmid began to lash out at Serphina.

"Shut up! This was the only way! To prevent that stupid brother from inheriting the throne, I had to consolidate power somehow!"

Though he was glaring at her and shouting as if he would devour her—
She somehow overcame the pressure and looked straight into his eyes.

"But... killing people meaninglessly like this... someone who would be Emperor shouldn't do such things!"

At that moment.

Slap!

Serphina's cheek turned bright red.
Sidmid spoke coldly, as if he would strangle her if she said one more word.

"...Don't speak beyond your place. Understand?"

"..."

Serphina couldn't say anything and let tears fall to the floor.
It wasn't because of the pain from being hit—
It was from the frustration that things could no longer be resolved peacefully.

* * *

I remember.

Brother Sidmid's eyes, looking as if he would devour me.
I couldn't do anything.
I couldn't stop anything... couldn't protect anything.

And now again.
Again it appears before my eyes.
As if mocking me for accomplishing nothing, it raises its head and glares at me again.

While I'm resigned, that gaze eventually sinks into the abyss—
And fiercely glares at me from the darkness.

That gaze grows increasingly powerful.
Eventually it turns red.
It's the color of bloody gore. The color of fading life.

Serphina... you... you killed me...!

No.
No, brother. I—

You killed me!!!

That's not true, brother! I just, I just wanted to help brother Algot...!!

You!!! Me, my siblings...! You, don't tell me you planned this from the beginning...!!

No.
No, no! It wasn't me!
I didn't do that.
Brother Algot, he...!!!!!

And so.
In this dark place.
When all eyes, all voices were rushing to tear at her—

—My lord!!!!!

Suddenly, a warm voice wrapped around Serphina.
This... isn't a voice trying to stab me.
It's a voice trying to hold me.
In the pitch-black surroundings, the moment she realized it was emitting the only pure white light...

* * *

"...Ah."

When she came to her senses—
She realized that the white-haired man, Swen, was holding her wrist and looking at her.

"My lord. Please calm yourself."

"...Swen...?"

That's right.
I called for Swen to talk with him.
In the middle of it, Jeffer suddenly barged in...

"Please calm yourself, my lord. Nothing has happened."

"Ah..."

"Are you alright?"

Only after hearing Swen's voice once more did Serphina realize.
That she had momentarily fallen into a state of panic.
The moment her trauma about past events surged after seeing Sidmid's emblem... it was Swen who had called out to her.

And strangely enough—
She felt her trembling body calming down.

Why?
Why... does his voice feel so warm to me?
At that moment, scenes from dreams she had repeatedly had flashed through her mind.
The image of herself with Swen, talking and laughing in a place overlooking a beautiful sea...

"My lord...?"

Only after being questioned again did her reason quickly return.

"...I'm sorry. I was... not feeling well for a moment."

"Not at all. I'm glad you've calmed down."

As Swen naturally stepped back, the kneeling Jeffer came back into her field of vision.

"Forgive my sudden distress, Jeffer."

"My lord. I am fine. More importantly, what I have to report..."

"Yes. ...Where was that emblem found?"

To Serphina, who asked with a trembling voice, Jeffer bowed his head deeply and said apologetically.

"With the new reinforcements at Amir Castle, we were able to properly patrol the territory. Among them, we happened to discover this, and upon investigating the location... we found subversives."

"What...?"

They discovered subversives.
Or more precisely—they discovered subversives "while properly patrolling the territory with the newly reinforced troops."

'Could it be...!!!'

Serphina, having realized something, froze on the spot.

"However, it would be best to station the conscripted troops in the territories where they were recruited. That seems to be the most efficient method."

"Are you saying that stationing troops in such a remote place is an efficient method?"

"Yes."

Beyond the scene from the opinion proposal meeting, Jena's voice flashed through her mind.

"There's something odd about Swen's opinion. How should I explain this... I feel like he's deflecting on important points. I get the impression he's developing logic on peripheral issues rather than the essence..."

"Swen's opinion seemed to be not about stopping the Aishers army, but about stationing troops at Amir Castle."

The puzzle pieces in her mind began to fit together one by one.

'He... knew all of this would happen?'

She slowly turned her head to look at the face of Swen, who had supported her.
His expression showed no wavering.
As if he had known from the beginning that this would happen—
Like a noble crane, his gray eyes even conveyed a sense of composure.

How did Serphina feel seeing this? Like she had been struck by lightning.
Her body trembled again as she realized what the white-haired man had truly been advocating, and she murmured.

Swen—knew everything, she thought.

Ch.129 - Chapter 129. 'And The Result'
# A Few Days Later

Several days later.

Those who had claimed to be Sidmid's successors and were planning a rebellion began to be arrested one after another.
The soldiers had discovered this item at the residence of their contact person.
From detailed uprising plans to schemes to assassinate Serphina - countless things were revealed in this process.
I don't know how they managed to find the evidence, but from Serphina's perspective, it was truly a stroke of heaven-sent luck.

Heaven-sent luck!
There was no other way to describe it - all of this couldn't have been anything but a near coincidence.

Anyway, once they caught the first lead, the "subversive elements" began to be caught in droves, like potatoes being pulled from the ground.

It wasn't just one or two people.
Dozens of them were bound and dragged to Aingart Castle.
All of them were armed men who had been receiving salaries from Serphina's army.
They ranged from those who hadn't received much attention to those who had been somewhat pulling their weight.

The biggest fish among them was Rahelven Enichka, a man who had once been recommended for the position of lord of Kelstein Castle.
He was the man who had taught young Serphina the basic imperial etiquette when she was still a young girl.
Originally a follower of Sidmid von Einhart, but now he was known to be completely loyal to Serphina.

The unwavering loyalty evident in his small actions made it appear to everyone that he was now perfectly devoted to Serphina.

'....'

Since Serphina had thought so too—
Despite having seen many unpleasant sights since taking this position, she couldn't help but be shocked here.

I see.
So the ghost of my second brother still wanders the continent.

Serphina was widely known as a tyrant due to her past large-scale purges—
But surprisingly, she was quite a generous ruler.
She was generous to those who followed her, and if someone had ability, she would set aside their bloodline or past and let them freely exercise their talents.
If there was one thing she absolutely would not forgive, it was treason.
In the process of occupying the northern continent, countless rebellions had occurred, and all those traitors had met their end at the execution grounds.

It would be no different now.
She must not show mercy to those who challenged her authority.
That was the destiny of one who inherited the bloodline of the great Aingart Empire.

*

A few days later, in the underground prison of Aingart Castle.

"You've come, my Lord."

"...Lead the way."

The day before the execution.

Serphina headed to the solitary cell where Rahelven was imprisoned, awaiting his death.
When she arrived at the prison, Rahelven greeted her with the same expression he had worn when he was her etiquette teacher.

"Oh. You've come, Princess Serphina."

Not "my Lord."
He calls her "Princess."
The man who had so readily called her "my Lord" before his treasonous plans were discovered now refused to abandon the title "Princess" that he had used in the past.
—Even now, he did not acknowledge her.

"How foolish, Rahelven. I thought you were intelligent, but I never imagined you would chase after a faded ideal that is already dead."

"Princess, you know one thing but not the other. It's fine. I never sincerely expected anything from you anyway."

Rahelven laughed good-naturedly with a pleasant expression, then—
He immediately deadened the light in his eyes and glared at her sternly.

"Who would sincerely follow a witch who cut off her own siblings' heads with her own hands and drank their blood?"

"...!"

In Rahelven's empty eyes, she could read a will that was not his own.
Sidmid von Aingart.
The resentment of her second brother who hated her, resented her, and cursed her with bloody tears.

"Princess. Since this is our last meeting, let me tell you something good. I... this old man, am just the first."

What she read from him, facing death, was not fear or terror—but anger.
And beyond even that anger... a kind of pity.

"Didn't you expect this when you drank the blood of the imperial family with your own hands? Countless people are targeting you, Princess. ...It will be a difficult fight, but I think this is the weight that must be borne by someone who deceived everyone, coveted what they should not have, and ultimately took it."

Serphina knew such things already.
From the day the will of Aingart was 'given' to her... she had anticipated everything.

"..."

"Princess. You have such a beautiful expression. But no matter how exquisite your beauty, it cannot excuse the ugly deeds you've committed. ...It would have been better if you had learned cunning from me instead of etiquette. Well, let's see how you fare. Princess. I will watch with joy from the afterlife."

After finishing his words, Rahelven laughed metallically for a while, then bowed his head.
It was as good as saying he had nothing more to say to her.

Sensing that no further conversation was possible, Serphina silently turned and left the prison.
On her way back to the royal castle... she recalled that she had originally gone to ask what had made him betray her in the first place.
Though she couldn't ask the question, had she received something of an answer?

'Brother Algot.'

"Serphina."

'Am I... doing well?'

"There's no one but you, Serphina. Among those with Aingart blood flowing in their veins, ■■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■ is... only you. So, this incompetent brother wants to entrust everything to you."

'Can I really... rebuild the unified empire with my own hands?'

"So, I ask you. The empire... the divided empire, back into one... to bring peace to this world again..."

'I... I...!!!'

A sharp awl disguised as her brother's voice tore through her mind.
I can't do it.
I can't, brother.
I... I really don't have the confidence to do well...!

—My Lord!

"...?!"

Just as she was about to fall into a panic again in the corridor leading to the royal castle.
The voice of the man who had pulled her out of her panic sounded again.

"...Swen?"

Serphina quickly looked around.
In this castle corridor, there was not a single person to be seen, let alone Swen.

Was it an auditory hallucination?
Nevertheless... it didn't feel bad.

Recalling the moment when Swen had called out to her, she found herself calming down surprisingly quickly once again.

'...Yes, Swen.'

He must have known everything.
The rebels were caught in the first place because Swen had insisted on recruiting troops from Amir Castle and stationing them there.
Though his reasoning was completely different—ultimately, from Serphina's perspective, it had been a divine move.
In a situation where she hadn't even sensed a hint of rebellion, it would have been disastrous if a blade had been pointed at her.

Others might see it as heaven-sent luck, but she knew.
It was all thanks to Swen!

And somehow, vaguely—
She felt she understood why he hadn't explicitly told her this would happen, despite knowing.

'I need to... talk to him.'

Serphina immediately summoned Swen.
It was more of an instinctive action than a rational decision.

*

"Swen, presenting myself to my Lord."

In the quiet audience chamber, the white-haired man Swen knelt before her.
As soon as Serphina saw him, she lost her composure and with a slightly trembling voice... slowly uttered his name.

"...Swen."

"Yes. Please speak."

"Did you... know all of this would happen?"

"..."

Swen raised his head and looked at Serphina.
Those gray eyes were not empty.
They were clear and powerful eyes, with no sign of past ghosts of resentment interfering.

"You must know too, Swen. Among the traitors caught this time, that woman... Sika was there."

Sika.
The woman who had argued at the advisory meeting Swen attended that troops should be reinforced and immediately deployed to the border.
If troops had been sent to the border, the number of soldiers in the northern region, where the rebellion was planned, would have been reduced. They wouldn't have sent only newly recruited troops.
Whether she had considered that far is unknown, but in any case—
From Swen's position, it was clear he couldn't have spoken his mind straightforwardly in that place.

No!
Even if he had said, 'A rebellion will occur, so we must reinforce our troops,' would she have believed him?
Thinking about it, the answer was simple.

She absolutely would not have believed him.
Because there was no evidence.
As long as her belief that she couldn't make life-and-death decisions without evidence remained alive, she wouldn't have accepted his opinion even if he was the man from her dreams.

Therefore...

"So you gave a somewhat incomprehensible reason. You suggested 'we need to prepare for the Aishers army coming up the river.' Looking back now, that was the only option that could lead to this conclusion...? Because when there's a possibility of peasant revolts in surrounding villages or rebellion in nearby castles, there's no reason to station troops there...!"

As she spoke, it became increasingly clear.
She could see what Swen had really wanted to say.

"But Swen, you couldn't say everything! One of the traitors was mixed in with that group, and I wouldn't listen unless you gave proper evidence! So... you used your experience with the Aishers army to create such a hypothesis. A very plausible hypothesis that could convince me as much as possible!"

It was certainly possible if one tried, but a hypothesis with low probability.
A single piece of evidence he desperately created to persuade her.
And ultimately—because Serphina listened to him, she was able to find the traitors.

"There are inevitably moments when one must see what cannot be seen. Because even what is clearly visible sometimes doesn't enter one's field of vision."

"That was... what couldn't be seen."

The very moment when even what is visible doesn't enter one's field of vision!

Now she understood.
Every single word he had spoken made sense.
She felt she understood why he had such 'certainty.'

Then how did he know everything?
It was a very important question, but right now, Serphina didn't care about that.

An ordinary person would have been crushed by this nonsensical situation.
Serphina didn't know, but Lynn Brands had feared Swen precisely because she felt crushed by his 'always correct' advice.

But she was different.
What was important to her was that he 'knew' everything.
And that he didn't keep it to himself but tried somehow to convey it to her.
Somehow fitting in plausible logic along the way.

In other words, Swen hadn't dumped everything on her... he had taken her hand.
Something no one else had ever done, this man who had only recently arrived!

To her, who had always been alone throughout her life, carrying everything that weighed her down and just moving forward—
For the first time, a compass appeared, so clear and beautiful!

The more she thought about it, the more beautiful the proof felt, and Serphina spoke with a trembling voice, lost in thought.
She herself didn't realize
—that her face had turned red.

"You knew everything... everything! And to somehow let me know, you gave desperate advice... isn't that right, Swen...?"

By repeating that he knew everything—
Serphina naturally recalled a certain term she had heard in the past.

"Mind's Eye"
The epithet of a legendary strategist who had served the Aingart Imperial Family more than a hundred years ago.
Although the sequence was somewhat strange, it was said that this nameless great strategist, who was ultimately always right, had manifested before her eyes.

"..."

Swen looked at Serphina with such a peaceful expression...
Then, slowly bowing his head.

"It was dangerous in many ways, but it was my Lord's decision to listen to my words. I am merely grateful that I could be of help to my Lord."

"Ah...!!"

Truly, you are no ordinary person.
This man who appeared in my dreams... was a man who could see through everything...!

"Swen, truly... truly, you are such an interesting man... I am feeling a thrill for the first time in my life. Can you feel it? To you as well... this heart of mine...!"

Her cheeks flushed, her voice slightly panting.
But it couldn't be helped.
For the first time since ascending the throne... she had met someone who sparkled so brightly that she desperately wanted to possess them.
Moreover, that person was the man who had always appeared in her dreams.
The nameless white-haired man who, when she thought of him, somehow made her heart tingle and gave her a sense of comfort.

For Serphina, this moment felt like a revelation from heaven.
The only light shining from a corner of the dark sky.

Serphina rose from the throne and slowly approached Swen, who was kneeling.
Her dazzlingly bright golden hair swayed as she approached him.
Finally reaching him and matching his eye level—

With her snow-white hand, she lifted his chin.
And slowly whispered words like an eternal dream.

"Become mine, Swen. Both your body and your heart... serve me. If you will not do so...!"

Her final sentence scattered like cherry blossoms in April.

If you will not do so, then you—

* * *

After leaving Aingart Castle.
I muttered with a somewhat dumbfounded expression.

"...Is this right?"

Something...
Something is happening...!

Ch.130 - Chapter 130. Perhaps I...
# The Beginning of Everything Was That Prediction

Everything began with that prediction.

'Is it right to station troops gathered from where recruitment is currently easiest?'

[Yes.]

My intelligence was 100. However, I didn't suddenly become incredibly smart or show remarkable talent in strategy or tactics.
What I could do was know the outcome.
And not just any outcome—the absolutely correct one.
This time too, I simply discovered the absolute conclusion that stationing troops was the most efficient option for Serphina's army.
I couldn't understand why stationing troops at Amir Castle was efficient.

That's when I chose to work backward.
If there's a conclusion, I calculate the situation that would inevitably lead to this conclusion.
So far, I think that approach has worked out fairly well.

So I formed my own hypothesis.
That hypothesis was 'Aishers' army will attack by coming up the river from Zeta Castle.'

I formed this hypothesis because, at least in my thinking, there was no other possibility.

Coming up against the river? I knew it was reckless.
The Aishers' army wouldn't gain anything from going to such lengths? Of course, I thought so too.
Yet I insisted on it because I had my own reasoning.

Before coming here, I was part of the Aishers' army.
From what I observed, the Aishers' army wasn't always a group that moved rationally.
For instance, I was certain Ginor would never propose 'attacking upstream against the river.' But Anima was different.
Anima and the core members of the Aishers' army viewed Serphina as an enemy, so for internal solidarity, they might attempt such a reckless invasion.

They were the ones who abandoned me in the first place. Wouldn't it make sense for them to make such a decision?
My strong intuition came from my direct experience of eventually being abandoned by Yuuri.

With that intuition, plus the absolutely correct prediction of [Yes], I could be certain.

But—
No matter how much time passed, the area around Amir Castle remained quiet.
Despite regularly dispatching scouts around the river, peaceful days passed without any boats being spotted.

'...What's going on?'

By this point, I couldn't help feeling anxious.
Was this the first time my somehow accurate guesses had missed the mark?
No, thinking about it, this wasn't the first time.
Back then, when I was certain lightning would strike but a meteorite fell instead.

Of course, being human, I thought I might be completely wrong someday.
Until now, I'd somehow managed with knowledge gained from playing the game, but—
As I vividly remember, like when Tifa discovered a treasure chest filled with gold coins at Jeilant Castle, there were outcomes that were impossible to predict unless they had already happened.

"Thinking about it now, it seems I was just stringing together plausible sentences to muddle through the situation."

And now, summoned by Serphina and faced with such questions,
I had to admit that my hypothesis was completely wrong.

'So the Aishers' army wasn't going to attack.'

Enough time had passed. If they were going to attack, they would have done so by now.
If more time was needed, it would be far from the 'most efficient method.'

However, if that's the case.

'Why exactly is stationing troops there the most efficient method?'

Whether the Aishers' army attacks or not is a secondary issue.
Since my brain predicted 'Yes,' it must be absolutely correct.
Whatever the case, the decision to station troops itself was the right one.

In this situation, it would be best to improvise.
As with my negotiation with Lynn, it would eventually become clear that I was right.

I organized the most plausible words in my head.
My opponent was Serphina von Aingart. This would probably be the toughest battle yet, but... behind me was the absolutely correct conclusion.
I slowly raised my tongue-brush.

"My lord, the first thing I want to say is—"

No.
More precisely, I was about to raise it.

"My lord, General Jeffer has arrived. He says he has an urgent matter to report."

I heard a soldier's footsteps behind me—and suddenly a general appeared.
His name was Jeffer. I seemed to have seen him before, but I wasn't sure, which suggested he was just an ordinary general.

The real issue—
From that moment, the situation began to take a strange turn.

"Th-this was discovered...!"

I glanced at what he held in his hand.
It was a brooch with some kind of emblem engraved on it.
It looked similar to that of Serphina's army, but there were subtle differences.

And.
Seeing it, an expression of shock gradually bloomed on Serphina's face.
This was the first time since our first private meeting that I'd seen her so agitated.

A few days later—
I learned that the emblem belonged to a man named Sidmid, Serphina's deceased second older brother.
I had to learn this because suddenly several of Serphina's generals were being arrested one after another.

The most frustrating part was how the emblem was discovered.
Apparently, a soldier accidentally took it from a place he happened to enter.
So when I heard people saying it was a stroke of luck that it was found...

—I subtly realized it wasn't luck at all.

If troops hadn't been stationed at Amir Castle, there wouldn't have been patrols to utilize surplus forces.
I don't know the details, but rumors suggested that among the arrested commanders were some significant figures, and if their rebellion had succeeded, it would have been extremely troublesome for Serphina.

After examining the context—I finally understood why my intelligence of 100 predicted that stationing troops at Amir Castle was the most efficient method.

'So... after stationing troops and organizing defense forces, they were sent on patrol around the territory because they had nothing else to do... and during that process, one soldier, with incredible probability, found the hideout of those plotting rebellion? So that's why recruiting and stationing troops was the most efficient method?'

After finishing this thought, I let out a chuckle.
It wasn't a laugh I consciously decided to make, but rather, it came out naturally.
"Let out" is precisely the right expression for such a laugh.

'...How on earth was I supposed to know that?!'

There are limits to working backward.
How could anyone possibly work backward to figure this out?

To summarize:

[Increased troops at Amir Castle → Used as defense forces but no battles occur → Since the troops are idle, they focus on strengthening security through territory patrols → Coincidentally, one soldier accidentally discovers the rebels' hideout → The soldier mistakenly takes an item from the house → That item was an emblem → Based on the evidence, the rebels are arrested early → Serphina's army captures the rebels, making it the most efficient method]

But all I could know was:

[Increased troops at Amir Castle → ??? → Somehow it's the most efficient]

Just two propositions!
Using only these to draw the conclusion above?
I guarantee that no one else could have done it.
Even guessing has its limits—how could anyone guess this?

'Ha.'

Yes, instead of just saying "yes" or "no," couldn't you give me a bit more detail?
Sometimes it does give more details... but the answer to "why" has never once appeared, so it was a vain hope.

Anyway, after all the traitors were executed—
Some time later, I was summoned by Serphina again.

My first concern when called by her was how to frame this situation.
Since I was right, her gaze toward me must have changed somewhat.
I prepared how to respond, but fortunately or unfortunately, she began listing what I might have said before I could.

"...Swen."

"Yes. Please speak."

"Did you... know all of this would happen?"

"..."

No. I'm not a god—how could I possibly know?

"You must know, Swen. Among the traitors captured this time was that woman... Shika."

Really???
I barely managed to hide my surprise.
This was the first I'd heard of it.
Wait a moment. Does this mean... she thinks I deliberately spoke indirectly?

"That's why you gave a reason that seemed incomprehensible. Your opinion was that 'we should prepare for the Aishers' army coming up the river.' Thinking about it now, that was the only choice that could lead to this conclusion...? Because there would be no reason to station troops there if there were possibilities of civilian riots in surrounding villages or rebellion in nearby castles...!"

Serphina was so excited about something that she spoke to me with a tension I'd never seen before.
She really has a variety of expressions—that was the only thought in my mind at that moment.

"But Swen, you couldn't say everything! One of the traitors was among that group, and I wouldn't listen unless you gave proper evidence! So... you used your experience with the Aishers' army to create such a hypothesis. A very plausible hypothesis that could convince me as much as possible!"

'As expected...'

While I was doing nothing, the situation developed in my favor to a frightening degree.
Is this... the true power of 100 intelligence...?

"That was... what was unseen."

Ah, right.
I did say something like that.
I was confident that if I spoke plausibly enough, it would be gilded later. After all, I would be proven right.
But the current situation... is beyond gilding.
Right now, I must appear like a diamond to her.

Otherwise...
Serphina's golden eyes wouldn't be burning as if they were about to devour me.

"You knew everything... everything! And to somehow let me know, you gave desperate advice... isn't that right, Swen...?"

What should I say?
For now, it would be best to affirm it?
Basically, I was in a position where I needed the ruler's trust to accomplish anything.
Hadn't I felt this deeply in the Brands army, and then in the Aishers army?

If this was a kind of opportunity given to me...

I slowly bowed my head with the most elegant gesture I could manage.
After mentally controlling myself to be "a loyal subject serving Serphina," I answered in the most pitiful voice possible.

"It was dangerous in many ways, but it was your decision to listen to me, my lord. I am merely grateful that I could be of help to you."

Good.
This should be enough for her to trust me?
To safely return to Lunarienne's army later, I needed to gain trust first.
Honestly, I don't really think so, but her epithet is "Tyrant."
Even in the game, Serphina often showed incredibly cruel behavior. Wasn't she the one who sentenced me to death in the first place?
So, I can't appear too incompetent. I need just enough trust so that when the time comes, I can safely leave this place—that was my judgment.

Her response wasn't hard to predict.
She would be somewhat surprised, then conclude with something like, "Excellent, Swen. I am greatly impressed by your insight. I hope you will use that ability for me in the future."
Making a fuss would be far from the Serphina I had observed so far.

...or so I thought.

"Aah...!!"

Until I saw that expression of ecstasy on Serphina's face.

'Uh...?'

"Swen, truly... truly, you are truly an interesting man... I am now, for the first time in my life, feeling a thrill. Can you feel it? My heart... toward you...!"

She was, how should I put it, as if she couldn't control herself.
She looked at me like an obsessed fan who had discovered something so lovely that her entire body was trembling with excitement.

No...
I'm not that impressive??

Of course, my unreachable cry doesn't reach her.

Shouldn't a ruler calmly say something like "Hmm, I see" and move on gracefully?
Seeing how amazed she is just because one prediction came true... perhaps she's in a less comfortable situation than I thought.

Serphina then rose from her throne and began approaching me.
She matched her eye level with mine and lifted my chin.

...It's the scent of yuzu.
A scent I've smelled a few times before... but this time, there's an excessively strong, very personal fragrance added to it.
Not just yuzu... this is Serphina's body scent.
Something deep and intimate about Serphina as a person, something only those who have shared body scents would know—
I sense it targeting me directly.

"Become mine, Swen."

Shiver!
A chill ran quickly up my spine to the crown of my head.
The neurons in my brain fiercely warned me.

I'm going to be... devoured by this woman...!

"Your body, your heart... serve me. If you refuse to do so...!"

After saying that.
She brings her beautiful face close to mine.
...She's beautiful.
Stupidly, that thought comes first because her beauty is so exquisite.
Her golden eyes, her snow-white skin, her rough breathing, her large breasts that inevitably brush against me as she comes closer, the sweet yuzu scent that ties it all together...

———I will break you.

In that moment when Serphina, who had come close enough that our noses almost touched, unilaterally pronounced her sentence to me, I realized one crystal-clear fact that required no prediction:

I may have... stepped into something far worse than I could have imagined.

Ch.131 - Chapter 131. That Day, In The Audience Chamber
* * *

Let's turn the clock forward a bit—

Balhart Castle, the capital of Aishers Territory located in the eastern part of the central region.

"......"

Yuuri was staring out the audience chamber window with empty eyes.
How much time had passed?

The sound of footsteps approaching could be heard.

"Yuuri."

"......"

The owner of the voice was Anima Ingram.
The woman Yuuri had wanted to save, even if it meant shouldering all the blame.

"Anima. Welcome. How is Ern doing?"

"He seems completely better. Thank goodness. That kid never had any strengths besides being sturdy."

Yuuri smiled in response to Anima's words.

"I'm so relieved... I was really worried."

"......"

Seeing this, Anima couldn't smile back and let out a short sigh.

"Yuuri."

"Yes."

"Do you understand the situation we're in right now?"

"...Yes."

As of yesterday, the ninth military officer had resigned.
Including Ginor, a total of nine officers had left the Aishers forces.
For a small nation like Aishers, where every single person was valuable, losing this many officials was certainly a significant blow, regardless of how much their power had grown.

Trading one's own general sent as an envoy in exchange for prisoners.
It was an unprecedented situation that no ruler would ever consider. Epinel had stepped in as damage control to somehow manage the uproar, but there was no way to completely cover up what had happened.

"Epinel has been working hard in my place. Honestly, maybe Epinel should have been the ruler instead of me. All I have is the Aishers bloodline flowing through my veins..."

"I didn't come here to listen to you whine, Yuuri."

Looking at Yuuri's awkward smile, Anima felt a pang in her heart.
Despite everything... this woman had done such a thing solely for her sake.
She had no intention of backing out now by saying things like "I never asked for this."
Since the day of the oath, Yuuri had been the only sun she would serve.

"What are you going to do from now on?"

"I don't know. I'm not sure. It's fortunate that Serphina's forces haven't moved yet, but the southern movements are also concerning. Things will likely become chaotic again. For now, shouldn't we focus on strengthening our internal affairs? We've gained three new territories, after all."

Balhart Castle, Laclaine Castle, Zelstrom Castle, and Zeta Castle.
After seizing the territories of Charam and Alrepel forces, as well as one of the Brands forces' castles, Aishers had grown considerably in size.

"I have a plan, Yuuri."

"A plan?"

Yuuri looked directly into Anima's eyes as she spoke.

"What do you think our forces need right now?"

"Well... First, we need the wave to pass, don't we?"

"Right. The wave needs to pass. ...This series of events needs to be forgotten quickly. In other words, internal unity is more important to us now than ever before."

"Internal unity... I see."

The turmoil that began with the unprecedented situation of selling off one's own officer.
To somehow calm this raging current, they needed something bigger that would sweep everyone up.

"Yes. And for that... we need to initiate a war first."

Yuuri looked slightly surprised at the word "war."

"War? You mean... we should attack first?"

"Yes."

"But the only force we can attack right now is Serphina's, right? Are you suggesting we go back into Hispil Castle?"

Yuuri expressed her reluctance.

"That's impossible. With three territories near the border, it's difficult to launch another invasion. ...Anima, you know that too, right?"

"That's right. It's certainly difficult right now. Especially Hispil Castle. Because of my wrong choice, it's become even more impossible."

"No, I... that's not what I meant, I wasn't blaming you—"

"It doesn't matter, Yuuri. I don't get unnecessarily upset about such things. ...Would you come over here?"

Anima spread a map on a nearby desk.

"Now. Looking at the map... certainly, the only force we can invade is Serphina's to the west. We could reach the southern continent if we took some time, but if we were ambushed on the way, it would be disastrous."

"...Yes."

"Of course, we will attack Serphina's forces."

Yuuri silently looked at Anima.
Anima easily recognized this as her way of waiting for the rest of the story.

"However. Invading Serphina's forces doesn't necessarily mean attacking the castle near the border. The route to reach Serphina isn't only from the west."

"What do you mean? ...I don't understand."

"You don't? We don't only have three castles."

Saying this, Anima pointed to a castle located at the easternmost part of the continent.

Zeta Castle.

"But the area around Zeta Castle is all our territory, isn't it?"

"No, Yuuri. Try changing your perspective. ...You should be able to see it."

Hearing those words, Yuuri stared at the map for a long time.
Since this was Anima's idea, there must be something to it... While thinking this, she suddenly realized.

"Could you be... talking about the river?"

"Yes."

There was a large river flowing near Zeta Castle.
If one followed the river that flowed into the eastern sea upstream, they would reach Amir Castle, located in a corner of the northern continent.

"We'll invade Amir Castle. From their perspective, it's not even a castle on the border, so they'll barely have any troops. If we bring as many forces as we can, we'll definitely win. We'll plant Aishers' red flag on the northern continent! They'll never expect it."

Indeed.
It would be extremely difficult to anticipate such an outlandish plan in advance.
After all, the benefits to Aishers forces would not be that significant.

"But... even if we acquire the territory, it would only be temporary, and we wouldn't be able to maintain it. Doesn't that make it meaningless?"

"I told you, Yuuri. What we need isn't one or two territories. We need something to quell this situation. We need a massive wave to fight against the oncoming tide."

Yuuri could easily understand the hidden meaning in Anima's words.

Cover up the sacrifice of their officer Swen with the extraordinary feat of planting their flag on the northern continent.
That was Anima's true intention.
They would soon lose the castle again even if they captured it. But it would certainly help clear up this chaotic situation... right?

"I've thought about this a lot. Since this all happened because of me, I felt I needed to fix it somehow. I thought until my head was about to burst. It's certainly a reckless plan with little gain for us... but that's precisely why they'll never predict it. With this, we can catch them off guard. Yuuri. Trust me one more time."

The emotional burden wasn't just on Yuuri but equally on Anima as well.
After all, this entire farce had occurred to save Anima Ingram.
That's why she had thought with all her might. She wanted to help Yuuri who was in danger.
A visible achievement. If they could achieve that, she was certain they could settle the unsettled atmosphere within the country—her eyes sparkled with that conviction.

Yuuri looked at Anima's sparkling eyes.
Even after losing an arm, without showing any sign of it, when she said she would be Yuuri's wings... her eyes had sparkled just like this.

But.
Because of that, Yuuri slowly shook her head.

"No, Anima. We won't execute this plan."

"Why not?! The enemy will never notice. With this method, we can gain territory even if just for a moment. It's a golden opportunity for us, the Aishers forces, to plant our flag on the northern continent, excluding Serphina's forces!"

Yuuri agreed with those words.
She agreed, but... there was something more important.

"Lady Yuuri. You cannot gather spilled water. Whether that decision was right or wrong... no one can know for certain."
"Accept the consequences of what has already happened, of your own decision. Only by accepting the consequences can you move forward. This is the last advice I can give you as someone who once served as a strategist."

Yuuri closed her eyes and recalled the final advice from the towering figure who had stood by her side in these turbulent times.
Though she eventually had to let him go... his last words continued to support a corner of her heart.

"Anima. I can't sacrifice the present and future... to cover up the past."

"...!"

"What's done is done. Building achievements might certainly create an impact and calm the situation. But that would mean throwing away our future just to resolve this situation. So, I can't do it. I'm sorry."

In truth.
Anima vaguely knew this too.
The reason she was confident the enemy wouldn't notice this plan was because it wouldn't really benefit Aishers forces much.
What strategist would predict that their opponent would launch an operation that would cause more harm to themselves?
Planting the Aishers flag in the north for a brief moment—
Beyond that, they would lose everything.
The soldiers sent to capture this castle, the funds and provisions consumed in the process, all would vanish just for one moment of impact.

Yet she had to push forward.
For Yuuri, who had shouldered everything because of her and lost so much.
She wanted Yuuri to shake off the burden and rise again as soon as possible.

"But still, if things stay like this, you'll... you'll suffer too much. Because of me. Because you tried to save me—"

"Anima."

Yuuri stroked the shoulder of Anima, who had lowered her head in distress.

"It's okay. I was prepared for this. ...We're family, aren't we?"

"......"

Anima swallowed her rising tears.
And once again, she made a vow.
Even if the moment came when Yuuri made a wrong decision and everyone turned their backs on her...

She alone would stay until the end, bearing all the filth alongside her.

And—
There was no way for Anima to know that it was incredibly fortunate for her that Yuuri had recalled Ginor's advice at this crucial moment.

* * *

"Thank you for your hard work, Lady Irene."

"Mm. Good work. Go and rest."

After dismissing the soldiers who had patrolled with her, Irene changed her clothes and headed toward her quarters.

Her assigned duty was to strengthen security in the capital city of Aingart.
Nothing special, just patrolling inside and outside Aingart Castle.
Though security was already quite good, it was thanks to security teams that continuously patrolled in shifts.
If they slacked off even for a day, security would rapidly deteriorate, even in the capital. These were turbulent times, after all.

Moreover, since the Amir Castle patrol had recently brought in a huge catch, orders from above to strengthen patrols had doubled their workload.
Of course, from Irene's perspective, just having work to do gave her a sense of fulfillment.
When she thought about times when no one needed her, she was the type of person who could draw strength just from knowing someone needed her.

"......"

Walking home like this—she suddenly recalled her time at Balhart Castle.
Back then, whenever she finished her duties and returned home, Swen would always welcome her.
The joy in her steps as she headed home was undoubtedly because there was always a white-haired man who protected her, whom she wanted to protect, welcoming her with a smile.

'...I miss him.'

She missed Swen.
But she couldn't just go visit him recklessly.
As someone who had just been appointed, making conspicuous actions wasn't a good judgment.
If it only affected her, that would be one thing, but Swen could also be implicated, so she absolutely couldn't act on her own.

'If only there was some natural opportunity to meet Swen...'

Then she could naturally request a meeting, but nothing appropriate came to mind.

Irene briefly imagined herself saying, 'Swen. I came because I missed you'—
Then feeling her face flush, she lowered her head deeply.
...She felt she could never bring herself to say such embarrassing words, even if her life depended on it.
How could Swen say such embarrassing things so easily?

'If only I could convey my feelings as easily as Swen...'

Just as she was lightly reproaching herself—

'Hmm?'

Her gaze naturally turned toward a bustling atmosphere coming from somewhere.
At the end of her gaze was a shop selling desserts.
It seemed they were holding some kind of demonstration.

Irene looked up to check the banner above.
[3 Days Until St. Valentine's Day! Prepare Early!]

'St. Valentine's Day?'

As Irene was puzzled by this unfamiliar holiday, a woman wearing an apron approached her with a friendly smile and said:

"Hello, Knight! These are new chocolates from our shop. Would you like to try some?"

Ch.132 - Chapter 132. St. Valentine's Day (1)
"Chocolate?"
So this brown, rice cake-like confection is called chocolate.

"No, thank you, but my financial situation is..."

"Today we're having a tasting event, so we're not charging! Please, go ahead and try one."

Irene accepted the brown, rice cake-like confection called chocolate that the woman handed her.
Though it was an unfamiliar treat...

'Huh?'

An incredibly sweet aroma strongly stimulated her nose.
Thanks to that, she could naturally put it in her mouth without any resistance.

And just by rolling the chocolate around in her mouth a few times—
A new world of flavor she had never experienced before unfolded.

"...!!"

"How is it? Delicious, right?"

Irene's pupils dilated slightly.
One hand naturally cupped her cheek.
It was sweet.
So sweet that she didn't even notice she was making such a girlish gesture.
No, to be precise, it was sweet with a slightly bitter undertone.
With perhaps a spoonful or two of nuttiness mixed in?
Above all, that bitter element served as the perfect accent, elevating the confection's quality.

As she continued savoring the flavor, it melted away all too quickly.
It melted much faster than candy, almost like eating cream, she thought.

"Did you say this confection is called chocolate? It's very delicious."

"What? Oh... Miss Knight, you seem unfamiliar with chocolate. Are you perhaps not from the North?"

"That's right. I haven't been here long."

"I see! This is a confection called chocolate! It's a specialty from the northern region. It's extremely popular because of its sweet taste. Saint Valentine's Day is coming up soon. In preparation, our shop has specially made these with hazelnuts mixed in. What do you think?"

"It was truly delicious. A high-quality confection."

"Hehe. Your praise gives me strength. Let's see, since chocolate seems new to you... Here! I'll pack a few more for you."

"No... that's really not necessary."

"Come on, don't be shy. Take them."

Irene reluctantly accepted about three well-packaged chocolates as the woman beamed at her.
Honestly... having already tasted chocolate, Irene couldn't resist such a powerful temptation.
Perhaps it was because she had always lived a disciplined life, abstaining from all pleasures.
She had a particular weakness for sweets. It was one of her vulnerabilities she wished to hide.

As Irene tucked them away, she thought.

Hazelnuts.
So the source of that nutty flavor was hazelnuts.
No, more importantly...

"Excuse me, but I'd like to ask something else."

"Of course!"

Judging by how she continued smiling without showing any sign of annoyance, this woman was quite professional.
Especially considering this was just a simple tasting event.

"What is Saint Valentine's Day?"

"It's a memorial day and festival in the northern region. It's our busiest day, when we sell tons of chocolate."

"Really? Is it a day for eating chocolate?"

"More than that, it's a day when women give chocolate to men they're indebted to! When this day comes around, women who want to express their feelings buy lots of chocolate, which naturally makes it our busiest time!"

Huh?
Women giving confections to men they're indebted to...?

"If you have someone you'd like to give a gift to, Knight, please visit our shop again!"

After parting with the smiling female shop employee who saw her off.
Irene stood still, unable to move, lost in thought.

'Women giving gifts to men... perhaps this means...'

Irene Juliet.
Before being an exceptional general, she was a woman with a man in her heart.

The mind of Irene, who as a warrior always preferred direct action over excessive thinking, was now spinning faster than ever before.

*

Clunk.
With the sound of the door opening, a woman's voice was heard.

"Ah, w-welcome back!"

Reika was there to greet Irene as she returned to their lodgings after completing her mission.

Silene, who had shared the room with them, had been dispatched to another castle.
So the spacious three-person room was being used by Reika alone.

Knowing that Reika must have been quite lonely by herself, Irene smiled at her warm welcome.

"Mm."

Then, wordlessly, she handed over the chocolate confection from inside her garment.

"What's this...?"

"A confection. They were giving them out up ahead."

Reika carefully unwrapped the packaging.

"Ah... this is chocolate, isn't it?"

"Oh? You already knew what this was?"

"Yes. Isn't it a type of confection eaten in the northern continent? I'm interested in making confections, so I know what it looks like. Though this is my first time seeing it in person..."

Come to think of it, she was a daughter of the Nighthart family.
She would be in a position to obtain and eat such confections as much as she wanted.

"Let me see... Nom. ...Wow, this is delicious?!"

"Isn't it?"

"Yes! Amazing... the standards in the northern continent are no joke. Is it because the old imperial capital is there...?"

Recently, Reika had become able to speak naturally in front of Irene without stumbling over her words.
Sometimes she felt even more comfortable with her than with Swen, who had been her teacher.
Being both women was part of it, but Irene's efforts to make her feel comfortable was certainly another reason.

"Oh, I'm being selfish... Irene, please have some too."

"Huh? No, I'm fine..."

Despite saying that... Irene, unable to resist the temptation of chocolate, accepted one piece and put it in her mouth again.

After spending some lovely time like that.
Irene casually mentioned what had been on her mind to Reika.

"Saint Valentine's Day...?"

"Yes. It's a memorial day celebrated in the northern continent, where women give chocolate to men they're indebted to."

"Really? Sounds quite romantic... I heard people from the northern continent generally give the impression of being cold to others and less emotional."

"Is that so? That's news to me as well. Reika, you seem to have quite a variety of knowledge."

At Irene's words, Reika smiled awkwardly and said.

"When I was confined at home, all I could do was read books... So I read everything I could get my hands on. In the end, it's all just bits and pieces I picked up."

"I see? Anyway... ahem, ahem."

Irene covered her mouth with her hand, cleared her throat a few times, and carefully began to speak.
Or more precisely... she attempted to speak.

'...'

For some reason, voicing the plan she had come up with felt incredibly difficult.
Much more difficult than facing a strong opponent with a sword on the battlefield.

After watching Irene's hesitation for a while... Reika tilted her head slightly and said.

"Do you perhaps want to give chocolate to Swen?"

"Kuhak!"

Cough, cough... hack.

As Irene coughed as if she'd been struck by lightning, Reika asked in surprise.

"I-Irene? Are you alright?!"

"Ah... y-yes. I'm fine. It's just, um... well."

Why...
Why was it so difficult to express honest feelings?

"I..."

Nevertheless, mustering as much courage as possible, she slowly nodded.
Her face was completely flushed, looking every bit like a young girl.

"I see. I think it's a good idea. As soon as I heard about it... I thought of Master first."

By "Master," she probably meant Swen.
I heard that when she was part of the Aishers army, Swen had served as her magic teacher.

"Mm. So... I wanted to ask... what you thought about it."

Seeing Irene stumble over her words just like herself usually did, Reika wondered if this was how she appeared to others.
Since Irene had been patient and kind to her... shouldn't she do the same?

"I think it's a wonderful idea...!"

"R-really? A good idea... um, well, hmm. I'm a bit worried that Swen might find it bothersome..."

"Not at all...! I think he'll be very happy. At least if I were Swen, I would be truly delighted...!"

"Really...?"

The brave female knight who normally seemed fearless was now wide-eyed, unable to hide her embarrassment.
She had heard that Irene had played a crucial role in the defense of the western fortress of Balhart Castle.
Yet that same person... appeared more vulnerable than any woman when it came to Swen.

Reika thought that this side of her was incredibly endearing.
Irene would surely become Swen's first wife.
Could I ever follow someone who loves like this?
Could I ever share such love with Master... with Swen?

'...No.'

This wasn't the time for such thoughts.
For Irene's sake, who always looked after her, she needed to help her now.

"I think it's a great idea, so let's do it right away...! Let's give chocolate to Swen together...!"

*

The next day.

"You've sold out...?"

"Oh my, the knight has returned, and I'm truly sorry. With Saint Valentine's Day approaching, they sold out in no time."

When she revisited the same shop, it seemed the new hazelnut-flavored chocolate had already sold out.
To Irene, who couldn't hide her disappointment, the employee carefully suggested.

"Um, we still have some of our regular chocolate left. How about these...?"

"Then I'll take these instead..."

After purchasing another rectangular chocolate from the shop owner—
She and Reika shared a small piece right there.

"Hmm... it seems somewhat lacking."

"It definitely feels like something's missing... though the sweetness is still nice."

While it was certainly a delicious confection in its own right—
It was disappointing that she couldn't share with Swen the full experience she had felt when she first tasted it.
Without the nutty flavor, it seemed somewhat empty... but at least they had something left.

'If I had made up my mind right away yesterday, I could have bought it on the spot...'

She regretted hesitating even for a moment.
But with the holiday approaching, it couldn't be helped.

"...I suppose there's no choice. It's better to give him this than nothing."

Irene said with a bitter smile.
Seeing her somewhat melancholy profile... Reika blurted out emotionally.

"No... Irene."

"Hm?"

"Let's make it ourselves!"

Reika grasped Irene's hands firmly as she spoke.

"R-Reika...?"

Irene looked into Reika's pink eyes.
An occasional passionate fire she had never seen before was blazing beyond those pupils.

"Irene! Let's make chocolate together that's even more delicious than what we first tasted!"
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After purchasing the necessary cooking tools and returning to the room with Irene, Reika was busily moving her hands, preparing something.

"Um... Reika, I've brought everything you asked for."

"Ah, thank you! Please put them over there."

A large brass bowl, two smaller ones, and a tray.
Some wooden items, cookie cutters, a few bricks, and ingredients.
She had also drawn water from the well, thinking it might be needed.

"For this moment, I've double-checked the recipe!"

On the way back to the lodging, Reika had purchased a book with recipes and quickly studied it.
Irene realized anew that when making sweets, Reika showed none of her usual absentmindedness.

Reika checked the ingredients and began making something with her delicate hands, working steadily.

"What's this...?"

"Cooking preparation! Oh, Irene, could you open the window...!"

Seeing Reika's unusually high energy, Irene silently did as she was asked and opened the window.

After a few minutes of tinkering, a rather impressive cooking apparatus took shape.
It was a primitive setup—bricks stacked in a square with chopped wood placed inside—but it would allow cooking with fire.

"Wait. Doesn't this need fire? We didn't bring anything to start one."

"Don't worry."

Reika took a deep breath and slightly opened her palm.

Whoosh—

She gently directed a small ball of fire from her hand toward the wood, which immediately caught fire and began to burn.

"Ohhh..."

Placing the brass bowl on top completed a fairly decent cooking system.

"Impressive. I didn't know you could create fire from your hands."

"Anyone who can read mana can do it."

"Mana?"

At Irene's question, Reika put a finger to her lips and fell into thought.

"Hmm... according to my master, it's an energy source that flows through the air... It's like... feeling air enter your body when you breathe, you can feel energy gathering at your fingertips... is that a good explanation...?"

Explaining mana, something she had felt naturally since birth, was extremely difficult for the prodigy Reika.
Irene seemed to understand this implicitly and changed the subject to spare her the difficulty.

"By the way, you seem quite experienced at this."

"I couldn't leave my room, so secretly preparing cooking tools and baking bread was my only time of freedom. Thinking about what kind of bread to bake, what to put in it... those considerations make me very happy."

Reika said this and then let out a small "ehehe" laugh.
Her slightly reddened face showed how genuinely happy she was.

"Now I'll melt the chocolate in here."

She put all the "leftover chocolate" they had purchased into the pot.
Since it melted easily in the mouth, it would quickly become gooey under that heat.
Irene, who had only cooked simple foods like grilled meat or basic salads, couldn't quickly grasp what Reika was trying to do, but—

'I should leave this to the expert.'

"Next, we wait for it to melt completely. Oh! I brought this. Try it on."

"Huh?"

Irene accepted the piece of cloth Reika pulled out and handed to her.
When she unfolded it... it was an apron.

"You carry such things around well."

"I always carry it with me. I thought... someday I might bake with a friend...! It's a bit makeshift, but to think such a day would actually come..."

Leaving Reika to her sentimental musings, Irene put on the apron, but—

"Hmm...?"

"Something doesn't seem to tie properly."

"Reika, I'm sorry, but I think the size doesn't fit."

"What? Oh..."

As soon as she turned to look at Irene, she painfully understood what "the size doesn't fit" meant.
The apron barely covered her chest... that area was just floating.

When she had seen her changing clothes before, she was definitely wearing compression bandages... but even with that?

"Reika...?"

"Ah, yes! Um, that... you don't need to force yourself to wear it! It's fine, really."

Reika, momentarily stunned by Irene's overwhelming bust size, hurriedly waved her hands.

"Hmm... somehow, I'm sorry."

"No! If anything, I should apologize... I should have tried harder..."

"...?"

After that small commotion passed.

Irene was using something like a mortar to finely crush various nuts, including hazelnuts.

"Good! You're doing great!"

Then, she put the crushed nuts directly into the melted chocolate.
Reika stirred the chocolate well and spoke.

"It'll be hard to perfectly recreate that taste... but I think this will add the nutty flavor we need...!"

After some time had passed.
Reika turned off the fire and skillfully transferred the hot chocolate into the molds.

"Here. You try it too, Irene."

"U-um..."

Somehow, she managed to pour the melted chocolate into the molds as instructed.
It wasn't a complicated process, but... for some reason, from the moment she began crushing the nuts, she could feel the sensation of "creating something."

Her own two hands—
Hands she had thought would never find value beyond being stained with others' blood on the battlefield... the feeling of creating sweets with them felt extraordinarily different and fresh to Irene.
Whether food or snacks, creating something for people to eat must be an act of creating life itself.
That she, who had always taken others' lives, was now making sweet, warm treats—things that sustain life.
Irene felt she could somewhat understand why Reika enjoyed making sweets.

"Well done!"

Reika arranged the prepared chocolates on a tray, then poured the water Irene had drawn into the remaining bowl.

"Now we need to add time as an ingredient."

An hour later.

After confirming that the chocolate on the tray had somewhat hardened, Reika ended her meditation and slowly rose from her seat.
She slightly opened her pale hand... closed her eyes, and began gathering blue energy.

"!!!"

Soon, something like small icicles formed in her hand.
Reika created several pieces and dropped them into the bowl of water.
The water quickly cooled, and she placed the tray on top—

"It's done!"

"Wow... magic truly is amazing."

"Isn't it? Father only focused on its value as a strategic weapon... but even without that approach, there are countless ways to use it. I wish we lived in a different era."

And so, the chocolate was completed.
The shapes were varied since they used cookie cutters, but isn't taste what matters most?

"..."

Irene nervously took a bite of the chocolate.
After rolling it around in her mouth a few times...

"...It's delicious!"

"That's great!"

It didn't taste exactly like the new product they had tried before, but it was definitely edible and good.

"You made it yourself, Irene!"

"No, I... I only did what you told me to."

"That's not true. Your heart went into the chocolate. A person's feelings play a more important role than any seasoning."

"...Is that so?"

"Of course!"

From Reika's smiling words, Irene gained a strange courage.
So, should she give this to that man?
Irene thought of Swen's face—the one who had always been her support, who had taken on the stigma of betrayal for her sake.

'I hope he likes it.'

I want to see him happy when he receives this—
At this moment, that was her only wish.

* * *

Upon hearing from Jenis that a messenger had urgently arrived looking for me, I left my lodging and headed to a small park near the Aingart Castle square.
When I arrived, I met faces I hadn't seen in quite some time.

"Swen...!"
"Lord Swen...!"

The people who had called for me were Irene and Reika.
Perhaps because it had been so long since we'd met, I found myself smiling without realizing it, genuinely happy to see them.

"Have you both been well?"

"Yes. Well... thanks to you. How about you, Swen? You look a bit thinner..."

Irene said this while gently tickling my cheek with the back of her hand.
I've noticed recently that she's surprisingly the type to worry excessively.

"No, I'm the same. If anything, I've been eating well lately."

"Really? That's good then..."

"But what's the matter? Calling me so suddenly."

"Irene...!"

At that moment, Reika gently nudged Irene's side.
As if understanding what this meant, Irene made an "oops" expression and... stared blankly at my face.

"W-well... that is... Swen. I-I have something to say."

"Yes. Please go ahead."

"Um... ahem. That... since I've been greatly indebted to you since our time in Brands territory. And, um... Christmas, right? You celebrated me first then, so to return the favor... um, well, that is."

Setting aside how adorably lovable her flustered appearance was—
I had a feeling I knew why she had called me.

"Did you perhaps prepare chocolate?"

"...!!!!"

Irene's pupils visibly widened.
With a deeply flushed face, she asked me how I had guessed, looking perplexed.

"H-h-how... did you know?"

"Well, today is Saint Valentine's Day."

"You knew about this Northern Continent holiday, Lord Swen...?"

I nodded at Reika's question.

"Yes, more or less."

"Well... that makes things quicker then."

With that, Irene handed me a paper bag.
When I opened it—chocolate pieces shaped like people or teddy bears, looking almost like cookies, were revealed.

"Wow... did you make these yourselves?"

"Huh? Ah... th-that—"

"Yes! Irene and I... worked hard to make them...!"

Reika answered with sparkling eyes on behalf of Irene, who was too flustered to respond properly.

"Really? Thank you. You could have just bought some."

I ate a person-shaped chocolate right there.
With a crunching sound, various nuts were chewed in my mouth.

'This... seems like that?'

Once again, I was reminded of something from my original world.
You could easily get nut-filled chocolate at convenience stores.

"It's delicious. Thank you."

"No, well... i-if it's delicious... that's good—?!"

I put the half-bitten chocolate into Irene's mouth.
She was greatly surprised, her face reddening as she didn't know what to do... but eventually closed her eyes tightly and ate it.
Then, chewing like a small animal... with a gulp, she stared at me and asked.

"W-what was that just now...?"

"It's delicious, so I wanted to share it with you, Irene."

"Wow... Lord Swen, you're so bold..."

Reika covered her mouth with both hands, not knowing how to react.
What's the matter?
I don't think I did anything particularly special.

"Anyway, since we've met after so long, shall we take a walk together? I really missed you, Irene."

"Huh? Ah, um... th-that, well..."

She didn't know what to do, but eventually said in a small voice.

"...I missed you too."

At that moment.
Reika, who had been watching us carefully, cautiously raised her hand.

"Um... I, well, that... I'll head back first! You two can enjoy your time—"

"What? What are you saying? Come with us, Reika."

"...Eh?"

"I missed you too, Reika. I was really lonely by myself."

"...Eh? What? Y-you missed... me too???"

"? Yes."

Hearing my words, Reika suddenly lowered her head and became flustered.
This was the familiar Reika I knew.
I had thought she was speaking more smoothly than usual today.

But well, it wasn't a lie that I missed her.
While Jenis wasn't a bad friend, the time I spent with these two had been quite enjoyable for me.

"Um... i-i-if you say so..."

"Great. There are many beautiful places around here, let's look around slowly."

"...Yes."

With Irene's nod—we slowly began walking with no particular destination.
Walking in step with them, listening to the gentle breeze and the rustling leaves... I recalled what had just happened.

"Swen. On Saint Valentine's Day, there's a custom where women give sweets to men. You can easily guess why I'm bringing this up."

"I want you. Therefore... as a ruler, and as a human being, I intend to impress you as much as possible from now on. Starting with the smallest things. I will sincerely engrave myself fully in your gaze."

"Don't you think it would be quite enjoyable to slowly discover together that if there is a lord to serve in these turbulent times, it would be me? Hehe..."

'I probably shouldn't mention being called by Serphina and receiving all sorts of expensive chocolates...'

Including the reason I learned about Saint Valentine's Day, which closely resembled Valentine's Day—
Thinking it unnecessary to mention such trivial matters, I enjoyed this rare leisurely time with them.
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# Garland Continent's Aingart, Anel Castle.

"My Lord, I'm truly relieved to see you again. Have you been well?"

A purple-haired woman knelt before Lynn, who sat on the throne, showing her respect.
It was Farfalle, the national Strategist who had just recently been released from confinement.

After the day of the conversation with Chel.
Despite expectations of continued war, peaceful days had been passing without incident.
Of course, "peaceful" here only meant that no battles were taking place.

Morale had long since fallen at the frontlines, which were guarded by minimal personnel with all key troops and generals gone.
Simultaneously, the reputation of Sovereign Lynn Brands, who was doing nothing and sitting idle, was in free fall.
The only reason things hadn't completely collapsed was because Chel and Kalinz, who still commanded some respect among the military officials, were mediating from their respective positions. Lynn had declined to such a state that she was unrecognizable from her former self—the woman who once ruled the country with overwhelming charisma.

Until now, Lynn had been revered because she delivered results.
She had organized the central region and cleared out all the small nations in the central-west. Brands Army was the only force threatening Serphina.
The northern invasion, which had only been a dream, seemed like it could become reality with just a little more push.

In such circumstances, the generals naturally worshipped her.
Even when she gave somewhat oppressive or incomprehensible orders, her authority never wavered. After all, she was the woman who had made their army this powerful. After all, she was the de facto ruler of the central continent.

Even when Aishers was the only country left in the central region, her military officials naturally thought they could quickly subdue the Aishers Army.

But... for some reason, ever since one military officer betrayed them and left the country—
This nation began to shake violently.
Far from clearing out the Aishers Army, they ended up surrendering about a quarter of the central continent to Serphina.
Even after that, they were just wasting time without any proper solutions—it was inevitable that her authority as ruler would hit rock bottom.

Lynn now knew this fact well.
That's why... she had no choice but to eventually release the woman she had imprisoned for the grave crime of disobeying her orders.

"Farfalle. You look quite unwell... Is it because of me?"

"Not at all, my Lord. Considering the crime I committed, I received extremely generous treatment. I would like to take this opportunity to express my gratitude for your consideration."

"..."

The national Strategist had refused the sovereign's orders and independently issued different commands.
Even for a national Strategist, this was close to treason. No one blamed Lynn for having her imprisoned.
But Lynn didn't deny it either.
That it wasn't her, but Farfalle—whose words had been right.

"What should I do now...? I've been thinking hard on my own, but I don't know what to do..."

"My Lord. It's not over yet. The Brands Army can rise again. Don't we still have the central-western region?"

The castles west of Anel Castle.
Quite some time had passed since they had neatly unified the numerous small nations that had been scattered there.
While there were unremarkable territories like Jeilant Castle, there were also strategic locations like Estate Castle with fertile land and large populations.

"Compared to recently, I believe that region should be sufficiently stabilized by now. If we reinforce troops to the maximum and deploy them along the central border, there's a high possibility we can defend our current territory."

"We can protect our territory? But... didn't you say? That it was right to abandon the border?"

"That was then. But time has passed, and the situation has changed. The Serphina Army shows no signs of moving south, and the Aishers Army isn't particularly mobilizing either. Even now it's late. Please order troop reinforcements quickly!"

"..."

Lynn stared at Farfalle with empty eyes—
Then hung her head low.

"Would that man have said the same thing as you?"

"...Pardon? That man...?"

"Swen, I mean. ...Do I have anyone else?"

The more she thought about it—letting Swen go had become her greatest regret.
Looking back, all his advice had been correct.
If she had accepted all his counsel without questioning the circumstances—instead of losing castles in the central region, they could have planted blue flags in the north.

What if she had sent more troops to the north?
What if, instead of sending Irene with him, she had sent a truly trustworthy general?

No... even more.
What if she hadn't pushed Irene away, even to gain him?

Yes.
It was a thought she had never had before.
Lynn... was regretting her harsh treatment of Irene for the first time in her life.

"If I... had just... just accepted that child..."

Before she knew it, tears were streaming from her eyes again.
She simply couldn't forget. That moment when everything seemed within reach, only to crumble like a sand castle.
Her reputation as sovereign, the eastern territory of the central continent, the expectation that she could become the unifying ruler—all washed away like they had been swept by waves.

Because Irene... had let go of her hand.
Since that hand, which seemed like it would reach out to her countless times, disappeared—everything had flown away.

She could no longer deny reality.
Losing Irene was nothing short of a fatal blow.
If only she hadn't sent Swen to the room where Irene was.
If only she hadn't put her to more tests when she said she would trust me.

"I... If I had... Swen would have been by my side. He would have given me amazing advice by my side. He would have continued to create miracles. He told me... he told me that I didn't need to be afraid. He said he would give me the world... I thought we could dream the same dream."

"My Lord..."

"You know, Farfalle. I was afraid of Swen. So I wanted to somehow suppress him. I thought that would bring him into my hands. ...But that wasn't it. I was wrong. I shouldn't have... treated him that way, I..."

Farfalle watched her weakened lord, endlessly blaming herself, and thought.

To think that Lynn Brands would blame herself.
Truly... that proud Lynn had completely collapsed.

Even while imprisoned, news reached her. Though a prisoner, she hadn't lost any of her reputation, so it wasn't difficult to hear news from outside.
She had heard that Lynn Brands had become much weaker... but to this extent?

"My Lord, Swen is nothing but a traitor. He's a man who conspired with Irene Juliet to deceive you."

"No... Farfalle, no. I... I left Irene at the northern fortress. I sent her to her death. So I..."

Now she could understand.
That in the final moment, Swen had given her a chance.
If only she had listened to his words.
If only she had not employed Irene and sent another general...

But.
At that time, she...

"I wanted to kill Irene. So, I tried to kill—"

"My Lord!"

Farfalle's cry cut off Lynn's words.
The normal Lynn would never have tolerated this, but... she had already become extremely weak.

"Forget about the traitors. No matter how talented Swen was, he's just a traitor who chose Irene over you, my Lord. The same goes for Irene. Considering the fact that she ultimately betrayed us and cut down our Brands Army, doesn't it prove that my Lord's decision to eliminate Irene was correct?"

Farfalle knew too.
That trying to kill Irene wasn't the right decision.
But the water was already spilled.
It would be a bigger problem if the person in the sovereign's position couldn't do anything because they were trapped in the past.

So, she had to throw away things like divine providence.
Now, she had to step forward and deny Irene even more.
She was convinced that was the answer, unless they were to oust Lynn and install a new sovereign.
Honestly, it wasn't easy to replace her, and there wasn't really anyone suitable anyway.

"My Lord. I will help you get revenge on Irene. So from now on, slowly, let's raise the Brands Army again together. I, Farfalle, will throw myself into the reconstruction."

"Farfalle..."

"Please trust me. I will definitely watch over you. First, let's immediately order the castle lords in the west to—"

At that moment.

"My Lord!!"

A soldier burst into the audience chamber.
He couldn't have been unaware that Farfalle was in audience, so this must be an emergency.

Farfalle turned her head slightly to look at the soldier.
And... as soon as she saw 'that', she felt her heart sink.

'...!!'

The red cloth tied to his arm.
A messenger.

...Unfortunately, it seemed too late.

"The Hesna Army... is sending 68,000 troops toward Elgaim Castle!"

* * *

Madlan Castle, the capital of the Karelia Army in the southern continent.

"The Hesna Army is moving?"

"It seems so."

The green-eyed sovereign—Makana Karelia—who received the report from the soldier, covered her mouth with a fan and fell into thought.

'Is it finally time?'

The four nations of the south that had maintained a tense balance—the Hesna Army, Roland Army, Ohana Army, and this Karelia Army.
That balance was finally breaking due to Hesna.
Of course, it wasn't in the form of invading each other, but rather invading the Brands Army.

'Anyway, Vanessa's prediction has been correct so far.'

Today happens to be the day of the national council.
Since all the castle lords will gather, they can thoroughly prepare if there's anything to prepare for.

Karelia nodded and spoke lightly.
Even if he was just a soldier, she had never treated anyone carelessly.

"Thank you very much for letting me know. You may go now."

"Yes, understood!"

After dismissing the soldier, she went to find Vanessa, but—

'She's not here.'

She couldn't be seen, having gone somewhere.
Well, the national council will be held soon anyway. It would be fine to discuss the details then.

'Soon, a great upheaval will occur, just as Vanessa said.'

The thought of the bloody scent of war that had covered the continent rising in the south made her heart ache—
But as someone in the sovereign's position, she had to endure it for the greater good.
As she was comforting herself with such thoughts, sitting on the throne and letting time pass—

'...Huh?'

* * *

"We have arrived, Castle Lord."

"Thank you for your hard work."

"It's my duty."

Lunarienne, who arrived at Madlan Castle by carriage, exchanged greetings with the soldier and looked around.

'It's been a while...'

Since this was once a place where she had farmed with sweat, she briefly thought it felt like returning to where she belonged—
But that thought soon scattered like dust.
Madlan Castle was not where she belonged. The place where everyone first united their intentions... Jeilant Castle.
Even if it was an unremarkable territory, she had never forgotten her days there.

"So this is the capital..."

And.
Following behind Lunarienne, a woman slowly got out of the carriage.
It was Violet, the youngest of the children entrusted by Kein and a girl showing potential as a civil official.

"What do you think?"

"As you said, I can feel the development on my skin."

This time, she had brought her along saying there was a military strategy book she wanted to acquire.
Since she was the most introverted of the three children, Luna was thinking of using this opportunity to get closer to her.
As a guardian, she wanted to raise the children entrusted to her by none other than Kein excellently.

"It seems we have some time left. What do you say? Shall we look around the market first?"

"No, Luna-nim."

Violet gave a proper formal greeting.

"My business can wait until after all of your business is finished."

"Is that so? Well then..."

If she says so, maybe I'll take a look around since we arrived early.
It might be nice to greet the territory people I farmed with after a long time—with such thoughts, just as she was about to take a step.

'Huh?'

Over there is the building where the military barracks are.
Somehow the atmosphere seemed strange.
The soldiers' expressions were very serious, giving the feeling that something had gone wrong...?

Luna's party cautiously moved in that direction.

* * *

Where they arrived—
Once again, there was a woman with a familiar face she hadn't seen in a while.

'Lady Cecile...?'

However, despite the welcome face, it wasn't a situation where she could greet her.
In a very serious atmosphere, she was confronting another woman whose face Luna had seen before.

"Lady Cecile. Please stop your meaningless retorts."

At Vanessa's threatening words, a young girl behind Cecile was trembling and crying.
Cecile put her hand on the girl's shoulder to calm her, and spoke in a resolute tone.

"No matter how many times you call them meaningless retorts, my opinion will not change. Lady Vanessa. I will earnestly implore you. Please withdraw your order."

"I cannot. Under strict military law, no one can receive special treatment. Lady Cecile. I don't want to escalate this. Please step aside."

Hearing those words, Cecile replied almost shouting in a slightly heated tone.

"Special treatment? Is preventing the execution of a soldier's entire family for guilt by association special treatment?!"

...What?
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Luna pondered the words Vanessa had just uttered.

Kill them?
For breaking military law... even their families?

Luna first whispered to Violet, who appeared bewildered beside her, to stay still while she assessed the situation.

Unlike Cecile who shouted in anger, Vanessa remained extremely calm.

"Going to the battlefield means risking your life. Those in the southern regions who have enjoyed peace without conflict may have forgotten this fact, but that is the harsh reality. Do you truly believe that soldiers who cannot even follow basic military law can properly fight against the southern continent, the Brands army, and Serphina's forces?"

"This is too extreme! I understand your intentions, Vanessa. I agree we need to prepare. But... this doesn't seem right. Have you listened to the soldiers' opinions, to the sentiments of the territory's people? Can't you feel how laughter is gradually disappearing from the streets?"

"..."

Vanessa closed her eyes and let out a long sigh.
Then... as if having made a resolution, she slowly opened her eyes and looked directly at Cecile.

"Cecile Lohengrin. If you continue to shield those who have broken military law, I will consider it insubordination against Lord Karelia and punish you with the authority legally granted to me by our lord."

After saying this, she continued in a somewhat softer tone.

"You are an indispensable talent for our army, Cecile. Please stop here. I don't want to harm you. I urge you to make a wise choice."

Hearing these words, Cecile looked at the trembling girl beside her.
This young girl had to end her life here... simply because she was the daughter of a soldier who broke military law.
Is this the future of Karelia that I've dreamed of, that we've all dreamed of?

The answer to that question came easily.
Simultaneously, Cecile pulled out the sword hidden within her garments.

"If the Strategist says this is insubordination, then so be it. You have been legally granted authority by our lord. So, punish me."

"!!"

"If you prefer, you could execute me right here. Wouldn't that set a good example?"

Vanessa's pupils trembled slightly upon hearing Cecile's words.
The soldiers watching... noticing how seriously the situation was escalating, could only swallow dryly without saying a word.

After several minutes of silence—
Finally, Vanessa's lips parted.

"...Please, don't resent me too much."

After saying this, she gave a slight nod.

One of the sturdy soldiers beside her drew his sword.
At the same time, another soldier moved toward Cecile to restrain her.

"Stra... Strategist!"
"Um, excuse me...!!"

The soldiers suddenly began to murmur—
But in the Karelia army, where Karelia's absolute authority was established, Vanessa's words, having been granted full authority, were equivalent to Lord Karelia's own.

"Thank you for your service thus far. Farewell."

"..."

Cecile slowly closed her eyes.
What came to mind was that moment when they first planted the deep green flag in the ground.
We gathered under the sparkling banner of 'May everyone regain a happy and peaceful life.'
She had never regretted donating most of the assets of the wealthy merchant house of Lohengrin to the Karelia army, not even for a moment.

If my death could shock Karelia into realizing something...
If it could make her notice that Vanessa's reign of terror is wrong...!

Tightly!

Cecile tightly closed her eyes, preparing to face the anticipated pain.
But... she felt nothing.
Given that she was still breathing, it seemed she wasn't dead yet...?

At that moment.

"Stop this!"

Hearing a woman's voice that she had heard once before, Cecile slowly opened her eyes.
In front of her... stood a woman with cream-colored hair.
Someone she knew. A rare, diligent person who had been working the fields alongside the territory's people, sweating profusely...

"Lady Luna...?"

Lunarienne Iniang.
The lord of Tepel Castle was now standing in front of her, just as she had tried to protect the girl—
Now confronting Vanessa—and the will of their lord—to protect her.

"Lady Vanessa. Please calm down and consider the situation more broadly. Do you truly believe that executing Cecile here is the right answer?"

"...Lunarienne Iniang."

Vanessa muttered in a small voice, grinding her teeth slightly as she stared at the ruby-colored eyes glaring at her.
Then, quickly regaining her composure, she answered in a cold tone.

"What do you think you're doing?"

"I'm asking you to stop this meaningless execution."

"Do you understand what you're saying?"

"I do. As a castle lord, I'm speaking to the Strategist, am I not?"

Vanessa's eyebrow twitched slightly upon hearing those words.

Castle lord. If there was a position that could speak to the Strategist as an equal—it would indeed be only a castle lord.
Sometimes, it was the castle lord who gave orders to the Strategist from an even higher position.

"As a castle lord, you must know that I am the lord's representative? Surely you don't intend to defy our lord as well?"

"...!"

Luna bit her lower lip slightly.
Vanessa's eyes... were clearly different from when she looked at Cecile.
A distinctly perceptible wariness.
That woman... was extremely cautious of her.

Honestly.
She knew that her current action could be considered insubordination against the lord.
No matter her position as castle lord, she couldn't disobey the monarch's orders. Perhaps she would be bound and executed alongside Cecile right here.

But.

'Swen told me... that a monarch needs to have bold spirit...!'

It was something Swen had told her when they were staying at Jeilant Castle, when he asked her not to use honorifics with him.
Strangely, just by recalling his voice... she could feel the fear that was about to rise in her heart disappearing.

Alright. Then, let's take one step forward.
If it were Swen, what would he say here?
Recalling his image, always giving extraordinary advice with confidence... Luna chose what she thought would be the most likely sentence he would have said.

"...I have no intention of defying our lord."

"Then please step aside."

"However."

Luna spoke in a clear voice, not backing down from Vanessa's wary gaze.

"I do intend to oppose the Strategist's opinion."

"What... did you say?"

"I serve Lord Karelia. I will follow Lord Karelia's will, but I have no intention of blindly following Lady Vanessa's will."

Vanessa, who had somehow maintained her composure until now—
Upon hearing those words, lost her calm and glared at Luna.

This was an enormous declaration.
Regardless of whether she had been granted full authority, it essentially meant that Luna didn't care about that and wouldn't listen to what Vanessa had to say.

"...Lunarienne Iniang. Are you saying you're challenging the lord's authority?"

"Not at all. I'm merely exchanging opinions with the Strategist as an equal."

"My words!!!"

Vanessa shouted loudly, as if rebuking.

"...My words are equivalent to those of Lord Karelia!"

"I don't think so. Lord Karelia would never issue such a cruel order."

"Kuh...!"

Vanessa trembled for a while, as if unable to contain her indignation—
Then, in a tone so cold it seemed it would freeze anything it touched, she said:

"Very well. If that's what you want, I should oblige."

"..."

And then.
After taking a sword from a soldier standing nearby—

She pointed it directly at Luna with her own hand and said:

"I will execute you with my own hands. The charge is insubordination against our lord. Do you have any objections?"

"Strategist. Come to your senses. You are not the lord. Your will cannot become the lord's will!"

"Is that the end of your last words?"

"...!"

The killing intent flowing along the tip of the sword.
Feeling the fierce murderous intent directed at her, Luna suddenly felt that a moment of choice had come to her.

Should she meekly accept the woman's sword?
No. She couldn't do that.

"My lord! Stay healthy! And if an opportunity comes, never miss it! I will definitely return to your side!"

Hadn't she promised that person? To survive no matter what.
To survive and meet Swen again...!

So here, she had no choice but to fight the woman.
She would think about the consequences later; right now, she needed to focus on neutralizing her.
She was a strategist, not a general. Though her mind worked well, Luna was confident she wouldn't lose in a fight.

Thinking this, she carefully moved her hand toward the sword handle at her waist, but at that very moment.

"What on earth are you all doing?!"

Everyone gathered there turned their heads toward the source of the voice at once.
There stood Makana Karelia, the ruler of the Karelia army.
Seeing that she was accompanied by a soldier, it seemed that a soldier who noticed the seriousness of the situation had quickly gone to fetch her.

"Stop this immediately!"

"..."

Vanessa immediately erased her killing intent, handed the sword back to the soldier, and knelt on one knee.
Luna also immediately knelt to greet her rightful lord.

Karelia said nothing for a while—
Then, approaching Vanessa first, she spoke in a voice deep with concern.

"...What on earth is going on here, Vanessa?"

"We were merely discussing the disposition of those who broke military law."

"And what's this about Cecile? What exactly is happening here? And..."

"..."

"Why... why are you and Lady Luna pointing swords at each other?"

While Karelia asked in bewilderment...
The three of them could only maintain silence for a long time.

* * *

Afterwards—
After grasping the general situation through Vanessa's explanation, Karelia spoke in a very solemn tone.

"Vanessa. I truly appreciate your actions done out of loyalty to me. But looking at the current situation, I think it seems a bit excessive."

"My lord, but—"

"I know. I'm not unaware of your feelings. However, I ask that you please uphold my dignity for now."

"..."

Vanessa hung her head low and couldn't say anything.
Karelia sighed briefly, then turned her head to look at Luna and Cecile and said:

"And Cecile, Lady Luna. For both of you, considering your past contributions, I will specially overlook this incident. However, Vanessa's orders are equivalent to my orders as the ruler of this country. I hope such unfortunate incidents won't happen again in the future."

"But my lord. Punishing a young child for the crimes of association is too harsh. Regarding this—"

"Cecile."

Karelia cut off Cecile's urgent question...
And spoke in a tone that suggested it was truly regrettable but unavoidable.

"I have entrusted military authority to Vanessa. ...Please follow her opinion."

"But...!"

"I won't say it twice, Cecile. ...I'm sorry."

"..."

Cecile hung her head low.
Luna, standing beside her, could naturally notice that she was biting her lip, unable to contain her indignation.

"Well then, I'd like to consider today's incident as if it never happened. As for the charge against that child, I will specially pardon it this time only. Understood, Vanessa?"

"Yes, my lord."

Since it was the monarch's words, not someone else's, Vanessa immediately bowed her head.

"...I'll go to the royal castle first, so please prepare for the meeting, everyone. Well then."

After Karelia left—
Vanessa approached Luna and Cecile.

"Lady Cecile. I ask that you please don't forget our lord's words just now."

"..."

"And..."

Unlike the somewhat softened tone she used when speaking to Cecile—
She spoke to Luna with undisguised hostility.

"Castle Lord, it would be best for you to follow this country's laws if you wish to live without trouble in the future."

After saying this, Vanessa left the barracks, following Karelia.

...So I somehow avoided trouble?

'Haah...'

"Are you alright...?"

Violet supported Luna from the side as her steps faltered when the tension released.
Luna, entrusting her body to her, let out a long sigh... and spoke to her hero.

'Swen... I managed to hold on somehow.'

It's all because you were with me, Swen, she wanted to tell him.
She wanted so badly to tell him that he was always the source of her strength in her heart.
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* * *

On the way back to the royal castle, Karelia turned her head to look at Vanessa.

"Vanessa."

"Yes, Lord."

"Don't you think you've watched over things enough by now?"

Vanessa gave no answer, merely keeping her head bowed.

"Complaints about your policies are rising everywhere. I too think your hardline approach might be a bit excessive. Many are voicing their opposition. Perhaps it's time for you to reconsider your approach."

"Lord. Do you remember General Sard?"

"...!"

Sard Astron.
A general who had been of great help when Karelia's army was still a wandering band of nomads.
The last she'd heard, he was now working as the leader of a mercenary group, not affiliated with any nation.

"He was a man with capabilities surpassing any general in our army. A man who willingly sacrificed one eye to be your shield. No one can deny his significant contribution to the conquest of Madlan Castle. But what did you do to that man, my Lord?"

"...I told him we could no longer be together. Because he plundered the territory's people."

After that incident, thousands of soldiers followed Sard and left the country.

"If he hadn't plundered then, we would have likely been defeated due to lack of military provisions, and Madlan Castle wouldn't have been ours. Perhaps this country itself wouldn't even exist. It was an unavoidable choice."

"But if we wage war by taking away the assets of innocent territory people, how are we any different from Serphina's army?"

"At that time, they weren't our territory people yet. They were paying taxes to an enemy country and producing food for enemy soldiers."

"Territory people are territory people, regardless of which country they belong to. Just a few decades ago, everyone was part of the same country. Even if they're territory people of an enemy country, how can we take them lightly?"

"That's exactly it, Lord."

Vanessa spoke with a somewhat stronger tone, as if pleading.

"The fact that you consider such things is your weakness."

"What...?"

"Lord. These are chaotic times. You cannot think that benevolence and virtue alone will allow you to grasp the world. Of course, I, Vanessa, greatly sympathize with your intentions. I won't deny that many have gathered here, drawn by your cause. However, while that might be enough to establish a country, it's not enough to bring down Serphina."

With overwhelming military power, excellent decisiveness, and the undeniable sole legitimacy of the former empire—
Unless there was something clearly superior to overcome her, Vanessa judged it nearly impossible to defeat her and become the unifying monarch of this continent.

"Our army's soldiers haven't experienced war for a long time. Even compared to other southern countries that have faced some unrest, we've enjoyed a relatively peaceful period for longer. Paradoxically, peace gradually corrupts the army and its soldiers. In such a situation, if we don't establish strict discipline, we might struggle to achieve even southern unification, let alone face Serphina's army."

"But... isn't collective punishment too harsh? And that military standard... shouldn't we overlook minor mistakes?"

"Even when small mistakes accumulate into major ones, and when major mistakes occur, the situation becomes irreversible?"

"!!!"

Vanessa bowed her head again and spoke.

"I'll speak frankly, Lord. Before I took military authority, our country's military discipline was in a deplorable state. Does it make sense for a soldier to skip training led by a general, in which everyone participates, using trivial personal matters as an excuse? That soldier said: 'Even Lord Karelia values each of our soldiers, so why is the Strategist doing this?'"

"..."

"This isn't a normal army. Or rather, it might not matter in peaceful times, but it's absolutely unacceptable now. A country and its army must have hierarchy. Without it, they cannot function properly."

Karelia couldn't bring herself to deny Vanessa's words.

"To establish peace on the continent, to prevent it from falling into the hands of the tyrant Serphina, we must build an army and a country that wins. Blood might be shed along the way. But don't you think that when you become the unifying monarch and realize your vision, that will be the day true peace comes to everyone?"

"..."

"Lord. The blood needed in this process—I will bear it. When the moment comes to roll in the dirty mud, I will gladly do so. Even if others call me an arrogant woman trying to act like a ruler, I will willingly accept that infamy. Please, I earnestly ask that you understand my heart."

"Vanessa..."

Karelia met Vanessa's eyes.
And she couldn't bring herself to say anything.
After all, she knew well how much Vanessa had done for her.

After some silence passed,
Vanessa deeply bowed her waist and said:

"Please forgive my rudeness, Lord."

"No. Rudeness? How could there be such a thing between us?"

"...It's quite amusing to say this while asking for forgiveness, but if you had taken my head for being rude, I might have been more at ease departing for the afterlife."

"You make quite the audacious joke."

Seeing Karelia smile after saying that, Vanessa reaffirmed her commitment.
That she would do whatever it took to raise her as the sun in this sky.

* * *

"Thank you so much earlier, Luna. You saved me."

"No, I think someone would have done it even if it wasn't me."

"That's not true! Really... if it wasn't for you, who would have dared to defy Vanessa?"

After the regular meeting,
At Cecile's request to spend time together after a long while, Luna was currently visiting her home.

Though they were just having light conversation over tea—
This time felt quite special to both Cecile and Luna.
Wasn't it Cecile who had helped Luna the most when she first joined Karelia's army?
Since then, Luna had always wanted to repay that kindness, so this was somewhat of a relief to her conscience.

"By the way... who is the girl beside you...?"

Cecile asked, looking at Violet who was standing quietly next to Luna.

"She's a child I'm looking after as her guardian."

"Hello."

Cecile responded with a kind smile.

"You've found a patron with much to teach you. I hope you make good use of this fortune that has rolled your way."

"Thank you. I won't forget what you've said today."

After offering these light words of encouragement, Cecile glanced meaningfully at Luna.
Luna, noticing the nuance of her gaze, smiled at Violet and asked:

"Violet. I'm sorry, but could you leave us for a moment?"

Violet was the most perceptive of the three children under Luna's care.
Quickly reading the subtle atmosphere flowing in the room, she bowed with an elegant gesture.

"Yes. Take your time talking."

With Violet leaving the room.

"She's a very dignified friend. The strength in her eyes suggests she's someone who will achieve something."

"Thank you. From my perspective, I just hope she stays healthy, whether she achieves anything or not..."

And then,
Cecile slowly brought up what she really wanted to discuss.

"What do you think, Luna?"

"..."

What she thought about—clearly referred to what had just happened.
No, beyond that—it would be fair to say she was talking about Vanessa's "reign of terror."

Hesitating on how to answer, Luna first tested the waters.

"How's the atmosphere in the capital?"

"The public sentiment is growing hostile. Not just among the territory people drafted as soldiers, but even among the military commanders... voices saying they can't accept the Strategist's decisions are growing louder."

"I see..."

Luna stared blankly at the quiet teacup.

"On the surface, it might seem like she's creating a powerful army with clearly established discipline, but—"

After saying this, Cecile tapped Luna's teacup with her finger.
With that, the quiet world inside the teacup trembled.

"With just the smallest trigger... I can't shake the feeling that discontent will explode."

"...Has no one spoken to our Lord about this?"

"How could there be none? I myself have pleaded several times. Including me, General Mirion and General Gid have also brought it up."

Mirion and Gid were among the most senior generals in Karelia's army.
They could aptly be described as founding contributors and loyal subjects.

"They understand the Strategist's intentions, but say it's too extreme. If we continue like this, internal problems might arise, and far from being a strong army, we might conversely become a disorganized rabble. They ask if we can really govern territory people through fear."

"And our Lord...?"

"...Sigh."

Cecile let out a deep sigh.
As someone who felt strong pride in being part of Karelia's army, her eyes trembled slightly, showing genuine concern.

"It's similar to what you just heard... She's delegated military authority. It seems she's decided to trust her for now..."

"But is our Lord just watching this reign of terror with open eyes? The Lord I know would never be like this—"

At Luna's words, Cecile closed her eyes and slowly nodded.

"Yes. I think so too. However... our Lord probably feels a kind of debt."

"A debt, you say?"

"Vanessa has been like our Lord's shadow. A ruler in chaotic times cannot always just recite good ideals. It's a position that requires holding ideals in one's heart while simultaneously having action, decisiveness, and the readiness to get blood on one's hands."

And,
The one who willingly gets blood on her hands—

No, the one who has thoroughly dipped her hands in pools of blood is none other than National Strategist Vanessa Trinity.
After saying this, Cecile let out a bitter smile.
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Looking at her somewhat lonely appearance, Luna simply watched her quietly without saying a word.

After a moment of silence, Cecile slowly opened her mouth again.

"Our lord, Lady Karelia, truly cherishes her territory's people and treats each soldier with sincere care. Naturally, she found it overwhelming to wield the power placed in her hands. She argued that while everyone shares the same love for the people, how could she alone possess special authority?"

The reason Makana Karelia could command such influence was due to her kind and righteous character.

During the old empire era, she was merely a noblewoman from a fallen house. Yet in the southern continent—a land of opportunity filled with potential warlords—she became one of the final four who established a nation bearing her name. This was largely thanks to the numerous generals who rallied to her because of her character.

"Currently, as you know, all authority in our army is concentrated in Lady Karelia's hands. This is natural since she is our monarch. However, it wasn't always this way."

Luna didn't respond, quietly listening to Cecile's words.

"The generals who were drawn to Lady Karelia's character had only that in common. Beyond that, they differed greatly. Each had a strong personality, and they were like oil and water, impossible to mix. Lady Karelia, who needed to establish discipline and unite everyone as one team, couldn't bring herself to speak harshly to others due to her nature. Inevitably, we fell into chaos and fragmentation."

"...!"

Unable to speak harshly to others...

Hearing those words made Luna reflect on herself.

'Is this what Lord Swen meant when he always said a ruler must maintain a ruler's mindset?'

"That's when Vanessa firmly established a power structure. She created systems, boldly punished those who spoke ill of other generals, and organized a hierarchy where no one but Karelia could be superior. All power in the nation was concentrated solely in Lady Karelia, and once the system was in place, efficiency in all matters increased remarkably."

After finishing her words, Cecile took a light sip of tea.

"And as you know, the result was a great success. We became one of the four surviving nations in the southern continent. To be honest, without Vanessa, our army likely wouldn't have united. The green flag would have disappeared, becoming dust in history."

"I see..."

So this meant Vanessa had made the greatest contribution to building this nation, and Karelia was well aware of it.

"Of course... if you ask whether our lord always made rational decisions, objectively speaking, that probably wasn't the case. No matter how excellent a general might be, she would firmly refuse to work with anyone who didn't align with her vision for the nation. In these chaotic times, that's hardly the decision of a wise ruler."

Luna could understand this point.
In times like these, cunning figures thrived more than idealistic ones with noble intentions.
In an era where the weak were devoured, scrutinizing morality was foolish.

"So I understand our lord's decision to trust Vanessa, who handles things on her behalf, but..."

After saying this, Cecile's hands trembled.
Was it anger? Fear? Or perhaps shame at her own baseness for ultimately doubting her lord's decision?

"...I wonder if this is truly the right path... if my lord's choice is correct. I despise myself for doubting as her servant. I've never felt this way before..."

"Lady Cecile..."

Luna stroked Cecile's shoulder comfortingly.
The eyes of this loyal servant, who had decided to serve her lord for life, were wavering precariously like the storm in the teacup moments ago.

And at that moment—
A somewhat audacious thought crossed Luna's mind.

'Perhaps... this could be the opportunity Lord Swen mentioned?'

He had told her never to miss an opportunity when it came.
There was a strange certainty in his words that went beyond mere encouragement.
Of course, Swen typically spoke with strong conviction about almost everything... but considering how everything he'd said so far had proven correct.

'Come to think of it, it was Lord Swen who told me to seek refuge with Karelia's army.'

Looking back, everything he said had meaning.
Just like how Tifa discovered a treasure chest and said it would be good to share it with everyone.
Ultimately, things had progressed smoothly because she had followed his advice.

So should I... prepare myself?
She pondered this briefly but soon dismissed the thought.
Such concerns could wait until the time came. He had clearly said an opportunity would come, so she believed one would definitely arrive eventually, if not now.

But.
If this truly could become my opportunity...

'I will absolutely not miss it...!'

Luna reaffirmed her determination to keep her promise to him.

* * *

In the carriage returning to Tepelo Castle.

"I'm glad you found the military strategy book you wanted."

"Yes. Thanks to you."

Violet's cheeks were slightly flushed as she nodded and spoke in a rather serious tone.
That was the look of someone excited about accessing new knowledge.

To recognize it at a glance.
Luna realized she had indeed spent quite a long time with these children.

"I'm sorry I couldn't go to the market with you. It took longer than I expected..."

"It's fine. I'm old enough to take care of myself now. I can explore the market on my own."

"You say that, but weren't you lost and wandering until I came to find you?"

"..."

Seeing Violet bow her head in silence, Luna smiled naturally and said:

"It's okay. Wherever you are, Violet, I'll certainly find you."

"...Thank... you."

No matter that she had encountered her in her late teens, to Luna's eyes, she was still just a young girl.
Still, not wanting to tease her too much and hurt her feelings, Luna appropriately changed the subject.

"How was the capital's market? Was it very different from Tepelo Castle?"

"Yes. Indeed, there were so many books I'd never seen before. Not only that, but there were also various types of bookstores. I felt I could spend a generous day or two there without getting bored."

"I see. It would have been nice if you had more time. Oh, by the way, there's a delicious restaurant in the northeast of the marketplace square. It specializes in fish dishes, and I'm certain it would suit Violet's taste for seafood."

"Is that so? ...If only I hadn't gotten lost, I would have had time to eat... I'm sorry."

"It's fine. We're planning to go there together again anyway."

"What? Really?!"

Having spoken excitedly for a moment, Violet seemed to realize her outburst and covered her mouth slowly, her face reddening.

"Of course. Next time, let's have a meal together more leisurely. We'll bring along Sister Charlotte and Brother Francis too. It'll be a fun time."

"Ah, yes. Well, if that's the case..."

Luna raised her hand and gently stroked Violet's head.
The fact that she didn't resist the touch at all made Luna feel proud, sensing that Violet had begun to trust her.

"Was there anything else special? Being the capital, I imagine there were many shops that caught Violet's eye."

Luna's intention was simple small talk.
There was no harm in becoming closer to Violet.

However.
Her answer was something Luna had never anticipated.

"Now that you mention it... there was a strange rumor circulating."

"A rumor?"

"Yes. Do you know of a nation called the Aishers Army?"

"The Aishers Army... that's a country in the eastern part of the continent. Yes, I know of it."

"Apparently, there was an incident where they sold one of their subordinates to the Serphina Army."

"What? Sold a subordinate...?"

When Luna asked to hear more details, Violet began explaining fluently.

"I only overheard this, so I'm not certain... but apparently, the Serphina Army demanded the handover of a servant who came to negotiate for prisoner release. And they accepted that demand."

"Is that so...?"

It was an utterly unbelievable story.
Baranga Yuuri Aishers, the ruler of the Aishers Army, was known far and wide for her wisdom and exceptional care for her subordinates, with her love for her followers becoming legendary.
Such a person sold her subordinate?
Perhaps the Serphina Army was attempting some kind of matador tactic to tarnish the Aishers Army's reputation.
Serphina was certainly capable of such things.

...And then.
Violet, in an all-too-casual voice, mentioned 'that word.'

"The person sold to the Serphina Army was reportedly a man known as the white-haired magician."

"...What?"

What... did she say?

What is she talking about...??

"I heard he's called a magician because he once performed a miracle... but aren't magicians just characters from fairy tales? I wanted to ask about this..."

"..."

"...Luna?"

Violet's question dissipated in the air.
The white-haired magician.
She had heard that term before.

"They say he's a young man with white hair. Apparently, he performed a ritual toward the sky."

"Ah, you're talking about that rumor. Yes. From what I heard, he does have white hair. They say he performed a ritual toward the sky."

"After the ritual, the sky suddenly churned, and a massive boulder, like divine punishment, fell directly on the Serphina Army."

'Lord Swen...???'

Why...
Why is he with the Aishers Army...???
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Luna's world momentarily froze when she heard Violet's story.

A young white-haired man from the Brands army who performed miracles and earned the nickname "Magician"...

'It must be Lord Swen...!'

Luna was strongly convinced it was Swen.
But if so, why was Swen affiliated with the Aishers army?
Wasn't Swen supposed to have joined the Brands army—under Lynn Brands?

'Was he in the Brands army... then transferred to the Aishers army?'

Though she didn't know the details, she knew the Brands army had lost a significant amount of territory.
If he had become a prisoner during that process and joined the Aishers army, the story would make sense.

But.
If the rumors were true, it meant Swen was in the Aishers army and then sold to Serphina's army by the ruler Baranga Yuuri Aishers...?

That could only mean one thing.

'Lord Swen is part of Serphina's army...?'

Serphina von Aingart.
The woman who killed her only sister.
The person who should rightfully be her strategist, Lord Swen, is serving under that woman...??
And he was sold to her by another ruler...????

While she was still reeling from this shocking information—

"Um... Lady Luna? Did I perhaps say something wrong...?"

Ah.
Only then did Violet's presence reappear in Luna's vision, which had gone completely blank.

"No... it's, it's nothing. Um... Miss Violet."

"Yes...?"

"Could you tell me more about that rumor?"

"The rumor... about the white-haired magician... you mean...?"

Violet answered with a slightly trembling voice, intimidated by Luna's intensity.
But Luna didn't notice her change and just upon hearing the words "white-haired magician"—
Having lost her usual calmness and composure, she urgently grabbed Violet's hands with both of hers, with the ferocity of a predator lunging for its prey.

"Yes! Anything is fine, please tell me everything you know!"

"Ah, um, well...!!"

"Hurry! What happened? Is it really... really true that he was sold to Serphina's army?!"

Only after seeing Violet's bewildered expression did Luna realize how the girl was looking at her.
She was staring back with great confusion, cold sweat forming...
The most prominent emotion on her face was—fear.

"...Ah, well, that... I, well, I just heard rumors... so, precisely..."

Only after seeing Violet's trembling eyes did Luna come to her senses, releasing her hands and bowing her head deeply.

"I'm... I'm sorry. I think I got a bit... um, excited."

"Ah... well... no, it's alright..."

Right.
Violet had merely heard rumors and was curious about the term "magician," so she had asked Luna about it.
Having regained her composure, Luna apologized several more times before answering the question.

"Magician... I'm not entirely sure, but I... think it might be possible."

"Is that so...?"

Luna closed her eyes and recalled those days that now felt so distant.
When they discovered the treasure chest and used it to aid the territory's people...
When they resolved to join forces with two mercenary groups.
And when they saved the nation from imminent danger by forming an alliance with the Brands army...

Without exception, every one of these miracles would have been impossible without Swen's advice.
It was so remarkable that calling it magic would be understandable.

But.

"I don't think magic itself is what's important, though."

"You don't think it's important...?"

"No."

That's right.
For Luna, Swen wasn't necessary because he had insight that made him seem like a magician.

—It's because he saved me.
Swen didn't just save her. He saved the country multiple times. When the nation was on the brink of destruction, he then protected her life. He sacrificed himself alone against the Brands army so that they could continue their journey.
The only person who had ever been recommended to her small, insignificant state that barely qualified as a nation.
Come to think of it, Tifa and Kein only began to show enthusiasm after meeting Swen.
A small military faction that seemed unlikely to even leave its name in history, let alone unify the continent and realize its ambitions—
Thanks to his advice, it briefly became a respectable state that achieved small victories at Jeilant Castle.

The only person who shared my dream when no one else acknowledged it.
My precious, my one and only strategist who still feels within reach in my dreams.

'Lord Swen...'

Do you remember the autumn wheat fields where wolves roamed, where we used to walk together?
Do you remember the moment when you embraced me in your broad arms after the battle?
Do you remember what you whispered to me that day... the day we fled the royal castle?

"Lady Lunarienne. If you trust me, I will place the world in your hands in return."

I believe in you.
I would believe anything you say, no matter how implausible.
Even if every being in this world doubted your words—
I will be your only confidant, forever guarding your back.
For you, who sacrificed everything for me.

Just thinking about Swen... she felt something warm rising inside her.
It was a sticky, moist, and gloomy emotion.
An intensely personal and human feeling that even the kind and gentle Luna kept hidden deep in her heart.

Someone so precious and dear to me.
Wanting to be together, yet unable to be—it's so painful!

'...It must just be a baseless rumor.'

Thinking rationally, it was incomprehensible that a nation—especially one ruled by someone as renowned as Yuuri—would sell off one of their own officials in exchange for returning prisoners.
Think about it. What ruler in their right mind would make the insane choice of selling their own commander to rescue prisoners?
So it must certainly be a false rumor.
The "white-haired magician" was a keyword that had gained notoriety across the continent simply because of the miracles he performed.
It was a provocative term perfect for adding fuel to sensational rumors.
Crucially, as considered earlier, given that the other party was none other than the infamous Serphina army, it was likely Serphina's plan to damage the Aishers army's reputation.

—However.
If this rumor were true.
If Baranga Yuuri Aishers had indeed sold my Lord Swen, of all people, to Serphina's army...!

'...I will never... never forgive this!!!'

Her ruby-colored eyes were burning more fiercely than ever before.
Violet, who had been conversing with her, was so overwhelmed by Luna's unprecedented intensity—
She could only look up at her from the corner of the carriage, unable to say a word.

Violet thought to herself.
Today, her guardian seemed somewhat unfamiliar.

* * *

Crunch.

"Swen. What are you eating?"

As Jenis stared at me intently while asking, I answered without much thought.

"This? It's chocolate."

Since the day I received chocolate from Irene and Reika.
For the time being, my snacks consisted of the chocolate they had made with their own hands.
Yes. Surprisingly, it seemed they had actually made the chocolate themselves.
While it made sense for Reika, who had an interest in making cookies and cakes, the fact that Lady Irene had made chocolate for me somehow filled my heart with a peculiar sense of fulfillment.

"Chocolate? Ah, right. It was Saint Valentine's Day a few days ago, wasn't it? You... don't tell me you received chocolate?!"

"Yes."

"From a woman??"

"Yes."

Upon hearing my words, Jenis covered his mouth with his hand and spoke to me, finding something incredibly interesting.
...As I always noticed, he had somewhat feminine mannerisms for a man.

"Wow... Swen, looks like your face is worth something, huh?"

"Flattery won't get you anywhere. Did you not receive any chocolate, Senior Jenis?"

"Hm? Well, I... you know?"

That's unexpected.
He's quite good-looking, and even though his noble family might have lost prominence, they seemed to be fairly well-respected in Serphina's army, so I thought he would have had at least three or four marriage proposals by now.

"How is it? Tasty?"

"Would you like one?"

I casually picked up a person-shaped chocolate and handed it to him.

"Oh? Really? Thanks! Let's see... mm, not bad!"

Jenis seemed pleased and extended his snow-white hand toward me.
I easily understood that he wanted another one and passed him a broken half-piece.

"By the way. Have you heard the news?"

"What news?"

"I heard an envoy from the Roland army has arrived."

"An envoy?"

Huh?
From the Roland army?
The Roland army... one of the four nations in the southern continent, maintaining a balance with the Ohana army, Karelia army, and Hesna army.

"Why, you know too, right? The Hesna army invaded the Brands army's territory."

Right.
Just yesterday, that news had arrived.
The Hesna army's invasion of Elgaim Castle.
It would take some time for the news to reach here, so I couldn't tell if the battle was still ongoing or had ended, but—
Regardless, it was a monumental moment marking the collapse of the long-standing balance in the southern continent.

Come to think of it, the Karelia army was located below the Roland army.
If nothing unusual had happened, Lady Luna should be there now... I wonder if she's doing well?
Opportunities tend to come not in peaceful moments, but in times of upheaval when everything changes.
All I could do was hope that Lady Luna would catch that opportunity in time.

"My guess is, it's probably related to that somehow? Though I'm not exactly sure what..."

I nodded in agreement.
Honestly, I had a good idea of why they had come.

'They want to form an alliance.'

Forming an alliance with Serphina, a massive nation in the north, would give them an advantageous position on the unbalanced scales that the Hesna army had tipped with their first step.
The question then becomes what they would offer us in return.
Probably soon...

"Hm? Wait a moment."

Hearing a tapping sound, Jenis checked the window.
It seemed a messenger bird had arrived.
He slowly examined the paper, then looked toward me and said:

"Swen. It seems our lord is looking for you."

'As expected.'

...It was within my expectations that Lady Serphina would summon me soon.

Ch.139 - Chapter 139. Questions (1)
***

"So that's what you're saying?"

"Yes, that's correct."

In an empty corridor of the royal castle, Serphina was having a private conversation with a soldier dressed in attire suitable for covert operations.

"Is this information reliable?"

"Yes. I've already cross-verified it with several soldiers from the Brands army."

Serphina remained silent for a while, lost in thought—
Then, she spoke to the soldier in a resolute tone.

"I understand. However, since this is still at the stage of speculation, make sure not to unnecessarily escalate the situation."

"Yes, understood."

After the soldier disappeared—
Serphina headed toward the audience chamber to meet him.

*

When I arrived at the audience chamber, Serphina greeted me with a smile.
Since that incident when my advice coincidentally helped to weed out traitors early... she had become quite friendly toward me.

"My lord. I heard you called for me."

"You're here, Swen. Yes, I've been waiting for you."

Good.
Since I'm meeting my lord after a while, let's practice some social skills.

"I'm truly glad to see you looking well."

"Even insincere words please me. I shall acknowledge your courtesy."

For some reason, she seemed quite pleased, wearing a smile of interest across her face as she asked me.

"This time, I want to hear your advice on a matter."

"Is it about the alliance with the Roland army?"

"It seems the news has already reached your ears?"

Serphina crossed her legs and spoke in a somewhat coquettish voice.

"Yes. The Roland army has expressed their desire to form a 12-month alliance with our army. I'd like to hear your thoughts on this matter."

'An alliance...'

I wondered if it was appropriate to ask me, just one of the civil officials rather than the national strategist, about such matters.
But since the question had been posed, I might as well provide input.

'Is forming an alliance with the Roland army efficient for our army?'

[This alliance will bring losses in the future.]

'As expected.'

I thought as much—this is an alliance our army doesn't need to form.
From our perspective, it's a meaningless alliance either way, but from their side, it would bring tremendous benefits: they could seize the Brands army's territory and advance into the central continent without our army's intervention.
It could be considered our loss when only the other party gains merit without any benefit to us.
Even if the Roland army is smaller than ours, it would amount to one-sided diplomatic generosity.
Even if we decided to terminate the alliance midway because we didn't like it, our army would have to bear all the reputation damage.

So then—I needed to check the conditions they offered.

"What are they offering in return?"

"They're offering as much as 28,000 gold."

"...Pardon?"

They're offering 28,000 gold?
And in a lump sum at that?

'They're offering more money than I expected?'

During the long period of peace that followed in the southern continent, they must have generated quite a surplus by focusing on internal affairs.
Even though Serphina's army doesn't struggle with tax collection due to its vast territory, in this world, the more gold, the better.
28,000 might be enough to make a 12-month alliance worth considering.

Since this alliance doesn't offer much merit to us, is the Roland army deliberately overpaying?
If I were Serphina, I probably would have accepted it, but...

My prediction stated, 'This alliance will bring losses in the future.'
If that gold amount was truly necessary for our army, such a prediction wouldn't have appeared.
While the gold was certainly tempting... given the prediction of loss, it was like a poisoned chalice.

"What do you think, Swen?"

"If it's alright, could I hear the strategist's opinion first?"

"Jena suggested forming the alliance. She said that 12 months isn't that long anyway, and considering that, the offered amount seems quite reasonable."

It wasn't an incomprehensible judgment.
Honestly, if I couldn't make predictions with an intelligence of 100, I would have taken a position similar to Jena's.
Besides, Jena's intelligence wasn't particularly high. To maintain balance, the officers under Serphina weren't particularly outstanding in their abilities.

Ultimately, the decision belongs to Serphina.
So, it should be fine for me to express my opinion.

"I believe we shouldn't form this alliance."

"I'd like to hear your reasoning."

"In this alliance, only the Roland army gains strategic benefits. It's a relationship that doesn't help our army at all, as we're focusing on internal affairs. I believe it might even potentially hinder us. Even assuming our army goes into battle, I don't think we would particularly need the Roland army's help."

"I'm already aware of that fact. However, don't you think that if we can receive 28,000 gold, it would still be a profitable deal for our nation? It's only for a year, after all."

'A year... just a year.'

Right.
It's only a year, so why did such a prediction appear?

Being given the correct answer meant that I could somehow extract something from that answer.
If until now I've been tracking 'why that is the correct answer,' this time I need to track 'why that is not the correct answer.'

"I think... there might be better opportunities ahead."

"Better opportunities?"

Once an alliance is formed, it becomes difficult to form alliances with other nations.
This would probably apply to nearby nations like the Hesna army, Ohana army, and Karelia army in the south, not to mention the Brands army and Aishers army up north.

From there, I arrived at the proposition: 'Is another nation possibly approaching our nation for an alliance?'
If that could be an alliance much more valuable than 28,000 gold—then the prediction 'This alliance will bring losses in the future' would make sense.

"My lord. Now that the balance in the southern continent has been disrupted, our army essentially holds all the cards. Rather than immediately forming an alliance with the Roland army, I think we need to observe the situation a bit more. There's no need for us to make hasty decisions, is there?"

"Is that your opinion?"

"Yes, it is."

After saying that and bowing my head—
Serphina walked toward me and said:

"It seems your thoughts align with mine, not Jena's, Swen."

"Pardon...?"

"28,000 gold is certainly a large sum. However, once the balance has been disrupted, they would naturally fear our army the most, given their position of wanting to advance into the central continent. It's obvious they would want to join hands with us, even if it means bearing the stigma of allying with a tyrant. With people lining up to beg us, we can't give in so easily."

After saying that, Serphina smiled as if amused.
As I always feel, if the word 'composure of an absolute ruler' were to be personified, it would undoubtedly be the current image of Serphina.

"And... decisively, seeing such a proposal from an arrogant man like Seta Roland, don't you think it's worth watching what other rulers who will approach us in the future might bring?"

The ruler of the Roland army, Seta Roland.
A ruler with no notable characteristics except for some physical strength and a bit of talent in one-on-one combat.
What good is strength alone? He's not only foolish but also arrogant, falling for every provocation.
Chel and Kalinz were gentlemen compared to Roland.

"Of course, Swen. You knew this, which is why you spoke to me that way, right?"

Huh?

"A petty man like Roland has wagered such a large sum. That's why you confidently said 'there will be better opportunities,' isn't that so? Even without saying it, I can understand that much. Hehe..."

"..."

I said nothing and bowed my head.
Well... it's not bad if she thinks that way, right?

"Yes. Thank you for sharing your opinion, Swen."

"Not at all. I'm glad if it was helpful."

The moment I said that,
She suddenly changed her tone and asked me with a serious expression:

"Do you truly think so?"

"...Pardon?"

"I asked if you truly think you're glad to be helpful to me."

?
What's this all of a sudden?
Somehow... the atmosphere Serphina is giving off has changed subtly, which is a bit disconcerting, but for now, I tried to speak in the most respectful tone without showing it.

"Well... since I serve you, Serphina, of course I do, don't I?"

"Really? Then, can I assume that I, myself, have a place in your heart?"

"Of course."

Step, step.
I could feel her approaching me.

"Swen. Raise your head and meet my eyes."

When I raised my head—
Her beautiful face filled my vision.
Her golden, sparkling eyes were facing me with an intensely powerful gaze, as if trying to see through me... or more precisely, something within me.

"I'll ask once more, Swen. In your heart, do I... Serphina von Aingart exist?"

Though I was concerned about why she kept persistently asking about this—
I nodded and spoke, trying not to show my curiosity.

"Yes. From the moment you accepted the bet and showed me mercy, I decided to serve you, Serphina. Didn't I tell you I would be your loyal hound?"

She didn't answer and just stared intently at my eyes.
I met her gaze without avoiding it.
Soon after... her voice pierced my ears fiercely.

"...I understand. I will trust you no matter what, Swen."

"...Yes."

Although this situation was a bit sudden—
Somehow, it didn't seem like a simple gesture of Serphina checking my loyalty.
Did she... hear some gossip about me?

Well, from Serphina's perspective, I must be a thorn in her side.
She always personally summoned me for consultation on matters that should be discussed with the national strategist, as well as trivial administrative tasks.
From the perspective of those who have served Serphina with ambition for a long time, it was quite plausible that they might slander me out of jealousy.
Moreover, I was a man who had already changed lords three times. Regardless of the circumstances, I was in a position ripe for being torn apart.

'For the time being, I have no choice but to work for Serphina as much as possible.'

Serphina is an extremely intelligent person.
Honestly... wasn't what I just said a lie?
The lord in my heart wasn't Serphina but another woman. So... in a way, those who wanted to slander me were telling the truth.

To hide my suspicions, I move strictly for Serphina's benefit.
Since all I need to do is give correct advice, it wasn't particularly difficult for me.
I also needed to gain Serphina's trust to safely escape from here with Irene and Reika.

"Trust me, my lord. I am willing to dedicate myself to your great cause."

"Didn't I say? I will trust you. This is my decision."

Serphina said that and just looked into my eyes.
A fragrant scent of yuzu brushed against the tip of my nose.

***

In the audience chamber after Swen had left,
Serphina sat on the throne, resting her chin on her hand, lost in thought.

"His actions when moving from the Brands army to the Aishers army, and... until he became an officer of the Brands army, are suspicious."
"Perhaps he..."

Recalling what the soldier had just told her, Serphina closed her eyes and cut off the sprouting seed of thought.

The stories she heard about him.
But she closed her eyes and let those speculations flow away.

'I will trust Swen.'

Serphina wanted to make Swen hers.
She wanted to somehow capture his heart.
How could she win his heart if she couldn't even give him trust?
She didn't want to pressure him over something without any evidence.

And even if those slanderous speculations were true—

—I will win his heart through my own efforts.
Muttering that to herself... she stared at the red carpet of the audience chamber where he had disappeared for a long time.

Ch.140 - Chapter 140. Questions (2)
# The Appointed Deputy Commander

"Deputy Commander of the occupation forces...?"

On the red carpet of the audience chamber.
The red-haired female knight, Irene, asked with a somewhat disbelieving expression—
But Serphina, seated on the throne looking down at her, answered with an extremely resolute tone.

"That's right. Now is the time to strengthen our internal affairs. You may not need to do anything immediately, but when the time comes, I intend to make important use of you. Irene, I shall expect great things from you."

"..."

On the day of assembly called to announce new official positions to several generals, a surprising appointment occurred.

Deputy Commander of the occupation forces.
For Serphina's army, which was preparing for full-scale expansion into the central continent, it was a position where one could achieve tremendous military merit.
Naturally, it was a joyous occasion. Irene knew well from past experience that it wasn't easy to find a lord who recognized her worth and valued her service.

But—was it really alright for her to accept this position?
She hadn't been here long, and on the surface, she had already changed lords twice.
Irene, who was quicker than anyone to read the room, easily detected the distrustful gazes directed at her.
Though no one dared speak against Lord Serphina's decision... these looks. They were aggressive looks that couldn't accept her.

Perhaps it would be better to decline, citing her lack of confidence, she thought at that moment.

"Irene Juliet."

Serphina softly spoke that name.

"There is only one reason I have put your name forward for this position. Because you possess the abilities befitting this role. Therefore, I cannot accept 'I wish to decline because my abilities are insufficient' as an answer. Of course, I won't force you."

Though Irene was slightly taken aback by her words that seemed to read her thoughts—
...honestly, setting aside the gazes around her, Irene felt grateful to Serphina for giving her wings to spread her abilities as a knight and servant.

In the Brands army, it went without saying, and even in the Aishers army, she couldn't secure any significant position due to the founding contributors.
From Irene's perspective, if she had to leave this place with Swen someday—at the very least before then, she wanted to achieve military merit to repay Serphina for her accommodations.
After all, whether it was staying in the annex or allowing the civilian Reika to stay in the quarters of military officers, she had received nothing but favors.

"...I understand. I gratefully accept your command, my lord."

Serphina smiled with satisfaction—
Then cast a cynical smile toward the gazes surrounding Irene.
And then, in a tone completely opposite to how she addressed Irene, she spoke in an extremely cold manner.

"It would be good for all of you to remember. In our nation, the criteria for judging officers are not things like length of service or family background. How excellent are their abilities, and how much can they accomplish in their position. These are the only two standards we will use. And the judgment of that—I, Serphina von Aingart, will make directly."

Then, she slightly raised her head to look down at her subjects.
The charisma that emanated from those destined to be leaders—overwhelmed and dominated the audience chamber.

"If you have complaints, come directly to me. I don't mind if you express your opinions. I will listen as many times as needed. If you bring logic that can change my mind, I have no reason not to listen. I am generous enough to listen attentively to your words, but I am not merciful enough to forgive defeated dogs gathering in packs and causing unnecessary trouble in unseen places. I believe you all understand what I mean."

In other words—if they were unhappy with Irene's appointment, they should come to her directly rather than harassing Irene.
Serphina's legitimacy and power were serving as Irene's shield.

'My lord...'

Watching Serphina like this, Irene had a somewhat presumptuous thought.
According to Swen, the ruler who would unify the continent was not Serphina but Lunarienne...
If that were true, would such a woman ultimately fail to grasp hegemony and fall as a loser of history?

Her heart wavered for a moment, but she quickly reorganized her thoughts.

'Whether I serve Lady Serphina or Lady Lunarienne... whoever I serve, I will only follow Swen's will. Protecting Swen who is by my side safely. That's all I need to think about.'

No matter what anyone said, her sword and her shield belonged to Swen.
The wolf raised solely to protect someone had no intention of betraying the master who had saved her.

*

After the audience ended.
Someone grabbed Irene's shoulder as she was about to leave the royal castle.

"Irene."

"...My lord?"

"Take this."

What Serphina handed over was... a small golden key.

"There is an annex behind the barracks. It's a building owned by the imperial family. You'll find it easily by the royal family's crest on the entrance."

"Pardon? Why this...?"

"I will give that place to you. I'll assign about twenty maids to manage it."

"When you say give it to me...?"

"The Deputy Commander of the occupation forces can't live in barracks quarters, can she? And the girl you're taking care of would feel uncomfortable too."

"Ah!"

She had thought of even that?
Honestly, setting everything else aside, she felt grateful to her.

"Thank you so much for your consideration."

"Replace your thanks with military achievements."

"Yes!"

Her voice naturally became stronger as she answered.

'With this, I can live separately...!'

Though it was a bit sad to part with Sillin, they weren't meant to be together for long anyway.
If they were destined to remain connected, they would meet again just as they had this time.
And Reika, who had been uncomfortable introducing herself to people, could live more comfortably too.

And decisively...

'Could I... bring Swen here...?'

She might be able to bring him back and live together.
Setting everything else aside, just for that, she felt grateful to Serphina.
After St. Valentine's Day, she hadn't been able to see his face again because they both became busy.

Before coming to Serphina's army, she had seen Swen's face every day, but being apart made her realize.
She wanted to see him every day. She felt the deficiency of Swen in her system. From morning till night, she wanted to be with him forever.

If it was an annex building, she could certainly give him a room...
Could she live with him again?

'Should I talk to him about it...?'

At that moment.

"You look happy, Irene."

"Ah, y-yes?!"

At the sound of Serphina's voice, Irene's solemn expression from moments ago vanished, replaced by an extremely girlish look.

That's right. I was in front of Lady Serphina. What was I just...!

"I, um, I'm sorry. It's—"

"No. There's nothing to be sorry about. It's a beautiful smile that makes even the observer happy. If you don't mind, could you tell me what you were thinking?"

"..."

"If you don't want to speak, that's fine too, so please don't feel pressured. I don't particularly want to pry."

Serphina's words were truly fortunate for Irene.
How could she possibly tell the monarch that she was excited about the thought of living with a man?

And then—

"...I envy you."

"Pardon?"

"When was the last time I smiled with such happiness like you just did... I can't even remember."

In Serphina's profile, Irene read her own past self.
That pitiful figure that couldn't take root in the earth, that seemed like it would break at the slightest tremor...
It felt like her former self—before finding Swen, who would embrace her—was standing before her wearing the armor of an absolute ruler.

"...I've talked too much about useless things. I look forward to working with you, Irene."

"Yes. I will certainly produce results worthy of the trust you've placed in me."

Irene watched Serphina walking away with her back turned.
For some reason... her retreating figure seemed incredibly lonely.

* * *

Several days after my last audience with her.
When Serphina summoned me again, I immediately headed to the audience chamber.

'Has another alliance request come in?'

There would be no other reason to call for me.

After speaking with her last time—
Swen thought that next time, it might be better to suggest simply forming an alliance if reasonable conditions were presented.
Since we would eventually leave this place anyway, there was no need to always provide the most efficient advice.
And there was no reason to feel guilty if she gained some moderate benefit, as it wouldn't cause any tremendous loss, right?

'The problem is that Serphina is quite perceptive...'

Since she had always been unusually good at reading expressions, there was a high possibility of getting involved in unnecessary trouble if I wasn't careful.
What if she noticed me giving half-hearted answers...?

'I'll have to act according to the situation.'

So, when I arrived at the door of the audience chamber.

'It's slightly open?'

From beyond the partially open door, I could hear a woman's voice.
I pressed myself against the wall next to the door and concentrated on the sound.

Serphina and a female retainer were conversing.

"I'm not saying that my lord's intentions are wrong. I just think there's a need to adjust the pace."

"Erin. The result won't change anyway. I think it's wiser to convince the retainers as quickly as possible."

"But many still haven't accepted that woman as a member of our army. You know her history, don't you, my lord?"

"Are you suggesting that my acceptance of her as a member of our army is not sufficient?"

"Not at all."

Serphina was speaking in quite an aggressive tone, but her counterpart was responding quite firmly.
The ability to express opinions to a monarch like this... perhaps Serphina's army was less rigid than I had thought?

"Many subordinates question why Lord Irian, who achieved numerous military merits in the central continent campaign, has been pushed aside. I too could not help but have heavy steps. Please consider this point. A society where proper rewards don't come for contributions can never be maintained healthily."

I swallowed hard and held my breath.
This is making me tense...

"Very well. Then, setting everything else aside—let's focus solely on the individuals. Are you claiming that Irian, who has just passed the age of majority, is so great that she surpasses the general known as the 'Specialist of Siege Warfare'?"

'Huh?'

Specialist of Siege Warfare?
That's a title I've heard somewhere before...

'Lady Irene...?'

"Of course, she might be more capable than Lord Irian—"

"Erin. Let me tell you once more personally. The criteria for selecting officers for important positions in our army are: whether that person has ability, and how much that person can accomplish—only those two. If one has achieved merit, the reward should be sufficient money or treasure, not an important position. Stagnant water tends to rot. Irian certainly has talent, but she still lacks in many areas to be entrusted as Deputy Commander. That means it's a time for her to learn more."

"..."

"She was merely performing patrol duties. But her name is already circulating among the territory's people and the soldiers working with her."

Serphina spoke in a resolute tone.

"Looking at the path she has walked, her qualifications become even clearer. Who was the defense commander of the Brands army fortress located at the gateway to the central region that we couldn't break through before? Who was the red-haired female general who, along with Chel Brands, rapidly expanded territories in the Brands army, which was just one of the warlords of the central continent? Erin, you know well, don't you?"

"But that is..."

"I apologize for interrupting, but I cannot be persuaded by reasons like 'many cannot accept her.' If you have prepared other logic, I will listen."

"No. ...Thank you for listening."

Soon I heard footsteps approaching, so I quickly hid in a dark corner nearby.
A purple-haired woman came out through the door, and only after she had moved away did I gradually understand the situation.

'What happened?'

From the context, the "that woman" mentioned by this Erin must be Irene.
Given the talk about important positions, it seemed Irene had been appointed to some significant role.
But apparently, the retainers were dissatisfied with an outsider rising to an important position—

'And Serphina is personally covering for her...?'

That explanation made the context of the conversation fit perfectly.
And realizing this, I felt grateful to her.
Irene had been a lonely general who craved recognition from others.
Being recognized for her abilities and appointed to an important position must have been extremely joyful for her.
The only monarch who recognized the value of Irene, who always personally nursed each soldier on the battlefield even when no one acknowledged her.
Serphina had done what neither Lynn, who raised her, nor Yuuri, who had her for a moment, could do.

'Somehow I feel more grateful when she treats Irene well than when she treats me well...'

Well, I could talk about this with Lady Irene later.
I had been wanting to see her face anyway, and this would be a good excuse.

I took a deep breath and stepped into the audience chamber.

Ch.141 - Chapter 141. Questions (3)
I opened the door and approached her, greeting her with a more special feeling than usual.

"Swen, I have come here at my Lord's summons."

As soon as she saw me greeting her, she smiled with satisfaction and said:

"Welcome, Swen. Things are flowing just as I predicted."

"Has another alliance proposal arrived?"

"An envoy from Hesna. They want to form a nine-month alliance with us."

Hesna.
The nation that took the lead in breaking the balance of the southern continent.
Although news about what happened to Elgaim Castle hadn't reached us yet—it seemed the envoy had arrived here first.

Since they've made the first move, are they trying to take control of the southern continent by joining hands with us?
They probably need to prevent us from moving freely to avoid unnecessary interference later.

"So, what are the terms?"

"They're offering 20,000 gold."

20,000 gold.
Previously it was 28,000 gold for 12 months, and now 20,000 gold for 9 months.
If we only consider the amount, this condition seems slightly disappointing, but considering the shorter duration, perhaps this is a more reasonable offer to accept... I was thinking this when—

"That's not all."

"Pardon?"

"Swen. Are you perhaps well-versed in treasures?"

By treasures, she must mean items.
Well, considering I've played this game for 10,000 hours and know every item...

"Yes. To some extent."

"Then you must know about the Holy Sword Rashtar?"

"...What?"

The Holy Sword Rashtar.
It was the best sword in this game.
Its effect was extremely simple: Strength +7.
It merely increased strength, but being a weapon that raised the stat by 7 points made it a top-tier treasure.
Isn't it true that truly powerful things are often described in the simplest terms?

Sword A: Reduces the chance of falling for enemy strategies by 30%. Increases attack power against enemy units on snowy battlefields. Blah blah blah, so on and so forth.
And then the Holy Sword Rashtar: Strength +7.

Comparing them like this makes it even more overwhelming.
The value of this great holy sword that simply increases strength by 7 points without any conditions stands out even more.

It's an item that spawns in random locations each time, so it must have fallen into Hesna's hands in this timeline.
Wait a moment. Could it be...

"Are they offering the Holy Sword Rashtar?"

"That's right."

Really??
If that's true, this is absolutely a deal we must accept.

In this game, strength means power, physical might.
Higher strength made you stronger. Lower strength meant a lower chance of winning against a general with higher strength.
Of course, now that this has become reality, it's obvious the stats won't function as absolute values like they did for me—
But as long as the rules still apply, it would be fair to say this is an extremely powerful weapon.

'As expected of an Intelligence 100 prediction.'

This weapon would be especially useful for Serphina's army.
Serphina's army's weakness was the complete lack of S-rank warriors, but this sword could help an A-rank warrior somewhat imitate S-rank performance.
But if we had blindly accepted Roland's offer because of the 28,000 gold, this opportunity wouldn't have come our way.

'The prediction that we would suffer a loss must have meant we would have missed out on the Holy Sword Rashtar.'

Serphina extended her snow-white hand toward me and spoke.
The gesture was so elegant it had a magical quality that made people stare in awe.

"20,000 gold and the Holy Sword Rashtar. Those are the terms for a nine-month alliance with Hesna. What do you think, Swen?"

I was about to reflexively answer: This time we should form the alliance. Nine months isn't that long, and obtaining the Holy Sword Rashtar would be a great help—
But before I could respond, I decided to ask a question in my mind just to be sure.

'Would forming an alliance with Hesna be efficient for our army?'

I expected the answer would be "yes."

[In the long term, this alliance doesn't offer significant benefits.]

'...????'

Huh?
What?
The sword and 20,000 gold aren't significant benefits??

'Why???'

It's not bad enough to say we'd suffer a loss, but...
If it's not very beneficial, that clearly means there must be a better decision for us.

Even though it's just a nine-month alliance that will end on its own, it's not very beneficial?
Will another proposal come during this period?
If no other proposal were coming, the conclusion would have been a clear "yes" rather than the ambiguous "not very beneficial." This prediction had absolute certainty.
So should I let this opportunity pass too?

"Swen."

"Ah... yes."

"Your expression changed."

I failed to hide my expression.
I bowed my head slightly and answered in a deliberately serious tone.

"It's nothing. I was just thinking."

"Oh? You're suggesting we need to think about it even with the Holy Sword Rashtar and 20,000 gold on the table?"

"..."

I hadn't even expressed my opposition yet...
Somehow, I felt like she had read my thoughts that 'we shouldn't form this alliance.'
Sometimes Serphina would say things that made me wonder if she could read minds.
Whether she was perceptive or good at reading people's expressions...

'Anyway.'

How should I respond here?
Honestly, I was tempted to just say we should accept the Holy Sword Rashtar.
Of course, it wouldn't be the optimal answer, but it would be easier than having to justify some strange "this is the optimal answer" conclusion with elaborate reasoning.
And no matter what greater benefit might come later, the Holy Sword Rashtar would actually be quite helpful. Wouldn't that be enough to avoid feeling guilty about lying to her?

But.
Two reasons held me back.

"Hehe..."

First was Serphina, who was looking at me with an enchanting smile without saying a word.
Would she really accept it if I casually said "this is the best option"?
She was quite perceptive, so she might notice if I was being dishonest.
Both at Hisfil Castle and during our conversations... Serphina was a woman who could read thoughts like a ghost.

Plus, she had asked me that meaningful question a few days ago: "Is the real me in your heart?"

And second... what happened just before.

Serphina was taking Irene's side.
I didn't know the details, but she was using her authority as ruler to protect Irene from the disapproving gazes of her officers.
She was treating me, Irene, and Reika well... was it too soft of me to not want to pursue maximum efficiency so ruthlessly?

'...No.'

Here, gratitude alone wasn't the only reason to help her.
Rather, the straightforward approach of simply helping her might be the correct answer.
Although I planned to return to Lunarienne's army, there was no guarantee when she would raise her army.
Even though she was destined to become the unifying ruler, I wasn't told exactly when that would happen.

Besides, although she showed no signs of it currently, Serphina was known far and wide as a tyrant.
In this situation, it seemed better to be helpful to her to safely preserve my life.

And decisively.

"Oh? You're suggesting we need to think about it even with the Holy Sword Rashtar and 20,000 gold on the table?"

She was... predicting my answer in her own way.
If I defied her prediction here, I might face more questioning.

'There's no need to create opposition with her.'

I became convinced that simply speaking my mind was the only way to avoid raising questions in her mind.
After all, whether to listen to the strategist's advice and implement it was the ruler's decision.

"Perhaps it would be better to wait a little longer."

"You believe there's a possibility of much better terms coming our way?"

"Yes."

"..."

Serphina fell into thought for a moment, then nodded.

"I thought you'd say that. This time, Swen, I'll follow your opinion. It's a shame about the holy sword, but losing it won't significantly change our army's future... and you've proven yourself so far."

'She thought I'd say that...?'

Having successfully chosen the correct answer, I silently bowed my head.
I just hoped that when some seemingly less valuable offer appeared, the answer wouldn't be "yes."

*

Time passed again.
Roland sent another envoy.

This time, the amount was reduced to 15,000 gold.
But the duration was also reduced—to just 3 months.
If we maintained a short alliance for just 3 months, we could pocket 15,000 gold.
12 months might seem short in the grand scheme, but it was also quite long in its own way.

And the result:

[This alliance offers absolutely no benefit.]

'Huh.'

Even though the amount was less, I thought this might be the right answer because of the shorter duration.
The longer the alliance period, the longer our army would be tied down.
Of course, it seemed a bit stingy compared to passing up the holy sword, but... anyway, this wasn't the right choice either?

"I understand. I'll follow your opinion this time as well."

Serphina said that and chuckled behind her hand.
It was somewhat concerning that she, who used to always demand reasons, had been listening to me so well lately...
Well, the decision was ultimately Serphina's. I was just doing my job.

And a few days later—

This time, an envoy came from Ohana, located under Hesna's influence.
It seemed like everyone from the southern regions was desperate to join hands with the tyrant Serphina.
It struck me again that in times of chaos, values like loyalty and principles weren't particularly respected.

"12 months of alliance for 8,900 gold, you say?"

"That's right."

This wasn't even worth considering.
It was the worst offer so far.

'...Wait.'

But.
Considering the pattern of my predictions so far... wouldn't this be when I get an answer like [This is efficient]?
I would then take that randomly generated prediction result and rack my brain wondering, "Why on earth is this the most efficient option??" while trying to work backward.

'Surely not this time...?'

As an ominous feeling crept up my spine—
Serphina looked straight at me and asked:

"Well, Swen. What do you think of this proposal?"

Even though it was clearly the worst offer, was she deliberately calling me to ask about it?
I appreciated being asked... but I couldn't figure out what she was thinking.

Anyway, let me input the question.

[This alliance would cause very significant damage if formed.]

'...Phew.'

I couldn't help but sigh with relief at the conclusion that appeared in my mind.
Ah, that's refreshing. This is what a prediction should be.
How sensible this conclusion was!
If I had rejected 28,000 gold for 12 months, 20,000 gold and the Holy Sword Rashtar for 9 months, and 15,000 gold for 3 months, only to claim that 8,900 gold for 12 months was the most efficient option?
Serphina would certainly say, "If that's what you think, provide compelling reasons to convince me"... and I would once again find myself in the very troublesome and awkward situation of having to think until my head hurt.

'At least it didn't cross the line.'

These past few times, it had been frustrating to just get an answer without any explanation...
But if the predictions remained this sensible, I couldn't ask for more.
I hoped for positive predictions for opinions that wouldn't require me to convince Serphina.
For example, though it would never happen—an offer of 4,294,967,296 gold for a 12-month alliance.
That would need no explanation. "My Lord, what is there to worry about? You should accept this. 4,294,967,296 gold isn't something to sneeze at!" would be a reasonable explanation anyone would applaud.

'By the way... what could be coming that keeps making me reject these offers?'

It seemed like all the potential lords had already made their offers.
Karelia was known as a virtuous general, so she probably wouldn't reach out to Serphina who was rumored to be a tyrant, and the other two countries—Aishers and Brands—had poor relations with our army.
What could Roland, Ohana, or Hesna possibly offer that kept making my predictions negative?
I was thinking about this while waiting for the next proposal.

*

Yes.
I was definitely thinking about this while waiting for the next proposal.


[This would be an efficient alliance that presents a great opportunity for our army.]

'...??'

Once again, my Intelligence 100 prediction took off like a rocket into space, doing whatever it wanted.

Ch.142 - Chapter 142. Questions (4)
# Chapter Translation

"I'm sorry for making you come all this way every time."

"It's nothing. I don't have any special duties assigned anyway."

The internal administration system of Aingart Castle was already running effectively and smoothly.
This meant there was no need to forcibly insert someone like me, who was presumed to have low stats that would help with internal affairs, into the system.

"Besides, it's not just anyone, but my Lord's command. Even if I had other duties, wouldn't it be proper for a vassal to come immediately when summoned?"

"I don't usually enjoy obvious flattery, but I'll make a special exception today."

She said this, then looked at me with the corners of her lips slightly raised.

Beautiful.
Every feature of her face was so pretty, as if each had been crafted solely for beauty.

What did it mean for Serphina to have been born in this era?
Did she feel fortunate to be recognized for her abilities rather than her appearance?
Such foolish thoughts crossed my mind because she was so incredibly beautiful.
In a peaceful world, her beauty might have overshadowed everything else about her.

Despite giving off somewhat strange vibes in various ways, Serphina and I had gradually developed a relationship where we could exchange such trivial jokes.

Thinking about it now, I couldn't understand why she had gained a reputation as a tyrant.
At the very least, she was the most rational ruler I had ever met, and she seemed to treat her subordinates with sincerity.
True, she was strict with rewards and punishments, absolutely unforgiving of traitors, and I had heard rumors that she showed quite a cruel side during the northern unification period that I wasn't familiar with... But compared to Lynn Brands, who never bent her stubbornness and ruined everything herself, or Baranga Yuuri Aishers, who was so attached to her founding contributors that she was practically dragged along by them, Serphina's flaws hardly seemed like flaws at all.

All the nations I had belonged to so far had loose screws, making it easy to understand the prediction that "unification is impossible."
But why couldn't Serphina achieve unification?
Why had the fate of that great undertaking flowed to Lunarienne?

It would have been nice to have more time to contemplate this.
But Serphina, as if telling me she had no intention of giving me leisure time, immediately got to the point.

"An envoy has arrived."

"Another alliance negotiation?"

"Yes."

Alright. Who is it this time?
It must be one of Ohana, Hesna, or Roland.
Let's hear the conditions quickly.

At that moment.

"Interesting."

"...Pardon?"

"Your expression."

Serphina maintained her composure and smile as she spoke.

"I can clearly see the boredom on your face, already anticipating similar questions again."

"...My Lord is quite perceptive."

"Someone who cannot quickly read people would not be able to bear the weight of the crown."

After saying this,
she slowly erased her relaxed smile and spoke in a somewhat serious tone.

"It's the Brands army."

"What?"

"The Brands army has requested an alliance with us."

The Brands army??

'Uh...'

Of course, if I simply looked at the situation,
ironically, the Brands army stood to gain the most from an alliance with us.
If they could somehow hold us off, they could much more easily block the offensive from countries coming up from the southern continent, even if they lost some territory.

The problem was.

'Was Lynn Brands someone who could set aside emotions and make clean decisions for gain?'

The Lynn Brands I knew was a woman with extremely strong pride.
That high pride and self-esteem easily led to arrogance, and naturally, making decisions swayed by her emotions was her fatal flaw as a ruler.
Once considered the only match for Serphina's army on the continent, she constantly tried to plant her flag in the northern continent, only to collapse and lose several territories to Serphina's army. And now she's requesting an alliance?

'...What's going on?'

Had there been a change of heart?
Real humans weren't just characters. Their thoughts could change.
Even my predictions changed depending on the situation. The same question could yield different predictions today versus a few days later. It was a system that provided the most efficient answer at any given time.
Anyway, the decision must have been Lynn's own.
Unlike the Aishers army, power in the Brands army was concentrated solely in Lynn.
If this was true, then-

'She might have come to her senses.'

Although the Brands army had been pushed to the brink after making the worst choice of cutting ties with Irene, they weren't called Serphina's equal for nothing.
If she came to her senses now, she was not someone to be taken lightly.
'Lynn Brands abandoning pride for practicality' was not someone who could be easily dismissed.

Anyway...
I still hadn't heard the important part.

"What are the conditions?"

"A ceasefire agreement and a six-month alliance. They're offering 12,800 gold."

'Hmm...'

While not an excessive overpayment, it wasn't a particularly enticing offer either.
Whether she couldn't completely break her last bit of pride, or perhaps her financial situation wasn't as good as expected, I wasn't sure.

'Anyway, there's no need to accept it.'

We've already turned down three better offers.
I thought about just letting it pass, but... it would be good to check.

'Would an alliance with the Brands army be efficient for our army?'

And once again,
that damned prediction rolled into my view.

[It would be an efficient alliance that presents a great opportunity for our army.]

'??????'

What?
This... this is the right answer?
Rejecting holy swords and tens of thousands of gold, but accepting this?
And specifically, an alliance with the Brands army is the right answer?

And why is it the right answer?
Does heaven somehow favor an alliance with the Brands army this time?
For example, something like this:

[The constellation 'Armchair Strategy Game Troller' likes your bizarre decision to throw away all your advantages.]
[The constellation 'Fantasy Novel Minor Gallery Jokester' supports your choice and blesses Serphina's army using the constellation's power.]
[The constellation 'Guardian of Balance' donates 500 coins to Serphina's army.]

Without some message like this appearing, finding a reasonable explanation for why this alliance would be most beneficial seemed nearly impossible.

Anyway.
If this is the right choice... I have to convince her to do this?
Me?
That impregnable Serphina who won't listen without clear evidence?

There's no time to work backward on this!
"Excuse me, my Lord. I think we should accept this proposal. Because... well... anyway, that's how it is." How else am I supposed to explain it?
One might even think I'm a Brands army spy who infiltrated the Aishers army and was unfortunately sold here.

'Should I just reject it again, saying it's not worth it?'

Right.
I'm not a god, and if I fail to notice how this alliance could be beneficial, she won't blame me.
Serphina was a wise woman, so she wouldn't question why I didn't notice.
Even to a third party, they wouldn't say I deliberately missed it.

And just as I was in shock-





"Ahah...♡"

A woman's extremely coquettish voice reached my ears.
Guessing who it belonged to, I slowly raised my head...

"Has it descended upon you, Swen?"

"...Pardon?"

"I asked if 'that moment' has descended upon you again...!"

Serphina's two eyes—captured me.
In her pupils, two images of my face.
What could be read from those two versions of me was—bewilderment.

"I... what do you..."

Serphina gently caressed her cheeks with both hands.
It was truly a foolish thought, but... at that beautiful sight, my gaze was drawn to her involuntarily.

"Your expression changed. Swen, your expression. Your eyes flashing as if you've realized something tremendous... Do you know? It's a very captivating sight... to me...!"

My expression changed...?
When I heard the prediction, did I... show some surprise?
No, I thought I was hiding my expressions quite well...

"A very intense moment that naturally draws me in...!"

After saying that, she stood up and walked steadily toward me as I stood there dumbfounded.
Soon, the distance between us was closer than ever before.
Serphina's enormous chest pressed against mine. As if even that didn't matter, she pressed herself as close to me as possible.

"...!!"

No... wait.
I want to think, but the strong citrus scent assaulting my nose made it impossible to clear my head.
Her body was—very soft.
Foolishly, that sensation alone filled my mind.
I couldn't deny that my instincts were strongly responding to her physical beauty.

"Swen. May I ask you a question?"

"W-what is it?"

"The alliance with the Brands army... don't you think forming that alliance would be an opportunity for our army?"

!!!

No, how did she-

"'How did she figure that out?' That's the expression you're making. Hehehe... you have a cute side, Swen."

She smiled like an innocent woman in a flower garden who had just received a lifelong promise from the only man she had ever known.
I don't know why such a specific image came to mind... but that was exactly what I felt, without a lie.

"Noticing that isn't such a difficult task."

She slowly stroked my cheek with her white hand.
It was warm.
I could feel warm blood flowing through the woman before me.

"Your eyes, your expression, the change in your eyebrows... and simply catching the moment when the atmosphere in this space changed."

No, the fact that an ordinary person can't notice all those things and figure it out like a mind reader is what makes it impressive...

"I'm merely perceptive... Swen, it's just a trivial skill that can't compare to your 'mind's eye.'"

Mind's eye.
That term again.
What exactly does "mind's eye" mean?
Considering both Serphina and Ginor mentioned it when my predictions were correct, there must be something to it...
Unfortunately, I didn't have the luxury to think about such things right now.

"Now, answer me. What do you think? This alliance, should we form it or not... give me your advice, as you always have."

As soon as I heard that question again, my mind, which had been filled with thoughts of Serphina, suddenly cleared.
Right.
I had to answer.

Lying here would clearly be a bad move.
Whether she read my expression or whatever else... what she was saying was close to the truth.
She had hit my thoughts with uncanny accuracy.
In this situation, engaging in a battle of wits with her would obviously put me at a disadvantage.
A few days ago, she had asked questions like whether I was confident in my heart, and I was already under suspicion from her military officers. As I mentioned earlier, the truth was in her hands.

And if one option was clearly a bad move,
I had only one choice.

"...Yes."

I bowed my head and answered as calmly as possible,
firmly grasping my only weapon—"predictions that are always right."

"I believe an alliance with the Brands army would indeed be an opportunity for our army. May I suggest that you form this alliance?"

Ch.143 - Chapter 143. Questions (5)
Serphina looked at me with a chuckle, "Kuhuhu."
Her eyes sparkled with an unusual gleam.
It was a bewitching face. That face. That smile. People would line up to throw everything away for it.

"I see. An alliance with the Brands army. Forming an alliance with a nation we were at war with until just recently."

Her breath...
Her breath was too close.
I felt my head growing hot.
The citrus scent invaded my mind.

It wasn't a bad sensation... Rather, it was a feeling that warmed my heart.
It wasn't just the instinctive thrill of having such a beauty right in front of me, with our bodies so close...
What I felt was... nostalgia.

'Why...?'

I wasn't sure why I felt this nostalgia—
Anyway, since she had asked me a question, I had no choice but to answer.

"That's right."

"I understand."

Serphina slowly moved away from me.
Then, looking straight into my eyes, she spoke as if reciting poetry.

"I will do as you wish. I shall form an alliance with the Brands army."

"Yes."

"However, there's one last thing I'd like to ask."

Instead of answering, I bowed once.
She easily understood that I meant for her to ask whatever she wanted.

"Your reasoning... Can you tell me why you're so certain this alliance will benefit our army?"

"..."

Despite all that talk about the Mind's Eye and whatnot, in the end, she just wanted to hear my reasoning?
Unfortunately, I didn't have anything convincing to tell her that could be labeled as proper reasoning.
Of course, if I kept thinking, I might come up with something. But I couldn't force anything out right now.
Just because my Intelligence stat was set at 100 didn't mean I had actually become as smart as someone with 100 Intelligence.

But still.

"An alliance with the Brands army... Don't you think that forming such an alliance would be an opportunity for our army?"

'I think I can counter this.'

Sorry to Serphina, but I'll try to turn her words around here.

"My Lord. I believe you can find the reasoning yourself."

"I can find the reasoning? Me...?"

This was a first.
For the first time today, her pupils contracted after maintaining a relaxed attitude toward me all along.

"Yes. Didn't you just say so yourself? That this would be an opportunity for our army. Surely you already know this, don't you?"

"I said that because I was reading the changes in your expression."

"No. I believe you can figure it out perfectly well, Lady Serphina. In your position, aren't there things you inevitably feel?"

Though I couldn't immediately guess what those things might be... anyway, since it would benefit our army, a ruler who was more familiar with national affairs than I was would be able to assess the situation with a broader perspective.
With that intention behind my words, she stared at me blankly, as if shocked.

"...!!!"

"Lady Serphina. I believe you'll soon understand the compelling reason. I trust you."

From what I'd seen so far, she was probably willing to listen to me.
She didn't ask for my reasoning before agreeing; she agreed first and then asked for the reasoning.

Moreover, looking back at her previous actions, she seemed to deeply trust my words for some reason.
So there was no need for me to say anything strange here.
There's a certain weight that comes with being trusted.

At that moment.

She raised the corner of her mouth as if she had realized something while looking at me.

"...I see, Swen. I think I understand what you're saying."

And then, with an expression full of her own conviction—
She whispered softly while looking at me.

"You're trying to test me, aren't you?"

'...Huh?'

"You once told me that truly winning your heart would be extremely difficult. But I never expected you to directly test your lord... Swen, you really do entertain me."

'??????'

No, what I said back then was just to avoid going to prison...

...No.

'Should I just stay completely still?'

With the thought that things might resolve themselves more easily if I just stayed quiet, I maintained an impressive expression, as if saying 'figure it out yourself,' and didn't avoid her eyes.

"In my life, many have said they would take my test, but not a single man has said he would test me like you do."

After saying that, she traced her cheek with one hand.
...It was seductive.
If it was intentional, it was impressive, and if it wasn't...
I thought this woman had the destructive power to easily make a man her slave.

"Really... Really, Swen, I think I'm starting to like you more and more... Huhu..."

And for several minutes, we exchanged glances without speaking—

"...I understand."

With those words from her, the situation concluded.

"Swen."

"Yes."

"I want to have you. So, I will show you my sincerity in my own way. This matter is also part of that. Please watch. Surely, someday... you will make room for me in your heart."

After saying that, she gave a slight smile.

After the audience ended.
Walking through the corridor, I recalled the dream I had.
That moment of happy smiles, talking with the blonde woman... Serphina.
Scenes of holding hands and whispering sweet nothings while walking together in a place with blue-roofed buildings everywhere...

Nostalgia.
The citrus scent I smelled today was definitely one that made me feel nostalgic.

'....'

Quietly, I entered the same question I had received from my roommate.

'Can Serphina von Aingart become the unifying monarch?'

[No, she cannot.]

The result hadn't changed.
In fact, I didn't expect it to change. It was a prediction that kept giving the same answer no matter how many times I asked.

'I...'

Right.
Let's not be swayed by useless thoughts.
I just need to follow my own path.

With that thought, I quietly left the royal palace.

* * *

"No. I believe you can figure it out perfectly well, Lady Serphina. In your position, aren't there things you inevitably feel?"

After sending Swen away—
Serphina fell into deep thought.

'Something I can inevitably know in my position...'

It was a difficult metaphor to understand—
But Serphina thought that Swen seemed to enjoy using such difficult metaphors.
Even when he helped capture the rebels last time, he had said 'you must see what cannot be seen.'

She firmly believed this was an attempt to test her abilities.
If so, there must be an answer in that sentence.

'The last survivor of the Aingart family. The ruler of the Serphina army. And... a tyrant.'

Serphina organized the words that described her one by one.
Her position. Something a ruler would inevitably feel...

After thinking for a few more minutes, no particular outline emerged.

'Right. Instead of obsessing over a small sentence, I should look at the bigger picture.'

The two parties forming an alliance—the Serphina army and the Brands army.
The Brands army swallowed their pride and requested an alliance with our army.
What could be the reason?

'Surely... not everyone within would look favorably upon this.'

Her position and relationship with the Brands army, the events that occurred during the recent war...
Despite all that, the fact that they requested an alliance must be the will of Lynn, their ruler...

Gradually.
Very gradually, her mind began to work.

Serphina, you see—she desperately wanted to pass this test.
It was truly outrageous for a mere subordinate to test his ruler—but she didn't care.
She wanted to show him her sincerity somehow.
If the rumors surrounding him were true—she still wanted to turn his heart toward her.
This would be even more so if his near "Mind's Eye" predictions were confirmed.

The one thing she had always lacked.
Something that even Jena, the national strategist, couldn't provide—she was confident that Swen could fill that void.

'No matter what... I will make you mine, Swen.'

Regardless of who might be in his heart.
So that both his body and heart would sincerely look up to me, Serphina von Aingart—

Serphina fell into thought so deeply that her head almost cramped, which hadn't happened in a long time.
The sensation of using her brain. It wasn't an unpleasant feeling. In the days when she didn't have any burdens, she often engaged in such deep contemplation.

—I miss it.

The nostalgia that had been blooming in her heart since she met Swen was surely due to childhood memories.
Thinking that... she gradually decoded the puzzle-like sentence Swen had given her.

Since meeting Swen.
Serphina no longer dreamed.
At the same time—she had embraced one clear dream.
Not a dream that dissipates vainly after waking up, but a dream that supports and drives her forward.

* * *

"Aaaah!"

As soon as I returned to the room, Jenis was startled, so I asked:

"What's wrong, senior?"

"Huh? No, that... well."

Hmm?
Something... seems off.

"...? Why are you speaking so formally?"

"What? Oh, um... yeah! It's, ah, nothing. I'm just a bit out of it..."

Jenis waved his hands dismissively and gave an awkward smile.

"Were you reading some erotic novel by yourself?"

"What...! No, no, no! No. Um. I'm just... a bit tired today..."

He said with a completely flushed face, not knowing what to do.
What the...? Why is he suddenly acting like this? Between men.

"?"

He seemed really strange...
Well, there's no need to pry too much.
Senior Jenis must have his private life too.

"Ah, by the way... um, you know."

"You used to call me by my name just fine before."

"Huh? Yeah... so, yeah. Swen."

'...He somehow feels like a completely different person.'

"You received a letter. I accepted it on your behalf."

"Oh, really? Thank you."

I took the letter from him.
The sender was...

'...It's from Lady Irene.'

Checking the contents of the letter, there were many flowery expressions.
Asking if I was staying healthy, mentioning that quite some time had passed since St. Valentine's Day...
The writing style was strangely similar to that found in chivalric literature, which was very much like Lady Irene.
Anyway, to summarize the content—

'She wants to meet because she has something to say.'

That's good.
I was feeling drained after the audience with my lord, and I can relax when I'm with Lady Irene.

"I'll be going out for a while, okay?"

"Huh? Oh... uh, yeah. Take care."

Jenis's attitude was strangely concerning... but meeting Irene was more important to me.
I immediately headed toward our meeting place.

Ch.144 - Chapter 144. Feelings Conveyed For The First Time
"Did you get a house?"

"Yes. Our Lord has shown me great favor. Reika was really happy too. She said she's delighted just to have a kitchen where she can cook freely."

"Ah, right. Reika bakes really good bread."

On a bench in a small park within Aingart Castle.
There, Irene and I were spending a peaceful time together, just the two of us chatting.

From what I heard, she had apparently been appointed as the deputy commander of the occupation forces.
Only after hearing this did I fully understand the conversation Serphina had been having with her subordinate commander earlier.

Being the deputy commander of occupation forces meant that even if she wasn't the commander, she would share some military authority, which certainly wouldn't look good to existing personnel.
Moreover, Irene had, one way or another, overthrown two rulers already.
She was surely receiving strange looks, being lumped together with me who had overthrown three.
That's why Serphina must have been making various statements to protect us.

'Still, I'm glad she seems to be handling it quite bravely.'

Well, a bit of gossip here would be nothing compared to what she faced.
After all, she had been in an even more ridiculous situation in the Brands Army.

As we talked, my gaze naturally drifted to the red knight uniform she was neatly wearing.
The Aingart family crest engraved on the silver steel protector covering her chest now felt quite familiar.

'But... it's certainly strange.'

While living with Irene, I had noticed she wore compression bandages on her chest—
Considering her original breast size, that protector must be quite constraining.
Though seeing how well she was managing, perhaps it wasn't that bad.
Or maybe she overcame that discomfort through physical training?

Come to think of it, I once had Lord—that is, Lady Serphina's chest pressed against my body.
It was certainly an oppressive size that could be said to be beyond that of an ordinary woman... but having always observed Irene with her world-shattering bust size, I didn't think it was extraordinarily large.

"Swen...?"

"Yes?"

"Do you have something troubling you? I feel like I've been talking about myself without considering your position, rather thoughtlessly..."

Seeing her fidgeting awkwardly, I could tell.

Apparently, my contemplation of her chest made it seem like I had something on my mind.
I can't possibly tell her that I was momentarily distracted from our conversation because I was pondering Irene's enormous breasts.

"No, it's nothing important, so you don't need to worry."

"Really? That's good then... but still, if something's bothering you, I'd like you to tell me. Either me or Reika would be fine."

"I'll keep that in mind."

After that conversation came to an end.

"Ahem, hmm."

"...?"

Seeing her clear her throat unnecessarily, I naturally felt like I knew what she was thinking.
It's been a while. Since we rarely get chances to talk like this, just reading her behavior gave me a sense of familiarity.

"Looks like you have something to say?"

"Huh?! Ah, no... well."

"I'm right, aren't I?"

Irene blushed and lowered her head, remaining silent for a while—
Then, with what seemed like a resigned smile, she looked up at me slightly.
Her pink lips, which were now speaking, seemed incredibly moist.

"Swen. You... really seem to see right through me."

"Of course. How long have we lived together?"

"I suppose so. Anyway... so."

Even after that, Irene hesitated for a long time.
I waited patiently for her to speak first, without rushing her.
Any wait would be fine, as long as it wasn't waiting for her to return safely from the battlefield.

"Swen. So... right now, things are still unsettled, so I'm not saying we should do anything immediately. After some time passes and things stabilize a bit..."

And finally—
Looking straight into my eyes, she confronted me with her feelings.

"Would you... live with me...?"

"Live with you?"

"No, that's... I mean, um... There are many rooms! The annex building is bigger than I thought. There are plenty of spare rooms, and quite a few maids to help, but somehow I feel lonely... Of course, I'm not asking you because there are spare rooms, I..."

Seeing her waving her hands and looking embarrassed, I couldn't help but laugh.

"I'd be happy to. I think I can just tell the dormitory that I'm moving out."

"Really? ...That's a relief."

As she sighed with relief, a question arose in my mind.

"But why are you being so hesitant about this?"

"Hm? About what...?"

As she tilted her head, her red side hair shifted slightly toward the floor.
Her purple eyes looking up at me seemed strangely cute.

"We've been living together since we first met. In a way, this is the unusual situation, and we're just going back to how things were, right?"

"Well, Swen, that's true, but..."

Irene hesitated as if embarrassed about something—
Then carefully opened her lips.

"Until now... it was just because of the circumstances."

"Circumstances?"

"At first, you came to my house because Lynn ordered you to. And then, Yuuri provided us with a house. ...I never had the chance to properly ask you to live with me."

"This is the first time. The first time I've... properly conveyed my feelings to you."

"..."

The moment I heard those words—
My head felt hot.
I could feel my body warming up.

—How lovely.
This person is such a lovely person.

"So... it can't help but be difficult. Because it's the first time."

Irene said that with a faint smile.

"For me, telling you one thing is... harder than gripping a sword and risking my life on the battlefield. Isn't that foolish? Because I've lived a ridiculous life of forever watching someone who doesn't look back at me... dealing with people feels like the hardest thing in the world."

"No."

That's not foolish.

"I don't think so."

Not for a single moment have I thought Irene was a ridiculous person.

"You're an amazing person."

Just for enduring and not breaking down in situations where ordinary people would have despaired.
No one can point fingers and call you ridiculous.

"I'm happy you told me first."

And.
Thank you for trusting me and following me when you realized you had been abandoned by your lord.

"I'd love to."

"You'd love to? Does that mean...?"

"Yes. Let's live together."

"...!!"

Her eyes sparkled when she heard my words.
They were rippling like the Milky Way in the night sky, as if a meteor shower was about to fall.
I had never before seen such clear eyes.

"I'm so glad... truly, truly glad."

"Is it that much of a relief? I think it's only natural."

"But... because of the situation, I thought you were just living with me because you had no choice... because that was the situation. Always, constantly."

I could feel her voice becoming increasingly choked.
While it wasn't a big deal from my perspective, it seemed she had been through quite a lot of emotional turmoil.
Irene was more of a crybaby than she appeared to be.

In fact, when we lived together, she always apologized to me, saying she was sorry if I was uncomfortable.
That it must be difficult to deal with her because we were of different genders and she was my superior.
Even in a situation where she had to suddenly take in a subordinate of the opposite gender by order of the ruler—instead of getting angry or mistreating me, she kept apologizing.

But.

"That's not true."

I can say with certainty that not once did she make me feel uncomfortable.
I liked watching her smile. I was glad to see her regain her confidence.
Rather, these past few days have been empty.
Empty enough to make me realize how important she was in my life.

Hoping these feelings would be conveyed well.
I quietly placed my hand over Irene's.

She was startled for a moment—

—but she didn't reject my touch.

"Actually, this place might not be our final destination. But wherever we are, I want to stay with you, Irene."

"Me too..."

"Wherever we are, please stay by my side. I'd be troubled in many ways if you weren't with me. Understood?"

"...Yes."

I firmly held her hand as she nodded.

During our time in the Brands Army.
Despite making the greatest contribution to conquering the central continent of the Brands Army, she was demoted.
Yet she never gave up and continued to strive for recognition—that fragile, precarious Irene Juliet no longer existed.

Instead, before my eyes was—
A woman who was stronger than anything, looking at me with an unwavering, upright heart.

* * *

In the night when everyone was asleep.
Serphina, in her bedroom not far from the royal castle, had been thinking all day about the test Swen had given her, forgetting even to sleep.
The clothes she was currently wearing were a negligee that was slightly see-through.
It was an extremely private outfit that she would never wear anywhere except in her bedroom where no one could approach.
Not a single person would have seen her in such attire.
The precarious lines of the negligee fully revealed her nearly perfect feminine figure.

What she was doing now was examining the current political situation between countries after spreading out a map.
If her country were to form an alliance, which country would benefit the most—

'It's the Brands Army.'

After minimizing the front lines as much as possible, they could block the southern offensive without worry.
The Aishers Army didn't have enough troops to launch a full-scale offensive against Brands anyway.

Nevertheless, he argued that forming an alliance with the Brands Army would be beneficial to us.
And he said that I am in a position to fully understand why.

'Even though it clearly benefits the Brands Army, if it's truly beneficial to us as well... perhaps, within Brands, they might not think so...?'

Serphina thought about how she would perceive this situation if she were in the Brands Army.
Setting aside the strategic benefits, what if she belonged to the Brands Army?
What if she were Lynn Brands, or one of her subordinates?

'...!!'

Serphina rose from her seat as if she had realized something.

'...Could it be...'

"Isn't there something you would inevitably feel if you were in that position?"
"Lady Serphina. You'll probably figure out the reason that makes sense soon. I trust you, Lady Serphina."

'I think I understand why you said that, Swen...!'

If a plausible conclusion had been reached, it was now time to put it into action.

'If... if things really work out as I think, then at that time...!!!'

Serphina blushed deeply and laughed.
In her heart, a different emotion that she had never felt in her life was filling up.

Ch.145 - Chapter 145. The Weight Of The Answer
# The day after talking with Irene.

Once again, Serphina summoned me.
However, this time it wasn't in the audience chamber but in that same annex where we had suddenly engaged in a sword duel before.

'Does Lady Serphina spend a lot of time here?'

As a national leader, it wasn't unusual to have several annexes, but this place gave off a peculiarly strange feeling.
It was like... if I had to describe it, a space that felt preserved, like a taxidermy.
Though it wasn't particularly far away and was definitely inside the castle walls, the eerie atmosphere made it difficult to find the right words to explain the feeling.

As I was heading toward the mansion at that moment.

'Huh?'

A figure that looked like Serphina was crouched in front of a flower bed.
When I approached to check... the long straight blonde hair and that distinctively shaped hairpin confirmed it was indeed the Serphina I knew.
Looking at her profile - she wore such a peaceful expression that I wondered if this was really the same person I knew, as I'd never seen her look so serene before.
She seemed to be tinkering with something, apparently busy with some task...

And at that moment.
Perhaps sensing my presence, she turned toward me and said:

"You've arrived, Swen."

"What were you doing?"

"Just checking on the flower bed."

I wondered if a ruler would really do such things, but I couldn't bring myself to ask that.
It's not like kings and queens can't have hobbies... and the expression on her face as she tended to the flower bed was remarkably pleasant in many ways.

"Today I've come here at my Lord's summons-"

"Skip the formalities. Follow me."

"...Yes."

I let Serphina take the lead, then followed behind her.

*

Inside a room in the annex.
In a place where a large map of the continent hung on the wall - Serphina looked at me with a confident expression and said:

"Swen. This is about the 'test' you gave me. I've had time to think about many things. Today I called you here to confirm whether my answer is correct."

'A test...'

Right.
She was under the misunderstanding that I had given her some kind of test.
I wondered what kind of bold retainer would openly tell their ruler they were testing them, especially someone like Serphina-
But anyway, thanks to her misunderstanding, I could avoid explaining why my prediction was correct.

Indeed, it was "an efficient alliance that presents a great opportunity for our forces."

On the surface, no matter how many times you looked at it, the Brands army stood to gain more.
Aside from the fact that the proud Lynn had proposed this first, the conditions weren't particularly unreasonable.

The only thing I could predict was that this alliance might not actually benefit the Brands army.
Of course, saying it was an opportunity for our forces meant there would be benefits for Serphina's army. Since our army's interests conflicted with the Brands army's, a win-win situation was impossible.
Based on that, I could think through various possibilities... but it was all in the realm of speculation, without the definitive material evidence I had before.
That meant it would be difficult to convince Serphina.

"Now, listen, Swen."

But well-
Right in front of me was someone willing to rack their brains on my behalf.
There was no reason not to take advantage of that.

"...Understood. Please continue."

"In my opinion... Lynn Brands' intentions have certainly changed. From the moment this proposal came, it would be reasonable to assume she's no longer the stubbornly prideful woman she's known to be, but rather someone who knows when to be practical."

I thought the same.
Reaching out first to what was essentially an enemy force must have been extremely difficult for her.

She pointed at the map with her finger.

"Swen. As you surely know, of all existing nations, the Brands army stands to gain the most from an alliance with us. The southern nations don't share borders with us, and if the Aishers army allied with us, their border routes would be blocked. Only the Brands army can safely defend against the southern nations without worrying about our border. So, both on the surface and strategically, this alliance seems tremendously beneficial to the Brands army."

Her voice as she continued her explanation was quite melodious.
She truly was a woman who possessed every element that could make a human being attractive.

"But you claimed this alliance would be efficient for our forces as well... What we gain is 12,800 gold. Yes, it's certainly decent for a six-month alliance, but this doesn't explain why you rejected all the previous alliance proposals."

I silently looked into her eyes.
The sparkle in her eyes revealed her intention to make me feel a strange sense of anticipation.

"Yet it's odd that both the Brands army and our forces could be satisfied with the outcome. You clearly stated it would be a great opportunity for our forces. The Brands army's gain cannot be our gain. If the Brands army becomes a more powerful nation from this, we would be the ones to suffer the most loss. Do you agree with me so far?"

So Serphina could easily arrive at this kind of reasoning.
She was quite intelligent, so it wasn't surprising.
After all, the most capable person in Serphina's forces was Serphina herself.

"I agree."

"Satisfying. How do you feel? It seems I'm following your thoughts quite well, don't you think?"

As she said that, she raised the corner of her mouth in satisfaction... which was strangely cute.
Still, I wouldn't dare utter that word even if tortured to death.

"Please continue."

"Very well. Anyway, even if she has changed her mind - human hearts cannot always pursue reason and practicality. Countless Brands army generals and soldiers have lost their lives under our army's boots. And that was not long ago."

She then looked at me and spoke in a confident tone.

"How would the Brands army's retainers feel about this? Their soldiers? Those who lost family or loved ones? This alliance - unlike its appearance - might have a different meaning for the Brands army."

'Ah.'

I could roughly guess what she was getting at.
It was one of the few inferences I had anticipated.

In other words, her inference was-

"Perhaps with this alliance-"

""There's a possibility of division within the Brands army.""

"My goodness."

Pleased that our thoughts aligned, Serphina gave a charming smile.

Yes.
One of the inferences I had made, and among them the most realistic speculation.
The possibility of division within the Brands army because of this alliance.

Clearly this alliance benefits the Brands army.
But humans cannot always make rational judgments based solely on benefits.
Just as Lynn Brands shook in her heart and discarded her loyal retainer Irene with her own hands.
Just as Baranga Yuuri Aishers made an incredibly foolish choice as a ruler, unable to break free from past curses-

Humans are not beings who always think rationally.

"Swen. You told me this: 'It's something one would inevitably feel in that position.' That statement literally contained something quite decisive. Well, after all, I am a tyrant."

That wasn't what I meant when I said it, but if she wanted to interpret it that way, it fit perfectly.
A tyrant... is she?
Since my arrival, she hadn't acted like a tyrant even once, but it was an undeniable fact that she had a terrible reputation.

"Lynn Brands joining hands with Serphina, the tyrant who is like an enemy... It's certainly a situation that could shake those who have served the Brands army despite continuous humiliation. In fact, Lynn has been experiencing nothing but defeats for some time now."

"That's not all, is it?"

"Oh?"

Since she had gone to such trouble, it would be courteous for me to share my thoughts as well.

"It's highly likely that the Brands army's internal cohesion has been shattered due to Lynn Brands' consecutive misjudgments. The one thing that kept them united was their hostility toward you, my Lord, but if they join hands with you of all people, they might lose even that remaining focal point."

So, the person who proposed this alliance must be someone who can read the situation but lacks the ability to read people's hearts.

'Probably Farfalle.'

"Indeed, just as you say, Swen. The way you so neatly fill in my lacking parts... makes me wonder if we weren't originally one body. Hehehe...♡"

She said that and moved closer to me.
I could see her chest slightly bouncing.
Even though I didn't want to think about it, I couldn't help but recall how those enormous watermelon-like things had pressed down on my body yesterday.

"What do you think, Swen? My answer? Have I passed your test?"

A test.
It certainly sounded plausible - but after the absurd events that had happened not long ago, I couldn't make assertions without material evidence.
So it was better not to give a definitive answer here. To safely escape from her, I needed to build trust with her.

"I'm not sure if 'test' is the appropriate word... but I would like to say that you are quite close."

"Of course, I don't intend to be satisfied with just this."

And then.
She turned around and spoke softly.

"For this alliance, I will take action personally."

"You will act personally, my Lord?"

"I plan to visit Anel Castle."

"...What?"

"The mere fact of forming an alliance might be enough to shake them internally, but I've been thinking. About what scene would make me tremble the most if I were a Brands army general. And naturally, an image came to mind."

At that moment, Serphina turned her head to look at me.
Her yellow hair swayed lightly.

"The sight of the enemy-like Serphina shaking hands with their lord, witnessed with their own eyes."

'...!'

"If we can imprint that scene in the Brands army's minds, it will surely destroy their morale even more thoroughly. Swen, don't you think so? Hehehe..."

After saying that, she laughed like a mischievous child.

It would certainly be more shocking, but that premise needed to be certain.
Of course, given that I had the definite answer that it would "benefit our forces," the premise was likely correct.
Still, I hadn't expected her to take such an active role.
Anyway - the premise has changed to "Serphina going in person," right?

'Since the conditions have changed, maybe I should try inputting again.'

Without much thought, I entered "Is forming an alliance with the Brands army efficient for our forces?"
And the answer...

—That damned "speculation."
That speculation which carried the weight of an absolute truth.








[It's an enormous benefit to our forces, to the extent that the fate of continental unification will shift.]

'!!!!!!!'

"...Swen?"

My legs gave way, and I unconsciously steadied myself by placing my hand on the nearby desk.
What did it say...?

"What's suddenly wrong?"

"No... I, that, um... Lady Serphina. Just, give me a moment..."

She approached and supported me as I staggered.
Forgetting even to thank her, I mulled over the prediction that had just appeared.

The prediction had changed.
The future had changed just by adding the condition that Serphina would move personally.

Wait a minute.
If it benefits our forces to the extent that the fate of continental unification changes—
Does that mean the unifying monarch will change?

Just to be sure, I entered a question I had received when conversing with Jenis.

'...Can Serphina von Aingart unify the continent?'

[No, she cannot.]

'It hasn't changed...'

This hadn't changed at all.
Even in the situation where Serphina had decided to "visit," that prediction remained unchanged.

But here, "our forces" means...

'As long as I belong to Serphina's forces, it refers to Serphina's forces, right?'

If I could also input questions about Lady Luna, the outline would become clearer—
Since changing affiliations, I hadn't asked whether she could become the unifying monarch.

No, before that—
It's before that. The real issue wasn't about Lady Luna, but something that came before.

'If the fate of continental unification shifts... doesn't that mean Serphina's forces, not Lunarienne's, will get the opportunity to unify the continent?'

But why...

'But why... can Lady Serphina still not achieve unification?'

Thump!
Thump!

My heart suddenly began to beat violently.
My mind was racing faster than ever before.

——And then I realized.

※ The fate of continental unification shifts to Serphina's forces.
※ Serphina von Aingart cannot unify the continent.

Like a revelation from heaven—
No, this is not a revelation.
As if I had peeked into a divine realm that should never be glimpsed—
I blankly realized one fact derived from these two results.







'Lady Serphina... is going to die?'

Ch.146 - Chapter 146. Promise
"Swen...?"

It seemed like Serphina had called my name, but I couldn't bring myself to listen to that voice.

The fate of continental unification passes to Serphina's army.
Serphina von Aingart cannot unify the continent.

What these two "correct answers" meant was extremely simple.

Serphina's army, or more precisely, this enormous country in the north that would become the unified nation—
The person sitting on that throne would not be Serphina.

Since I couldn't imagine her voluntarily abdicating, there was only one natural conclusion.
—Serphina von Aingart would lose her life.

'Wait a minute...'

My legs began to tremble naturally as something I had never once considered suddenly occurred.
Still, let me think through this calmly.

Though I couldn't make a definite prediction without being asked a question, it was highly likely that, as had been the case so far, Lady Luna was destined to become the unifying monarch.
But if Serphina died, the fate of the unifying monarch would change.
This change meant that whoever previously held that fate would drift away from it.

In other words.

If Serphina died, Lady Luna...
Lunarienne Iniang, who had held the fate of becoming the unifying monarch in her hands—

'...would no longer be able to unify the continent.'

If Serphina died, the world would slip from Lunarienne's grasp.
The final condition for her unification was—

"..."

That blonde woman staring at me blankly with surprised eyes.
It was none other than Serphina von Aingart.

'How could this be...'

Honestly, something had been bothering me while staying here with her.
How could such a seemingly perfect nation be unable to achieve unification?
Though her generals weren't particularly outstanding, there were quite many of them.
Rather, because they weren't exceptional, they had deeper loyalty, and there was an extremely capable monarch who knew how to control them perfectly.

When dealing with her subordinates, she didn't use subjective standards close to personal stubbornness, but rather universal standards that applied to everyone.
She herself kept those who should be close nearby and kept those who should be distant at arm's length, thus relatively building an impressive talent pool despite the circumstances.
No matter how unknown someone might be, she never dismissed them carelessly and always listened to their opinions.
At the very least, any general under her command could have a private audience with her, their monarch, at least once.
Considering that her nation was the largest on the continent, this was no small feat.
After all, there was only one person wearing the crown—only her as the monarch.

The largest territory and the largest population. "The red on an overpowered map," having absorbed all the infrastructure of the northern continent, including the former imperial capital.
Added to that, her overwhelming legitimacy flowing through her bloodline, surpassing anyone else.

Despite a life marked by infamy—
Even if you asked passing children, you would easily hear that Serphina was likely to become the new ruler of this continent.

However, I—
I alone could know.
Only I knew that she could not become the unifying monarch.
What could be the reason?
Why had fate favored Lunarienne, a woman who had lost everything, over Serphina, a woman who had everything?

To think that the reason would be none other than Serphina's very existence.
Because she was the monarch of this country, her nation could not become the unified state.
Judging by the fact that this country would be destined for unification as soon as she stepped down from the throne, this reasoning must be correct.

How ironic is that?

'First... let me calm down.'

Though I felt like I might be crushed under the weight of this tremendous "truth"...
I needed to pull myself together somehow and finish my conversation with Serphina standing before me.

At that moment.

"Swen, have you calmed down?"

"...Ah."

Looking toward the voice—
She, my lord Serphina von Aingart—
Was looking at me with an expression I had never seen before.

"I apologize. I... momentarily felt dizzy. It's embarrassing to admit, but as you can see, my body isn't particularly robust..."

"I understand. Take your time to answer. Please refrain from overexerting yourself, Swen."

As she said this, she was—if anything—worried about me.
A clear shadow of concern fell across her face, which had always possessed an unapproachable charisma.
So Serphina was capable of making such expressions too.

"...I am grateful for my lord's kindness."

I took a slow, deep breath, then organized the situation once more.

If.
If my goal was, as when I first possessed this body in this world, "to become a general of the unified nation and pass time quickly," what I should do would be extremely simple.
To encourage her, who seemed quite excited.
Since she greatly trusted me, mentioning my "mind's eye," she would surely listen if I earnestly requested it.
No, there wasn't even a need to earnestly request it. The idea of her going in person was originally Serphina's own suggestion.

And thus, the absolutely certain "benefit" predicted by an infallible prediction.
Our side would grasp the fate of continental unification.
From that flow of fate—if she, who was born unable to be the victor, died and someone new ascended to the throne, finally unifying the continent, I would naturally become part of the unified nation and safely return to my original world.
After all, there was no condition that a specific monarch had to achieve unification for me to return.

But.

'I made a promise... with her, with my lord.'

That day.
On the final day of Lunarienne's army, when they were fated to lose to the Brands army no matter what actions they took.
I remember those trembling red eyes looking at me tearfully in the empty royal castle.
Even though I kept saying one unbelievable thing after another.
Even though I stubbornly insisted "my words are correct" without any evidence, I remember the promise I whispered to the only being who willingly believed me.
To believe someone meant more than just the literal meaning of the phrase.
It was like entrusting one's life.
Neither Lynn nor Yuuri did for me what only Luna did.

And I... promised her that if she believed in me, I would give her the world.

So.

'I absolutely cannot betray her who believed in me no matter what.'

That's not the only reason.
Anyway, I wanted to avoid the outcome where the woman before me, Serphina, died a violent death.
Was this simple compassion, or...

'There's no need to think further.'

Since I cannot betray Luna, I have only one option.

The most important piece in Lunarienne Iniang's unification—
I will save Serphina von Aingart.

"My lord."

"Speak."

"Regarding what you mentioned, about going in person... there's a possibility it could lead to unfavorable results for our army."

"...Unfavorable results, you say?"

"Yes."

The clearer my purpose of saving Serphina became—
The sensation of trembling at the shocking truth was remarkably quickly regaining composure.
Now, it was time to persuade her.

"I agree with what you said about creating a greater shock within the Brands army... but conversely, it could also spark sympathetic public opinion toward Lynn Brands. No matter how many misjudgments she's made or how incomprehensible her alliances are, it would inevitably be extremely shocking for people to directly witness the monarch of their country swallowing humiliation."

"Sympathy... you make a valid point."

"Let's just leave things to take their natural course here. Even if we don't do anything more, the smoke of suspicion that has already been lit will develop its own life force within the Brands army and continue to circulate among their minds. I believe you should avoid moving in person, my lord."

"..."

Serphina listened to my words and fell into thought—
Then slowly nodded.

"...I understand. You're saying I should exercise restraint."

"I didn't dare suggest such a thing to my lord—"

"No, Swen. Thank you for your advice. However."

Serphina looked straight at me.
I thought I saw her pupils tremble ever so slightly.

"Would it be acceptable to have them come here instead?"

"By 'them'... do you mean the Brands army?"

"Yes. There's nothing more efficient than meeting in person to announce the fact of our alliance throughout the continent."

So, is Serphina trying to isolate the Brands army by using her image as a tyrant?
After all, nothing spreads rumors more easily than meeting in person.
While distant southern continent nations might be one thing, since Lynn was in the central continent, joining hands with Serphina would inevitably create a different degree of shock for the territory's people.

In other words, it wasn't a bad idea.

Moreover, the premise of "meeting in person" might add more credibility to my and Serphina's speculation.

Looking at Serphina lost in thought after finishing her answer—
I quietly entered that question once more.
The additional premise this time was that the Brands army would come here.

'Is forming an alliance with the Brands army efficient for our army?'

[It is an efficient alliance that presents a great opportunity for our army.]

'...It's back.'

The same advice I saw the first time appeared again.
Not only that, it was the exact same answer as the initial advice.
This means—

'The inference that the Brands army is internally shaken is about 99% true.'

If it were like before, with a strange butterfly effect benefiting our army, the conclusion should have changed with the changed premise.
The fact that the answer remains the same means things will go as we thought.
I've left out 1% just in case, but it should be safe to feel relieved.

I inwardly sighed with relief.

Here, in Serphina's army—what I needed to do had become extremely clear.
Until Lunarienne's army reappears on the stage of history someday—protect Lady Serphina.

No matter what happens, absolutely.
I will protect Lady Serphina from the danger of death.
With the infallible predictions of Intelligence 100, I was confident I could somehow manage it.
Haven't I already accomplished things much more difficult than this?

'Right. It's easier than summoning a meteor, no matter what.'

As I bowed my head before Serphina, who was lost in thought—
I addressed my lord with words that couldn't reach her.

'My lord. I will definitely, definitely come to you. I will keep my promise. Please stay well.'

So I said.

* * *

After Swen left, alone in the empty annex.
On the table was a glass filled with not particularly expensive wine.
Serphina, her face slightly flushed perhaps from intoxication, sat in a chair recalling Swen's appearance just moments ago.

'Swen...'

While they were conversing well, his expression suddenly changed drastically.
Then... he said this.

'I... called you Lady Serphina.'

He, who had been calling her "my lord" since becoming her subordinate, had absentmindedly referred to her as "Lady Serphina."
Swen was trembling gently, shocked to an extent she had never seen before.
In such a situation, that response seemed like—

His true feelings flowing out unconsciously.

Due to her complicated feelings, she couldn't examine his expression in detail.
Though the conversation ended well, an indescribable knot formed in her heart.

'Swen. Who exactly is in your heart?'

Is there someone other than herself?

That wasn't the only thing bothering her.

Serphina—
For some reason, felt that Swen's purpose was to prevent her personally from moving rather than the result of the alliance itself.
After all, he had agreed to "having them come here."
If sympathy shouldn't be aroused, shouldn't this also have been rejected?

There had been a similar incident recently.
Rather than defending Amir Castle, he had argued as if having troops there itself was important.
Did he have some other hidden intention this time too?
She simply couldn't understand his mind.

Serphina scratched the rim of the wine glass with her fingernail.
She had been confident she could make him hers.
Today, she detected that her heart, which had seemed absolutely unshakable, was wavering.

'Swen...'

Serphina thought.
It would be nice if Swen would make such an expression while holding her, not someone else, in his heart.
Was this the manifestation of a monarch's desire for an outstanding general? If not that, then...

She mixed the unanswerable question with the wine and swallowed it.
The wine that slid down her throat was extremely bitter.
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I left the annex and sat down in a suitable spot to organize my complicated thoughts after discovering some shocking information.

The first thing I tried to recall was about Serphina's successor.

'Serphina almost never died until the very end.'

True to her status as the final boss of this game, she was rarely captured and survived as ruler until only one territory remained.
This was why I thought early on after possessing this body that "Serphina probably won't suddenly die from illness."
Time and again, this arrogant blonde ruler fought desperately to block my path until the very end.

And when her nation was destroyed, she would simply be recruited.
Since unification was the ending of the game, Serphina's defeat meant the end, so I never had a chance to use her effectively.
The only way to properly utilize her was to choose Serphina's forces when playing.

However.
On the extremely rare occasions when she stepped down as ruler, the successor was always different.
With overwhelming legitimacy, young age, and exceptional abilities, there was no need for a designated successor, so it wasn't strange that the person changed each time.
The problem was—

'They weren't particularly outstanding individuals.'

Surprisingly, the norm was for B-tier generals with long service records to inherit the ruler's position.
From the beginning, Serphina's forces had such favorable conditions that they needed to balance things out with their subordinate generals.
The most memorable instance was when Jena took over.
As the national strategist, she was quite a remarkable general in Serphina's forces.

'Given that the nation itself is so powerful, whoever inherits it would show some strength if they perform above average, but whether that would bring about the destiny of becoming the unified nation... that doesn't seem likely...'

Is there something I still don't know?
Well, there were characters like Ian whom I never saw even once during my 10,000 hours of gameplay.
The very idea of a timeline where Lunarienne Iniang becomes the unifying ruler was completely unfamiliar to me.

Still.
If I could know exactly who the successor would be, I could somehow prepare countermeasures in advance...

After concentrating on these thoughts, I shook my head and cleared my mind.

'Enough. Let's not think about this anymore.'

My goal is to make Luna the unifying ruler.
To do that, I couldn't let Serphina die.
So naturally, I didn't need to worry about her successor. As long as she remained ruler, it wasn't an issue worth considering.

'I'll protect Lady Serphina no matter what.'

With thoughts that would make me seem like a general deeply loyal to his lord if overheard by a third party, I slowly got up from my seat.
Yes. Instead of dwelling on unsolvable problems, let's think about something else.

'Will I be moving into Irene's house soon?'

I would need to go through the procedures to leave my lodgings, so it would take some time.
But still, the prospect of living together again was something I couldn't help but look forward to.
Although it started by chance, the current situation of not living with her now felt strange to me.

If the mansion is spacious, would Reika also stay with us?
I wouldn't mind. However, I needed to seriously consider what our relationship would ultimately become.
Although the marriage talks were proceeding through Ginor before things turned out this way... I still believed that her wishes were important, and if she didn't object, I had no reason to refuse.
As someone from the modern world, marrying two women at once felt a bit uncomfortable, but it didn't seem that unusual in this world.

As I thought about Reika, my gaze naturally shifted to the rapier hanging at my waist.
Yes.
This rapier.
I had thought it was just an ordinary item, but I could clearly confirm that it functioned as a kind of magical amplifier.

'Reika... would be someone extremely helpful to have by my side.'

Of course, I had no intention of pursuing her purely for efficiency's sake.
At first, efficiency was all I thought about. When I had no information about her, I acted with the thought that I should gain favor with the first magician I was lucky enough to meet.

But.
I honestly didn't want to drag along a woman who volunteered to help me when she shouldn't have, and who stayed by my side until the moment she was sold to Serphina's forces, just because I needed her.
She longed for freedom.
She wanted to wander here and there without being tied down.
I recalled her face when she handed me chocolate on St. Valentine's Day with Irene, blushing as she lowered her head.
If freedom was what she wanted—I would gladly give it to her as a gift.
I had already received enough help from her.

If Ginor and everyone else only valued her as a "magician"—
At the very least, I wanted to see her as Reika, a human being. Wouldn't a life where everyone saw her only as a magician and not as herself be too sad?

'There's still time left, so I can think about it slowly.'

With these thoughts, I soon arrived at my lodgings.
Although I hadn't done much, it had been a truly exhausting day.

'Today I should bathe and go to bed as quickly as possible.'

As I opened the door to my room with that thought—

"Ah, aaah...!"

I heard a startled voice in my ears.
More precisely, it was a moan that would have been closer to a scream if the speaker hadn't held back.
The biggest problem was... that the owner of that voice was clearly female.

"????"

I stared blankly at the scene in my room.

...Senior Jenis was changing clothes right in front of me.
The face and features were definitely those of Senior Jenis.

But... something was wrong.
Because Senior Jenis—that is, Jenis Al Kaski—was a man.
And men shouldn't have breasts protruding like that.
Nor would they wear such feminine fishnet underwear.
Of course, I couldn't guarantee that no man would ever wear such things, but still, with high probability... it would be right to assume they wouldn't wear such underwear.

Plus, the pale white skin, the rounded breasts asserting femininity, and the curved hips.
Even if you brought a hundred people, they would all have to agree this person was a woman, given her extremely feminine figure.

'Then... what's going on?'

Was Senior Jenis... a woman?
A woman who had been hiding it all this time?
Of course, his face did look somewhat delicate, and his behavior and speech weren't particularly manly... but he didn't seem like a woman either...?
As I was wondering if that was even possible—

"Um... it's not what you think!"

"What?"

With her eyes tightly shut, she pleaded with me.

"I'm not Jenis oppa! So... I, I can explain... please don't throw me out...!"

...What did she say?

I stared blankly at hi—no, her, and thought.

'Jenis... oppa?'

Someone who looked exactly like Jenis, but was clearly a woman, was referring to him as "oppa."

There was only one conclusion I could draw. Anyone could easily deduce this without needing an intelligence stat of 100.

'Twins?'

And since she said "oppa," the relationship between the twins became even clearer.

"Are you perhaps Senior Jenis's twin sister?"

"Yes, that's right! I'll explain everything! So please...!"

She looked at me with a pitiful expression, pleading.

Although I was confused about what was going on—

'Right. Let's hear her explanation first. It doesn't cost anything.'

I didn't have a hobby of needlessly tormenting someone who was desperately appealing to me.

"Alright. I won't throw you out, so calm down."

"Um... I'm terribly sorry, but could you... turn your head? I'd like to finish getting dressed...!!"

Ah.

I had been staring blankly at a woman in her underwear.

Surprisingly, I felt no particular excitement.
She had a beautiful and attractive figure with decent volume, but it couldn't compare to what I had witnessed when I woke up to see Irene changing into her training clothes.
That was a breathtaking sight that instantly cleared my drowsy mind. I would surely never forget it for the rest of my life.

"Then I'll step outside. Call me when you're done."

Click.

I closed the door and sank into thought.

'So she's his twin sister? But why? Where did Senior Jenis go?'

As my initial shock subsided, more fundamental questions arose within me.

'No... if it's just about going somewhere, there's no need to put his twin sister in the dormitory.'

This was a problem with a simple answer.
Couldn't he just leave his spot empty?
Although this place had a dormitory feel, there was no curfew or roll call system. This wasn't an academy dormitory but more like a welfare facility provided by the state for generals who had nowhere else to stay within the castle.

However.
There was exactly one situation where such troublesome behavior would be necessary.
That was—

'When you need to create an alibi.'

This became clear when I considered what Jenis would gain by putting his twin sister, a female at that, in a male dormitory.
It was an alibi.
While the real Jenis was absent, if a third party believed he was in this room, then he would be considered present.
When thinking about it that way, there was no better method than using a twin.

'If he needs an alibi... what exactly is he up to?'

Perhaps due to my usual impression of Jenis, I couldn't grasp what he was trying to do.

"...You can come in now."

A voice similar to Jenis's, yet subtly different, came from beyond the door.

It seemed she had finished changing clothes.
Now was the time to hear her story.

I opened the door and entered the room where she was.

Ch.148 - Chapter 148. Questions (2)
"Hello......"

As soon as Jenis's younger sister saw me, she bowed her head and greeted me.
I took a seat across from where she was sitting.

"I apologize for earlier......"

"It's nothing."

I calmly observed her as she kept apologizing, not knowing what to do with herself.
Her face really was the spitting image of Jenis.
Come to think of it, Jenis did have some rather feminine qualities for a guy, but a real woman was definitely different—she exuded a much stronger feminine aura.

If I had to make a comparison, Jenis was like a pretty boy, while she was genuinely feminine.
Wait. Should I confirm something while I'm at it?

"Since when have you been staying here instead of Senior Jenis?"

"......Since yesterday."

'......'

I erased my previous thoughts.
All that talk about her having a more feminine aura—I hadn't noticed anything until I learned she was a woman.
Just yesterday, didn't I fall asleep in this room with Senior Jenis?
We use bunk beds, and when I returned to the room, he was already asleep, so we didn't really talk... but I never once thought it wasn't Senior Jenis.

Anyway.
Strictly speaking, while this wasn't our first meeting, from my perspective it essentially was—
so I needed to do what was customary.

"My name is Swen."

"Ah, I'm Iolline Al Caski. ......I'm Jenis's twin sister."

"I could have guessed that without you telling me."

"Haha......"

She laughed awkwardly.
When she smiled, she looked even more like Jenis.
The power of DNA is truly remarkable.

"So, what exactly is going on here?"

"My brother asked me for a favor. He wanted me to stay here for a few days......"

"Why?"

Shaking her head.
Iolline shook her head from side to side, looking troubled.

"I can't tell you the details, but I was told it's something extremely important."

"Extremely important?"

"Yes... I wish I could tell you more, but I can't, I'm sorry..."

What could be so important?
To go through all this trouble.

From what I've observed, Jenis Al Caski hasn't been someone who takes things very seriously.
If you ask whether he seems ambitious, that's not it either. If anything, he greatly values his pride in his brother Irian and his sense of belonging to Serphina's army.
Given that personality, there's a possibility this could be for some frivolous reason—

'To be fair, I haven't observed Senior Jenis for that long.'

I couldn't rule out the possibility that everything I'd seen was just an act.
As I was lost in thought, Iolline addressed me.

"Um... Sir Swen."

"Yes?"

"About... today... could you please keep this a secret from my brother...?"

After saying that, Iolline bowed her head deeply and pleaded with me.

"Just... until my brother returns... please...! I don't want to be a burden to my family anymore......"

'......'

The way she so easily referred to herself as a burden suggested there was some backstory here.

I tried to make sense of the current situation.

'I don't know why Senior Jenis went to such lengths, but he must have his reasons. I might need to look into this.'

At this point, I couldn't ignore one troubling fact:
In my memory of playing this game for 10,000 hours, there was no character named Jenis Al Caski.
Not just Jenis, but Iolline in front of me and his brother Irian—all of them were faces I'd never seen before.

There were certainly forgettable characters.
Those C to D-rank officers with generic names and unremarkable abilities, almost like clone characters.
I hate to say this, but Jack and Silin, who accompanied me and Lady Irene back when I was with the Brands army, probably fit that description.

From a third-person perspective, even I—Swen—might not be particularly memorable, though my white hair would probably make me stand out.
Yes, I couldn't possibly forget people who looked like this.
Irian seems quite handsome, and the fact that he's consistently employed by Serphina, who values capable people, suggests his abilities aren't bad.
As for Jenis, while I don't know his abilities, if he had a twin, that setting would have been memorable.
But... I can't recall anything.

'Anyway, since Senior Jenis went through all this trouble, there might be something important here. I might learn something valuable, so I'll cooperate with Iolline for now.'

If Jenis was up to something suspicious, it could endanger my lord, Serphina.
My new goal was to save Lady Serphina.
It might delay my entry into Lady Irene's household, but... I didn't want to act rashly and regret it later.

Having made up my mind, it was time to act.

"Alright. I'll help you, Iolline."

"Really...?"

It was a bit uncomfortable how she looked at me like I was her savior, but I needed to make some things clear.

"However, I have one condition."

"A condition...?"

"Nothing major. Could you keep the fact that I noticed your existence a secret from your other family members? It might get troublesome if it gets out."

"A secret? Of course I have to keep it secret. If I tell anyone, they'll know my identity was discovered......"

"I just wanted to make sure."

Iolline thought for a brief moment, then nodded.

"Alright. I'll do as you say, Sir Swen."

"Then we have an agreement."

As I stood up to leave, Iolline's voice came from behind me.

"Um... Sir Swen, where are you going?"

"Hmm? I'm going to look for somewhere else to stay. Now that I know you're a woman, it would be awkward to stay together... You'd be uncomfortable with me here, wouldn't you?"

"Ah, you're right about that......"

Having no counter to my logical point, she lowered her head and fidgeted.
I was a bit concerned, but it would be inappropriate to share a room.
With Lady Irene, there had been a direct order from the monarch, but this was different.

"Well then."

As I was about to leave with a brief farewell, she stopped me.

"Um, Sir Swen...!"

"Yes?"

"Could you... possibly stay with me?"

"?"

I looked at her, wondering what she meant, but she spoke in a surprisingly serious tone.

"It's just that I'm not familiar with the building layout, and I feel anxious being alone... I don't know how to react when I encounter people... I really don't mind, so if it's alright with you, I'd like to ask if you could stay with me."

I had intended to give her space out of consideration, but it seemed I had misjudged.
Come to think of it, this place must be quite challenging for her.
From what I could tell, she wasn't a member of Serphina's army, and she had to pretend to be her brother of the opposite gender.

'I'll cooperate for now.'

Since I wanted to investigate Senior Jenis anyway, it wouldn't hurt to gain her favor.

"Alright. However, if you need me to leave at any point, please don't hesitate to tell me."

"Leave at any point?"

"Like when you need to change clothes, things like that."

"Ah......"

Iolline's bowed face turned noticeably red.

"......I understand. Thank you for your consideration."

After wrapping up the conversation with Iolline, I sat at the desk, lost in thought.

'It would be good if I could figure out what's going on before entering Lady Irene's household.....'

For some reason, I felt strangely uneasy...
But thinking it was probably nothing serious, I carefully organized the day's events in my mind.

*

Anel Castle, the capital of the Brands army.

"......"

Lynn Brands was standing by the window of the audience chamber, gazing up at the sky, rather than sitting on the throne.
She fidgeted with her thumbnail, which had become rough from being bitten too much, and thought:

'Will it really work out as Farfalle said?'

The alliance with the Serphina army, whom she considered her enemy—a decision she had made with great resolve.
After losing Elgaim Castle to the Hesna army, she no longer had time to hesitate.
Though there was a brief lull at the moment, considering the possibility that the Roland army might advance after judging the Hesna army's progress, there was a risk of losing territories beyond Elgaim Castle in no time.

Even the goal of protecting Anel Castle and the western continent would be limited to fronts against the Serphina and Aishers armies.
With the southern continent's nations beginning to move, the Brands army needed to reduce one of their fronts somehow.

Farfalle had suggested forming an alliance with the Serphina army immediately, without even hesitating.
The reason was that the balance in the southern nations had collapsed, potentially leading to complicated entanglements.
In other words, while the Hesna army was currently the biggest threat—
if the Ohana army seized the opportunity to conquer the Hesna army, they would have to seek alliances again.
Additionally, with four—or broadly speaking, five including the Aishers army—nations entangled, it was extremely difficult to determine which decision would definitely be beneficial.

Therefore, Farfalle argued that quickly forming an alliance with the Serphina army while things were quiet was the safest path.
The animosity toward the Serphina army within the Brands army, as well as the monarch's own pride, had made her hesitate until the end—

"My lord. Cast aside your pride. We cannot afford to make wrong choices anymore."

As Farfalle had said, it was no longer the time to worry about pride.
They had to prevent the Brands army, which once dominated the central continent, from becoming a minor nation.
After all, one could only maintain face with national power.

However.

"If we form an alliance... will our army really be able to keep its spark alive?"

"I can't be certain... but I believe it will create that possibility."

The most frustrating thing was that not a single person could guarantee this was "definitely a beneficial choice."

'If Swen were here, he would have given me a definite answer...'

She thought of that man's face again with regret, but he had long since become a member of the Aishers army due to her own wrong choice.

After her brother Chel was devastatingly defeated by the Aishers army, hadn't Lynn spent her time idly, detached from state affairs?
Having wasted so much time in panic and useless thoughts, it was now time to pull herself together and move forward rather than dwell on the past.

Just then.

"My lord. Farfalle is here to see you."

"Tell her to come in."

The doors to the audience chamber opened, and Farfalle slowly walked down the red carpet.
As soon as Lynn saw her face, she rushed to her and asked:

"How did it go? The alliance?"

"Fortunately, it seems they've agreed somehow."

"Really?!"

"Yes. They said they would form an alliance with us."

'Thank goodness...!'

The Brands army had exhausted all available resources.
To ensure success, they should have offered even more, but after the country fell apart following Irene's departure, they had wasted time neglecting state affairs, and the treasury was not in good shape.
They could spend more money if needed, but that would leave them short on salaries and operational funds, so it was no exaggeration to say they had invested literally everything they had.

"However... there's one condition that concerns me."

"A concerning condition? What is it?"

"Well... it's..."

Farfalle wore a slightly puzzled expression as she carefully spoke.

"They said they would form an alliance, but they would like you to personally visit Aingart Castle..."
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"She told me to come in person?"

"Yes."

After hearing Farfalle's explanation, Lynn fell into thought for a moment, then let out a deep sigh.

"Looks like she's determined to humiliate me."

"..."

She didn't want to acknowledge the fact that she had already sent an alliance request, and now Serphina wanted her to come in person, essentially forcing Lynn to lower herself even further.
From Lynn's perspective, this conclusion was natural.
After all, this kind of humiliation tactic was something she herself often employed.

However.
Having already wasted too much time, Lynn couldn't afford to spend more days doing nothing.

"Farfalle. What should I do?"

"My lord..."

Since Farfalle had been reinstated as the national strategist—
The deteriorating situation of the Brands army had been gradually improving.
Although they had lost Elgaim Castle, without her direct command, they would have lost many more territories much faster.
There was even a possibility that Anel Castle might have been endangered.

That's why Lynn trusted Farfalle above all else.
No. Actually, knowing she couldn't make proper judgments in her current state, she had no choice but to rely on her even more.
After abandoning Irene, losing Swen, and having several territories taken from her, she couldn't even trust her own thoughts and judgments anymore.

And Farfalle—
Speaking to Lynn in a strong tone, as if forcing her to make a decision:

"...With all due respect, for the sake of our nation, you must close your eyes and accept this."

"You mean I should go to her in person?"

"Yes. Think about it. What's a little face-to-face humiliation? You can endure it many times over. Isn't that far better than letting the Brands army fall and being remembered as the dark ruler who brought down the once-mighty Brands?"

Since realizing how much Lynn trusted and relied on her opinion—
Farfalle had become much more assertive in her statements.
Considering how she used to hold back even rightful criticism for fear of hurting Lynn's feelings, this was remarkable progress.

"..."

Lynn bit her lower lip hard.
The metallic taste of blood spread across her tongue.

"Do we really need to go this far? ...Already, just by us requesting an alliance... they've essentially won. Isn't that enough...?"

"We're talking about Serphina von Aingart, widely known as a tyrant. That witch is capable of far worse, don't you think?"

Farfalle privately thought Lynn was of a similar nature, but she refrained from mentioning it.
Her temperament didn't matter. As long as she remained on the throne, supporting her was the practical way to save the Brands army.
If the Brands army—which Farfalle had chosen over numerous other offers—were to collapse, it would mean her choice had been wrong.
Wasn't that precisely what she was trying to avoid, even enduring imprisonment to maintain her position?

So now was the time to tell Lynn what she wanted to hear.

"Think of it this way, my lord. Use this humiliation to sharpen your blade and wait for the right moment—opportunity will surely come. From what I can see, Serphina von Aingart is absolutely not the caliber of person who can conquer the world. Don't you know how many people across the continent despise her? Remember, the empire fractured and this chaotic era began precisely because many people resented her for killing all the imperial princes and attempting to seize the supreme throne."

"...I know. I know that much... Sigh."

Lynn let out a long sigh, but Farfalle was actually relieved by it.
Following a familiar pattern, her opinion was being accepted.

"...Let me think about it."

Though she said she'd think about it, they both knew she would go.
It was time to prepare the delegation.
With the ruler personally attending, it would require considerable resources.

"Understood. I ask for your swift decision."

Just as she was about to leave to make preparations—

"My lord!"

The audience chamber door suddenly burst open.
Normally, such rudeness would have caused an uproar, but there were exceptions when such behavior was forgivable.
First, if it was a messenger.
Second, if it was someone with significant influence in the nation.

This time, it was the second case.

"Brother...?"

The one who rushed in was Chel Brands, who had finished his recovery and was waiting for a new defensive assignment.
Behind him followed Kalinz, Chel's younger brother and Lynn's second older brother.

"Is it true that you're forming an alliance with Serphina's army?"

"..."

Hearing this, Lynn turned her head away again.
It was a kind of protest indicating she didn't want to discuss it further, but from Chel's perspective, this was not something he could simply let go.

"You cannot, my lord! You know well that Serphina is a woman with sinister intentions! If we join hands with her, it will become an indelible disgrace, and the people's trust in our army will surely be shattered. Moreover, many subordinate generals have serious doubts about this decision. Please reconsider!"

"I..."

"My lord. My comrades, the brave soldiers who shed blood for our Brands army, lost their lives at the hands of none other than Serphina's forces just recently. Even if there are benefits to this alliance, they will be momentary, and we will surely lose much more in the long run. Please reconsider...!"

At Chel and Kalinz's pleading, Lynn trembled.
Since losing confidence in her decisions... she had lost much of her former charisma and sharpness.

"I... I don't know. Farfalle. Talk to Farfalle..."

"My lord..."

Kalinz looked at his sister with a pained expression, seeing how much she had changed.
The woman who once seemed ready to devour even her own brothers had now become far more fragile than she had been as a child.

"Strategist."

"..."

Chel looked directly into Farfalle's eyes as he spoke.

"I understand why you're suggesting an alliance with Serphina. Indeed, as you think, if we can temporarily stop worrying about the northern front, we can effectively block the southern forces, including Hesna's army. But what about after six months? Even if we extend the alliance, what then? Do you really think merely protecting our current territories is the best course of action?"

"We cannot lose any more territories. We've already... come too far around."

At first, it was fine.
In the very beginning—before Farfalle was imprisoned—it might have been acceptable to withdraw all soldiers and generals toward Anel Castle.
Though Serphina's army would have quickly seized territories if they invaded, the losses wouldn't have been so great. After all, they had already declared those areas abandoned.
They could have regrouped at Anel Castle and properly reorganized their forces.

But Serphina didn't fall for the Brands army's strategy.
Instead, she stopped the invasion after adding defensive troops to the border, essentially abandoning the Brands army.
Naturally, the anger of generals and soldiers stationed in the border territories—effectively abandoned—reached its peak. As time passed and their forces gained some leeway, there was no longer a need to concentrate on Anel Castle just to quell that anger.

In other words, if losing territories quickly was advantageous then—
Now, protecting territories had become advantageous.

It would have been better to make a decision before losing Elgaim Castle, but that couldn't be helped.
Farfalle believed that minimizing mistakes now was the answer.

"General. I'm sorry, but joining hands with Serphina is our only option right now."

"So... we must silently follow? Joining hands with our enemy... with those who took our comrades' lives just months ago?"

"...Yes."

"!!!"

Shocked by Farfalle's words, Chel looked at Lynn—
But Lynn, seated on the throne, kept her face turned away, avoiding eye contact with her brother.

"...I see."

"General Chel. I know this is a difficult request, but please endure this humiliation for now. I beg you."

"..."

Chel remained silent for a long while—
Then, after giving Lynn a brief bow, he turned to leave.

"Let's go, Kalinz."

"..."

Normally, such disrespect toward the ruler would be punishable—
But Farfalle could only watch silently as they walked away.

'Though many won't understand now... once we show results, they'll surely come to understand.'

Of course.
She knew there would be strong opposition to an alliance with Serphina's army.
But she believed that since international relations were about benefit, once the benefits were confirmed, they would change their minds and follow her decision—
That was Farfalle's thinking.

Having earned military achievements on the battlefield but always planning strategies from the rear rather than engaging in direct combat—
With more interest in military treatises than in people themselves, she couldn't help but think this way.
And Lynn, who should have been controlling Farfalle, was instead heavily dependent on her.
After numerous mistakes had halved the Brands army's national power, Lynn was in no position to wield the same absolute authority as before.

Punish Chel?
It would be foolish to antagonize someone who had fought on the front lines despite injuries in battles against Serphina's forces.
Secretly, there were quite a few officers who remained loyal to the Brands army despite their dislike for Lynn as ruler.
From the beginning, Lynn had risen to power through results rather than popularity, so the number of people personally loyal to her was naturally limited.

'...It's fine. Producing results is what matters.'

Speaking of Serphina—
Recently she had spread false rumors about the Aishers army selling prisoners, and now she was demanding that Lynn personally come to Aingart Castle if she wanted an alliance.
Lynn could never allow such a malicious woman to conquer the world.

'I will prove that the ruler I chose was the right one.'

Thus, Farfalle pushed for a decision that would surely benefit the Brands army.
She was an intelligent woman, but... not someone who could win people's hearts.

* * *

And so, with some lingering uneasiness—
A delegation was formed solely for the purpose of forming an alliance with Serphina's army.

Lynn and Farfalle, along with dozens of armed guards and 10,000 soldiers.
Originally, they wanted to bring Chel or Kalinz as vanguards, but Farfalle judged it unnecessary to provoke the two further.
Though they were entering enemy territory, their purpose was alliance, and no matter how deranged a witch Serphina might be, she wouldn't harm a foreign ruler who came for diplomatic purposes, especially the ruler of the Brands army.
Such an act would destroy whatever goodwill remained among not only foreign nations but also her own territorial subjects.

Farfalle asked Lynn, who was staring blankly at the delegation:

"My lord. Are you ready?"

Though it was a simple question about readiness, it specifically meant mental preparation.

"...Yes."

Indeed.
She didn't want to make mistakes anymore.
She didn't want to repeat the foolish act of losing Irene due to stubborn pride.
Farfalle's words were sound. If following her advice meant losing only pride, then that was obviously something that should be sacrificed.

"Understood. We'll depart soon, so please board the carriage."

"Alright."

And so the delegation, including Lynn, embarked on the long journey from Anel Castle to Aingart Castle in the northern continent.

Ch.150 - Chapter 150. An Unexpected Reunion (2)
"Your speed is too slow! Faster!"

"Yes, ma'am!"

"You must not rely solely on your allies' backs. It's better to assume no one will protect you on the battlefield. If you wish to depend on someone, you must first become someone others can depend on. Understood?"

"Understood!"

At the barracks of Aingart Castle.
Irene, who had become the deputy commander of the occupation forces, was training the soldiers under her command.
The level of training Irene demanded was quite high, but all the soldiers were following her curriculum without anyone dropping out.
As members of the occupation force, all the soldiers gathered here were elites who stood out even within Serphina's army. Having accumulated combat experience through suppressing the rebellion in the northern continent and advancing into the central continent, they were able to handle her rigorous training without much difficulty.

And.
Someone was watching this entire process from afar.
The blonde-haired female lord with a distinctive hairpin, Serphina, and her loyal advisor and national strategist, Jena.

"How is it going?"

"It's remarkable. After conducting mock battles to compare with untrained occupation forces, the soldiers' combat effectiveness appears to have doubled."

"Is that so? I thought a general who distinguished herself on the front lines might not be accustomed to training troops in the rear... but it seems that's not necessarily the case."

What they didn't know was that before joining Serphina's army, what Irene had done most was training soldiers.
In the early days of the Brands army, they couldn't imagine that a female general who had achieved great feats alongside Chel Brands, endlessly expanding territories while conquering the central continent, would spend most of her time at barracks where relatively less important commanders were stationed.

In fact, her assignment to the barracks was her own request.
She had said that since the occupation forces weren't active yet, she had nothing special to do, so she would like to help with training if possible.

'She's more impressive than her reputation suggests.'

"I see. You must have many tasks to attend to, so you may go ahead first."

"My... Lord."

"What is it?"

Jena, who had been looking at her as if wanting to say something, simply bowed her head deeply.

"...It's nothing. I'll take my leave then."

Serphina didn't press her further.
She figured Jena would speak when she was ready to talk.

After sending Jena away, she quietly waited until Irene's training was over.
And when time passed and the training ended—

"My Lord...?"

Their eyes met as Irene was wiping her sweat and heading to change her clothes.

"You've worked hard, Irene."

"Not at all. I'm merely doing what needs to be done. But... what brings you here?"

"I have business with you."

"With me...? Has there been a rebellion perhaps?"

"Nothing like that. If anything... it's more related to you than to me."

When Irene tilted her head slightly in confusion, unable to guess what this was about, Serphina smiled at the sight.

"You're much more feminine than you appear."

"Pardon...?"

"Never mind. You needn't respond to every bit of women's idle chat."

Irene looked at Serphina with a stunned expression and had two thoughts.
First, she looks pretty when she smiles.
Second, Lady Serphina seems to enjoy joking more than I expected.

At that moment.
Just as suddenly as she had appeared at the barracks—
Serphina abruptly brought up the main point.

"I plan to form an alliance with the Brands army."

"...!!"

The Brands army.
The nation where Irene had once served and to which she had dedicated everything.
Enduring difficult and unfair tasks, hoping only that Lynn would acknowledge her—but Lynn refused to look at her until the very end.
In conclusion, if it weren't for Swen, she likely wouldn't even be alive now.

"You seem lost in memories, Irene."

"...!!"

Feeling as though her inner thoughts had been exposed, Irene quickly bowed her head in apology.

"I'm sorry. It's just—"

"There's nothing to apologize for. Speak freely."

Irene kept her head bowed and spoke in a deliberately solemn tone.

"...I currently belong to the Serphina army. If this is my lord's will, I shall simply follow it."

"Well, I didn't specifically come to tell you about the alliance."

"Then...?"

Serphina smiled and moved closer to Irene.
A fresh citron scent tickled Irene's nose.

"She will be coming here."

"...?"

"She... the woman who abandoned you, Lynn Brands."

"!!!"

Lynn Brands is—
That woman is coming here?

"May... I ask why?"

"That was my condition for the alliance. She must cast aside all her pride and come here to join hands with me. With the one whom everyone on the continent deems worthy of hatred—Serphina von Aingart."

As soon as she heard those words, Irene could easily read Serphina's intentions.

'It seems my lord plans to use her image as a tyrant to isolate Lynn from the rest of the continent.'

Even Irene herself had a negative impression of Serphina before meeting her in person, so if a third party who didn't know the circumstances were to witness this, they would certainly reconsider their opinion of Lynn.

At that moment.

"Irene."

"Yes?"

"You said you were abandoned by Lynn Brands."

"...That's correct."

"May I ask what happened?"

Irene hesitated briefly, then nodded and briefly explained what had happened to her.
From being demoted after achieving military merits, to being continuously ostracized, to eventually meeting Swen and joining the Aishers army together...
Serphina simply listened quietly to her story.

After the story ended.
Serphina was the first to speak.

"This would be a good opportunity, Irene. How about showing your face to Lynn this time?"

"Me...?"

"Yes."

Serphina smiled with satisfaction and said.

"She needs to understand clearly what she has done. Don't you think so? Hehehe..."

"..."

Irene recalled her former lord.
The woman who had driven her to the brink of death despite her complete loyalty.
Although it felt a bit uncomfortable, it was a thing of the past that no longer mattered—
Nevertheless, if her current lord, Serphina, wanted her company, she wanted to oblige.

"You just need to stand by my side. That alone will give her much to think about... whether she can overcome that or not is entirely up to her. And—"

Serphina spoke in a very serious tone.

"She betrayed a general under her command in such a cruel manner. I simply cannot let that pass."

"My Lord..."

Irene could feel the sincerity in Serphina's words.
She had to admit it.
Among all the lords she had served, Serphina was taking the best care of her.

"I understand. I will do as you wish."

"Good. And there's one more thing I'd like to ask."

Serphina placed her hand on Irene's shoulder and casually brought up that name.

"What is Swen to you?"

"...Pardon?"

As soon as she heard Swen's name, Irene's eyes began to tremble violently.
Seeing this, Serphina thought to herself that this woman was truly easy to read, and asked.

"Literally, what kind of existence is Swen to you?"

"Swen is... well, um... my comrade... that's all."

"A comrade, you say?"

"Yes."

"..."

Serphina made no particular response, then placed her hand on Irene's shoulder again and—

"Irene, you and I could become good comrades."

After leaving those words, she gradually disappeared from her sight.

Irene stared blankly at Serphina's retreating back—
Then, she mulled over the conversation they had just had.

'...Honestly, I never thought I'd meet her again.'

Irene closed her eyes and recalled her former lord.
Although it ended up looking like she fled in haste... in the end, she never got to see that face and say goodbye.

'It wouldn't be bad to think of this as a final farewell.'

She no longer harbored any lingering attachment to Lynn.
Her heart was already occupied by someone else.

So, this would truly be the last time.
With that thought, she headed to her quarters to wash her sweat-soaked body.

...Although she couldn't help but be bothered by Serphina's final remark about "becoming good comrades"—
She didn't particularly dwell on it.

* * *

For Lynn, heading to Aingart Castle was not a pleasant experience.

Part of it was that she hadn't traveled such a long distance since becoming a ruler.
But above all, what was most difficult was the indescribable feeling of regret that welled up deep in her heart whenever she passed through places that had once belonged to the Brands army but were no longer under their control.
This feeling was most intense when passing through Kelstein Castle, which had been considered the gateway to the north.
It was nothing short of torture for Lynn to see the yellow flags of the Serphina army, not the sky-blue flags of the Brands army, flying from the high spires of Kelstein Castle, which she had believed would never fall.

All these misfortunes had occurred because of her own stubbornness.
If only she hadn't decided to kill Irene back then.

'It's painful...'

When she was tossing and turning at night, unable to sleep, Farfalle would approach and comfort her.

"My Lord. You must steel your heart. You cannot show weakness. Although we are in a position to request an alliance now, if we wait, an opportunity will surely come."

"I know..."

And so, she reluctantly made her way to the northern continent.
How did it come to this?
She had come all this way to plant her army's flag here.
The opportunity had been right in front of her.

At that moment.
If she had listened to Swen... she could have advanced into the north.
She had ruined the opportunity that was within her grasp with her wrong decision.
And the Brands army, once called the ruler of the central region and the only rival to the Serphina army, had ended up losing territory to the Hesna army.

Although she now acknowledged that everything was her fault, revisiting these mistakes with her own eyes was undeniably detrimental to her mental health.
If Serphina had considered all this when summoning her here...

'Damn her...!'

Lynn bit her lip hard, tasting blood as she thought and thought again.
Although she was enduring all this humiliation for the sake of her army's national interests—
Someday, when another opportunity came to the Brands army, then...

'Serphina von Aingart... I'll personally take your head with these hands...!'

After traveling like this for several more days.

"My Lord. We've arrived."

They finally reached Aingart Castle.
As soon as they arrived, a soldier from the Serphina army approached.

"Are you Lynn Brands of the Brands army?"

In a situation where the ruler of another country had come to form an alliance.
The soldier should naturally have shown respect—but deliberately chose not to.
The difference in power.
The composure of those who knew that the other side was the one in need.

Lynn swallowed the rage boiling inside her, forced a smile on her face, and replied in a relaxed tone.

"...Yes, that's right. Where is Lady Serphina?"

"Wait. You must be searched before entering."

"What? What are you doing—!"

Just as a Brands army officer behind her was about to interject, unable to contain himself—
Farfalle extended her hand firmly to stop him.

"Control yourself. Do you want to render our lord's efforts futile?"

"...Kuk..."

Lynn nodded and silently submitted to the body search.
A few minutes later.

"Is the inspection complete?"

From a distance, a woman's voice was heard.

"Yes!"

'...Huh?'

Lynn, having finished the body search, froze at the sound of a woman's voice that was somehow very familiar.

'This voice... I know this voice?'

Beyond, walking between the soldiers, came a woman.
A female general with red hair wearing a silver circlet.
Her armor bore the crest of House Aingart.
Her purple eyes were engraved with loyalty to the one she served.

'!!!!!!'

And.
Lynn... immediately realized why that voice had been familiar as soon as she saw the woman's face.

"No... it can't be."

"This is impossible...!"

It wasn't just Lynn.
The officers on the Brands side, including Farfalle, also froze in place when they saw the approaching female general.

"I...rene...!!!"

The red-haired female knight, Irene.
The woman who had once pledged to dedicate her life to Lynn... was now wearing armor engraved with the crest of House Aingart, looking at her.
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Lynn stared repeatedly at the purple-eyed female knight with red hair.
That face. A face she could never forget.
The face of the person who had once promised to do everything for her...

"..."

At this moment, she was looking at Lynn with such coldness.

Irene ignored Lynn's terrified gaze as she trembled with a pale face, and ordered the soldier beside her.

"Report to the Lord. Tell him the envoy has arrived."

"Yes."

After the soldiers finished searching the delegation and left,
Irene looked over the shocked delegation staring at her and said in an extremely dry voice.

"Follow me this way."

Irene's voice was utterly devoid of emotion.
There are many kinds of emotions. Joy, sadness, anger...
Having emotions in one's voice would be proof that the other person matters enough to evoke feelings.

But now.
In her voice directed at Lynn—there was no emotion whatsoever.

"Excuse me...!"

Lynn tried to say something, but—
Before she could, Irene cut her off and looked at the rest of the group with an expressionless face.

"The rest of you will wait here."

"You mean we can't enter?"

Irene nodded at Farfalle's question.

"Isn't it customary for only one envoy to enter when meeting a foreign lord?"

Irene's voice was unbearably cold.
Farfalle, who had once been called "Strategist" by this loyal knight who had shown such compassion, was too shocked to properly respond, having never seen this side of Irene before.

Her statement was correct.
It was indeed customary for an envoy visiting for diplomatic purposes to enter the audience chamber alone.
But since they had come as ruler to ruler, and were planning to form an alliance, they had expected some level of courtesy...

'They know too well that we're the ones in need.'

Farfalle observed the expressions of the armed guards who had followed them.
It wasn't difficult to read the anger they were struggling to contain.

'I don't mind. This humiliation, I can handle it... but the Lord and the other officers...!'

Just as he was about to speak up, thinking he should say something—

"However—"

"...Farfalle."

Surprisingly, it was Lynn who stopped him, extending her hand with a pale face.

"I'll... I'll handle this myself. So... wait here... I... I am the ruler..."

"My Lord..."

After Farfalle's reinstatement, Lynn had constantly repeated this.
That she needed to handle things herself.
Since the nation had been halved due to her misjudgment, bearing this burden was her last pride as a ruler.
Farfalle knew this well, so he could only bow his head deeply.

"...Take care, my Lord."

"Yes..."

After responding, Lynn carefully turned to Irene...
To the woman who had once pledged everything to her, she managed to open her trembling lips.

"...Take me... with you... I... Irene..."

Irene, hearing Lynn speak her name, replied in a tone still devoid of any emotion.

"Lord Lynn. I understand you are the ruler of a nation, but speaking to a foreign officer in such a condescending manner is against proper etiquette. I would appreciate if you kept that in mind."

"Oh, I understand..."

Nod, nod.
She could only nod her head, unable to properly respond, but Irene didn't make an issue of it.

"Listen. Um... Irene, you know..."

"Follow me."

Irene walked ahead without even listening to Lynn's words.
Lynn reached out slightly toward Irene but then silently followed behind her slowly.

In the past, she would have been concerned about Lynn, but now she could clearly see.
She had felt somewhat complicated before facing her—
But now that she was actually facing her, the truth became clear.

This woman means nothing to me now.
Truly, all emotions toward her have disappeared.

Resentment, hatred, even the sympathy that might naturally arise seeing the downfall of a lord she once served, and the complex love-hate emotions encompassing all of these—

None of it resonated with Irene now.
To such an extent that it would feel the same if anyone else were in Lynn's place.

Now by her side was that man—Swen.
The incredibly lovable man who had sincerely told her he only wanted her to survive, who supported her in any situation.
Having been born as a sword to protect someone—
With a clear person to protect, she could maintain stronger mental fortitude than anyone else.

"..."

In contrast, Lynn—with her regret, self-blame, and resentment all mixed together so thoroughly that it was difficult to identify exactly what emotion it was—
Felt suffocated every time she looked at Irene's back.

Clearly.
Clearly she had been a woman who said she would be a stepping stone beneath my feet, to be trampled whenever I wished.
Someone who showed absolute loyalty to me no matter what orders I gave.

'Irene... why...?'

Why... not the Aishers army.
Why are you under Serphina's command, who is like an evil spirit...?

"Lord Lynn. You are the only one who can stop Serphina von Aingart's tyranny. I, Irene, will follow you until my bones turn to dust. Use me whenever you wish. If my lord orders me to cut someone down, I will do so without hesitation, regardless of who they are."

'That's what you said... So why...?'

Despite the fact that she herself had driven Irene away.
Despite the fact that she had ignored Swen's advice and sent Irene to her death—
Foolishly, recalling past scenes, she resented Irene in her heart.
Even after reflecting on her actions... seeing Irene's face made her heart complicated again.

'You... you shouldn't be like this... So why did you... abandon me... why...?'

Lynn wanted to ask her these questions several more times as she stared at her back—
But now she knew. She knew it was an unreasonable question that could never reach her.

'No...'

Lynn bowed her head deeply.
She barely managed to hold back the tears welling up.

'I... I... I shouldn't have done that...'

Following behind her, she couldn't shake the feeling that she herself was the criminal.
The fundamental reason why the Brands army, which once commanded the Central Continent, had fallen to this state.
Because she had tried to kill the woman before her—Irene—without reason.

She wanted to apologize.
But neither the time, place, nor anything else helped her to convey those words.

All Lynn could do was bite her lip and barely match the pace of Irene's footsteps.

It was far too late for regret.

* * *

Throughout following her into the royal castle, a more fundamental anxiety weighed on Lynn's mind.
Lynn tried to empty her thoughts as much as possible to escape this anxiety.
How long had she followed behind the woman who had once been her sword, head bowed like a criminal?
When she came to her senses, she could hear Irene's voice.
This time in a more familiar tone.

"My Lord. I have brought Lord Lynn Brands, who has just arrived."

Irene knelt, facing the golden-haired absolute ruler who stood upon the emblem on her armor.
Her new master, the hegemon of the Northern Continent, the Tyrant—Serphina von Aingart, who smiled seductively at her.

"Yes, Irene. Well done. You've worked hard."

"Not at all. I merely did what I should for my lord."

Serphina rose from her seat and walked toward where Lynn stood.

"Lord Lynn. I am Serphina von Aingart. It's a pleasure to meet you like this."

Lynn buried her lingering attachment to Irene in a corner of her heart and somehow gathered her wits to speak.

"...I am Lynn Brands."

"Yes. You wish to form an alliance with our army?"

"That's correct."

"I see. I never thought I would form an alliance with the Brands army, with whom we've crossed swords until recently... But in these chaotic times, there are no permanent allies or enemies. I understand your decision. You've made a very rational choice."

Lynn didn't answer, barely managing an awkward smile.
Serphina didn't particularly mind Lynn's reaction—she was silently proceeding with her next plan to crush her.

"I certainly welcome the opportunity to work with the Brands army. However, the special reason I've invited Lord Lynn to Aingart Castle is."

After saying this, Serphina moved closer to Lynn.
Lynn's perfume was completely overwhelmed by Serphina's intense citrus scent.

"Shouldn't we let as many people as possible know that we have joined hands to pursue peace on the continent? Hehe... Hey there! Prepare something light to refresh us before the banquet."

"Yes!"

'...I see through you, Serphina.'

She had known from the moment she was summoned here.
She plans to use her notorious reputation to isolate the Brands army diplomatically.
But in a situation where her nation could be completely wiped out if they continued losing territory, she had no choice.

Fortunately or unfortunately, Serphina's transparent actions had helped Lynn calm down considerably since her first encounter with Irene.
Lynn responded with the most relaxed smile she could muster.

"...I hope the friendly relations between our armies will continue forever."

"As do I. Now, please come this way."

Lynn silently followed behind her.
Deliberately ignoring the red-haired female knight who followed closely beside Serphina as if guarding her.

*

Exchanging meaningless pleasantries in the banquet hall naturally helped calm her mind.

'I'll quickly form the alliance and leave. I'm just doing what I need to do.'

Though she wasn't without desire to speak with Irene, it seemed difficult now.
Thinking it would be better to quickly disappear from sight, she casually asked Serphina about the upcoming schedule, to which she replied with a smile.

"Well, an alliance is just a matter of paperwork. You seem to be in a hurry. Hehe..."

Lynn didn't bother to respond, just letting out a light laugh.
She was determined not to be swayed by her no matter what happened.

Serphina looked at Lynn with smiling eyes, then glanced at Irene and said.

"Bring the documents."

"Yes."

With that, Irene disappeared somewhere.
Only after she was gone did Lynn feel her constantly pounding heart gradually quieting.

'Stay calm... Form the alliance quickly and return. If we can block the northern front... we can hold off the Hesna army. That's where we start. If we succeed this time, we can appease the officers, my brother, and the dissatisfied soldiers abandoned at the border... Farfalle said so... Surely, surely we can do it.'

She didn't know why Irene was with Serphina's army, but it didn't matter.
Now she just wanted to somehow convey her apology and then forget about her and move forward.

Yes.
You're doing well, Lynn.
To ensure her father wouldn't be disappointed for choosing her, she couldn't collapse like this.
Everything was for the Brands army.

She took a sip from the wine glass offered by Serphina, trying to compose herself as much as possible.

'I will repay all this humiliation when I conquer the continent, Serphina.'

As she smiled and swallowed her hostility toward her—

'...?'

Serphina's expression was... strange.
No, more precisely, she was smiling but... there was a clear expectation of something.
Of what?
What else could be coming?

And at that moment—

"My Lord."

A voice came from beyond.
A man's voice.
A voice she knew well.

And as soon as she recognized it as "a voice she knew well"—
That "fundamental anxiety" that had overwhelmed her while following Irene.

'...No way...!!!'

It opened its ferocious jaws wide and began to glare at Lynn as if it would devour her.
The fact Lynn hadn't recalled, or rather, hadn't wanted to recall on her way here.

—If Irene was here, where was Swen who had been with her then?

And the answer...
Was revealed to Lynn in an unbearably cruel way.

"I've brought the documents, my Lord."

As she slowly turned her head, there stood a white-haired man.
The man who always spoke the truth, who had told her to use him freely—

"You've come, my Swen... hehe...♡"

He was being called "my Swen" by Serphina.
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* * *

After sending Lynn in alone, Farfalle regained her composure and began to process the impossible situation that had just occurred.

'Why is Irene Juliet here...??'

How could she be affiliated with Serphina's army when she had betrayed them to join Aishers' forces?
As she recovered from her momentary panic at witnessing this unbelievable reality, a strange rumor she'd heard recently flashed through her mind.

'There's a rumor that Baranga Yuuri Aishers handed over her white-haired magician servant to Serphina as a condition for retrieving her own prisoners of war.'

It was true that there had been a white-haired magician in Aishers' army. Of course, it must have been that man who originally belonged to our forces.
But the absurd premise that a ruler would surrender their own servant for a prisoner exchange seemed impossible. Naturally, she had assumed Serphina's side was spreading false rumors to shake Yuuri's reputation and the loyalty of her commanders.
If anything, she found it strange that the reportedly clever Serphina would resort to such an implausible rumor.

But.
Thinking about it—Irene hadn't defected alone.
She had taken the white-haired magician, the man who performed miracles at the Northern Fortress—Swen with her.
Having worked with them before, seeing Irene here as part of Serphina's forces meant...

'Could it be... that rumor was true?'

A ruler sold her own subject as a condition for prisoner exchange?
What kind of nonsensical story was this, with nothing to gain and absolutely unacceptable?
But what if it were true?

Farfalle easily imagined the worst-case scenario for Lynn.
In truth, what Lynn struggled with most wasn't losing Irene.
She was most devastated about losing Swen.
Farfalle, who had been with her since being released from prison, easily understood that Irene was continuously mentioned only because losing her had ultimately meant losing Swen.

Lynn seemed to have somehow endured when facing Irene.
But if... she were to face Swen?

'Lady Lynn...!'

Please.
If God truly exists... and if that God has any mercy for our Brands army.
—Please don't subject our Lord to any more trials.

Beyond appealing to religion, which had lost all authority in these chaotic times, there was nothing else she could do.

* * *

"From now on, I will work for Lady Lynn."

"My talents are modest, but thanks to Lady Lynn valuing them highly, I was able to join the Brands army. I believe this is an excellent stage to realize my dreams. My dream is not to grasp the world with my own hands. My dream is to assist the person who will grasp the world."

"My goal is to achieve success and recognition. I have no special desires. Fulfill what I want. I will fulfill what Lady Lynn wants."

"Please give me wings, my Lord."

Those moments were still vivid in Lynn's memory.
The man she believed would remain by her side no matter what she did.

After the devastating defeat against Aishers' army.

As she continued to lose territory to Serphina's forces—
While she imprisoned Farfalle for not following her orders and acting independently, Lynn found herself unable to take any action, anxiously fretting alone. During this time, the person she thought of most was none other than Swen.

A man who showed extraordinary qualities from their first meeting.
She became interested in him when, despite being merely an envoy from a small country, his presence momentarily overwhelmed hers during their private audience.
Lynn personally rose from her seat to command battles and destroyed an entire nation just to obtain him.

Afterward, he continued to offer invaluable advice.

He said they could advance into the northern continent now.
He clearly distinguished between battles they could win and those they couldn't.
He communicated with the heavens to create impossible miracles.

Why.
Why did I lose him?
Even if he had been deceived by Irene... if only she hadn't treated Irene that way, he would surely still be by her side.

If she hadn't betrayed Irene.

Then, Irene would have protected her.
Lynn now knew that Irene was a woman who would never have betrayed her, even if Lynn herself had held a knife to her throat.
If Irene had remained her shield—Swen would have been there beside her, protecting her.

If only I hadn't clung to such useless pride.
In that final moment.
If only I had followed Swen's advice and not sent Irene to the Eastern Fortress...

—She had spent her days dwelling on such thoughts.
During that time, with Chel injured, the soldiers effectively lost their commander and weren't properly led.
But she lacked the energy to do anything. After losing the compass she had personally discovered from a small nation, who had consistently pointed her in the right direction, she couldn't trust her own decisions.

It took a very long time to realize that she should have at least listened to Farfalle.
As soon as that thought occurred to her, she reinstated Farfalle and somehow managed to salvage the situation until today... but she had wasted too much time before reaching that realization herself.
If only she hadn't hated Irene.
No, even if she had hated her, if she hadn't openly displayed it and oppressed her, this disaster wouldn't have happened.

Even after Farfalle's return, forgetting Swen was nearly impossible.
The fact that she had failed to properly utilize a man of such extraordinary talent, whom even Farfalle had acknowledged as remarkable, before losing him to Aishers' forces continued to gnaw at her heart like a fang.

That fang. Continuously.
Scratching at her heart.

Nevertheless, to take responsibility, she had to move forward.
Enduring humiliation, dancing to Serphina's tune.

Honestly... she could somehow endure seeing Irene.
This was less about rational thinking and more about her inherent nature.
After all, it was Lynn who had pushed Irene away. While Lynn felt guilty toward Irene, it's difficult for resentment that has festered for over a decade to disappear overnight.
Unconsciously, she could somehow let Irene go.

But.
The man she had personally worked to obtain.
The man who said he would work for her if she helped him achieve success and recognition, Swen...

'Swen...?'

Lynn looked with trembling eyes at Swen as he brought documents.
Lynn herself didn't exist in Swen's line of sight...
His eyes were fixed only on the blonde female ruler beside her.

"About the parts we discussed last night?"

At Serphina's words, Swen nodded and replied.

"I've incorporated everything you mentioned."

"You've worked so hard. Hehe..."

To Serphina, who was looking at Swen with an expression of adoration—
Swen was showing the same loyal expression he had once shown to her, saying:

"I'm glad to be of service to my Lord."

To a woman other than herself—
Seeing him address someone else as "Lord."

Crash-!

The seemingly peaceful banquet hall began to stir as the wine glass that slipped from Lynn's hand fell and shattered on the floor.
Serphina slowly approached Lynn and asked in an extremely smooth tone:

"Oh my, Lady Lynn. Are you alright? Someone, please bring a new glass."

After sending a soldier, she examined Lynn with a seemingly concerned expression.

"Are you feeling dizzy perhaps?"

"Swen...?"

Serphina's voice didn't reach Lynn's ears.
Only the man she had lost, who had become her regret, could monopolize all her attention.

"Swen... why... why, why...?"

"..."

Without answering, Swen glanced at Serphina.
As if understanding what he meant, Serphina stood before Lynn and said:

"Do you have business with one of our commanders?"

"Why... why, why are you here...?"

Lynn said, barely managing to take trembling steps toward him.

"Why...? You said you'd stay by my side... We... we were dreamers together...!!!"

But.
Her movement was blocked by Irene, who stood beside Serphina.

"This is inappropriate, Duke Lynn."

Restrained by her former knight.
Throwing aside all dignity as a ruler, she cried out pleadingly to the strategist who once served her.

"Swen...! Why, why did you... why did you... why did you leave me? I... I was going to give you wings. I... I...!!!"

She couldn't understand any of this situation.
Why?
Why were Irene and Swen... children who once worked for her, now under the tyrant Serphina—
Becoming her knights, being called "my Swen" by her.
That fact was so heavy.
The reality she had been avoiding, the reality she thought she might finally be able to overcome, became a weight again, striking her head violently, the sensation so painful...

...Thud.

Lynn collapsed on the spot, losing consciousness before hearing Swen's answer.
Serphina, remaining calm, spoke to one of the soldiers guarding her.

"Bring the Brands army delegation. It seems she needs some rest. We'll continue the meeting after Duke Lynn regains consciousness."

"Y-Yes, ma'am!"

* * *

After the soldier who received Serphina's order rushed out.
I watched the unconscious Lynn and Serphina looking down at her with cold eyes.

Serphina's gaze as she looked at the collapsed Lynn was... colder than anything.

'If she calculated even this...'

I couldn't help but think that Serphina was truly remarkable in many ways.

Honestly, I felt a little sorry for Lynn who was completely broken—

'She's the woman who tried to kill Lady Irene.'

For that reason alone, my sympathy for her quickly disappeared.

I didn't mind the various insults she had given me, like sending prostitutes to me. I had no regrets about her not valuing me highly.
After all, I never truly served her as my lord either.

But she sent Irene, a woman who desperately wanted her approval, to her death.

I was able to save Irene's life by deceiving and betraying Lynn.
Not once have I regretted deceiving her or her country.

Even if the same situation were to occur a hundred times—
I would still betray her and save Irene.

'She brought this upon herself.'

Karma.
It was the most appropriate word to describe Lynn's current state.
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# When Did I Start Hating You?

When did it begin?
When I started hating you.

"Have you heard about Irene? They say she's already sparring with adult soldiers at such a young age. She'll become a shield to protect you in the future, so make sure to get close to her."

"Lynn, did you hear? Irene is showing the most exceptional talent not just in the history of House Juliet, but among all the houses that support our House Brands. Don't you think we're fortunate to have her in our generation?"

"Since you were born with the bloodline that can command Irene, isn't it only natural that you should be more exceptional than her?"

When Lynn was still young.
From the time she was just beginning to understand how the world worked—
She had grown up hearing the name of a girl called Irene far more often than her own.

She truly was a remarkable girl.
Even Lynn had to acknowledge that, having eyes to see.
Irene showed brilliant talent in swordsmanship and was intelligent enough to understand and master military treatises at a young age.
The most impressive thing about her as a knight guardian was that—it was obvious she harbored no ambition whatsoever.

"Lady Lynn. I am the sword and shield that protects House Brands. I was born for this purpose, and that will never change."

Irene would always say this while looking at Lynn.
Even when they were young, Lynn could tell those words were sincere.
So.
Normally, one should feel affection toward someone who, from such a young age, bows and pledges loyalty simply because of the Brands blood flowing through your veins.

But.

Young Lynn didn't particularly care for her.
To be precise, she disliked her.

'Who are you?'

Why do Father and my brothers care more about your future supporting House Brands than about the future I, the legitimate heir of House Brands, will create?
It might have been a childish thought when she was young, but as she grew older, that thought only solidified.

The only thing that made life bearable was the fact that she, not Irene, was the one in the higher position.
No matter what Irene did, she had to remain beneath Lynn, and no matter what Lynn did, she could never fall below Irene. This was as natural and obvious as the separation of heaven and earth, and only this fact comforted Lynn when she felt that inexplicable discomfort while looking at Irene.

When did it begin?
Ironically, at some point, even Irene's sincere pledge of loyalty to her house began to irritate her.
If she had been a hypocritical woman, Lynn could have openly hated her, but since there was no sign of that, hating Irene made Lynn feel like a strange person.
Still, it was manageable until then. She wasn't the heir yet, so she could simply see Irene less often.

When Lynn had grown somewhat wiser.
Just as her father had predicted, after the Emperor died, the heirs fought like dogs, the Aingart Empire collapsed and split, and eventually an era of chaos unfolded—
Our Brands army, having already secured the prime territory of Anel Castle, was able to secure the most advantageous starting position among the many lords vying for power in the central continent.

After years of bloody civil war between the imperial princes that devastated the entire continent.
As a result, the throne was claimed not by Algot, who had been the most likely candidate, nor by Sidmid, who had been Algot's main rival, but by Serphina, the youngest who had suddenly emerged from obscurity.
From what Lynn heard, Serphina had purged her blood brothers in extremely cruel and cunning ways, and seeing the imperial citizens suffering from the aftermath, Lynn thought:

As one who inherited the blood of House Brands, it is our responsibility to resolve this issue.

This wasn't about some noble cause for the imperial citizens or bringing peace to the continent—it was purely about her pride.
It stemmed from the feeling that she needed to be "a person worthy of the name of House Brands."
Fortunately or unfortunately, her brothers—Chel, who was more interested in battle than politics, and Kalinz, who was more concerned with self-preservation—meant that the crown her father had carried fell into her lap without much difficulty.

Lynn thought that this was the moment.
The moment had finally come for her to make a name for herself.
Like Irene, she could prove herself to be an excellent leader by removing the tyrannical Serphina who had earned everyone's resentment—
When summoned by her father on his deathbed, she went to him with an audaciously excited heart.

But.

"Lynn. Irene will be by your side. She has the qualities to become a knight guardian more extraordinary than any other. She will surely protect you as a monarch, just as her father protected yours... If that child remains by your side... the hegemony of the continent... will belong to our House Brands..."

Her father, passing the throne to her, mentioned that woman's name even in his moment of death.
Not that she would become an excellent ruler—
But that Irene would become a person more extraordinary than any knight guardian.

Even in his dying moment, he was uttering her name.

That was the moment.
When Lynn's reason snapped, despite maintaining an outwardly decent relationship with Irene despite her inner dislike.

After Lynn ascended to the throne of House Brands.
Unlike the Empire, the succession ceremony ended without incident, and in a situation where there was no need for establishing hierarchy, Lynn chose an aggressive expansion policy.
Led by Chel, who would later be called the First Sword of Brands, and Irene, who possessed talent that would earn her the title of Siege Specialist, the Brands occupation forces successfully implemented an incredible blitzkrieg that no other army had ever achieved.

Thus, House Brands became the hegemon of the central continent in an incredibly short time.
And at that very point.
At that point, Lynn let go of Irene's hand.

The superficial reason was to give her rest after leading the occupation forces—
But compared to entrusting Chel, who had been active during the same period, with full authority over the southern front, it was an undeniably different approach.
Irene's new position was to oversee the Second Garrison of Anel Castle.
It was a situation that anyone would consider a demotion—
But in any case, no one within House Brands would go against Lynn Brands, who had shown brilliant results by utilizing them to seize hegemony of the central continent in a short time.

Instead, what Lynn became obsessed with was collecting talented individuals hidden throughout the continent.
While Irene was indeed an extraordinary woman, she wasn't the most exceptional being on the continent.
Except for siege warfare, her brother Chel was superior in combat, and despite her excellence in military tactics, she wasn't more capable than renowned strategists, so Lynn believed she could find someone to replace her.
Lynn continued to collect talented individuals. During the expansion process, whenever she encountered someone showing even a hint of usefulness from various small countries, she would bring them in as a close aide and test their abilities and whether they were as ambitious-free as Irene, willing to remain under her. This became a routine.

In that process, not a single person passed her test.
Those who seemed like they might pass chose death instead of surrendering to her.
Still, she couldn't give up. She had to eventually find someone talented enough to replace Irene.

And finally—

Before her eyes appeared a young man with white hair, Swen.

"What I stand to lose is indeed my life. However, Lady Lynn, in exchange for my life... you will lose the world."

That first meeting that sent shivers down her spine.
Looking back, all his bold proposals that no one could have imagined were nothing but correct.
After several tests, she could be certain that this man would truly remain under her.

I've found him!
I've finally found someone far more exceptional than Irene who can support me no matter what happens!

Moreover, he didn't just pass her test in terms of ability.
Even when she bestowed a prostitute as a gift, he showed no displeasure, and she couldn't detect any ambition in his demeanor, only a desire for success and recognition.

Swen, someone just like you.
I've been waiting all this time for someone like you, Swen...!

Then all that remained was to remove the annoying presence from her sight.
While harboring such thoughts, an incredibly good timing rolled right before her eyes, and then...

* * *

"...My Lord, My Lord!"

"Mmm...hmm."

"My Lord, are you conscious?!"

"Farfalle...?"

Opening her eyes... Farfalle was looking at her with an extremely worried expression.
A flashback to the past... a dream...?
As sensation gradually returned to her body, she realized she was lying somewhere.

As her vision slowly returned, she began to comprehend the situation.
What she had been doing.
And... who she had seen last.

"Ah..."

As soon as she recalled who she had seen—
Her head pounded violently.
Someone was repeatedly stabbing her heart with a knife, slashing it to pieces.

"No... Swen... why, why... how could you..."

"My Lord, please... pull yourself together. First, you need to sign the documents. We need to return, regroup, and look for an opportunity."

"Swen... Swen... weren't you... weren't you supposed to support me...?"

But you lied to me, deceived me...

...Ah.

In that moment, Lynn realized a terrifying truth.
The truth behind why Swen had followed her without any particular reaction no matter how badly she treated him.
It wasn't out of infinite loyalty like Irene's, but simply...

—He had never once truly served her as his lord.

So that's what it was.
That's what it was.
You, from the moment you came to me from Lunarienne, not for a single moment, did you...

Lynn wanted to wail, but she sensed that she no longer had the strength even to shed tears.

So I... lost everything.

Both Irene and Swen.
The talent I envied and the talent I newly discovered.

All by my own hands—

"...My Lord...?"

—And so, Lynn Brands's time came to a halt.

* * *

After Lynn lost consciousness, several attendants, including Farfalle, supported her.
It seemed Serphina had provided a place for her to rest until she regained consciousness.

And after some time had passed.

"..."

Lynn's eyes, as she walked to sign the documents, were... dead.
The once vibrant, charismatic, and oppressive Lynn Brands, who had once rejoiced at destroying our army just to have me in her hands, was nowhere to be found.
What stood before us was merely a lifeless puppet signing the alliance documents as if strings were attached to her head.

Why an alliance with House Brands would benefit our army—it was still impossible to deduce with 100% accuracy even now—
But looking at the completely broken Lynn, I could at least understand the beneficial outcome for our army.

'House Brands is finished now.'

That much, one could tell even without an intelligence of 100.
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# Finally, we formed a six-month alliance with the Brands army.
I was incredibly curious about what would happen within the Brands army during this time... but seeing Lynn, who seemed to have completely lost her bearings as a human being, it was clear that the Brands army would crumble without even properly taking advantage of this opportunity.

Then, would the southern nations take their place instead?
If the continent were reorganized in such a way, it would certainly be advantageous to Luna from a balance perspective, but it seemed she was still spending her time somewhere without raising an army.
Since it was Luna we were talking about, I wasn't too worried... but honestly, I was curious about how she was doing.

Come to think of it, what happened to Ginor?
Was he still part of the Aishers army?
During our time together, he was always difficult to read... but if he had made up his mind after receiving my letter, he might have gone to serve under Luna.
Or perhaps he had temporarily become a wanderer—there were many possibilities.

'I really can't predict anything.'

If only I could freely input questions into my mind whenever I wanted, rather than having to receive questions from others.
And how wonderful would it be if the scope of those questions wasn't limited?
Considering that in this game world I've been transported to, I need to receive questions from someone to seek advice, it might be considered historically accurate... but what use is historical accuracy in a situation that has become reality?
Of course, I've benefited greatly from that historical accuracy, so I couldn't complain.

Though I couldn't know how things would unfold from here—
There was one thing I knew for certain.

'I must protect Serphina's life at all costs.'

The condition for the Serphina army, or rather, this country to become a unified nation was simple.
Serphina stepping down from the throne.
However, Serphina was a young and talented female ruler who enjoyed tremendous trust within the nation. She was too healthy to expect illness, and her support among territory residents and generals was far too high for a revolution to occur.
There were still intermittent rebellions, but they all stemmed from the aftermath of the past crown prince competition and were all conducted in utmost secrecy—
Which, conversely, proved that without hiding underground and bringing up past justifications, there was no legitimate reason to defy her.

At that moment.
A fundamental question arose in my mind.

'How exactly does she die?'

If she had gone directly to the Brands army, she would have died.
This was a conclusion based on my 100% accurate predictions, so it could be considered certain.
Would she be assassinated within the Brands army?
Since she wouldn't be going alone, and we had the initiative, she probably wouldn't have gone all the way to Anel Castle, so this scenario seemed unlikely.

But if there's a result, there must be a process leading to that result.

'Why... would Serphina end up dying?'

It was something that wouldn't happen now, so there was no need to dwell on it—
But I couldn't help being curious about the reason.

* * *

It was Irene who saw off the Brands army delegation at the end.
Lynn, after losing consciousness and fainting... no longer spoke to her.
Or more precisely, she walked out with a pale face like a sick patient, without uttering a single word.
Her eyes, which had never acknowledged Irene, were now empty, devoid of any ambition.

"..."

After silently seeing off Farfalle, who was taking care of her lord while looking at Irene with mixed emotions—
Irene slowly returned to where Serphina was to report.

"My lord. The Brands army delegation has just departed from Aingart Castle."

"I see. Thank you for your hard work, Irene."

"..."

Irene slowly studied Serphina's expression.
Her expression was... cold.
But strangely, she could feel a hint of human warmth in that cold expression.

Why did she—
Deliberately show herself and Swen to Lynn?

At that moment.

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"

"Pardon? Ah... well, that's..."

Irene bowed her head and looked apologetic, but.
Serphina closed her eyes slightly as if it didn't matter and asked.

"You don't understand my actions, do you?"

"How could I dare say I don't understand my lord's actions?"

"Isn't one's thoughts about their ruler a personal freedom? That level of scrutiny doesn't bother me. You might think I'm being cruel, seeing how I tormented Lynn like this."

"That's not it—"

"However."

Serphina slowly opened her eyes and looked at Irene.

"I admit that personal feelings were involved."

"Personal feelings, my lord?"

"Yes. I... simply cannot forgive Lynn's choice."

Forgiveness?
It seemed like there was a deep rift between the two, but they appeared to have no personal grudges despite being rulers of enemy states. Was there something I didn't know?

"When you say choice..."

As soon as she cautiously asked the question.
Serphina, as if she had been waiting for it, looked into Irene's purple eyes and answered.

"The choice to abandon you."

"...!"

"She drove you to the brink of death and even tried to take your life. Shouldn't she at least know what consequences her decision brought? Additionally, she lost the miracle mage who once blocked our army's massive forces with magical power, so her distress must be great. But."

Serphina slightly clenched her fist.
Her dry and cold voice filled the space where only Irene and Serphina existed.

"I simply could not forgive it. Irene, the way she lives so shamelessly, without even considering how you felt. That's why I specially called you and Swen to this place. To impress upon her that her foolish decision had irreversible consequences."

"My lord..."

Irene felt... purely grateful to her.
Serphina was angry at Lynn. Not the ceremonial anger toward an opponent in a war between nations, but something more personal.
And the reason for her anger was... because of Irene herself.

"I... really, really hate those who betray people, those who betray people who swear loyalty to them."

After saying that, Serphina let out a short sigh and then spoke briefly, without showing any emotion on her face.

"I've talked too much. Anyway, I thank you for playing along. It must not have been pleasant for you to see your former lord."

"No, my lord. ...Thank you for your consideration."

Irene bowed her head in greeting.
If there was one thing that hadn't changed since leaving Lynn, it was her absolute loyalty to Swen.
But... in a corner of her heart, gratitude toward Serphina was clearly blooming.

She thought that if it weren't for Swen, she might not have served Serphina, but ironically, she knew well that if it weren't for Swen, she would never have met Serphina.
Because she was a ruthless tyrant. Because she was a cunning witch who disrupted the peace of the continent.

"..."

Serphina was lost in her own thoughts.
Was helping Irene truly out of her own goodwill?
If asked whether it was solely for Irene's sake... that would probably be a lie.
It wasn't completely false. It was true that she felt anger rising toward Lynn Brands for treating Irene that way.

But—
If that was all there was to it, she wouldn't have thought to crush Lynn like this.
She gave a bitter smile at her own hypocrisy, then thought of the person she truly wanted to possess.

Swen. The white-haired mage she had repeatedly encountered in her dreams. The man presumed to have the power of the "Mind's Eye."
A man who gave her an inexplicable attraction.

Since Swen seemed to think of Irene as special, Irene would inevitably become special to Serphina as well.

'Swen. I am sincere. If I could have you in my hands, I could do anything.'

Although he now unconsciously called her "Lady Serphina."
Someday, if she could push out the nameless person remaining in his heart and become his only "lord"...

For Serphina, who had lived thinking only of unifying the continent, another purpose had emerged.

* * *

On the way back after successfully forming the alliance.
Farfalle cautiously approached the soldier driving the carriage and asked a question.

"How is our lord's condition?"

"The same. She's not saying anything... and she's not eating, only drinking the minimum amount of water."

"I see..."

After fainting while calling out for Swen and regaining consciousness—
Lynn had been spending time quietly without saying a word, as if she had become a broken person.
No matter how much anyone spoke to her, there was no response, and when guidance was sought, no answer came.
Her once lively eyes had long since become dull.

Therefore, it fell to Farfalle, the national strategist, to coordinate the return journey and direct the delegation.
Fortunately, Farfalle's reputation within the Brands army was not bad, so everyone accepted her instructions without much resistance.

'She's just in shock right now because her heart is heavy. She was so devastated about losing Swen. But... once we return and achieve proper results, she'll surely return to being the Lynn we knew.'

All Farfalle could do was think positively and prepare for the future.
Thus, as they continued traveling southward day and night, thinking about how to counter the Hesna army, one day.

A soldier approached Farfalle and carefully said.

"Lady Farfalle. I think we need to change our return route."

"Is there a reason?"

The soldier made a troubled expression and reported the facts unfolding before his eyes.
The "fact" that had already occurred.

"Well... the shortest path through the valley seems to be blocked by boulders, as if there was a landslide... unfortunately, we'll have to take a detour."

"Is that so?"

Why now of all times?
The thought briefly crossed her mind that they needed to return to Anel Castle as soon as possible to reorganize the southern front... but there was nothing they could do about what had already happened.

"...I understand. Let's change the route."

"Yes."

And so, Farfalle took a slightly longer path back than when she had brought Lynn, who had lost all motivation.

The path blocked by the landslide.
For the Brands army, this "fact" was merely an annoying time-consuming inconvenience.

*

However.
That "fact" began to take on a completely different meaning elsewhere, for someone else.
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In the royal palace of Aingart, the capital of Serphina's army.
Serphina sat on the throne, listening to a soldier's report.

"Are you saying a landslide is suspected to have occurred?"

"Yes, Your Highness."

The news had come from a transport unit dispatched to send supplies to the front lines.

"We changed course based on our own judgment, but felt the need to report this matter, so I've come here."

"Can you determine when this happened?"

"Based on consistent testimonies from numerous residents in the surrounding villages, we estimate it happened approximately three weeks ago from today."

"I see..."

Fortunately, it was just a valley used as a passage, so there wasn't significant damage—
But as it was a crucial entry route from the northern continent to the central continent, it was a path that absolutely needed to be restored for smooth communication with allied forces at the front lines and to facilitate the advance of occupation forces later.

"Very well. How long is the restoration expected to take?"

"From what I've heard, it will take quite some time... but the field commander requests your orders whenever you're ready."

After pondering for a moment, Serphina extended her hand and said:

"I understand. I will dispatch support troops from the nearest castle to assist with the restoration. I'll entrust the operational authority to General Estin, the commander of the transport unit."

"Shall I relay that message?"

"Yes."

The soldier responded loudly after hearing Serphina's words.

"Yes, Your Highness!"

After dismissing the soldier, Serphina rose from her seat and headed toward a large map.
It was a complete map of the continent, often used during national council meetings.
She picked up a quill pen nearby, intending to mark the area around the valley where the landslide had occurred.

But.

"...Huh?"

For some reason, the moment she looked at the map,
Swen's voice flashed through her mind.

"Regarding what you mentioned about going there personally... there's a possibility it could lead to unfavorable results for our forces."

"I believe the lord should avoid moving personally."

The discomfort Serphina felt at that time wasn't just because he had addressed her as "Lady Serphina"...
It was also because he had specifically tried to prevent her from going herself.
Swen's surface reason was "we shouldn't make the commanders under you feel sympathy for Lynn," but... if that were the case, he should have refused to call her here too, but Swen didn't do that.

At that moment.

"Oh...?"

Suddenly struck by a chilling thought, Serphina felt her heart racing and broke into a cold sweat.

"...Wait a minute."

Serphina checked the map once more.
It was a route she had traveled many times. Hadn't she recently returned from the front lines using this very path?
So... it wasn't difficult for her to estimate exactly when this path would have been used.
Of course, even if there were weather issues affecting travel time, that would only be a problem when looking toward the future, not the past.
The skies had been perfectly clear lately, so travel would have been without incident.

What she was thinking about now.
It was about the original plan she had proposed to Swen—not about summoning Lynn here, but about going to Brands' army herself.

"They definitely said three weeks ago...?"

Serphina slowly assembled a diplomatic mission in her mind.
The situation she was simulating was a plan that existed only in her head, one she hadn't revealed to anyone—
A scenario where Serphina herself would visit Brands' army directly.

The destination was Kohart Castle, located above Anel Castle, the closest territory among those at the current border with Serphina's army.
There was no need for someone like her, who had nothing to lose, to go all the way to Anel Castle. The purpose was to be seen by demoralized commanders guarding a castle at the border without proper forces, and by residents who must be feeling the tense atmosphere.

So.
Serphina calculated the situation where she and her diplomatic mission would arrive at Kohart Castle, form an alliance, and then return to Aingart Castle.
Of course, that route included the valley where the landslide had occurred.

And then...

"...!!!!!!"

Serphina dropped the quill pen from her hand.
The ink-soaked quill fell onto the desk with a thud, splattering black ink everywhere.

There, the "truth" she realized was...

* * *

"Still no news?"

"No... He was supposed to contact us by now, but still..."

"And you don't know where he went?"

"No..."

Inside the dormitory.
I was talking with Iolline, Jenis's twin sister who had come to fill in for him in this room.

"And there's no way to exchange letters or anything like that?"

"I'm terribly sorry... I truly apologize."

"Well, there's nothing to apologize for..."

There was no point in pressuring Iolline here.
I still had time before entering Lady Irene's house, and I was also concerned about what Jenis might be plotting, so delaying the eviction a bit was fine.

"I understand. Then you may stay here longer for the time being."

"Ah, yes... I understand. Thank you, Lord Swen."

Looking at Iolline, who was bowing her head in apology, I asked:

"Miss Iolline. I'm curious about something."

"Yes. Please ask anything."

"What kind of person is your brother Jenis?"

I had shared a room with him for a while, but all I knew was that he seemed like a frivolous man without much seriousness.
We never had any serious conversations, so I didn't know what he was thinking.

"Jenis is... a kind person. But sometimes, that kindness can be a bit excessive."

"Excessive?"

"Yes. He has this tendency to try to shoulder everything himself... I think he feels he shouldn't be a burden to our older brother Irian."

A burden, huh.
It seemed like there might be some family issues, but I didn't need to dig too deeply.

"From what I know, this outing too... I think he might be doing something to help Irian. The only time my brother becomes proactive is when it concerns Irian. He keeps encouraging him, calling him a genius who will restore the Al Kaski family."

He didn't seem like such an outstanding talent to me, but at a young age, being active on the battlefield probably made him a top-tier talent in Serphina's army, where exceptional people were rare.

Anyway, the more we talked—
I couldn't help but think something suspicious was going on.

"No matter how I look at it, he seems to be up to something shady."

The first thing that came to mind was treason, but...

At least on the surface, Irian seemed deeply loyal to Serphina.
He didn't seem dissatisfied with his position either.
In fact, before Irene became the deputy commander of the occupation forces, Irian was often mentioned as a candidate for that position. I looked into the situation a bit, but didn't find anything unusual.

Yet the reason "treason" came to mind was—

"Because I don't have any data on the Al Kaski siblings."

Perhaps the reason I couldn't recall them despite playing this game for 10,000 hours was because they died early for some reason, and were already deceased by the time the game started?
And that reason might be treason.

Otherwise, at least one of the three would surely have remained in my memory.
Especially someone with Irian's abilities.
He graduated top of his class from the most prestigious academy in Serphina's army, so his basic stats must be quite impressive—
And I had memorized every commander with impressive basic stats.
Among the commanders I had memorized, Irian's name did not exist.

"Then is it just Jenis acting alone...?"

At that moment.

Knock, knock, knock—someone was knocking on the door.
I gave Iolline a look, and she immediately adjusted her posture and started organizing the desk.
Even to me, she looked exactly like Jenis, so that should be fine.

"Who is it?"

"Is Lord Swen here?"

"Huh?"

I briefly wondered how to respond if someone was looking for Jenis—
Fortunately or unfortunately, the person was looking for me.

When I opened the door, a soldier saluted me and said:

"Lord Swen. Our lord urgently requests your presence."

"Me?"

What could this be about?
Is there something else she needs advice on?
The alliance with Brands' army seemed to have gone well, so I was concerned about what kind of outlandish answer I'd need to give this time—
But from my position of needing to keep her alive, maintaining a close relationship with her wasn't a bad thing.

"I understand. I'll follow you right away."

"Yes. I'll wait outside the door."

After briefly exchanging greetings with Iolline, I left the dormitory and headed for the royal palace.

*

Upon arriving at the audience chamber, I felt a strange sense of déjà vu.

"The throne is empty?"

But since I was told she was here, I looked around and...
The golden-haired sovereign was standing, looking down at a desk.

I called out to her without much thought.

"Swen, I've just arrived as commanded by my lord."

"...Swen."

Serphina slowly turned around, then gradually approached me and spoke.
Was it my imagination?
I thought I saw her pupils trembling slightly.
She always had such a composed expression when calling for me... but today, she seemed completely lacking in composure, just like when we first met.

"There's... something I want to ask you."

If she wanted to ask something, it must be seeking advice.
Since it's not me but a brain with 100 Intelligence that's answering, all I need to do is somehow add plausible details to it.

"Please discuss anything with me."

I wondered what question would come.
Would it be about an upcoming battle, or perhaps about strategies and tactics?
I hoped it would be a question I could anticipate, but while I was thinking this...

"...Swen. Tell me... your thoughts."

She began to ask a question from a category I hadn't expected at all.

"About the alliance with Brands' army, the reason you prevented me from going personally..."

"...?"

"That reason... you claimed it was because if Lynn Brands were seen in a humiliating position, our commanders might feel sympathy rather than hatred."

"Yes, that's correct."

"But that's difficult to accept."

Serphina took another step toward me.
This was strange.
If it was difficult to accept, she should have said so at the time, not bringing it up now.
And the woman who always exuded tremendous pressure just by being in her presence... today, for some reason, seemed as fragile and thin as a precarious branch.

"If what you said were true, shouldn't you have forbidden me from summoning Lynn here as well? After all, her commanders would still directly witness the alliance being formed."

"...My lord, that is—"

As I was considering how to explain this clear logical point—

"Swen. I'm sorry, but... give me the chance to speak first."

Serphina cut off my words with a trembling voice.
I remained silent, tacitly agreeing to her request.

What was going on here?
Before I could grasp the situation, she looked straight into my eyes and asked:

"The reason you stopped me... it wasn't really that, was it?"

"...!"

"...I'll tell you what I've surmised."

Serphina, now with a slightly flushed face and a pitiful expression as if she might cry at any moment...
Looked at me and uttered those words.

"You were... trying to save my life, weren't you?"
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"......Huh?"

I barely managed to hide my bewildered expression and responded in a tone of confusion.

"I'm asking if you sent me away for my own sake."

"......I'm sorry, but that's difficult to understand. Isn't there absolutely no correlation between those things?"

I answered brazenly while desperately trying to think of what to say next.
Because—what she said was actually correct.

My goal was Luna's unification of the continent.
At first, I followed Luna simply because I concluded she was the one who would achieve unification, but now I genuinely wanted her to be the one to accomplish it.
And the most important condition for her to achieve unification was—that Serphina's army must always be led by Serphina herself.

In conclusion, I had saved Serphina's life.
So Serphina's words were essentially the correct answer that I had never revealed to her.

The only problem here was:

How on earth did Serphina figure out that I had said those things to save her life?

"......"

Serphina looked at me with a strange expression.
I didn't feel the usual pressure or the gaze of someone absolute looking down on those beneath her.
What was before my eyes was... though I wondered if it was appropriate to say this—a frightened girl.
Serphina von Aingart felt like an ordinary woman.

After carefully observing her, I finally broke the silence.

"May I... first hear why you think that way?"

I judged it necessary to hear her logic before acting rashly.

"...Very well."

Serphina slowly closed her eyes, then, as if having made some resolution, led me to her desk.
On the spacious desk lay only a map of the continent.

"If it weren't for your advice... I would likely have assembled a delegation the next day and headed straight for the Brands army. With our army having the initiative, few would expect me to go all the way to Anel Castle. You would think the same, wouldn't you?"

"I would have thought you would only go as far as the border, my lord."

"Yes. You know that too. Of course..."

I wasn't sure what kind of riddle she was posing, but I decided to play along for now.
Serphina is not a foolish person. If she summoned me to make such a strong assertion, it meant she had completed her own logic.

'Moreover, the map being here means... the answer lies in it.'

If I couldn't refute her logic with my own power, there was only one thing to do.
I needed to build upon her logic.
I examined the map carefully while silently listening to her story.

"Looking at the map, the closest place from here is Kohart Castle."

She pointed to Kohart Castle on the map.
Naturally, I focused more intently on the map.

"If we calculate the time it takes to get there... and the time to return after forming an alliance—"

'...!'

...I saw it.
The moment she mentioned time, referring to "the time it takes" and "the time to return," I understood what she was talking about.

"You're referring to the landslide."

"!!!!"

At my words, she was startled and looked at me with a pale face.
Seeing that expression, I could easily tell that my answer was correct.

What I had been constantly reminding myself while looking at the map was the fact that Serphina was asking me if I had "tried to save her."
If that was the case, there must be clues to her death within this map.
Clues to her death on the map? That drastically narrowed down the possible causes of her death.

And the reason it was narrowed down to a "natural disaster" was when she pointed to Kohart Castle located at the border.
No matter how many rebels might be targeting her, the possibility of being attacked within her territory was lower than that of a natural disaster.

But Serphina didn't have an intelligence of 100 like me, and even if she did, she couldn't know exactly where and how a natural disaster would occur.
Therefore, it had to be a form of natural disaster that someone as logical as Serphina could naturally predict.

For example, a conclusion like "Were you concerned that lightning would strike me on the way?" would be an absurd claim that Serphina's character wouldn't easily make.
Lightning leaves no evidence. The possibility that someone would witness and report such a situation was too contrived and unlikely.
Crucially, lightning requires rain, and the northern continent had been maintaining calm weather.
The weather might change a bit if one went all the way to the south, but it wasn't that far.

So it wasn't lightning.
Then what?

What caught my eye was the valley located on the shortest route between Aingart Castle and Kohart Castle.
Considering that crossing a valley in this game always means being prepared for unpredictable landslides—

There was only one answer.

Moreover, a landslide would leave evidence that would remain, making it not difficult to receive reports about it.
There was even a village nearby.

"Indeed... you... were trying to save me."

"......"

"But... even if you suddenly claimed a landslide would occur, I wouldn't have believed you. Like before... And if you had told me straightforwardly, I might have acted according to my stubbornness instead. Honestly, I don't really believe in talk of heavenly movements and such."

'...???'

"You must have... known that I would think that way too...?"

I swallowed the words "Well, not really..." that were about to come out.

This was the first time I'd heard that Serphina "doesn't really believe in talk of heavenly movements."
She usually listened to me well, and with all that talk about the mind's eye and such, I vaguely thought she believed in those things?

Whether she knew what I was thinking or not—
Serphina looked at me with an incredibly pitiful expression and said:

"Answer me, Swen... Am I right? Did you... make that claim to save me, to save my life?"

Listening to Serphina's trembling voice, I thought:

What is my job in Serphina's army?
It was to keep her alive.

Then it was most important to make her listen to me as much as possible, to make her trust me.
Haven't there already been two rulers who didn't listen to my advice at critical moments and messed things up?
Serphina is different from Lunarienne. To gain her trust, I needed to prove something.

And this situation—
Wasn't this a golden opportunity to "prove myself" rolling right to me?

If I were Serphina, I would have thought more deeply beyond the unbelievable fact that I predicted a landslide, but for some reason, her appearance seemed more desperate than intelligent.
Perhaps there was some trigger that made her think this way.

Anyway...
Wouldn't it be best to just go along with what she's offering?
With that light thought, I slowly bowed my head.

"...I honestly thought about telling you directly, but I was cautious as it might sound a bit strange..."

"...!!!"

Good.
Now I'll slowly raise my head and say something like "If I could save my lord, that alone is enough for me."
If she asks how I knew, I'll just say something about the heavens. Since the result is already known, she won't question it too much.
With that in mind, I raised my head and slowly began to speak—

"If I could save my lo—"

...?

This is strange.
Suddenly, no more words would come out.
Or more precisely, my mouth, the organ designed to produce speech, was blocked.

What filled my mouth, preventing me from speaking, was... something soft and slippery.
I easily recognized what it was.

A tongue.
The three-inch tongue.
The tongue that somehow brought me here despite only knowing the conclusion and not the process... I felt it intertwining with someone else's tongue.

And only then did I realize.

—Serphina had pressed her lips against mine.

Despite how suddenly it happened, as I intertwined my tongue with hers... rather than embarrassment, I felt a kind of relief.
It felt as if this wasn't the first time.
Why...?
Before I could carefully contemplate this sensation, her warm, soft tongue invaded every corner of my mouth as if scraping it clean.

How much time had passed?
Eventually, as our lips slowly separated... a transparent thread of saliva connected us, a space no one else could invade.

"Haah..."

Serphina looked at me with a deeply flushed face, her breathing ragged...
With those golden eyes containing only me, not as an absolute ruler but as a woman, she said:

"...Swen. I don't care who else is in your heart. Whether I'm your first or not, that's a secondary issue."
"So."
"Even if it's just a part of you, it doesn't matter. Please... at least while you're by my side in this moment, be mine."

Looking at her as she spoke to me with a trembling voice, I thought:

...My first kiss tasted like citron.
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* * *

"Tefel Castle, belonging to the Karelia Army."

"Huff, huff... Just a little, just a little break time..."

Francis, the eldest among Kein's children entrusted to Luna and showing exceptional talent with the spear, planted his weapon on the ground while panting heavily as he pleaded with his master—

"Hey. You're still young, but you're already worn out? How long have you even been at it?"

The red-haired female instructor, her hair roughly tied back, looked at her disciple with contempt.

"We've been training continuously since sunrise until just now at sunset... except for lunch break."

"So what? What, are you planning to play house at night? At your age? If you're determined to become stronger, you should obviously be training until bedtime, shouldn't you?"

"But... Tifa. No matter how you look at it, training all day is a bit..."

Instructor Tifa approached Francis and spoke in a very serious tone.

"Hey. You want to make a name for yourself, right? Don't you want to impress Luna?"

"No, that's... that's..."

Francis bowed his head slightly, his face turning red.

"It's not really about impressing her... I just want to achieve excellent results somehow, so as not to bring shame to my uncle..."

"Uncle Kein? What kind of frozen dignity does that gloomy old man have!"

Tifa burst into laughter as she said this.
In some situations, this might have been considered extremely disrespectful, but having spent time here, Francis had witnessed the bond between Tifa, Kein, and their lord Luna, so he didn't take offense.

"Hey, Francis. You're much better than old man Kein. Not just in talent, but in looks too. That old man has a somewhat cunning appearance, doesn't he? I don't know exactly whose bloodline you come from, but you have a sort of noble prince-like quality. Your skin is also in decent condition despite spending all day training."

"..."

Francis remained silent with his head bowed.

Honestly.
At his age, he was old enough to know that his appearance was superior to his peers.
And that filled Francis with a kind of adolescent self-esteem.
Of course, in these turbulent times, how important could good looks be, especially for a man?

"Among the men I've seen, you're second place. So have some pride, man! Forget about old man Kein's dignity! Forget about that old geezer and sweat for the sake of making your name resound throughout the continent, you bastard."

While Tifa meant this as encouragement in her own way—
For the young Francis, there was one word in her sentence that he simply couldn't let slide.

"...Second place?"

An ordinary person might have shown a look of regret at this point—
But Tifa, a muscle-brained woman who disliked lying, or rather didn't even know how to lie, answered honestly without much thought.

"Huh? Yeah. You're second. There was a much more handsome man than you."

For Francis, who had grown up hearing comments like "you have exceptional looks," this was quite a significant revelation.

"Really? Who is that?"

"Swen."

"Swen...?"

"Haven't you heard of him? He was the man who served as the strategist in our army... Oh?"

At that moment.

From a distance, Tifa spotted Luna approaching and raised her hand in greeting.

"Oh, Luna? Are you done with your work already?"

"Yes. Until orders come from above, there's nothing special to do."

The southern continent was currently engulfed in war tensions, led by Hesna's army more than ever before.
The reason Tifa was intensively training Francis was because she was confident that with his talent, unlike other generals, he could be immediately deployed to the battlefield.
Her principle was that for a general wandering the battlefield, practical experience was more important than any training.

"Is that so? What about what I asked for?"

"Actually, that's why I came looking for you. Ah, just a moment."

Luna turned her head to look at Francis and asked with a bright smile.

"Francis, you're always working so hard. Were you training diligently today as well?"

"Ah... y-yes!"

Francis, who had been sitting down, immediately stood up and answered her energetically.

"I've been continuing to do my best to be of help to you, Luna."

"Is that so? Hehe, that's reassuring."

As Luna smiled with a starlight-like radiance, Francis couldn't bring himself to meet her eyes—
He quickly turned his head away to cool his burning face.

I wonder if she understands this feeling... this desire to be of help to Luna somehow.

"What were you two talking about? Training?"

"About Swen."

"...Huh?"

At that moment.

As soon as she heard the name 'Swen,' Luna's expression visibly reddened.

"Lord Swen...? W-why so suddenly...?"

To the flustered Luna, Tifa casually remarked:

"Yeah. I was telling Francis about him. He's going to be a general in our army someday, so it's good for him to know about our indispensable strategist in advance, right?"

"Ah... so that's what you meant..."

Luna let out a short sigh, then—

'...!'

She smiled a smile that seemed incredibly happy, both as a ruler and as a woman.
Beyond describing it as beautiful, pure, or comforting—
Crucially, it was a smile she had never shown to Francis.
Although she had always been kind to him, treating him gently and speaking softly with a smile... she had never shown him such a smile.

"That's right. Our army's strategist is only Lord Swen. No one else... can replace Lord Swen."

"..."

"...I hope he's doing well."

Her laughing face was exactly like that of a girl in love.

"He'll be fine. Looking back, even the most absurd things he said turned out to be true, right?"

"I suppose so..."

It wasn't difficult to read the desperate longing in Luna's eyes.
In that moment, Francis, who had sworn to take up the spear for her sake, felt an insurmountable wall.
What kind of man was Swen?
What kind of man could make Luna make such an expression?

Francis hid the complicated feelings he was experiencing for the first time in his life... and quietly wondered.
What kind of person was he?

* * *

"Lady Serphina...?"

"..."

Only after hearing her one-sided "declaration" did I manage to utter her name, half in a daze.
Serphina looked at me... slowly placed her hand under my chin, gently lifted my face, and then.

"As before, you call me 'Lady Serphina' at critical moments."

"No, this... my lord."

"It's fine. I don't mind such trivial matters. Didn't I just say it clearly? Whoever is inside you, it doesn't matter. Yes. You don't have to serve me now."

"...But I... am already part of Serphina's army."

To my indirect expression of serving her—
She slightly curled the corners of her lips.
I could hardly believe that those glistening, moist lips that had just smiled seductively... had touched my own lips moments ago.

"Swen. You lie so well to me. No one else would dare to tell lies in front of me with such an unchanged expression. Huhuhuh..."

"...!"

Why... can she be so certain that it's a lie?
Does she perhaps have some source of information that I'm unaware of?
She was a ruler, and if she wanted to investigate my activities, she could certainly do so. From Serphina's position, finding the connection between me and my true lord—Lunarienne—might not be that difficult.

Though a bit flustered, since it could simply be a presumption, I put on a puzzled expression while gritting my teeth.

"I'm not sure what you mean."

"Swen. Whether your true lord is Lynn Brands, or Baranga Yuuri Aishers, or someone else entirely... there's no way for me to find out. You're not careless enough to let that slip."

I was actually quite careless in many ways, but there was no need to remind her of that.

"However, I have no intention of giving up on you. Those with Aingart blood never give up on what they desire. Be it this continent, or, Swen... you as a person."

As Serphina said this—
She looked straight into my eyes.
The fragrant citrus scent that had lingered in my mouth until just now tickled my nose as her face drew closer.

"When I was still young, when everyone believed the empire would prosper. Countless men approached me. They tried desperately to catch my eye, a bearer of imperial blood. Like peacocks showing off their feathers, they would deliver speeches about how their family, their position, their talents were suitable for me with my noble blood, and how they could glorify the imperial family."

"Not a single one of them captured my heart. They were too predictable. I could see exactly what they were thinking, what they were aiming for as they approached me, wagging their pathetic tails. They were all, without exception, predictable humans."

Her eyes sparkled as she said "without exception."
She was beautiful.

"After I became a ruler, they didn't even dare to wag their tails at me. Because I was a tyrant who washed blood with blood. Only after becoming someone too frightening for these small fry to approach did I gain freedom. Isn't it amusing? That even though I am now worth far more than my younger, naive self, they are too afraid to approach me?"

Serphina laughed as she said this.
It was similar to Lynn Brands' tone, but... while Lynn's was full of arrogance, Serphina's was purely joyful, like that of a mischievous child.

"But, Swen. You are different. You are... more unreadable than any man I've ever met. This is a first for me. No man has ever made my heart race like you do. Aren't you curious about what would be born if your talent were mixed with Aingart's noble blood? Huhuhuh...♥"

Having finished saying that, Serphina.
With her face completely flushed, looked at me with a very sticky voice...

"I'll say it once more. A person of the Aingart family never lets go of what they passionately desire and yearn for. And—"

—This body desires you.

Only after hearing her words did I realize.
In this world, the woman I would be most deeply entangled with might not be Lady Luna... but perhaps her.

And for me, who needed to stick close to Serphina somehow to preserve her life, this was like having a time bomb installed that I couldn't avoid.

* * *

"Thank you...!"

In the market alley of Aingart Castle.
Reika, who had now gained the freedom to go outside without any hesitation, was purchasing various necessities for daily life.

'Thanks to Lady Irene, I should be able to go outside the lodgings soon... From then on, I can seriously try cooking?'

Although the direct maids would take care of all meals, Reika wanted to spend time in the kitchen herself.
Even if it wasn't specifically cakes, pastries, or bread, there were many dishes she wanted to try.
For someone who had always been confined to the mansion like a caged bird, repeatedly practicing magic, even simple attempts at planning and doing things on her own gave her a strange thrill, like a kind of deviation.

'Then I'll stop by that place next... Huh?'

At that moment.
Something unsettling entered Reika's field of vision.
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What Reika saw was a small person surrounded by a group.
A delicate-looking person with black hair, presumably female, stood among men much larger than herself, creating an unsettling atmosphere.

'Could they be... bandits?'

Reika recalled the moment she had met Swen in the past.
Back then, some strange men had approached her and made her uncomfortable, but Swen and Irene had appeared to help her.

The feeling she had at that moment—wanting to become a cool woman like Irene.
That thought still slumbered in a corner of her mind.

'Should I help? I think I could...'

She wouldn't even need to use magic; calling over city patrol guards would resolve the situation.
Using magic might unnecessarily draw people's attention, so calling guards would be safer.

'Yes. Rather than stepping in myself and potentially making things worse, I should quickly go find someone—'

Just as she was about to act on that thought.

"Then, I'll go in first."

'...!'

Hearing the black-haired woman's voice, Reika instinctively hid behind a wall.
Just barely, she could hear bits of their conversation.

"Right. Jenis, never forget that you've now got one foot in. You know what to do if you want to get what you want, right?"

"...I know."

'...Is that really a woman?'

Hearing the voice made her uncertain.
It was somewhat androgynous... if anything, closer to a male voice.

"Well then, go on in."

"Yes."

Then came the sound of footsteps—
Fortunately, the men disappeared in the opposite direction.

'Whew...'

Reika exhaled deeply.
From what she could tell, they weren't picking a fight like what had happened to her; they seemed to know each other.

'I almost embarrassed myself terribly...'

If she had gone to find guards only to discover they were acquaintances, it would have been awkward.

'But... something definitely felt off about that situation...'

The expression of the small person with black hair—whether male or female, she couldn't tell—had looked quite troubled.
Whatever the situation was... it wasn't her place to interfere.

'Right. If I step in unnecessarily, I might cause trouble for Irene...'

While the Nighthart family servants had protected her in the past, now it was clearly Irene who was protecting her.
She didn't want to cause problems for someone who treated her so well despite only knowing her through her connection to Swen.

'I'll just go back home.'

The sun would be setting soon anyway.
She needed to tidy up the lodgings before Irene returned.
Sika was away on business, and Irene, now the vice commander, always seemed busy assisting Serphina until late at night.
She sincerely wanted to handle the miscellaneous tasks for someone who was always so dedicated to her duties.

'Since Irene is busy, I should take care of things here...!'

Having pushed the recent incident from her mind, Reika headed back to the lodgings.

* * *

—That day.
After Serphina discovered I had intervened to save her life, and she stole my first kiss—
I spent the time since then in a daze, doing nothing.

"But I have no intention of giving you up. Those with Aingart blood never abandon what they desire. Whether it's this continent, or you, Swen..."
"I'll say it again. The people of House Aingart never let go of what they passionately desire and long for. And—"

'...Sigh.'

Even now, the sensation of her lips against mine remained vividly clear.
The taste of yuzu that filled my mouth, her pleasantly soft tongue, the expression on her face as she looked at me with half-lidded eyes while letting out a deep moan...
Just recalling the situation made my heart race, making it impossible to claim, even falsely, that the experience had been terrible.

I thought of her golden eyes that had stared at me as if she would devour me.

How did it come to this?

Thinking about it, Serphina was clearly different from other rulers from our very first meeting.
Originally, she was the blonde woman who had appeared in dreams I occasionally had after being reincarnated into this world.
I hadn't had those dreams since meeting her, so I couldn't cross-verify, but I was certain she was Serphina.

Moreover.
I felt strangely intimate with her.
I mean... even during that first kiss, though I was surprised at first, I definitely...

'Felt something like peaceful reassurance.'

That yuzu-scented kiss was undeniably an intriguing experience for me.
It felt like finding a place where I truly belonged.
It's difficult to explain in words... but anyway, I seemed to be feeling some of the same attraction toward her that she apparently felt toward me.

Of course, I had no intention of changing my lord now—
But this subtle feeling that I'd never experienced with Lynn, Yuuri, or even my first lord Luna was creating a whirlpool inside me, shaking my very being.

"Aren't you curious about what might be born if we mix your talent with the noble blood of Aingart? Hehehe...♥"

'Come to think of it, she said that too.'

It wasn't difficult to find the hidden meaning in those words.
Basically... she wanted to have my child. I was perceptive enough to understand that much.
Should I consider that a marriage proposal?
But everything was happening too suddenly. And there were problems.

I had always thought Irene would be the first person I married.

"Excuse me..."

Of course, all this talk of marriage might be premature, but what would happen if I rejected a ruler's proposal?
Would it mean execution?
Serphina had impulsive tendencies, which honestly made me a bit afraid.
Of course, after actually meeting her, she had been surprisingly rational and logical in her judgments... but at our first meeting, it was entirely her will to try to imprison me.
And she had told me she would "destroy what she couldn't have." Coming from Serphina, those words couldn't be taken lightly.

"...Excuse me, Lord Swen...?"

So what should I do?
Should I quickly propose to Irene first?
In this continent, a man could have four wives, so perhaps I wouldn't need to risk rejecting Serphina's proposal.
No, of course there's room to consider whether I should take her words as a formal proposal, and more importantly, whether it's even possible to take the monarch of a country, and the direct imperial bloodline at that, as a secondary wife—

"Lord Swen!"

"...Huh?"

Sitting at the table in the lodgings, lost in thought, I was approached by Iolline with a concerned expression.

"Are you alright? You seem completely out of it."

Oh dear.
I was so focused on my thoughts that I hadn't even noticed her speaking to me.

"No... it's nothing. Just some personal matters."

"Is that so? That's a relief then."

"What brings you here?"

"Well..."

Iolline hesitated for a moment before telling me the main point.

"I received a letter from my brother. He says he'll return tomorrow."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes."

I nodded at her and said:

"I understand. You must have been uncomfortable all this time. Thank you for your patience."

"Not at all. I was the one being stubborn, and... if it weren't for you, Lord Swen, this wouldn't have been possible."

Iolline said this and then bowed to me at a 90-degree angle.

"Thank you so much. In the name of House Al Kaski, I will never forget this kindness."

"Don't worry about it. I'm not the type to keep score of such things."

"But... when I return, I'd like to compensate you financially—"

"No, no. I receive a government salary. I have enough money."

While I did keep track of things when necessary, there didn't seem to be much to gain from House Al Kaski, so I might as well earn some goodwill here.
Besides, what I'd be doing after Jenis returned was investigating him, so accepting Iolline's gratitude also pricked my conscience.

"...I see."

Iolline said this and then smiled at me.
Her smiling face was definitely unlike her brother's—she had a much more girlish quality to her.

"You're a kind person, Lord Swen. Thank you."

'...'

Once again, I wondered why I had no information about the Al Kaski siblings.
I hoped it was nothing serious.
Though our acquaintance had been brief, Senior Jenis didn't seem like a bad person to me, and neither did the girl before me.

"I've been imposing on you. Please take care of yourself, Lord Swen."

"You take care as well, Lady Iolline."

After exchanging brief farewells, I thought about how to act after Jenis returned.
Should I follow him?
Or should I just set up a situation where I could speak frankly with him?
If he really was plotting treason, he wouldn't talk willingly, so that might be dangerous... With such thoughts, I said goodbye to Iolline.

*

The next day.
For some reason, Jenis did not appear.
I spent the night alone at the lodgings, thinking once more about what I should do when he arrived.
And after another day passed—

"...?"

"Excuse me..."

The person who came to the lodgings as the sun was setting was not Jenis, but Iolline.
Having spent several days with both of them, I could now notice the subtle differences between the twins.

"Lady Iolline? What brings you here? Where is Senior Jenis?"

"Lord Swen. Has my brother Jenis come here at all?"

"No."

I had been waiting at the lodgings for Jenis all day yesterday and today without any special incidents, so I was certain no one had come.

"Well..."

Iolline spoke to me with a very troubled expression.

"It seems... I've lost contact with my brother."
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"Excuse me?"

"You lost contact with Jenis?"
"So... he's missing?"

"How did you know that?"

"Well, yesterday a letter addressed to me arrived at the mansion. It was from my brother Jenis..."

Iolline handed me a letter as she spoke.
I took it and examined it.

The content... excluding various greetings and unnecessary flowery language—

"I might have to be away for a long time...?"

Iolline nodded and said.

'What's going on?'

"Maybe... it's just as my brother says and it will only take a few more days, but for some reason I'm extremely anxious... He clearly wrote in his letter that he'd return yesterday. And also, how should I put this... the handwriting seems subtly different."

"The handwriting?"

"Yes, here..."

Iolline handed me two letters.
One saying he would return soon, and another saying it would take more time.
To be honest, I couldn't definitively confirm the difference, but seeing how certain Iolline was, there must be something different about them.

I looked at her anxious expression and thought.
I couldn't know for certain, but this moment seemed like it would be an extremely important turning point.

"Swen... what should we do?"

'If Jenis is involved in something suspicious... perhaps this is an opportunity to prevent his plan beforehand.'

I had planned to investigate what he was doing as soon as he arrived... so moving together with her didn't seem like a bad idea.

"Who has seen this letter?"

"So far, only me."

"You have no idea where Senior Jenis was headed, right?"

She nodded.

"Miss Iolline. Let's start by checking things one by one, slowly."

"What do you mean...?"

I answered with a confident tone while looking at her.

"I think we can narrow down where Senior Jenis might be."

"What...?"

* * *

The place where Iolline and I arrived was—
The massive bridge that served as the only path into Aingart Castle.

Aingart Castle was built on an island in the middle of a great river. Unlike other territories, anyone coming or going would inevitably leave a record of their passage.
So if Jenis had left the territory, I was confident we could confirm his name.
As it happened, I was a warrior under Serphina's command. I was in a position where I could ask soldiers about entry and exit records.
Plus, since Jenis was also a warrior under the same command, it would be even easier to ask about him.

And the result.

"You're saying his name isn't there?"

"Yes, that's right. It seems Lord Jenis hasn't left the territory."

'Good.'

If he had gone outside the territory, this would have become a problem I could no longer help with.
If he was still within the territory, there was hope of finding him somehow.

After getting an explanation about the entry records from the soldier, I left the watchtower by the bridge.

Iolline, who had been waiting outside, asked with a worried expression.

"How did it go?"

"Fortunately, it seems he hasn't left the territory."

"Is that so? Then I should immediately inform Brother Irian and organize a search party—"

"No. Please wait a moment."

"Excuse me...?"

If we mobilized soldiers to form a search party, this matter would certainly reach Serphina's ears.
And if she found out, and if this truly was treason—the entire Al Kaski family would be wiped out, and many others involved would lose their lives as well.
Though I believe it would be a fitting punishment for treason, once blood is shed, all that resentment would inevitably be focused on Serphina.

She was already attracting hatred from all sides to an unusual degree.
Yuuri and Anima made wrong choices out of resentment toward her, Lynn felt it humiliating to join hands with her, and even Lady Luna hated Serphina for losing her blood relatives.
In a situation where the entire world seemed designed to hate her—there was only one way to keep her as safe as possible.

To minimize the number of people who would bear grudges against her.

Not long ago.
Even when we managed to root out rebels early thanks to my advice, it wasn't difficult to read their malice toward her.
If more hatred leads to more frequent rebellions, then preventing hatred in the first place could be the solution.

While bloodshed is unavoidable for a ruler, wouldn't it be best to resolve matters without killing when possible?
Ideally, we could prevent rebellion before it happens, but even just avoiding the execution of the Al Kaski family would prevent numerous resentful relationships from forming.

So now wasn't the time to escalate matters.
We could inform Serphina when treason was confirmed—it wouldn't be too late then.

Now all that remained was explaining this to Iolline...

I couldn't just bluntly say 'I suspect your brother might be planning treason,' so how should I explain this?

"Swen...?"

"..."

Let me try a different approach.

"If a search party starts moving, Senior Jenis might be put in danger. If he truly is missing, the most likely possibility is that he's been kidnapped somewhere. If whoever is responsible notices a search operation has begun, it might provoke them."

"Kidnapped...? My brother?"

Just to be sure, I entered the question "Was Jenis Al Kaski kidnapped?" but...

[Unknown.]

'I figured as much.'

Of course I couldn't determine that.
Even if I got a result, it probably wouldn't tell me the location anyway—that's the only consolation I had.

"It's just a possibility at this stage."

"But besides organizing a search party, what else can we do? And as you said, if he really has been kidnapped—"

"Miss Iolline."

I placed my hand on her trembling shoulders.

"...!"

As I felt her body gradually calming down, I looked into her eyes and spoke in a composed tone.

"Sometimes when things are urgent, we need to take a step back. I'll help you, so please don't worry too much."

"Ah... yes, I understand."

Thankfully, she's reasonable.
Now I need to figure out why Jenis is doing this.
Though I can't be certain, I thought perhaps talking to the person he's been obsessed with might provide some answers.

"Miss Iolline. Please calm down and do as I say."

"Tell me what to do."

"How long does it take to get from here to the Al Kaski mansion?"

"What? Um... it's not very far from Aingart Castle, but why so suddenly...?"

Looking at her puzzled expression, I said:

"We're going to meet Lord Irian now."

*

Together with her, I took a carriage through the castle gate and headed toward the outskirts of Aingart territory.
The sun had already set, which worried me a bit, but fortunately, as she said, it didn't take long to reach the Al Kaski mansion.

"We've arrived."

After getting out of the carriage, I examined the massive mansion before me.
Though it was on the outskirts, the fact that they owned such a mansion within the territory confirmed my suspicion that the Al Kaski family was indeed quite influential.

"Um... please follow me this way."

Following her, we were greeted by people who appeared to be servants with extremely courteous attitudes.

"Welcome back, Miss Iolline. If I may ask, who is the person following you...?"

"This is Lord Irian's guest."

"I see."

Upon hearing this, the elderly maid spoke in an exceedingly polite tone.

"Then allow me to guide—"

"It's fine. I'll do it myself, so please don't worry about it."

"Is that so? Then regarding dinner—"

"We've already eaten. It's fine."

"If the young miss says so..."

And so, we were able to enter the mansion without any difficulty.

*

The interior was ordinary.
Of course, by "ordinary" I mean it had an antique and luxurious feel that made it difficult to see as the mansion of a fallen noble family.
Considering that most noble families had their power diminished after the chaotic period, even this level was quite impressive.

Following her a few more steps, we arrived at what appeared to be a reception room.

"I think we can wait here."

"Has Irian not returned yet?"

"No. He's been working very busily."

I had the foolish thought that whatever work in this world would just be agriculture, commerce, training, and such—what could he be so busy with?
But given how developed the territory and castle were, there must be many areas requiring manpower.
For reference, I hadn't been assigned any specific duties these past few days because I was constantly being summoned by Serphina. If anything could be considered my duty, it would be advising her.

After some time had passed.

With the sound of a door opening—a handsome man with black hair walked in from the distance.
It was a face I had seen once before.

"Brother Irian...!"

Irian turned his head to look at Iolline and asked.

"Iolline. What's the matter? I heard I had a guest."

"Yes. Well..."

Iolline gestured toward me with her eyes.

"..."

I stood up and gave a slight bow.
Irian returned the gesture and said:

"Are you the one who came to see me?"

"Yes."

"I sincerely apologize for keeping you waiting. Your name was Swen, correct?"

"That's right."

"Well then, Swen. What brings you here so suddenly?"

"Would it be alright if I explained slowly?"

"Well, that's fine. Iolline. You may leave us."

"Ah, I..."

"No. It's fine for Miss Iolline to stay."

"Oh?"

"It would actually be easier to explain with her present."

Upon hearing my words, Irian's eyebrow twitched slightly, and he crossed his arms, beginning to regard me with suspicion.

"Swen. You're not..."

"...?"

And then.
He blurted out something I had never once considered.

"You haven't come to see me, the head of the family, to propose to Iolline, have you?"

"Brother...!!"

With a flustered Iolline behind me, I answered in an extremely respectful tone.

"That's not the case."

"Is that so? That's a relief then. I wouldn't want to make such an important decision lightly either. I've heard a few times about your outstanding achievements, but it would still be difficult to decide something so suddenly... I hope you understand."

"..."

While Iolline stood with her head bowed and face completely flushed...
I carefully observed Irian's appearance.

Is he a promising talent within Serphina's army who became the head of his family at a young age and distinguished himself on the battlefield?
Since he wasn't in my memories, it seemed certain that he would be killed at some point.

"Then, I'll get straight to the point. Miss Iolline, would you mind explaining?"

"Ah..."

As Iolline, who had somewhat regained her composure, nodded—
She briefly explained the situation as I had instructed her beforehand.

"You're saying Jenis's attitude seems a bit strange?"

"Yes. He's been constantly angry and won't even talk to me... I was wondering if you knew if something had happened to Brother Jenis."

"And your reason for coming here is—"

"As his roommate, I'm also worried about Senior Jenis. I'm concerned that he's been absent from our quarters so often... I happened to run into Miss Iolline who was looking for him, so we came together."

"Is that so? ...It still seems suspicious."

"...!"

Irian looked back and forth between Iolline and me several times.
Is he still suspicious about the relationship between Iolline and me?
I'm truly sorry, but I already have someone who will be my wife.

Irian remained deep in thought with his arms crossed.

"I don't have any particular suspicions."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Jenis was never a particularly ambitious person."

"But he always talked about you, Lord Irian. He seemed to be extremely proud of you. When I saw Senior Jenis noticeably dejected, I naturally thought it might be related to you..."

"I appreciate your concern, but that fellow needs to live his own life too. A man bearing the Al Kaski name can't forever admire others."

"Anyway, you don't have any idea what might be going on? Anything at all would help."

"Something that comes to mind..."

Irian fell into thought for a moment, then slowly spoke.

"It may not be related to the current situation... but recently, on one rare occasion, he raised his voice to me."

"What was that about?"

"If it's alright, could you tell us?"

"..."

Irian looked at the cold tea on the table and said:

"...Swen. This is a somewhat complicated matter to discuss in front of you, of all people."

"Pardon?"

"What do you mean by that, Brother...?"

"Hmm..."

After sighing briefly a few more times, Irian continued.

"You're aware that a new deputy commander of the occupation forces was appointed recently, right?"

'...Ah.'

As soon as I heard those words, I realized why he had been reluctant to speak.

Irene Juliet.
The red-haired female knight who had been appointed to the position of deputy commander of the occupation forces—a position that was reportedly intended for Irian.

'I didn't expect that name to come up here.'

Perhaps coming to see Irian was the right decision after all.
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Irian's expression turned somewhat bitter before he spoke in a resolute tone.

"Let me be clear. No matter what position I hold, my loyalty to my lord will never change. And I believe Irene is worthy of that position. My comrades who fought alongside me on the battlefield weren't too pleased that I didn't get the position, but..."

I carefully observed Irian's eyes as he spoke.
It didn't seem... like he was lying.

"I'm a warrior too. I can tell at a glance who's more exceptional than me. It wasn't difficult to hear about the legendary exploits of red-haired female knight Irene, one of the two generals who made Brands the hegemon of the central continent and a specialist in siege warfare."

'As I expected, Irene seems to be even more impressive than I thought.'

Of course, her abilities—her stats themselves—were excellent, but in the first scenario of this game, Lynn Brands had already taken over the entire central continent, and Irene had already been demoted.
Looking back, Lynn, who stubbornly ignored and refused to use such a capable Irene before eventually abandoning her, was quite an extraordinary person herself.

Well, even when she was with the Aishers, she had managed to somewhat successfully tie down Chel Brands.
Anyway, she was now by my side, assisting me. That alone made me feel reassured.

"So, at least I have no complaints about that decision. What matters isn't my position, but what I can do for my lord. However..."

Irian sighed deeply and said.

"Jenis was extremely displeased about it. He would get angry, saying if not me—who had sworn loyalty to the imperial family for generations and earned the most military achievements on the battlefield for the conquest of the central continent—then who could possibly take that position?"

There were times when Jenis would often be absent and not return to our lodgings. Was he discussing such things with Irian at the mansion during those times?

"I'll say it again, Swen. I support my lord's decision. Irene is an exceptional general. Fighting alongside her on the battlefield will surely help me grow as well. Internal power struggles, promotions—such things don't matter to me at all."

"Brother..."

"But as I said, this doesn't have much to do with the current situation. I don't think I can be of much help. Well, he's an adult. Doesn't he need time to sort out his emotions on his own?"

Irian rose from his seat as he spoke.
I considered being honest with him, but I felt that would only escalate matters without being particularly helpful.

At least I gained some information.

The fact that Jenis was dissatisfied with Irene taking that position.
And if that became the catalyst for Jenis participating in some kind of rebellion that led to his family's extermination, it would somewhat explain why I knew nothing about the Al-Kaski family members—

'But that alone isn't enough reason to consider treason.'

Even Irian himself was maintaining his composure, and despite how much Jenis might care for Irian, would he really take such a dangerous action that would endanger everyone?
No matter how I thought about it, it seemed too foolish.
Especially considering that without the premise that "I, who played this game for 10,000 hours, don't know of their existence," I would never have inferred that he participated in treason.

Of course, humans sometimes do incredibly stupid things driven by emotions, as proven by both Yuuri and Lynn... but from what little I'd observed of Jenis, he didn't seem like someone that thoughtless.

'There must be something more.'

"If you have nothing more to say, I'll take my leave. Ah, Swen."

"Yes?"

"Next time, I'd prefer if you came to greet me formally, rather than like this. As long as it's not too sudden, I'm always willing to talk."

"Brother, please stop..."

Leaving behind a blushing Iolline, Irian left the room.
In the now quiet reception room with just the two of us, Iolline asked a question.

"May I ask you something?"

"What is it?"

"I'm curious about why you came to see me."

"Pardon?"

"Actually, if you had assessed the situation before consulting me, it would have been more natural to go directly to Irian and organize a search party on your own, rather than coming to me."

I wasn't particularly suspicious of her intentions, but it was always better to clarify things.

After hearing my response, she nodded understandingly and said.

"Actually, I've heard a bit about who you are, Swen."

"You've heard?"

"From my second brother... that is, from Jenis. He mentioned that his roommate seemed to be the famous white-haired magician."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. And living together with you, he realized what a wonderful person you are... I apologize for saying this, but I thought I might be able to rely on you."

The white-haired magician.
That title still feels strange no matter how many times I hear it.

But when we lived together, Jenis never really emphasized that fact...
It seems that was his way of being considerate toward me.
Constantly bringing up topics like "magician" would have been awkward for both of us.

'Indeed, no matter how I look at it, he's not simply a villain.'

No matter how much I racked my brain, I couldn't come up with anything conclusive.
From experience, I knew that sometimes a good night's sleep was the best solution in such situations.

"It's getting late today... let's meet tomorrow morning when the day breaks."

"Understood. Where should I go tomorrow?"

"Please come to the small square near the lodgings."

"Yes, I'll do that. However..."

Perhaps she was worried about letting more time pass.
Realistically, nothing serious would happen yet, and if something had already happened, it would be too late anyway.
But until we reached a conclusion, reassuring her was the right thing to do.

"Don't worry. As long as he's within the territory, we'll find him quickly."

"...Understood."

After saying goodbye to Iolline, I left the Al-Kaski mansion when the sky had already darkened.
Riding back to the lodgings in the carriage prepared by Iolline, I was lost in thought.

'Am I doing the right thing?'

Thinking about it, so much has happened until now.
Regardless, until the day I meet Lady Luna again... I will definitely protect Lady Serphina.
I should focus solely on that and act accordingly.

With that thought, I headed toward the empty lodgings alone.

*

The next day.
Early in the morning, I arrived with Iolline and we went around to all the places Jenis might have gone, as if on a pilgrimage.

Since my physical body was too weak to wander around for long, prioritization was crucial.
After discussing with Iolline to narrow down the search areas—

Surprisingly, it seemed I was the one who had the most personal conversations with Jenis.
I focused the search on places I inferred he might frequent based on our casual talks.

After searching all morning—

"You haven't seen him, you say?"

"That's right. He does visit frequently, but he hasn't been here for the past few days."

"I understand. Thank you."

There was no trace of Jenis anywhere.
It felt as if the person named Jenis had simply evaporated.

'Should I just be honest with Lady Serphina and ask for her help?'

But it would be absurd to tell her I was looking for "someone who might have been plotting treason."
While she would likely help if I earnestly asked, there's a world of difference between "likely to help" and "definitely will help"—like the difference between Intelligence 99 and Intelligence 100.

Still, I didn't want to see people connected to me being brutally killed.
If Jenis was truly contemplating treason, his death might be inevitable, but I couldn't help feeling uneasy about Iolline or Irian meeting a miserable end.

I don't know if Irian remembers, but I owed him a small debt from when I first came to Serphina's forces.
And the fact that he gracefully accepted that the newcomer Irene took a position he might have had himself showed he wasn't really a villain.

Of course, at a decisive moment, I intended to side with Serphina...
But if we could avoid the seemingly predetermined miserable deaths, it would ultimately benefit not only me but Lady Serphina herself.

Then, the second option:
Be honest with Irene and ask for her help.

This approach was much less burdensome than directly speaking to Serphina.
She and I had traveled across three countries together, and we had built a bond during that process.

'I think it's best to go to Irene.'

As I was thinking this—

"Swen."

Iolline approached, carrying something bundled up.

"What's all that?"

"It's a lunch box. Since you've been working hard all day..."

"Thank you."

I accepted it.
Inside were quite appetizing-looking foods.

"Did you make this yourself?"

"No, I didn't. I'm sorry about that."

Well, she was still a young lady from a well-off family even in these turbulent times.
Unless she had a hobby like Reika, there was no need for her to cook with her own hands.

While eating, I had a brief exchange with her.

"Are there any more places we should check?"

"There are, but it's awkward to visit them all today, and I can't be certain... I think it would be better to seek help from someone who can assist us."

"Someone who can help?"

"Yes. I know someone who can help us quietly without causing a commotion."

"Who is that person...?"

I casually chewed on a white piece of bread and said.

"It's the person mentioned in our conversation with Irian yesterday."

* * *

Days at the military camp were always the same, with little change.
Holding swords, spears, and various weapons, soldiers continuously repeated their training.
Maintaining discipline and continuing training might be challenging for soldiers stationed in the capital city.

Of course, since Irene took charge of the training—

"Your movements are sluggish! Remember what I taught you!"

"Yes, understood!"

The discipline was tighter than ever.

With her own renowned reputation and her sincere attitude toward the soldiers—more genuine than any other general—most of the occupying forces had opened their hearts to her long ago.
As a result, just having Irene lead the training was enough to boost morale to sky-high levels.

As she was conducting training as usual—

"Lady Irene."

"What is it during training?"

"You have a visitor."

Irene looked at the officer delivering the message.
He was one of the military officials who helped manage the camp and followed Irene's orders faithfully.

"I believe I said to tell anyone other than our lord to wait until training is finished?"

"Well, he insisted that if I mentioned his name, you would definitely come out..."

"Who is it?"

Who would call her out during training?
Unless it was her lord seeking her, it was a knight's duty not to leave during the execution of orders...

"He says his name is Swen."

"!!!"

Swen?
Why is he looking for me?
...Just hearing his name was enough for Irene to set aside all talk of a knight's duty.

"It seems to be somewhat urgent. Should I train the soldiers for a while?"

She would have preferred to finish it herself, but...
If it was Swen looking for her, of course she had to go out.
Even before serving Serphina, she was Swen's knight.

"Then I'll leave it to you. I'm sorry about this."

"Not at all. You always work hard. Please go ahead."

Irene immediately left her post and headed to where Swen was waiting.

'Wait. I'm sweating a lot... I wonder if I smell?'

She wanted to take a bath, but given how rarely he sought her out like this, it must be quite urgent...
With the girlish thought that she always wanted to look her best for Swen, she hurried her steps.

"Lady Irene."

"Swen!"

A handsome man with well-suited white hair, the person I must protect—Swen appeared before Irene's eyes.

Yes.
Up to that point, everything was fine.
But...

'...Huh?'

Irene stopped in her tracks.

Next to him... stood a woman she had never seen before.
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Irene, whom I hadn't seen in a while, was still the same brilliantly shining female knight as always.

Should I say it was nice that she seemed slightly damp with sweat, probably from being in the middle of training?

Seeing how I couldn't help but smile at the joy of seeing her, I realized I was quite attached to her.

Of course, if someone asked if I disliked that, the answer would be no.

"Lady Irene. I'm sorry for coming so suddenly without notice."

"Uh..."

"Today I wanted to ask you for a favor... Lady Irene?"

No matter how many times I called her name, she seemed lost in thought for some reason.
For some reason, her expression wasn't very good either.
Had something happened?
I examined her face as I asked.

"Lady Irene."

"Huh?! Ah, ah... um, S-Swen. Oh, you... you came. Ahem."

"Did something happen? Your expression doesn't look good..."

"No, no! Nothing happened. It's just... um, well, Swen. Other than being surprised because you came without notice... yes, I'm fine."

"That's good to hear, then."

"But..."

Irene came closer to me and whispered.

"Who is... that person?"

Irene silently looked at Ms. Ioline who was standing behind me.

"Ah, well."

And just as I hesitated for a moment, wondering where to begin explaining about her—

"Swen, what kind of relationship do you have with her... Perhaps, are you introducing her to me? Like... Miss Reika... another woman discussing marriage with you...?"

"What? No."

I waved my hands in denial at the unexpected words, but—
Somehow, as if she had fallen into something like a panic state, she continued to mutter in disbelief.

"I was really surprised when I heard from Miss Reika... but could it be...!"

"Lady Irene, please calm down."

I placed my hand on her shoulder.
Only then did her trembling subside.

"It's a bit complicated to explain... anyway, it's not about marriage."

"Really...? Truly?"

"Of course."

"...Yes."

...?
Today it was strangely difficult to read Irene's behavior.
She was always straightforward and quite easy to read... but somehow, I felt like she seemed unfamiliar.

Anyway—
For a while, I explained what kind of relationship Ioline and I had, and what had happened.

"So... she appears to be the younger sister of your missing roommate?"

"That's right."

"Ah, hello...! I'm Ioline Al Kaski."

For some reason, Ioline had been watching cautiously before finally greeting her, and Irene responded with an incredibly kind smile.

"I apologize for the late introduction. I'm Irene Juliet. Al Kaski, so you're related to General Irian?"

"Yes. He's our family head and my eldest brother."

After they briefly introduced themselves to each other.

"So, what are you planning to do?"

"For now, since we know she's somewhere in the territory, we're going to continue searching... but I think we'll need your help, Lady Irene. And for this kind of thing, we need authority..."

"It would be difficult for you alone. Yes, you said you'd prefer if this didn't reach our Lord's ears, right?"

"Yes."

Since I had explained everything, she seemed to understand my story without much difficulty.

"Then I'll help you as soon as my duties are finished today. That should work, right?"

"That would be best, wouldn't it?"

I said, looking toward where Ioline was standing.
Ioline also nodded, knowing there weren't many other options.

"Please wait a little, Ioline. I'll be back soon after I finish up."

"No...! I'm grateful just for your help."

Ioline bowed her head several times to express her gratitude.

"Ah, right. Lady Irene. When will your training end today?"

"Hmm? It should be over in about two hours..."

"That's not too long. I'll just wait here. Is that okay?"

This place was the reception room of the barracks.
It seemed better to stay here than to wander around outside.
After all, I was also part of Serphina's unit, and they would probably understand if I explained that the civilian was Irian's blood relative.

"Yes, that's fine. Then, I'll be back soon after I finish."

"Take care."

After sending Irene back, I was lost in thought when Ioline carefully asked me a question.

"Is that Lady Irene?"

"Yes."

"At first I thought she might be a scary person because she seemed to be wary of me, but she's actually very kind..."

She was wary?

'Was she?'

I didn't particularly feel that way, but I was about to let it go since everyone perceives things differently, when—

"Um... are you and Lady Irene in a romantic relationship?"

"What? Suddenly?"

Following Irene, now Ioline was bringing up words I never expected—

"It's just... the way you two look at each other is so... how should I put it, incredible...!"

With sparkling eyes and hands on her face, she looked quite girlish, but—
I slightly shook my head and said:

"I wouldn't mind that kind of relationship, but I'm not sure how Lady Irene feels."

"Really...?"

"Yes. She's the type of person who doesn't think deeply about anything other than combat."

They say the way to avoid disappointment is not to have high expectations.
Rather than rushing into a proposal because of some strange impulse and ruining our relationship, I wanted to approach her in a clear and safe situation.
But... I wonder if my expressions in front of her were so obvious that even a third party like Ioline could notice.

'I need to exercise some restraint.'

I've heard that men who are too flighty aren't very popular.
With such idle thoughts, I passed the time until she finished her training.

* * *

At the same time.

"..."

Thump, thump.
Irene stopped her steps on her way back to the training ground and leaned slightly against the corridor.
Her face was hot. Because of the emotions she had just felt... it felt like a whirlwind was raging inside her heart.

After learning that Reika had discussed marriage with Swen.
For some reason, whenever she saw a woman he brought along, she was enveloped by feelings she had never experienced in her life.
Just now, if Swen hadn't calmed her down, she might have lost her composure completely.

'Why am I acting like this...?'

This isn't like me.
It's not good for a knight's conduct either.
Even if Swen brought any woman, and even if that relationship was some kind of romantic one, she should have been the sword and shield that supported and protected him.
It wasn't something to be complicated about with such personal, private feelings.

But.
Why... couldn't she support him with such an upright heart, instead of being dominated by these wretched emotions?

'I'm just thinking about what I learned from Father.'

To act for the sake of protecting one's charge, no matter what happens.
That was what she had learned from her father, Kafka.
Of course, the "charge" her father had in mind was the children of the Brands family, but for Irene now, that person was Swen.
Even if Swen didn't have a deep relationship with her, even if he married other women, living for him forever was the most certain compass in her life.

Even after she had firmly made up her mind...
Why wouldn't her heartbeat calm down?

'Swen...'

Did she want to be his knight?
Or... did she want to be his woman?

'...!'

Slap!
Irene strongly slapped both her cheeks with her hands.
Good. Now she felt a bit more clear-headed.

'Let's take care of what Swen asked first.'

Irene hid the ripples in her heart deep inside and moved her feet again to resume training.

She, who had grown up learning only to protect others, a kind of shield...
After meeting Swen, she was slowly but surely becoming a woman.

* * *

"Are you still living in the barracks?"

"Yes. I think I'll be moving into the residence granted by our Lord next week."

"I see. I'll join you as soon as things are settled on my end."

"Okay."

After she finished her mission, we headed to the barracks so she could prepare for the investigation, and another familiar face greeted us.

"Ah, Lady Irene...! Um... Lord Swen is here too?"

"Hello."

This must be the first time seeing Reika since Valentine's Day.
She seemed to tremble less frequently in front of us now, and she was speaking quite normally.

"Miss Reika? Did you come to meet us?"

"Yes. I had something I wanted to show Lady Irene... but..."

"?"

Reika's gaze fell on Ioline, who was standing there with a blank expression.

"...?"

"Um...?"

"What's wrong, Miss Reika?"

"No, it's just... that person...?"

"Ah, this is Ioline Al Kaski."

What's going on?
Irene also froze briefly when she saw Ioline, but she didn't seem to be surprised in this way?

"Um... so she is a woman...?"

"...!"

And then.
Only after hearing Reika's words did I instinctively realize.

"Miss Reika!"

"Eek...!!"

I grabbed both of Reika's hands and asked.

"Have you seen Miss Ioline somewhere else before?!"

"S-S... Swen...???"

"Calm down, Swen!"

Thanks to Irene stopping me, I realized I had acted a bit excessively.

"No, um... I'm sorry. Anyway, when you say 'she is a woman,' that means... you thought she was a man, which implies this isn't your first time seeing her, right?"

"No, that, um... I, I..."

Oh no.
Just when I thought she had improved... she reverted back to her 'shrinking mode.'
I gently stroked her hands that I was holding and said:

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to pressure you... just please tell us honestly. You might be incredibly helpful in our current situation."

"Helpful...?"

"Yes! Helpful!"

After hearing my words, Reika's trembling pink eyes gradually calmed down—
Then she nodded her head and responded with an enthusiastic voice.

"If I can be of help... anything...!"

Good.
Let's hear what Miss Reika has to say.

* * *

"You've seen him?!"

Ioline couldn't hide her excitement as she pressed Reika for answers.

"Y-yes...! In the market alley... I saw someone who looked exactly the same a few days ago, and..."

The date she mentioned overlapped with the period when I was sharing a room with Ioline.
In other words, it coincided with the time when Jenis was absent.

"It must be my brother!"

"Miss Ioline, please calm down."

Even as I tried to calm her, my face grew hot at the realization that I had just done the same thing to Miss Reika.
I had no intention of troubling the timid Miss Reika...

"Ah... I'm sorry. So, when exactly did you see my brother?"

"Well, that... a few days ago, in an alley..."

"Do you remember where it was?"

Reika nodded at my question and said:

"Yes...! I think I can find it if we go there directly."

"Do you also remember the appearance of the people who were with him?"

She nodded confidently at Irene's question as well.

"Yes. They had very distinctive features... I'm sure I'll recognize them if I see them."

'This might be easier than I thought.'

I was planning to thoroughly search the residences within the territory with Irene under the pretext of patrol, but if Reika could point out the location, we could find him much faster.
Moreover, if we could identify the people who were with him, the game was already won!

I took Reika's hands once more and said:

"Miss Reika, thank you. You've been a tremendous help!"

"What? Oh... not at all. Hehehe... somehow, hearing that I was helpful makes me... h-happy..."

Reika said this while lowering her head with a smile.
Looking at her like this, she was truly a cute woman.
Even without being a mage, she was sufficiently lovable as a woman in her own right.

"Then let's depart immediately. Miss Ioline, you may return first if you wish."

"No...! I should come along—"

"No."

I explained the situation to Ioline.

"If someone who looks exactly like Senior Jenis is spotted wandering around when we've narrowed down the search area, it could actually cause problems. I think it would be better for you to return to the mansion. I promise to bring you good news."

"Ah..."

Realizing that her presence might be a hindrance, Ioline quickly understood.

"I understand. Then, Lord Swen... everyone, please take care of my brother."

After sending Ioline away.
Once Irene finished preparing for the investigation, we followed behind Reika.

Since that day when I was part of Aishers' unit and made a hole in the wall—
It was the beginning of another joint operation with the three of us together again after a long time.

*

We followed her through the market alleys inside Aingart Castle.
As expected of a capital, there was quite a crowd, and many street vendors selling fascinating and unfamiliar items caught my eye.

"This way!"

The place Reika pointed to was a gloomy area where sunlight barely reached.
Strangely, even the footsteps seemed to stop, creating an eerie atmosphere, but Irene boldly took the lead.
I whispered to Reika:

"Miss Reika. You remember what I told you, right?"

"Yes...!"

Nod, nod.
I had instructed her on two things.
First, if she saw a familiar face—that is, the men who were with Jenis—she should pinch my forearm.
And second—

Knock, knock, knock.

"Is anyone home?"

As Irene knocked on the door of the first house, Reika and I stood on either side, maintaining our vigilance and focusing straight ahead.
After a few minutes.

"Who is it?"

A voice came from inside. A man's voice.

"We're from the patrol. We have some questions about an incident that occurred in this area, so we would appreciate it if you could come out and talk with us for a moment."

Irene lied as I had instructed her, without changing her expression.
Her voice was so solemn that if I were that man, I would have been completely fooled.

Soon after, the door opened with a clunk.
A rather large man appeared.

"What is it?"

As I was looking at the well-built man—

"...!"

Miss Reika... pinched my forearm.

'Already??'

Without needing to search any further, we hit the jackpot at the very first house.

Ch.162 - Chapter 162. Wandering Evil (5)
"Ahem."

Following Reika Nighthart's signal, I cleared my throat exactly twice from behind.
This was my signal to Irene Juliet.
Everything had been arranged with them beforehand.

She would have noticed it easily.

"What's the matter?"

"We've received multiple reports of theft in this area. Right in front of this house, in fact."

"I don't know anything about that."

"According to witness statements we've obtained, we need to have a conversation."

"I don't know what you've heard, but I have nothing to say."

The man waved his hands dismissively, but Irene didn't back down at all as she stepped into the room.

"It would be better if you cooperated. Otherwise, I'll have to detain you immediately."

"What?!"

The man glared at Irene for a moment.
Realizing that antagonizing the guard would do him no good, he reluctantly nodded, tucking his tail between his legs.

"I don't know what you want to talk about, but don't complain later that you wasted your time."

As he turned around and began to walk away—

"...!!"

"You won't have to worry about that."

Irene said, drawing the sword from her waist and pointing it at him.

"What are you doing...!"

"Answer my questions truthfully, and I'll at least spare your life."

It might be a bit extreme, but we were dealing with people suspected of kidnapping.
Setting that aside, with so many complications, my judgment was that quickly subduing them would be safer.

"...Who are you?"

"You must not have heard me clearly. I said if you answer my questions truthfully, I'll spare your life."

"..."

There was no response.
Irene slowly asked him a question.

"Where is Jenis?"

After the question, the man who had been motionless for a while flinched at the name, his shoulders trembling slightly.
Then, with a short sigh—

"...Ha."

With a sneer, he shouted loudly.

"I'll tell you the answer in the afterlife!"

"...!!"

At that moment.
From some corner, a human figure quickly flashed before our eyes.

It was an ambush aimed at Irene.

And simultaneously—

CRACK!!!

A sharp ice pillar shot up from the floor in the room.

"W-what?!"

"Haaah!"

CLANG!
The man who had attempted the ambush stumbled due to the ice pillar, and one of the knives he was holding flew far away.
I quickly seized the opportunity, grabbed the knife, and pointed it at the throat of the man who had been pushed back.

"If you resist further, you'll lose your life."

"Ugh...! What is this! What's going on...!!"

Of course he'd be surprised when an ice pillar suddenly rises from the floor.
After all, this was magic.

The second thing I had subtly instructed Reika to do was to prepare ice magic in advance, ready to be used near me at any time.

* * *

After sending Iolline back, just before we began our full-scale search operation.
We conducted a few quick tests in an open space where no one would disturb us.
This was near the estate that Irene had received from Serphina von Aingart, where we would be staying together.

"Haaah!"

First—
We needed to confirm how much control I had over Reika's magic with my rapier.

Sending Iolline back to the mansion was partly because, as I told her, her resemblance to Jenis could cause various problems—
But also because I planned to use magic if necessary, and it was advantageous in many ways for her not to be present while Reika and I practiced our coordination.
Explaining magic to her would not only be time-consuming but would also expose our cards to an outsider.

Recently, when I created that hole in the castle wall.
I had been constantly thinking about whether this ability might partially validate the nickname "White-haired Magician" that others had arbitrarily given me.

Reika said she had continued practicing magic while we were apart.
For some reason, this place seemed to be richer in magical energy than Valharat Castle where we used to stay, and admirably, she had diligently continued the rather meaningless training routines we had done together without my instruction.
Whether that actually helped or not, I wasn't sure—but ultimately, Reika's magical skills had improved significantly since I last saw her.

"Now then, let's experiment with a few things. Understand?"

"Y-yes...!"

First, we tested controlling a basic fireball spell.
I received the fireball she created with my rapier, then launched it at a rock in the distance.

Whoosh!

With a bang, it exploded and disappeared, confirming my theory.

'It seems I can control the destructive power if I don't hold onto the magic for too long and release it quickly.'

Back then, it had happened so suddenly that I had accumulated the fireball in my rapier for quite some time.
And since I had launched it accidentally, it carried considerable power.

Next, we experimented with the ice magic she had been confident in lately.
Similar to the fireball, the longer I held it, the more its power amplified, and crucially—

CRACK!

By thrusting my rapier into the ground, sharp ice spikes rose from the ground in front of me, forming a wall-like barrier at a certain distance.

"Wow...!"

'Indeed, such applications are possible.'

I thought of this method because this "ice rising from the ground" spell was one of the magics that existed in the game.
It seemed that by mimicking the action of striking the ground with a staff-like object when casting magic, the same effect could be achieved.

"So this is the power of magic... Certainly, if this ability were applied to the battlefield, the nature of warfare would change significantly."

Irene spoke with genuine admiration and an expression of disbelief.

"It's still too much for now."

"Huff... huff."

Reika, who had been continuously experimenting, knelt on one knee, panting heavily as if exhausted.

"To use it meaningfully on the battlefield, one needs the stamina to support it, which is impossible at the current stage. Sure, it could make an impact on the first sortie... but the word 'magician' has already spread somewhat because of me, and after blocking a few times, it would just revert to the same war of attrition as before."

"I see. Stamina... However, assuming this ability could be properly utilized, it would certainly be fair to say it could determine the fate of the continent. Even an ordinary general like myself can already imagine various ways to apply it."

From what I'd heard, Irene was far from ordinary and actually an exceptional general... but that was beside the point.

"How are you feeling, Reika?"

"I think I can use it a few more times..."

"Good. Let's end the testing here."

To effectively subdue our opponents, this 'magic' ability was essential, so we couldn't exhaust Reika here.
Besides, as Reika said, using magic seemed to consume mana not only from her but also from my rapier.

'It would be best if we could handle this cleanly without needing to use such things...'

Although we had tested it, it would still be best if everything went smoothly without complications.
That's what I thought, but—

* * *

As always, life doesn't go according to plan.

Anyway, as soon as I noticed the man jumping out, I caught Reika's pre-prepared magic with my rapier and struck the floor.

Just as I had tested, sharp ice pillars rose from the ground, effectively blocking his strike.

From the beginning, according to Reika, Jenis hadn't met with just one man but had been surrounded by men while talking.
I naturally expected there to be others besides this man, and this time my prediction was correct.

'Good. If we continue to coordinate like this, I might be able to use magic freely as needed.'

When channeled through my rapier, Reika's magic was amplified.
This meant that as long as she was with me, I could use magic too.
For someone like me who could only make accurate predictions but had no means to protect myself, this fact was incredibly reassuring.
Later, when Reika fully awakens to her abilities, I too might have the opportunity to fight alongside Irene on the battlefield.
Since I'm already known for calling down meteors from the sky, no one would question my abilities.

"D-damn it...!"

"Well, what are you going to do?"

Irene lowered her voice and pressed the blade closer to his neck.

"...What... do you want?"

As much as I wanted to kill these bastards who tried to harm us right here—
We had information we absolutely needed from them.

"You must know about Jenis Al Caskie. You won't pretend you don't at this point, will you?"

"..."

"Just tell us where he is now."

Silent, is he?
I didn't want to go this far, but if he won't talk, there's no choice.

"W-wait...!"

I took the stolen sword and lightly grazed the fallen man's neck.
With just a drop of blood falling from the blade's tip—

"I-I'll talk! I'll talk, so p-please...!!"

I was able to extract the information without much difficulty.

*

From the two men bound with rope and sitting in chairs, we were able to hear the general outline of what had happened.

"So, you're saying you're just errand boys?"

"That's right! We were just asked to bring in Jenis Al Caskie because someone wanted to persuade him...!"

"Then who is your client?"

"..."

"Why did they say they wanted to persuade Jenis Al Caskie? What exactly were they trying to persuade him of?"

"..."

So they won't talk till the end.
With a sigh, I approached the man I had knocked down and asked.

"Hey."

"W-what is it?"

"You saw the ice pillars rising from the floor, right?"

I placed my hand on his chest and spoke in a cold tone.

"What do you think would happen if they burst out from inside you?"

"Hiiieek...!!"

I didn't want to threaten him, but—
Seeing how they still couldn't speak even in this situation, they were likely under some kind of threat themselves.
For people who couldn't talk because their lives were at stake, we had no choice but to threaten their lives as well.
They didn't know how the magic mechanism worked, so they would probably believe my words at face value. After all, they had witnessed something unbelievable right before their eyes.

"I-I can't tell you... If I talk, we'll really die...!"

"Do you want to die now, or talk and live a little longer?"

"D-damn it...!!"

Irene, who had been listening to me, spoke from behind in a solemn tone.

"We already know most of it and came here prepared, so speak honestly. If you do, I'll specially spare your lives."

"W-what can a mere guard like you do!"

"..."

Irene silently removed the hood she had been wearing.
This revealed the breastplate with the royal emblem clearly engraved on it.

"...!!!"

"I am one of the generals serving my lord. If you confess everything, I give you my word of honor that I will at least spare your lives. You may be punished and imprisoned. However, I promise I will not kill you. You don't have many options anyway, do you?"

To make someone who fears losing their life speak, you need to give them their life back.
I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the thought that we were using the classic "bad cop, good cop" strategy.

Before coming here.
I had explained all my general suspicions to Irene and Reika.

The story that 'a series of incidents might be related to treason, and Jenis Al Caskie seems to be caught up in it.'
It was a somewhat far-fetched claim, but both Irene and Reika seemed to trust me quite a bit.
While I expected it from Irene, I was pleased that even Reika believed me... though I wasn't entirely comfortable involving a civilian like her in such dangerous business.

"Now. Please speak honestly."

"...You're... certain you'll spare our lives...?"

"Of course, absolutely."

I looked the man in the eye and smiled as kindly as I could.
Wondering how much of my guess was correct this time.

"...Open that door in the back."

When we opened the door the man pointed to, there was—

"...!!"

Jenis, bound and confined in a small closet.

Ch.163 - Chapter 163. What Happened To Him
I immediately removed the cloth sealing his mouth and shook him.

"Senior, are you conscious? Senior Jenis!"

"......!"

Fortunately, Jenis quickly opened his eyes and assessed the situation.

"......Swen? Why are you......"

"I came to rescue you. Your sister asked me to."

"......Ah......"

Jenis let out a brief sigh, then nodded at me.
It seemed he had easily grasped the situation.

Now, it was time to hear his story.

* * *

Turning back the clock to a few days ago.

Jenis left the royal castle with a bitter expression and thought to himself.

'Even though my brother suffered the most on the battlefield, why can't he receive any rewards?'

The position of deputy commander of the occupation forces was clearly meant to be given to the most promising young general in Serphina's army.
Anyone could see that position belonged to Irian, who had achieved great merit in suppressing the Brands army.
At least until that woman Irene appeared.

'I understand she's impressive, but... in the end, it was my brother who fought for our army. And yet......'

He had always been loyal to Lady Serphina and thought it natural to serve without expecting anything in return—
But the fact that this position went not to his highly respected brother but instead to a general who had recently betrayed her lord and only just joined them irritated Jenis deeply.
Talking with Irian about it didn't resolve anything.
Just when he was wondering if he should let it go... a group approached him.

"Don't you think this is unfair too?"

The words came from an old general who had kindly shown him the ropes when he first joined Serphina's army.
As it turned out, there were quite a few generals in the army who shared his thoughts.
At the place he visited after being introduced by the old general, an unexpected face greeted Jenis.

"Oh, the renowned Jenis of House Al Kaski. Welcome! It seems like just yesterday I was sharing drinks with your father, and now his two grown sons are already accomplished men. How enviable!"

The leader of this group was Huton Argyle, one of the Aingart Empire's 11 founding contributors who had retired from the front lines and was quietly spending his remaining years.
He was considered a wise old man, the only person who could potentially succeed Ginor Nighthart, the former chancellor of the empire. For this reason, he was regarded as a suitable candidate for the position of national strategist in Serphina's somewhat disorganized army—
But citing his age, he had declined the position, which then went to Jena, while he quietly occupied himself with minor tasks in the background.
Of course, that didn't mean he had completely withdrawn from central politics.

At first, Jenis joined them simply to soothe his feelings.
After all, sharing frustrations with like-minded people tended to lessen the burden.

But at some point... Jenis naturally realized they were plotting something that should never be spoken of.

"If it had been Lord Algot, he wouldn't have handled things this way."
"Lord Huton, who was Lord Algot's right-hand man, is also expressing great regret."
"Jenis, don't you also think Lord Algot is the true heir to the empire?"

They were one of countless factions that didn't acknowledge Serphina.
The only difference was that their focal point had shifted to Algot von Aingart and his favored Huton Argyle—they were no different from the countless groups that had appeared before, borrowing the names of Algot and Sidmid.

Having discovered everything, Jenis chose to play along to stay alive.
He considered reporting everything to his lord immediately, but he hadn't had the opportunity for a private audience recently. Moreover, the group included not only people Jenis had been friendly with but also the old general who had been like a mentor to him, making it impossible for him to report them.
It was obvious that everyone would be executed the moment he reported them.

While he remained indecisive, Jenis was already being treated as a member of the group, and before he knew it, he was contacting them behind his roommate's back, even asking his sister for help.

Then one day.

"My brother?"

"Yes. Don't you think if Lord Irian, who must be heartbroken by this situation, helps us, he could become a cornerstone for the 'rightful Aingart Empire'? Of course, if we succeed, I guarantee that not only Lord Irian but also you, Lord Jenis, will receive appropriate positions. The Al Kaski family will finally become true founding contributors of the empire!"

After Huton asked him to persuade Irian, Jenis felt he couldn't just let this pass.

'Just associating with them and having these conversations has already put me in a dangerous position. If I'm not careful, my brother, sister—no, our entire family could be in danger. So I need to tell my lord everything honestly now...!'

"Jenis, never forget that you've already taken a step into this. If you want to get what you want, you know what to do, right?"

What Jenis wanted was for Irian to be recognized for his hard work.
But he couldn't commit such a foolish act that would certainly lead everyone to ruin.
Countless rebel forces, even ones much larger than this, had all been executed. How much could a force gathered by a retired old man—noble title aside—really grow?
Besides, regardless of all that, Jenis himself had never once thought of betraying Serphina.

"...I understand."

So after saying that to appease them, Jenis immediately headed for the royal castle.
He intended to have a private audience with Serphina to confess everything, even if it meant being disrespectful.
He might be punished for speaking up late, but that was better than having his family exterminated for being implicated.

But—

"...!!"

Someone struck Jenis hard on the back of his head as he was heading to the royal castle.

"Tsk. So you were going to talk after all. Damn bastard."

"What should we do? Kill him?"

"We can't kill him. If we want to recruit Irian Al Kaski somehow, it's better to keep him alive. However... it would be best to prevent him from going outside for a while."

And so, barely registering the voices of his attackers—
Jenis's vision gradually faded to black.

* * *

Aingart Royal Castle.
I was kneeling before Serphina in the audience chamber, conversing with her.

"Swen. I'm quite curious why you sought an audience with me first. Perhaps you wish to spend some personal time with me?"

"......"

Serphina spoke with a smile at the corner of her lips, keeping the conversation light—
But what I was about to report to her was an extremely grave matter that could not be delivered lightly.
She must have read the atmosphere from my expression, as she lowered her tone and asked in a more serious manner.

"Something seems to be troubling you."

"My lord. ......Please don't be alarmed. I was concerned about something, so I investigated personally—"

"Someone is plotting against my life again, it seems."

"...!!!"

Upon hearing Serphina's words, I looked up at her face in surprise.
She was... smiling.
That smile contained neither the charisma she showed as an absolute ruler nor the allure she displayed as a woman—
It was somehow empty, an incredibly lonely smile.

"There's nothing surprising about it. Your serious expression, and the timing... I just thought it was about time. Besides, Swen, you've already uncovered and reported rebels to me before. It's not so unusual for something to happen twice."

"My lord......"

Contrary to my intentions, I had indeed exposed rebels once before.
Back then, they were remnants of Sidmid von Aingart's faction, while this time they were Algot von Aingart's—other than that difference, the two situations were quite similar.

Looking at her lonely expression, I thought:

...That's right.
The northern continent was currently experiencing endless rebellions.
Even when playing as Serphina's forces in the game, no matter how high I raised loyalty, someone would always rebel.
Back then, I simply thought of it as a kind of "balance patch"...
But in this world that had become reality, it meant she had to regularly watch generals who trusted and followed her turn against her.

"Tell me, Swen. What happened?"

"...Yes."

Even if what I reported would make Serphina's crown weigh even heavier—
I couldn't just let it pass.
I had to protect her.

So I reported everything I had heard from Jenis to her.

* * *

That day.
Thanks to Swen and Irene's efforts, the faction plotting rebellion in Algot von Aingart's name was entirely arrested and detained based on confessions from those involved.
The mastermind was the retired old general Huton Argyle, who had supported Algot in the succession struggle but supposedly retired to live quietly after Algot died and Serphina ascended to the throne.
As this incident came to light, it became clear that his retirement was merely a facade.

And.
Among the traitors was the female general Erin, who had been particularly loyal to her.

"...Erin."

"......"

Serphina looked at the woman who had always worked for her and asked:

"Why did you participate in such a foolish act? It's an uncharacteristically stupid move for someone as intelligent as you."

"Lady Serphina. Do you know how many people have become unhappy because of you? After taking so many lives, how long do you think you can continue to reign?"

"......"

"It's not too late. Step down. Hand over your crown to Lord Huton, the rightful heir of Prince Algot, who should have become the monarch. If you do so, he said he would specially guarantee your life. It's foolish to cling to the Aingart bloodline that has already been tainted beyond repair."

It was strange.
Serphina felt a disconnect with Erin, who had always sworn loyalty to her.

And then she realized.
So this is it.
Is this the feeling that Rahelven, who once taught her etiquette, had spoken of?

"Princess. Since this is our last meeting, I'll tell you something good. I... this old man, am just the first."
"Didn't you expect it when you drank the blood of the imperial family with your own hands? Countless people are targeting you, Princess. ...It will be a difficult battle, but this too is a weight that must be borne by one who deceived everyone and coveted what should not have been coveted, and finally took it."

'Am I... someone who has taken what should not have been taken?'

What should not have been taken.
In truth, she hadn't even wanted any of this.
All of these things—the fate of House Aingart, the bloodline, the will to unify the empire—
Weren't they all things that had been "given" to Serphina?

On her way back from the prison, Serphina leaned against a wall and thought.

How long would she have to watch the eyes of those who once worked for her change 180 degrees to hatred?
How long would this seemingly endless malice continue to lurk around her?
Thinking about it, she could easily realize that "that man" was involved this time as well.

'Swen...'

Both the previous rebellion and this one would have gone undetected without him.
Regardless of whether the rebellions would have succeeded, it was no exaggeration to say that avoiding major damage was entirely thanks to Swen.

Perhaps Swen could answer her question.

On her way back to the audience chamber, Serphina decided to summon Swen.

Whether it was simply to commend his efforts in this matter and discuss future plans,
Or whether she just wanted to see him...

That was something even she couldn't tell.
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After a while.
The purge of the rebel forces was carried out on a massive scale.
Originally, there was enough circumstantial evidence showing that Jenis had frequently associated with them, and he could have been charged with knowing about the planned rebellion yet failing to report it immediately. This could have put the Al Kaski family in an extremely dangerous position—
However, taking into account his decisive evidence in this case, they were able to avoid family extermination. He managed to escape disaster with a light punishment of three months' imprisonment.
A three-month detention was hardly considered punishment from Serphina's perspective, who never forgave anyone even remotely connected to rebellion. Jenis seemed to calmly accept his situation rather than raising objections.

In a way, I had changed the predetermined future.

And so, after he was imprisoned—

"Thank you so much, Lord Swen."

"I must express my gratitude as well. If not for you, we would have suffered greatly."

In front of the Al Kaski family mansion, Irene, Reika, and I were receiving continuous thanks from Irian and Iolline.

"As I mentioned, I'm satisfied with having been able to cut off the roots of rebellion, so please don't worry about it."

"That's not true. How can I ever repay this debt... Lady Irene, I am deeply indebted to you as well. I will never forget this."

Irene responded in an indifferent tone to Irian, who kept bowing to her.

"As Swen said, don't worry about it. We only did what needed to be done."

"I understand it was your duty, but the fact remains that it became a blessing for us. My father taught me never to become someone who betrays kindness."

From Irian's perspective, he must want to thank us a thousand times.
Although it wasn't his intention, his younger brother's foolish actions could have led to their family's extermination.
Anyway, this confirmed my suspicion that they were absent from my memories because they had already disappeared long ago.

"I will never forget this kindness. Please take care."

"Stay well, Lord Swen."

After saying our final goodbyes to Irian and Iolline, on our way back, I casually asked Irene a question.

"When do you think we'll be able to move into the mansion?"

"Probably soon. All the necessary procedures have been completed."

"Really? Then we don't have many days left before we'll be living together again."

"...Yes."

Irene nodded with a flushed face.
Reika, who had been quietly following us, looked at me with a smile and said:

"I'm... happy that I can live with you too. Hehe..."

I see.
So Reika will be living with us too.
The mansion is spacious, so we'll each have our own rooms... Anyway, it seems the three of us would be living together.

'We haven't had the chance to talk about it since we've been living separately, but it's about time we did.'

Reika was currently the only one with whom I had a formal marriage proposal.
Of course, we couldn't contact her father Ginor at the moment... but considering that he was the one who proposed the marriage in the first place and deliberately kept Reika by my side, his intentions were clear without having to ask.
That left only Reika's intentions.

If Reika said she wanted to marry me...

'It wouldn't be a bad idea to seriously propose to Irene first.'

It's not that I disliked Reika, but if possible, I hoped Irene would be my first bride.
She was the first one I thought about marrying, and despite everything, she had followed me through two changes of rulers, believing only in me.
So, I would spend my time safely in Serphina's army, and when Luna raised her forces, I would switch sides—

Now that the issue with Jenis was resolved, I couldn't think of a better life plan.
Although Irene would eventually have to go to war as the deputy commander of the occupation forces, I was confident I could save her as long as my predictions were accurate. Besides, compared to previous rulers like Lynn or Yuuri, Serphina was relatively good at listening to my advice.
...Of course, lately she seemed to be more obsessed with me than just listening well, but from the perspective of an advisor, it was much better to be the object of a ruler's obsession than to be at odds with them.

"Then, I'll send someone soon."

"Yes. I'll be waiting. I'll need some time to complete the checkout procedures at my lodging anyway."

"Okay. Then... I'll be waiting until that day. Take care, Swen."

"See you again, Lord Swen...!"

After saying goodbye to the two women, I returned to my lodging.
When I entered my room, the empty space with just a bunk bed gave me a strangely lonely feeling.
The time I spent with Senior Jenis and Iolline wasn't bad at all.
As someone who would eventually leave Serphina's army—saving a talent like Irian would certainly be a great help to her.
While he wasn't an exceptional general who could turn the tide of battle, he had definitely earned military merit in the war against the Brands army.
I thought this should be enough to clear any sense of debt I might feel toward her—

'...Huh?'

That's when I noticed a piece of paper stuck near the door.
I picked it up and checked its contents...

*

[Summons from the Lord. Lord Swen, please head to the royal castle as soon as you read this note.]

'What is it this time?'

I'd gone back and forth so many times that the path from my lodging to Aingart Castle had become quite familiar.
On the way, I tried to think about why she might have called for me.

'Does she want advice on how to deal with the traitors?'

But for that, there wasn't much else to suggest besides executing everyone involved, as she had been doing, for the sake of national discipline.
Seeing the continuous rebellions, it didn't seem like a conciliatory approach would solve the problem anyway.
I didn't know the details, but Serphina's karma seemed very deep and heavy, and that karma appeared to be what made her a tyrant.
The fact that rebellions kept occurring despite her taking care of each general and running the state affairs reasonably well only reinforced this impression.

'Whatever it is, I need to be on her side to some extent.'

To act freely within Serphina's army, I needed her trust above all.
I could feel her growing obsession with me, but as I thought earlier, from my perspective, it was much more beneficial for her to use me properly and be obsessed with me than to not utilize me properly like Yuuri did.

With these thoughts, I arrived at the castle gates.
As soon as a soldier saw me, he saluted and asked:

"Are you Lord Swen?"

"Yes, I am."

"The Lord has requested that you come to the reception room in the villa. She said you would understand."

The villa? Is that the place she often called me to?

'Serphina really likes that place.'

To me, it was nothing more than an old, desolate mansion.
Could it be a special place for her?

I greeted the soldier appropriately and headed toward the villa.

*

When I arrived at the villa, opened the door, and headed to the reception room:

"You're here, Swen. Come, sit here."

She greeted me with a smile.
Something about her tone of voice and her slightly flushed face felt different from the usual Serphina.
The cause wasn't hard to figure out.
On the table was a wine glass filled with red wine.

"My Lord, I'm not sure if I should say this, but excessive drinking is harmful to your health."

"Do you think I'm so weak that I would collapse after just a few glasses?"

"...Excuse me."

I sat down across from Serphina and looked at her face.
...Unconsciously, my gaze kept drifting to her lips.

'....'

My first kiss, which tasted like citrus.
Since then, we hadn't specifically brought up the topic, so I too had been acting as if nothing had happened... but that didn't mean what happened could truly become nothing.
We had kissed, and I had heard something like a marriage proposal from her.
Seeing her slightly intoxicated and relaxed state... the memory of that time came back, making me feel strangely unsettled.
At times like this, it's best to change the subject.

"Why did you call for me?"

"Does a ruler need a specific reason to summon a subordinate general?"

"Not necessarily, but we are basically here to serve you—"

"Just because."

Serphina interrupted me, then looked straight into my eyes and said in a serious tone without any hint of playfulness:

"I wanted to see you, Swen."

"...!"

"I called you... because I missed you."

Serphina's slightly intoxicated expression looked incredibly lonely as she said this.
There was no sign that she was joking or looking down on me.
Did this woman really... just call me because she wanted to see me?
I remembered what happened a few days ago. And what she had said to me.
As always... Serphina was undeniably a person whose thoughts were difficult to read.

I silently took a glass from the cabinet, sat across from her, and said:

"My Lord. I don't know what's troubling you, but I can at least be your drinking companion tonight. If there's anything you'd like to discuss, I'm all ears."

"...Can you do something other than just be a drinking companion?"

"Of course. It's my duty to follow your orders."

"That sounds nice. I don't particularly like those who only speak pretty words. Are you prepared?"

Seeing her smile as she said this, I felt relieved somehow.

"Of course."

But.
Without hesitation, she began to say something I couldn't have imagined.

"Really? Then I must test you."

Serphina lightly traced her lips with her finger—
And spoke to me in an incredibly seductive voice, not as a ruler but as a woman.

"Swen. Stay by my side tonight."
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"...Pardon?"

I thought I might have misheard something, so I asked again.
But she, without changing her expression, simply repeated what she had said to me.

"Tonight, stay by my side. That is my order to you, Swen."

Serphina said this, then chuckled and slowly emptied her glass.
So... is she asking me to stay with her tonight?

"Are you perhaps requesting an escort?"

"If that was a joke you prepared, I'm sorry, but it's not particularly funny."

"No... it wasn't meant as a joke..."

Of course, I had no intention of making a joke.
I didn't really think she was asking for an escort either.

'Surely not...'

Serphina stared at me intently, then let out an amused laugh.

"If I were to say that I'm requesting your company for the night, would you be angry?"

"I wouldn't be angry. How could I possibly be angry with my lord?"

"Hehehe. Swen. Despite your words, your expression looks quite troubled. Perhaps I'm not attractive enough to you?"

"...That's not the issue."

"I want an answer to my question."

I swallowed a sigh, then decided to play along with her.

"My lord, you are an extremely attractive person. I'm sure others feel the same, and of course, so do I."

"Then why do you look so flustered?"

It wasn't that I disliked her, but getting deeply involved would be dangerous.
Especially in this situation—touching my lord while she was intoxicated.
I had no family name, no power backing me. It meant I could be eliminated if things went wrong.
Even if things went well, that would be a problem too. She couldn't unify the continent. She was destined to eventually be defeated by Lunarienne. I would have to leave her someday, and if I became too deeply involved with her, I could foresee various complications without having to make any predictions.

In other words, there was no need to throw myself into a minefield, seduced by a woman's charms.
Even though the lingering yuzu scent that had been on my mind all day was stirring my heart more strongly than ever—
This was a time when I needed to resist.

"...You're very drunk, my lord."

"Are you avoiding me? I am being quite serious."

"I'm not avoiding you. If you truly have sincere feelings, wouldn't it be better to discuss this when both our minds are clear?"

Serphina's pupils dilated slightly when she heard my words.
Good. Taking advantage of her momentary weakness, I tried to smoothly change the subject.

"Therefore, while I cannot serve you for the night, I can spend time with you. I'm free anyway."

"You are a more upright man than I expected. Or perhaps someone else already occupies your heart."

"..."

"I have more to say, but I won't. I don't want to earn your dislike. Didn't I say that I want to make you mine? I will try my best to win your heart."

After saying this and chuckling once more, she emptied her glass again—
I took a sip of wine as well.
The grape flavor mixed with a slightly bitter note pleasantly flowed down my throat.

Afterward, we exchanged glances without saying anything.
I maintained my silence, not daring to speak carelessly.
It seemed like now was not the time for me to talk, but rather to listen to what she had to say.

After a few minutes had passed—
Serphina carefully parted her lips.

"Swen. I am... very lonely."

Serphina's eyes fixed on the empty wine glass.
She spoke in a somewhat sad tone, almost murmuring, like a sinner who had come to a confessional.

"I've been running non-stop with the sole mission of rebuilding a fallen empire. It was fine having no one by my side. A ruler must overcome loneliness. Whether I wanted it or not, I was born with Aingart blood, so I climbed to this position thinking these were burdens I naturally had to bear."

I slowly refilled her empty glass.
She silently accepted it and drank. This entire process flowed very naturally.

"One of the things I vowed to do as a ruler rebuilding the empire was to trust everyone who became my ally, no matter what. They are people working solely for me in these chaotic times. But... already, so many have left me, time and again. In their final moments, they always cursed me. From the same mouths that once discussed the future with me... it didn't take long for knives to emerge aimed at me. How truly ridiculous."

"My lord..."

"Yesterday, all the rebels were executed. I can't forget those hate-filled eyes staring at me—the same people who had sworn loyalty to me countless times. I... am in pain. It feels like all of this happened because of my own failings, and the thought that I could have prevented it all if not for my foolishness continues to haunt me."

Serphina emptied her glass again.
Had she been witnessing the betrayal of her generals continuously?
What must it feel like to realize that those who once pledged complete loyalty are secretly sharpening their knives to kill you?
And repeatedly, at intervals of just a few months.
An ordinary person would have lost their mind long ago. I too would have found it difficult to stay sane.

Until she reached this state, had she relied not on people but on alcohol? The thought made my heart lean slightly toward her.

"I don't know how many times this has happened. Carrying on Sidmid's will, inheriting Algot's intentions... whenever I feel my dead brothers haunting me like ghosts for years... I can't help but question whether I'm doing the right thing. Can you understand my doubts about whether this position I occupy is truly meant for me?"

Serphina's golden eyes looked incredibly lonely as she spoke.
She had always displayed an unapproachable charisma... but at this moment, she seemed terribly vulnerable.
Perhaps like Lady Irene in those days under the Brands army, repeatedly affirming her unwavering loyalty.
Back then, Lady Irene seemed so fragile that one wrong touch might break her, and Serphina now appeared the same way.

"Swen, answer me. How much more blood must I swallow? How many more people—not enemies but allies, those who once worked with me—must I send away by my own hands, simply because I sit in a position that was merely given to me?"

"..."

I tried inputting her question, just in case.
As expected, all that came out was [Unknown], a meaningless answer.
How nice it would have been if I could have told her something plausible here.

"Yes. I know. I... shouldn't be weakened by such things. I know I'm sitting in a position where that isn't allowed. I... inherited the will of Aingart. I bear the mission of unifying this continent..."

Serphina said this and then wore an extremely bitter smile.

What should I say to her?
I organized a model answer in my head.

'My lord, you must strengthen your resolve. If you waver, they will become even more emboldened, and the discipline of the nation will collapse... That should do.'

Yes.
I could have simply found what would be considered a model answer and said it as is.

"...My lord."

"Speak."

"I won't tell you to strengthen your resolve... You've probably heard that enough from others, and you know it best yourself."

Looking at her lonely eyes—
I simply couldn't give a "calculated answer."

"These are chaotic times. Nevertheless, no one becomes accustomed to taking lives. I think that in such situations, to keep finding strength, one needs moments to pause. So..."
"Perhaps for just today, allowing yourself to be vulnerable might be one approach."

"..."

I looked around, then took an empty glass from the cabinet and filled it with wine.

"You said you 'shouldn't be weakened by such things,' but we're talking about killing dozens of people, former allies at that. Learning that those you trusted were pointing swords at you. I know this is no light burden. Whether you're a ruler or an ordinary person, not many can easily take the lives of others."

"Swen..."

Was it simple compassion?
Or was it an act to win her favor?
Or perhaps... what exactly was this emotion I was feeling?

One thing was certain—I wanted to be her strength right now.
Apart from everything else, this was the only fact that shone clearly.

Serphina stared at me silently for a long time with her flushed, intoxicated face—
Then slowly parted her lips.

"Swen. Won't you stay with me?"

"As I said, I serve you in the Serphina army. Is that not enough?"

"...Will you not leave my side?"

"Of course—"

How nice it would have been if I could have said, "I won't."
But those words simply refused to emerge from my throat.
I... couldn't bring myself to lie to the crumbling Serphina before me.

"Swen. You may not understand, but... my life has been a continuous series of days where I couldn't trust anyone wholeheartedly. The general I trusted called me a witch and was desperate to kill me, and the advisor who always gave reliable counsel was plotting to assassinate me behind my back. They always begged me to trust them, and I did. Of course, I granted all their requests too... but the results were always the same. They all left my side."
"But you were different. You never forced me to trust you. Instead, you showed results. Without seeking any reward from me, naturally and subtly, making sure your contributions weren't too obvious... In that way, you not only nipped rebellion in the bud twice, but even saved my life."

Of course I couldn't demand trust.
The reason was simple: even I didn't know the basis for that trust.
It was just how things were, but apparently it came across as something very special to Serphina.

"I only did what needed to be done."

"Yes. I thought you would say that. If you had demanded something in return, perhaps I could have held onto you..."

She said this with a bitter smile, then shook her head.

"No. I still have time."

"Time, my lord?"

"Swen, time to persuade you."

She said this and smiled again.
Strangely, it struck me as an innocent, childlike smile.

"It's embarrassing to bring this up myself, but I am quite a decent woman. If I can just win your heart, you wouldn't leave even if I told you to, would you? Hehehe."

Serphina said this and held out her glass to me.
I easily understood that she wanted to clink glasses.

The clear sound of glass touching glass filled the quiet room.

"You said earlier that you could spend time with me today, right? I'd like you to keep that promise, Swen."

"I understand."

And so I spent the night with her.
Honestly, I could have refused if I wanted to, and she likely would have let me go without trying to upset me—

But right now, I wanted to be the one to stay by her side as she wavered so much.

The reason—

'She said she merely sat in a position given to her...'

That sentence she uttered so casually.
Perhaps until she rose to that position, there were circumstances I didn't know—
No, that no one knew, I thought.

Anyway.
The decision to stay by her side was entirely my own.

I couldn't deny that my heart, which had only contained Luna, was now wavering just a little.
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"Swen.
Are you going to leave me too?"

'......?'

Hearing a woman's voice echoing in my head, I slowly focused my mind.
Somehow, I could easily recognize that the owner of the voice was my lord, Serphina.

Having identified the owner of the voice, the content naturally entered my mind.

She's saying I'm abandoning her and leaving?

I am...

That's when.

This time, I heard another woman's voice.

Swen.
—Don't you plan to return to me?

Another woman's voice. A voice I know.
Though it's been an incredibly long time since I heard this voice... I could still remember it clearly.

Lunarienne Iniang.
The voice of Luna, my first lord, the only one who believed in me.

Leaving Serphina to go to Luna.
Not going to Luna, but staying by Serphina's side.

I...

Do I have to choose between these two people?

No, in the first place... is this even something I should be contemplating?

In contrast to the questions arising, my head could no longer think properly.
Like a jellyfish drifting on the sea surface... floating somewhere.
Again and again, I recalled their voices.

My first lord, Lady Luna.
And my current lord, Lady Serphina.

Between these two, whom should I...

* * *

When I came to my senses, I felt something hitting my face.
Light.
The sensation of sunlight pouring down on my face with my eyes closed.
Only after slowly opening my eyes did I realize that the strange experience I just had was all a dream.

'A dream...?'

Wait.
If I dreamed... does that mean I fell asleep?
I slowly raised my body.

With a soft rustle, the blanket slid down my body.
The sensation of the blanket felt incredibly vivid.
A sensation I wouldn't feel if I were wearing pajamas.
I was... in a state with nothing covering my upper body.

'Wait. What happened yesterday?'

I slowly recalled what happened yesterday in my drowsy state.
I remember being summoned to Serphina's villa, listening to her story, promising to be her drinking companion, and continuously emptying glasses of alcohol...

'...Wait.'

As soon as I realized I couldn't remember anything after drinking, the drowsy sensation quickly returned.
Feeling a slightly cool sensation... I slowly turned my head to look beside me.

And, next to me.
Golden hair so bright it was almost blinding—

"......!!!!!!"

At this point, I was completely awake, my mind clearer than ever before.
In a way, it was perfectly natural.
Because I saw a woman with golden hair and an unmistakably feminine silhouette lying next to me.

On the table near the bed lay a distinctive hairpin that someone always wore.
And that someone... was my lord, Lady Serphina.

'...No way.'

No way.
It can't be, right?
I slowly examined Serphina lying next to me.
She was... sleeping soundly in a very comfortable-looking negligee.
I could hear her gentle breathing from here.
Golden hair flowing down her snow-white cheeks, moist lips that had once met mine, large breasts that seemed about to tear through the negligee...

No.
No, no, no, no.

That's not what's important.
Right. Blacking out after drinking, and waking up with a woman lying next to me. What's important now is this situation itself.

'It's not what I think... right?'

For some reason, I wasn't wearing a top, but she was properly dressed in nightwear.
Maybe we just drank together and... somehow fell asleep?
It had to be that way. If I had crossed a line that shouldn't be crossed with her, my lord—

"Mmm..."

"!!!"

I was startled by Serphina's sudden voice and jerked my body back slightly.
And soon after, she slowly opened her eyes.
Her golden eyes, illuminated by the pure white sunlight, sparkled like the Milky Way in the night sky.

And I was—
Holding my breath, wearing a dumbfounded expression, quietly watching her wake up.

"......"

She rubbed her eyes slightly before slowly getting up.
Then naturally turned her head to look at me.
Our eyes met.

What if she gets startled and screams?
If the guards hear and come running to see this situation?
While our eyes were locked, all sorts of foolish worries sprang up like a fountain—but fortunately, none of that happened.

"...Did you sleep well, Swen?"

She asked me in a half-sleepy voice.

"Ah, well, that's... I mean, what happened was."

"I asked if you slept well."

Serphina's expression as she said this was as serious as ever.
As if this situation, waking up to find me next to her in bed, was nothing unusual.

"...Yes."

"That's good to hear. You had me quite worried last night."

"I did...?"

At my words, she tilted her head curiously.
So Lady Serphina can make such cute animal-like gestures too.
Honestly, it was adorable. ...Though if I were to honestly say that thought out loud, I might be executed.

"Do you not remember anything?"

"...That's correct."

I considered lying, but given how far things had gone, that would likely backfire.
The truth seemed like the right answer here.

"I see. I thought as much from that foolish expression on your face."

After saying that, Serphina let out a "kufufu" laugh, finding something amusing.
That laugh was so charming that anyone would be momentarily entranced watching it.

"Well, many things happened. I expected you to be a drinking companion, but you don't seem very strong with alcohol."

"...Excuse me, my lord. If there's anything I need to take responsibility for, I'll take full responsibility—"

Before I could finish speaking, she cut me off.
And then clearly addressed what I wanted to ask.

"Nothing happened yesterday."

"Is that so? But why..."

"You took off your clothes because you said you were hot, and you insisted that since you promised to stay by my side, it was only right to share the bed. That's all."

I said such things?
It's one thing to suggest sharing a bed, but this could easily be seen as disrespecting a nation's ruler—a crime punishable by imprisonment or even death.

'Alcohol is the enemy...'

At that moment.

Serphina approached me with a flushed face...
And began to trace my lips with her finger.
The mysterious scent mixing her skin's fragrance with citron strongly stimulated my nose.
Due to her leaning posture, her large cleavage visible through the negligee filled my vision, numbing my reason.

"Or perhaps you're disappointed that nothing happened?"

"...My lord."

"If so, I am willing to spend a little more time with you."

Gulp.
I swallowed unconsciously.
I could feel my face getting hot.

The woman who always looked down at me from high places wearing uniforms, formal attire, or dresses...
Just by wearing a very feminine negligee and talking to me at eye level—

She appeared not as my lord but as a woman, making my heart pound fiercely.

"My lord. I, well..."

Just as I was about to speak.

"Well, I don't think I can win your heart by suddenly courting you first thing in the morning."

Serphina said that and slowly moved away from me, then quietly got up from the bed.
I let out a sigh of relief.

...Whether this was truly a sigh of relief or something else... honestly, I'm not sure right now.

"Where is this...?"

"A place not far from the villa. This is the bedroom. A place where no one but me could enter."

"What? You mean—"

"Of course, I should say it 'was' a place no one could enter, not 'is'."

Serphina said that, then covered her mouth with her snow-white hand, blushing as she looked at me.

"You're the first, Swen. The first person to set foot in this private space of mine."

Then she smiled as if finding it amusing.

...Beautiful.
That woman was so pretty it would be difficult to explain unless she had received exclusive love from the goddess of beauty in this world.

"If you don't want to cause gossip, you should prepare to leave soon. Wouldn't it be troublesome if we encountered someone?"

"What? Oh... understood."

Right.
Let's focus on safely getting out of here first.
I can worry about everything else later.

Thump, thump.
The sound of my heart beating fiercely must be because this is a life-threatening moment, not for any other reason.
Thinking that... I got up from the bed and began preparing to leave.

* * *

Watching Swen's back as he gathered his clothes, Serphina recalled what had happened yesterday.
Her circumstances that she had shared, and the answer Swen had given her after hearing them.

"My lord. You've truly been through so much. I will always stay by your side."

"...I don't usually trust words spoken under the influence of alcohol."

"It's not... because of the alcohol, that's just how I feel. I just... want to stay by Lady Serphina's side, not because you're my lord."

"...!!"

"I just... want to do that..."

His words, spoken with a flushed face and clearly intoxicated.
She wasn't foolish enough to trust words spoken by someone drunk.
He probably didn't even remember the circumstances she had shared.
In fact, Swen didn't even remember why he was here.
But, even so—
At his words about wanting to stay by Serphina's side, not as his lord—Serphina could feel her heart beating rapidly.

Serphina had allowed him to enter her bedroom.
She had decided that the person who could stay with her here would be someone who could always stay by her side.
So... despite knowing it was just alcohol-induced words he wouldn't even remember, she found herself placing hope in him.

The bedroom held great significance for her.
A place where she could exist wholly as herself—not as the ruler of Serphina's army or the sole survivor of the Aingart family.
She could have taken advantage of his drunken state to create a "fait accompli," but Serphina wanted to win his heart in a way that wouldn't burden Swen.
She knew all too well that one cannot win someone's heart through coercion or threats.

If.
If Swen truly promised to stay by her side—

'I will live... only for you from now on.'

The words she couldn't bring herself to say echoed deep within her heart.
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"When exactly do you think you'll be moving out?"

"In about 3-4 days, I think."

"I understand."

After roughly setting the date for leaving the lodging, I left a brief note in the room.

'Senior Jenis. I've had a good stay. Thank you...' That should be enough.

Although I saved my life, having been imprisoned once, I won't do anything unnecessary again.
That's fortunate.
After all, watching someone I've formed a connection with die isn't exactly a pleasant experience.

This morning.
I woke up beside Lady Serphina.
Though we didn't consummate anything, I essentially spent the night with her.
She said I was the first outsider to ever visit her bedroom.
The feeling of being the first person to invade someone's territory... created an indescribably subtle emotion that's difficult to put into words.

'What was that dream I had this morning?'

Aren't dreams manifestations of the unconscious?
Lady Serphina begging me not to leave her, Lady Luna asking me to come to her.
While there's a possibility I'm being self-absorbed, if this reflects my psychological state—

'It means my heart is wavering.'

After leaving the Iniang Kingdom.
Whether in the Brands Kingdom or the Aishers Kingdom.
I never once worried about whom I should serve.
Perhaps it was because I could clearly see the flaws in the monarchs I served, or perhaps it was due to forming friendships with others—like Lady Irene or Reika—but either way, this was the first conflict of its kind that I'd experienced.

According to my predictions, with Lady Serphina in her current position, Lady Luna would be the one to unify the continent.
If so, this shouldn't even be a dilemma. I was supposed to serve the unifying monarch.

But why... do I keep thinking about her?
Why did she appear in my dream?
Why do I sometimes feel an inexplicable comfort and warmth when I'm with her, even in situations that would be unpleasant or uncomfortable with anyone else?

I recalled her wry smile as she looked at her wine glass in front of me.
That incredibly lonely, precarious appearance that seemed like it would collapse entirely if touched wrongly... kept flashing before my eyes.

The unification of the continent by the Iniang Kingdom would mean the destruction of Serphina's kingdom.
This was almost a constant. After all, two suns cannot rise under the same sky.

If Serphina's kingdom falls... what will happen to Lady Serphina?
It was difficult to imagine someone with Aingart blood serving under another person.
Even in the game, she never surrendered as long as her country hadn't fallen, and even when her country was destroyed, she didn't always surrender.
So... would she be killed?
Would Lady Serphina close her eyes at Lady Luna's hands?
Though Lady Luna was an extremely generous ruler, she had lost her only blood relative, her older sister, to Serphina in the past. She probably wouldn't easily forgive Lady Serphina.
Then what should I... do?
Is the right answer to help Lady Luna... and take Lady Serphina's life?

'Sigh.'

I never thought I, of all people, would have such thoughts.
Honestly—from the moment I was transported into the game, I didn't immediately recognize this as 100% reality.
With various rules from the game system being vividly applied, including the rule that "whatever a general with Intelligence 100 says is always correct," it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that it felt half like playing a game.

But.
Ever since meeting the soldier James, who said he would cherish the flag of the Iniang Kingdom, my thoughts began to change.
Meeting Lady Irene.
Facing the soldiers who followed her.
Lynn and Yuuri, who moved by emotion rather than profit, and people with their own circumstances.
Reika who yearned for freedom, and now Lady Serphina, who feels burdened by her throne.

This world was as vivid as reality itself.
So... it becomes difficult to easily choose "the option that is definitely beneficial."
Can I easily decide that "I know Lady Luna is the right answer, so I'll cut ties with Lady Serphina"?
If I could make that decision easily—I would have just let Lady Serphina die in the first place, served the new monarch who succeeded her, and lived comfortably without waiting for Lady Luna to raise an army.

Just as I couldn't betray Lady Luna at that moment and chose to take the long way around—
Now I find that I cannot easily betray Lady Serphina, who chose to trust me despite being repeatedly betrayed by that trust.

'This is difficult.'

Since Lady Luna hasn't raised her army yet, there's no need to worry about it now—
But rather than facing it without any thought, it's better to think about what to do in the future to make a much better choice.

Thinking this, I threw myself onto the bed.
Right now, I just wanted to see Lady Irene.
When I'm with her, I don't need to have these complicated thoughts; just being with her feels enough.
Perhaps the reason I could resist Lady Serphina's active courtship was partly because I valued my life, which would be endangered if I got involved with her—
But there was definitely also the thought that I couldn't do anything with another woman while Lady Irene was in my heart.

'...Let's rest for now.'

I didn't need to sleep since I had just woken up—
But I still closed my eyes and tried to sleep.
If I could, I would want to take out my brain and wash it clean.

* * *

"Thank you for your hard work, Lord Rem."

"The Strategist is here."

This was Jeilant Castle.
A small territory that appears after passing several castles westward from Anel Castle, currently under the rule of the Brands Kingdom.
From Anel Castle, the central point of the central continent, it wouldn't be unreasonable to consider this area as the beginning of the "western continent."

Castle lord Aneka Rem bowed to Farfalle and said:

"The Lord...?"

"...Currently resting in the annex."

"I see..."

"It seems we will be staying here for a while longer. She's just resting, so please continue with your duties as castle lord."

"Understood."

After briefly exchanging greetings with Rem, Farfalle left the main castle of Jeilant.

After forming an alliance with Serphina's kingdom.
As Farfalle had predicted, by pulling all the forces guarding the northern continent and concentrating them in the central and southern regions, they were able to easily repel Hesna's offensive.
The Roland Kingdom, located next to Hesna, also seemed to have planned an invasion, but judging by the lack of news, they must have observed the situation and decided to slow their offensive.
In conclusion, they had achieved results worth enduring that humiliation.

The problem was Lynn.
Since that day, Lynn had issued no orders, as if she had become a wax doll.
Since Farfalle, as the strategist, had been managing state affairs since Lynn began to go out of control, the state system wasn't immediately paralyzed, but while Lynn had previously been showing signs of recovery by listening to Farfalle's advice, now she—

'...'

The place Farfalle headed after finishing the conversation was the annex on the outskirts of Jeilant Castle.
It was originally used as a warehouse but had been converted into a villa for Lynn to stay in.
Jeilant Castle wasn't developed enough to have a separate villa, and as it was just a worthless piece of land on the path to the western continent, there was no reason to build an annex.
Lynn was spending most of her time here instead of returning to Anel Castle.

Upon arriving at the annex, a priest greeted Farfalle.
In a world where religion had become a joke, an old man in priestly garments was an extremely rare sight.

"You've arrived, Lady Farfalle."

"How is our Lord?"

"She is resting, but..."

The priest closed his eyes silently and shook his head.
Without responding, Farfalle bowed slightly and slowly knocked on the door of the room where she was staying.

"...My Lord. It's Farfalle. I'm coming in."

Though Lynn's voice wasn't particularly heard from beyond the door, Farfalle carefully opened it and entered.
Inside, Lynn was sitting at a desk, smiling broadly as she greeted her.

"Oh? Farfalle, you're here?"

"Yes, my Lord."

"Hey. Any word from the search party?"

"The search party... you mean."

"Yes! The search party! How is it? Any news?"

Looking at Lynn speaking like a child, Farfalle bit her lip and answered in a subdued voice:

"No, not yet..."

"Really? I'm sorry, but I'd appreciate it if you could pay a little more attention. I guarantee! Swen is still hiding in this city! There wasn't enough time to escape, and our soldiers are surrounding the area, so he couldn't possibly have fled. Did I tell you? He once spoke very sharply in front of me. Remember?"

"...Yes."

"Right. So talk to the search party once more. He's a young, pretty man with white hair. Farfalle, you'll be surprised when you meet him too, right? You'll definitely wonder why such a man was serving such an insignificant woman!"

Lynn said this with a bright smile like a child.
Farfalle... seeing this, simply bowed her head slowly, unable to give any answer.

After a few minutes passed.
Lynn began to express her dissatisfaction while biting her nails.

"I don't understand why it's taking so long when I've also assigned the search to my brother and that annoying woman. We need to recruit that man quickly and return to Anel Castle. Right?"

"..."

The reason she was obsessed with Jeilant Castle.
This place was once the base of the insignificant Iniang Kingdom, and where she met the white-haired strategist, Swen, who served her.

"I'm sure he's not just good with words but has some insight too. Despite appearances, I have an eye for people, you know? Farfalle, you know that too, right? I'm better at finding talent than my brothers, aren't I?"

"Yes, my Lord. I know that..."

"He seems to be hiding well right now, but since we've dispatched search parties, we'll find him soon! Good. I'm not such a bad person either. If that annoying woman finds Swen quickly, I'll specially give her a good position. She's someone who would do anything I say, so she'll definitely cry with gratitude, right? I'm telling you, I'm such a generous person."

She spoke very happily, her blue eyes sparkling.
Judging by appearances alone, she looked no different from the charismatic Lynn of the past who had pacified the central continent and was preparing to advance to the north—

"Hehe... Swen, what expression will you make when you join me? You might feel reluctant at first, but eventually, Swen and I will dream the same dream, right...? After all, the country that will unify the continent is our Brands Kingdom! Hehehe...♡"

'My Lord...'

—Now Lynn, having developed a mental illness from deep trauma—
Her consciousness had returned to the point just before meeting Swen, and she was showing an abnormal obsession, ordering people to find Swen who had already left Jeilant Castle.
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***

Farfalle realized something was wrong with Lynn a few days after they had formed an alliance and returned to Anel Castle.

"To Jeilant Castle...?"

"Yes! I'm planning to go capture Lunarienne myself."

With an incredibly innocent expression and a confident tone, she was declaring her intention to invade Lunarienne's army... which had been destroyed quite some time ago.

"I... don't quite understand what you mean."

"What? Farfalle, haven't you been keeping up with the political situation? We should start unifying the western continent soon, shouldn't we?"

"No, I mean... the western continent is already under our Brands army—"

"What are you talking about, Farfalle? Even clever you is saying foolish things. Of course, the western continent is practically in our hands already. There's nothing but weaklings there, right?"

"...What do you..."

Farfalle carefully observed her expression.
An overwhelming sense of dissonance.
The certainty that their conversation wasn't connecting properly.

Then.

'Wait. If she's talking about Lunarienne's army... could it be.'

Farfalle asked carefully with a slightly trembling voice.

"Um... my Lord. If I may ask, what is your reason for invading Lunarienne's army?"

"Hmm? That's right. Haven't I told you yet? Listen. Recently, that country came to us seeking a ceasefire agreement. You know, that battle where that stupid woman couldn't even capture one castle."

"..."

"The man who came to me from there... looked so delicious...♡ I want to test him under me as soon as possible. Gathering talented people is the most important thing before unifying the continent, isn't it?"

—Ah.
When her vague suspicion became reality, Farfalle couldn't help but let out a sigh.

"My Lord...!!"

When Lynn, who had been secluded in her room since returning and refused to speak with anyone, suddenly announced she would resume governing affairs, Farfalle had breathed a sigh of relief.
She thought her lord had finally regained her composure. Though losing territory was painful, she believed they had enough resilience to recover if they started over carefully from now.
The northern threat had been blocked. After much time had passed, the population available for conscription had increased somewhat.
She thought they had a good chance against both the Aishers army in the east and the countries in the south.

That was certainly the case, but...

"Now. I'm going to prepare for the march immediately. About 80,000 soldiers, with brother Chel as the vanguard, should be enough, right?"

"My Lord, that's—"

"I know, I know what you're going to say, Farfalle. That I should make good use of that woman, right? Fine. She's probably just guarding the walls now, so she must be free. As you suggested, I'll call her in and put her in the vanguard. That's good enough, right?"

Watching Lynn smile confidently like she used to in her heyday while saying this...
Farfalle felt a despair she had never experienced before.

***

After realizing something was wrong with her lord, Farfalle's first action was to quietly follow Lynn's orders and then exclude her from central politics.
If the military commanders heard that Lynn, their sovereign, was insisting on attacking a minor country that had been destroyed long ago, it would certainly cause indescribable confusion.
Moving to Jeilant Castle as ordered, then using reconnaissance as an excuse to place her in a separate building to hide her until she came to her senses—all of this was Farfalle's decision.

'Lady Lynn...'

How could that brilliant woman have fallen so far?
She had been pleading with doctors and even religious figures who had already disappeared, trying everything to help her regain her senses... but it was by no means an easy task.
She showed symptoms similar to senile elderly people, but wasn't she far too young for senility?
In a situation where her pride, much stronger than others', couldn't bear the humiliation she had suffered and had erased everything as if it never happened, there was nothing Farfalle could do.

If only there were magic, perhaps something could be done.
But Swen, who had shown miraculous powers, was no longer with them.

So all she could do now—
Was simply pray that Lynn, who had suddenly become like this after seeming stable, would just as suddenly become alright again.

"Swen is so shy. I don't know how long he's going to hide. It's not like I'm going to kill him, and if he comes to my side, I'll treat him better than anyone else. I'll provide him with as many women as he wants, and I'm willing to allow him enough power to enjoy himself if he just serves me. Isn't that right, Farfalle?"

"...Yes."

"That woman isn't deliberately avoiding a proper search, is she? She was spouting nonsense about tracking down Lunarienne. She doesn't understand what's important right now. Anyway, try talking to her. Tell her I'll reward her if she finds Swen."

"I understand, my Lord."

"Good. How is the current situation?"

"Currently... our army is gradually occupying the western continent. It seems we'll be able to conquer it soon. Serphina's army isn't showing any particular movement."

Hearing Farfalle's words, Lynn smiled brightly and said:

"Really? That's good. I was worried about leaving Anel Castle for too long. I need to find Swen quickly and return to the castle... When I meet him, I'll treat him especially well, two or three times better. Making me come all this way and making me worry... hehehe...♡"

"...Yes."

"Alright. You may go. I'll stay here and think about what our army should do next. Let's see."

Lynn spoke in a glib tone, then stood up, spread out a map, and began writing something while muttering to herself with a quill pen.
Farfalle, without adding anything more, quietly left the room and closed the door.

"You've returned?"

To the priest waiting for her outside the door, Farfalle handed over a prepared money pouch.
The priest received it with an extremely kind expression, then politely clasped his hands together, bowed, and said:

"Let us pray, Lady Farfalle. May the gods have mercy on Lady Lynn Brands..."

"..."

May the gods have mercy, is it?
She couldn't help but laugh bitterly at the thought that this situation itself might be a sign of abandonment by the gods, but in the end, the priest's prayer was all she could rely on now.

Please.
Please return to being the brilliant Lady Lynn of before.
No, even if not that, if she could just return to being the Lady Lynn who could exercise judgment...

Clinging to such a futile hope, Farfalle slowly left the separate building.

***

Several days had already passed since she began staying in the separate building.
Accustomed to the unsatisfactory progress reports that kept coming in, Lynn was spending her time voicing complaints to herself.

"Why is this taking so long? That stupid woman can't even find one person and is just dragging things out."

She needed to quickly find Swen, return, and devote herself to state affairs, but she never thought she would waste so much time in this insignificant castle.
For some reason, her vision kept feeling clouded, and she was being chased by the thought that she needed to do something quickly, making her mind restless, but with no sign of improvement, it was an unbearably frustrating situation for Lynn.

"This is all because that stupid woman couldn't handle things properly."

If there was a term she kept mentioning in this way—it was "stupid woman."
The red-haired female knight who had steadfastly pledged loyalty no matter what she did.

"That woman, though frustrating, was actually quite good at tracking things down. Her name was..."

But...
For some reason, she couldn't remember that woman's name.

"Wait. Come to think of it... what was that woman's name?"

Something she had never recognized while endlessly complaining.
The moment she became aware of that woman's "name"—
Lynn suddenly felt a chill run down her spine.
It felt as if remembering this would solve everything.

And from the moment she started thinking about it... the cloudy vision in front of her eyes seemed to clear up.
Lynn slowly concentrated her thoughts on that "stupid woman."

"The one who always... pledged loyalty to me."

"My Lord. ■■■ ■■■■ has just arrived."

Slap!

"What are you doing? If you had captured the castle faster, this humiliation wouldn't have happened. How many more days do you need?"
"I apologize, my Lord. Due to my inadequacy, I failed to capture the castle."

"Who endured unfair treatment without a single complaint."

"Why are you telling me what to do? I told you there's no need to pursue. Are you defying my orders? Bored because your sword hasn't tasted blood today? Should I let it taste yours?"

"...No. I apologize."

"Who never withheld advice, even when I didn't listen to her opinions."

'Try to achieve something, ■■■. Prove it's not just talk?'

"Who obeyed my words without defying me, even when I drove her into danger..."

I.
With my own hands—I tried to drive her into danger.

Her name.
That stupid woman.
The foolish woman who knew nothing except to obey my words—

"Yes! ■i■ ■■e■, I will do my utmost to bring good news to you, my Lord, as commanded."
"This is ■■ren Jul■■t at the vanguard. I am truly delighted to be able to bring you news of victory this time."
"I, Ai■■ Jul■et, will gladly be the shield to protect my Lord. Please command me as you wish."

"—Irene."

Tears streamed down from her blue eyes without any resistance.

"Irene, Irene..."

As soon as she recalled that name—
Tears suddenly began to flow incessantly.
And she became aware of what she had done to her.

I.
I hurt Irene.
Irene, who had been so loyal to me, whom my father had told me to value highly... because of my worthless pride, I drove her into danger—
I tried to kill her.
As a result, I lost both her and Swen. Lynn repeated foolish choices without gaining anything, and consequently, the momentum of the Brands army began to completely decline.

"It's... it's all my fault... Irene..."

Only tears fell, drop by drop, to the floor.

After crying for a long time, she looked around.
This place is a separate building.
A separate building in Jeilant Castle.
I came here to... destroy Lunarienne's army and capture Swen as a prisoner to employ him...?

'...Huh?'

Wait.
Why... was I trying to destroy Lunarienne's army that had already been destroyed and disappeared?

"...!!!!"

By directly recalling the keyword "already been destroyed and disappeared," all the memories returned to her mind.
What she had been doing all this time.
What had happened as a result.

"Aah...!!"

Thud.
Lynn collapsed on the spot and cried again.

It wasn't Swen she needed to desperately find and ask for forgiveness.
Not Swen... but Irene.
It was she who had rejected the last chance Swen had given her.
Despite knowing she had wronged Irene, until the very end, she kept turning away from the truth, believing that if she could just get Swen back, she could somehow fix everything—
As a result, hadn't she wasted manpower and time here for nothing!

"No... I can't fall apart like this..."

She couldn't change what had already happened... but anyway, she couldn't just collapse here.
Lynn absolutely had to meet Irene again.
She had no intention of asking her to serve her again or anything like that.
She just wanted to apologize to her. Somehow. She didn't expect forgiveness, but she truly wanted to tell her how sorry she was.

It was the first time.
The first time Lynn had removed her inexplicable hatred for Irene and sincerely wanted to apologize to her.

Only after being pushed to the edge of the abyss of destruction, falling over, and hitting rock bottom... did her mind start working like before.

Ch.169 - Chapter 169. The Blue Light Dream Crumbles In Vain (3)
# The Day of Rebellion

On a day when Farfalle was overseeing the general affairs of state in place of Lynn who had lost her proper judgment abilities, she hurried to the royal castle of Jeilant Castle upon an urgent summons from Lord Rem.

"What's the matter?"

"Um... Strategist. Just now, this imperial decree..."

"What? ...An imperial decree?"

With the throne currently empty, who could possibly be sending an imperial decree?
As that thought crossed her mind, Farfalle's heart sank.

'No way...!!!'

"I, I don't really understand what's going on either, but for now, this..."

Farfalle took the paper Rem handed to her.
Stripping away all unnecessary rhetoric and summarizing the essential content, it read as follows:

[Lynn Brands can no longer be entrusted with the future of the Brands Army.
Not only has she lost most of the central continent territories through reckless management, but does it make any sense to join hands with the evil demon Serphina, who is like our mortal enemy?
Therefore, I, Kalinz Brands, hereby declare that I have personally ascended to the position of lord of the Brands Army to continue the glory passed down from our ancestors.
Lords who will follow me should respond quickly.
Any territory whose lord does not respond will be designated as an enemy state, and I declare that I will wage war to reclaim the territory.
Second Lord of the Brands Army, Kalinz Brands.]

Kalinz's rebellion.
After reading the decree, Farfalle was shocked for a different reason.

'What? Kalinz Brands did this...?'

Kalinz was currently serving as the acting lord of Anel Castle.
While he didn't know exactly what condition Lynn was in, he was aware that she needed recuperation.
The reason Farfalle had chosen Kalinz as lord instead of Chel was simple.
It was because he wasn't a man with enough ambition to attempt something like rebellion.

Moreover, unlike Chel who was obsessed with battle and had earned many military achievements with many followers, Kalinz hadn't particularly distinguished himself and thus had no public support.
Even with Brands blood flowing in his veins, it was clear that few people would follow a man with no particular public support in rebellion.
In other words, she had entrusted Anel Castle to him rather than Chel because she was confident he wouldn't do anything unnecessary.

But rebellion?
That Kalinz Brands?

As she rubbed her aching head, struggling to understand the situation... Rem cautiously asked her.

"Um... what should we do?"

"What do you mean what should we do? This is rebellion! Of course we shouldn't respond. With our Lord still alive and well, condoning such an act makes no sense."

"...But..."

Knowing Lynn's current poor condition, Rem bowed his head with a deeply worried expression.
Farfalle couldn't bring herself to get angry at him, and instead rubbed her throbbing forehead as she thought.

Why now of all times?
She had thought the information about Lynn's mental state was thoroughly concealed, but could it have leaked somehow?
If the timid Kalinz had chosen the path of rebellion, it might be reasonable to assume the information had leaked.
After all, once a secret leaves one's mouth, it's no longer a secret.

She could only curse the heavens.
Why were these things happening one after another to their army?

No—
Come to think of it, there was something else bothering her.

'That proud Chel submitted to Kalinz, who's far less accomplished than him?'

The reason Chel followed Lynn was quite simple.
Lynn was far superior to Chel in politics.
Chel was very aware of his own limitations in areas outside of combat. To him, his sister Lynn was a lord worth serving, which is why he continued to follow her without much complaint.

But Kalinz was different.
Whether in battle or politics—he was unremarkable compared to Chel in every aspect.
It wasn't that Kalinz was incompetent, but compared to Chel, he was just an ordinary man with no superior qualities.

And Chel just quietly watched Kalinz ascend to the throne?
Considering that the decree had reached Jeilant Castle, it was almost impossible that Chel, stationed near the capital, would have missed this news.
As she was lost in thought, feeling an incredible sense of dissonance...

"L-Lord!"

A soldier rushed into the audience chamber in a hurry.

"What is it?"

"T-That... from Heisel Castle, r-rebels...!!"

"!!!"

"If it's about rebels, I've already heard. Our castle will not participate."

Unlike Rem who responded calmly, Farfalle froze in place upon hearing the soldier's words.

Heisel Castle.
A castle near Anel Castle and a very important military stronghold.
And... the place where Kalinz, who sent this decree, was not located.

"W-Wait... did you just say Heisel Castle?"

"Yes, that's right...!"

To Farfalle's question, the soldier barely managed to answer in a strained voice.

"At Heisel Castle... General Chel has started a rebellion...!!"

"Ah...!!"

Thud.

"S-Strategist...!!"

Rem rushed to support Farfalle who had collapsed on the spot.
Just when they had barely managed to hold the northern front after humiliation, at this crucial moment when they needed to somehow restore past glory... everything was beginning to crumble.

The Brands Army, once the most dangerous rival to Serphina's forces.
Now split into three parts, the most threatening rival was following the path to self-destruction.
All of this was the butterfly effect triggered by forming an alliance with Serphina's army.

[An efficient alliance that will create a great opportunity for our forces.]

It was another moment when the prediction of Intelligence 100 proved correct—

But there was no way for Farfalle, a strategist from another country, to know this.

"H-How could this happen..."

Farfalle, unable to offer any solution... finally had to accept it.
That there was no way to put the declining Brands Army back on its original track.
No, even if there was a way, it was beyond her power.

In front of this 'infallible logic,' there was... nothing she could do.

'Is this... is this the end?'

Unlike in peacetime, with the country torn into three, her ability to lead the nation would inevitably diminish.
No, if Farfalle continued to run state affairs instead of Lynn in such an urgent situation, the commanders under her would certainly question it. They would ask what their lord was doing.
Then she would have no choice but to reveal what condition their lord was in, and if that happened...

'No... God...!!'

As Farfalle was sinking into an endless abyss of despair...

"Farfalle!"

"...?"

Farfalle looked up toward the voice calling her name.
This voice... it was the voice of her lord, Lynn Brands.

"My Lord...?"

"I'm sorry. ...It seems I've put you through a lot."

Farfalle raised her head to look at her lord, Lynn.
She should have been mentally unstable due to trauma, but her complexion now was clearly different from before.

"My Lord, could it be...?"

"Yes. I remember. ...Everything."

"My Lord...!!!"

Farfalle knelt and wept before her.
At the last possible moment, when everything was as fragile as a candle in the wind, her lord Lynn Brands had dramatically regained her senses.
Though she didn't believe in gods, was this truly heaven answering her prayers?

Whatever it was, from Farfalle's perspective, it was an incredible stroke of fortune.

"Thank goodness. Truly, truly thank goodness...!"

"Um... My Lord, have you regained your senses?"

Lynn nodded in response to Rem's cautious question.

"Yes. I owe you too, Rem. I'm sorry."

"Not at all. I'm truly relieved."

Lynn spoke in a calm tone.

"Anyway... I heard roughly what happened on my way here. It seems a rebellion has broken out, is that right?"

"My Lord, that's..."

"It's fine. ...About half of it is my fault. Who is it? Brother Chel? Or someone else?"

"...Both General Chel and General Kalinz are rebels."

"What? So they joined forces in the end?"

"That's not it... it seems they each started their own rebellion."

"...I see."

Lynn sighed deeply, then bent down to help Farfalle to her feet.

"The best course of action now is defense. Who's at Anel Castle?"

"General Kalinz."

"Then the capital defense forces are probably under Brother Kalinz's control. If the two have split their forces, all the loyal commanders would have gone under Brother Chel. From our position, having lost most of our troops and armed forces, it's impossible to recapture Anel Castle now."

"My Lord...!"

Seeing Lynn calmly assessing the situation, Farfalle was reminded of Lynn from the days when her brilliance was still intact.

"I think the best approach is to inform the lords that I'm still alive and well, gather forces that won't join the rebels, and build the strongest defensive line possible. What do you think?"

"I agree that's the best approach. Since General Chel and General Kalinz have split, it seems they won't form an alliance, so we might be able to benefit from their division. It might be good to watch the situation for now."

"...Understood. Things are going to get busy from today. I'm sorry for all the trouble, Farfalle."

"Not at all, my Lord. I, Farfalle... will stay by your side and assist you until the very end."

Without responding, Lynn gave some general instructions to Rem and slowly left the audience chamber.
Hearing Farfalle's footsteps following behind her, she calmly sank into thought.

'Looking at this objectively, even if we somehow overcome this crisis, the possibility of our Brands Army becoming a unified empire is now gone. The country has been split into three. But we cannot collapse like this. Even if we're destined for destruction in the end, we must finish as a nation that fights to the last. If not...'

Lynn held back tears that threatened to fall again and thought.

'I wouldn't be able to face Irene, who risked her life trying to protect our Brands Army...'

So, she couldn't let it collapse like this.
Though she knew it was too late... she didn't want to do anything more that would make her feel sorry toward Irene.

'Even if Irene doesn't forgive me, I will fight to the end for the name of Brands that Irene tried to protect. I absolutely will not perish helplessly without putting up a fight.'

Although the blue dream that Lynn had long cherished had crumbled due to her successive foolish choices—
Paradoxically, Lynn Brands, now freed from the obsession of continental unification, was shining brighter than ever before.

It was the very potential in Lynn that only her father, Orlando Brands, had ever noticed.

Ch.170 - Chapter 170. Before The Division
***

"The capital of Aishers, Valharat Castle."

"The Brands territory has been divided?"

"Yes. It seems to have been split into three parts."

"How could that be... Why?"

In response to Yuuri's disbelieving words, Anima shook her head and said:

"I don't know exactly, but according to our spies, Lynn Brands' reputation among her commanders and soldiers isn't what it used to be."

"Even so, there weren't any signs of rebellion, were there? Especially from her brothers who never seemed particularly interested in politics."

"People are fluid beings who change according to circumstances, so it's not that strange... But the decisive reason is probably the alliance she formed with Serphina."

"Really?"

"Yes. The timing of Lynn Brands' reputation plummeting coincides with her public announcement of the alliance. You remember, don't you, Yuuri? How she went all the way to Aingart Castle to publicly join hands with Serphina."

"Right. I did wonder if she really needed to be dragged around like that."

"We're talking about Serphina here. Lynn is fortunate it was her—Serphina is a woman who could commit far more vicious acts without batting an eye."

"......"

Yuuri silently recalled what had happened recently.
The strange proposal to release Anima if they handed over Swen.
At the time, her mind had been consumed with somehow rescuing Anima, who could have been executed at any moment under the tyrant Serphina... But looking back, she couldn't help but question why Serphina had made such a proposal.

At first, she thought Serphina might have had a grudge against Swen and wanted to capture him somehow.
After all, Swen was the man who had performed miracles in the Northern Continent against Serphina's forces, which could have been reason enough for a grudge.

But thinking about it a little more, something seemed off. If Serphina had a grudge against Swen, he would surely have known about it...
Yet he had personally volunteered to be sent as an envoy.
It wasn't Yuuri who had chosen him; Swen had asked to be selected.
How many people would be reckless enough to volunteer to go to a woman who harbored resentment against them?

Swen, although Yuuri herself had never seriously employed his talents... was a man with decent insight.
In fact, after the negotiations with Serphina's forces, they had been able to govern internal affairs stably without any external invasions.
Would such a man throw himself into enemy territory knowing he might die?
And taking Irene with him too?
Considering that Swen had betrayed his lord for Irene's sake, this seemed extremely strange.

Questions that had been obscured by her need to rescue Anima now wandered through Yuuri's mind, but—

'...No.'

All of those things were just past events now.
There was nothing she could do about them now, and hadn't Ginor advised that there was no need to obsess over what had already happened?

Then what we need to think about is only the future of Aishers.

Yuuri divided the Brands territory on the map into three parts with her quill pen and asked:

"So what should we do now?"

"The area under Lynn's control would be the one allied with Serphina's forces, and that alliance probably doesn't extend to the Brands forces led by Kalinz or Chel... From Serphina's perspective, to attack them, she'd have to go through Brands territory, and even if she occupied it, she couldn't connect it to her lands, so it would become an exclave. That would be difficult to manage if the alliance ended. So I don't think they'll make a move."

Anima said this while taking the quill pen from Yuuri's hand and tapping on the location of Valharat Castle.

"The Brands territory has been divided into three parts. Simply put, this is a golden opportunity for us to advance into Brands territory. However... I'm a bit skeptical about whether Serphina's forces will remain idle if we make a move."

"Right. They'll probably move. ...From their perspective, we're their biggest thorn in their side."

Excluding the southern countries whose borders didn't yet touch theirs, and excluding the Brands forces with whom they were currently allied, Serphina's forces could only advance toward Aishers.
Though they had managed to avoid trouble by pouring all their national resources into defense... if they moved their army to expand their territory, there was a very high possibility that Serphina would move as well.

"But, Yuuri. Are we the only ones thinking this way?"

"Huh?"

"The Brands forces have split up, so we should quickly gather our troops and attack their territory while they're in chaos—are we the only ones who could come up with this idea?"

"...Honestly, probably not."

"Right."

Anima said this while drawing a circle around the countries in the south.

"They're probably thinking the same thing. And they have an advantage we don't—they don't share a border with Serphina's forces. Of course they won't miss this opportunity to take a bite out of the Brands territory. From their perspective, this is a dream come true—a chance to advance into the Central Continent."

"Weren't they already at war?"

"Yes. They thought Brands had lost all its teeth, but it wasn't that easy, so they're at a stalemate. Anyway, they'll keep fighting because they think they can achieve definitive results now. So what we need to do is quietly build our strength and wait for the right time. And the time we need to wait for is—"

Anima pointed at the Southern Continent and said:

"When they make their move."

"Which means—"

"Yes. We're heading south, not north."

***

"The Brands forces have split?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Upon receiving Jena's report, Serphina's expression turned amused.

"They're making such moves now? Chel and Kalinz?"

"Well... according to our intelligence, it seems many people were displeased with the alliance formed with our forces."

"...!!"

In that moment, Serphina's pupils dilated and her lips curved into a smile.

Yes.
His words were right again!

'Swen, so this is the "efficient outcome" you spoke of?'

The Brands forces had been almost their only rival.
Even though they had lost some territory in the Central Continent, they were still arguably the most threatening presence on this continent.
And now those Brands forces had split not into two, but three parts—could there be a better outcome for her side?

Indeed.
Swen had consistently been right.
Sometimes he said things that seemed disconnected, but ultimately he always said the right things—a strategist who worked for her without demanding anything in return.

The more she learned about him...
The more she couldn't understand Yuuri, who had failed to properly utilize such a commander and instead handed him over to her.
In any case, she was simply grateful.

"My lord, what will you do?"

"About what?"

"Are you not going to make a move?"

"......"

At Jena's question, Serphina fell into deep thought.

'During the alliance period, our movements are restricted... Should I just watch this turmoil unfold, or should I actively intervene and take whatever advantage I can?'

Neither option seemed particularly bad to her, and she soon stopped deliberating.
After all, she had a reliable man by her side whom she could consult in situations like this.

"I'll need some time to think."

"Understood. ...My lord."

"What is it?"

"May I ask you one thing?"

"?"

Serphina gave a silent look to Jena, who was showing an expression she had never seen before.

"There are... some concerning rumors circulating."

"Is someone plotting rebellion again?"

"No, nothing like that. Rather... it's about you, my lord. I'm not sure whether to call it gossip or baseless rumors..."

"Jena, you're uncharacteristically beating around the bush. Speak plainly."

Jena hesitated for a moment, then spoke in a careful tone:

"Well... there are rumors that you might be keeping this man Swen too close."

"The gist of it?"

"Since he's a commander who dramatically defected from an enemy country... various stories are circulating. And, well..."

"I asked you what the gist of it is, Jena."

"...Since he's a young man with exceptional looks, some are saying he might be clouding your judgment... that kind of talk."

"Ha!"

Serphina snorted and looked at Jena.

"Jena. Surely you don't take those rumors seriously?"

"Of course I don't take them that seriously. However... it seems a significant number of commanders are displeased with how you favor Swen and Irene, who haven't been here long. What I mean is, rather than debating whether these rumors are true or not—"

"You're telling me to be careful."

"Be careful? That's absurd. How could someone like me dare to suggest such a thing to you..."

Jena bowed and said:

"I simply believe that nothing is more important in governance than maintaining a sense of balance. Please don't be angry; I just hope you'll consider it."

"......"

Honestly.
While Serphina's forces had fairly strong royal authority, even she knew that her position wasn't as secure as she might like.
She had witnessed several times how commanders who claimed to sincerely follow her as the one and only legitimate emperor of the empire had risen in rebellion.
Even if they appeared on the surface to recognize and serve her as the sole survivor of the Aingart family... she couldn't help but know better by now.

Even a monarch cannot fully exercise their power if they disregard their commanders, soldiers, and subjects—this had already been proven by various lords during the chaotic era.

And crucially—
She didn't want Swen or Irene to be harmed because of her actions.

"Don't worry, Jena. I can take care of myself."

"Let me emphasize again, I didn't mean to suggest you can't take care of yourself."

"I know. I understand."

Of course, she had no intention of distancing herself from Swen now.
The way to make them accepted by all the commanders in her country would be for them to establish military achievements.

'I may need to start preparing soon.'

Irene and Swen would surely achieve military merits without much difficulty.
Once they did, no one would dare treat them carelessly.
Serphina was convinced this was the way to protect them from any trouble.

Serphina's forces and Aishers' forces—
With the division of the Brands forces as a turning point, they had begun to move little by little.

The shattered "dream" of the Brands forces was being reborn as fragments, each becoming the "dream" of different powers.

***

'Finally, today's the day.'

At last, that day had dawned—
The morning when he would enter Lady Irene's mansion.

Ch.171 - Chapter 171. Where I Need To Be
"I've been quite rude lately."

"Not at all. Please come in."

After exchanging final farewells with the guard at the entrance of my lodgings, whom I had always greeted face-to-face, I headed toward what would become my new residence.

Today, my steps felt unusually light.
Perhaps it was because I had packed only the bare essentials, or maybe the excitement of heading to a new place made it feel that way.

How far had I walked along the bustling streets of the capital city Aingart, with its well-decorated surroundings?
Just as the crowd began to thin, an impressive mansion revealed itself in the distance.

'Wow...'

The iron gates in front of the magnificent building reminded me of the Nighthart family residence.
No, this was far better. It was inevitable that the architecture in Aingart, the imperial capital, would be more luxurious than the ordinary style of Valhalart, a regular territory in the eastern part of the continent.

As I approached the main gate, a guard spotted me and spoke.

"What business do you have here?"

Before I could answer, another guard nearby stopped his colleague.

"You idiot, that's Lord Swen. The young man with white hair."

"Ah...!"

As soon as the conversation ended, both men looked at me and saluted.

"Please excuse me, Lord Swen. Please enter."

"Thank you for your hard work."

After a brief greeting, I entered the building.
Passing through a well-maintained garden, following the path slowly inward—
A young woman in an extremely neat outfit welcomed me.
With her tidy updo and modest attire, complete with a pristine white apron skirt.
The woman, who could only be seen as a maid by anyone, bowed as soon as she saw me and greeted me.

"Welcome. Might you be Lord Swen?"

"Yes."

"Welcome. The mistress is waiting for you inside. Please come in."

After saying this, she opened the main door for me.
This was the most honorable reception I'd ever received in my life.
Although I felt a bit embarrassed by the treatment that rivaled a formal ceremony, I didn't shrink back since I hadn't come to a place where I shouldn't be.

"Welcome."
"Lord Swen, welcome."
"We've heard much about you from our mistress. We will serve you wholeheartedly from now on."

As soon as I entered the building, maids began greeting me from all directions.
At first, I felt awkward, but eventually grew accustomed to it as I walked down the corridors of the massive mansion.

'Mistress, huh...'

Has she risen to a position where people address her that way now?
Feeling inexplicably pleased myself, I finally stepped into the reception room where the "mistress" was said to be waiting.
And—

"...Swen!"

"Lord Swen, over here!"

Irene Juliet, the red-haired female knight and deputy commander of Serphina's occupation forces, who was also the "mistress" of this mansion, and Reika Nighthart sitting beside her, welcomed me.

"Hello."

"The procedures must have ended early. Since you arrived earlier than expected, I couldn't prepare anything..."

"Not at all. I've already received an overwhelming welcome from many people. It felt almost like those countless handshake requests."

"Countless handshake requests...?"

Seeing Reika tilt her head at my words, I couldn't help but smile as I replied.

"It's a thing."

"Is it...? Well, if Lord Swen says so..."

"Have you eaten yet?"

"Not yet."

"Then we should fill your stomach first. You must be tired from your journey."

"It wasn't that far, really."

"It makes me feel better this way. Swen, I feel uncomfortable if I don't take care of you..."

"I understand. Thank you."

Only after hearing my words did Irene show a faint smile.
Unlike Serphina, who had recently shown a rather precarious smile, Irene's smile conveyed a firmness that seemed capable of overcoming any challenge.
To think that Irene, who had once been like an abandoned hunting dog discarded by her master, would now be called "mistress" by maids—
Such a complete reversal of fortune seemed like something out of a novel.

From today, I would begin living with them in this grand mansion that Serphina had bestowed upon Irene.
Though living together wasn't anything special, it was more like returning to our original state.
After all, since meeting Irene, I had spent more days with her than apart.
Whether in the Brands army or the Aishers army, she had spent days and nights with me... It was only after coming here that I realized anew that this wasn't something to be taken for granted.

"Mistress. The meal is ready."

"Hmm. We'll be right there."

I followed Irene to the dining room.

*

It had been quite a while since I'd eaten a meal with so many dishes spread across a massive table.
Perhaps due to the limitations of the era, the quality of cooking wasn't exceptionally high, but isn't it true that regardless of the time period, good ingredients make for delicious food?
Naturally, the table of a general holding an important position in Serphina's army, the most powerful force in the land, would be laden with only the finest offerings.

'It's nice to have expensive meat after so long.'

"This is delicious... *sniff*."

Seeing Reika eating with tears in her eyes, it seemed the quality was even higher than the meals provided by the Nighthart family.

After finishing the meal,
Irene raised her hand to stop a maid who had brought tea with somewhat awkward movements.

"I'm sorry, but could you leave this to me?"

"Pardon? But—"

"It's fine."

"T-then... excuse me."

The maid, who appeared quite young, seemed unsure what to do before finally bowing deeply and withdrawing.
Irene skillfully brewed tea with the tea set the maid had brought.
When it came to tea ceremonies, she was far more maid-like than most actual maids.

"Here, take it."

Taking a sip of the tea she handed me, I felt warmth spreading to the depths of my chest.
It wasn't just because the tea was warm or the aroma was deep—those were merely external reasons.
Yes, to be precise, it felt like I had finally returned home.
The time spent with Jenis wasn't bad, but... the truth is, when I returned to my lodgings, it felt more like arriving at a temporary place to sleep rather than coming home.

'A home really needs Irene's tea.'

Taking a sip of it after so long, the familiar taste gently moistened my throat.

"Oh? This is that one, isn't it? That black tea with a slightly smoked aroma."

"You remember, Swen."

"Of course I do. We drank a lot of this at Anel Castle, didn't we?"

"Hehehe."

"Wow... the aroma seems even deeper than what you made last time."

Reika also seemed to like this tea leaf, as she was repeatedly blowing on it with hot breath, making a slurping sound while savoring it with a slightly flushed face.

"Swen."

"Yes?"

Irene spoke with a very serious tone, her face slightly flushed.

"Making tea for you... it finally feels like I've come home."

"I feel the same way."

"Really?"

"Yes."

Hearing my words, she wore a smile like starlight on her face.

"...I'm glad."

Irene spoke slowly, as if restraining her emotions... in a calm voice.

"I'm so happy... Swen, to be able to drink tea with you like this again..."

She always used a very formal manner of speech with a serious tone—
But in front of me, she would occasionally speak with this girlish quality.
Honestly, that side of her was indescribably cute.

"You know... do you remember what you said to me?"

"Which one?"

"Back then... at the fortress located in the northern part of Kelstein Castle, what you said to me."

"Ah."

It's a bit embarrassing to recall now... but I should say it.

"I told you that if there was an unextinguished ember, you should use it to brew tea."

"Yes."

As soon as Irene heard those words, she smiled broadly.

At that time, she was like a precarious candle in a storm that could be extinguished by even the slightest breeze.
Having suffered harsh treatment from Lynn, being demoted despite her achievements, and ultimately driven to the brink of death—it was understandable.
To think that she, who seemed ready to break at any moment... could now wear such a lovely smile on her face—what a wonderful thing.

Why?
In that moment, which could rightfully be called extremely happy for me,
The precarious image of the blonde female ruler flashed through my mind.

——Will Serphina someday be able to smile like that too?

'...No.'

Now wasn't the time for such thoughts.

"I promised you. That I would brew tea for you someday... so, now like this... being able to do it again makes me happy."

It seemed that being separated from me had been quite lonely for Irene as well.
How did I feel upon realizing this? I was happy. Because I wasn't the only one who had been lonely.
The fact that she and I had been feeling similar emotions resonated with me more than anything else.

"I'm happy too."

"...Yes."

"..."

Turning my head to look to the side, I noticed Reika with a deeply flushed face, clearly flustered, which was a bit concerning... but what could I do?
As sincere as Irene was, I was equally sincere.

"Thank you for waiting. I'm sorry I'm late, Irene."

"...No, Swen. Welcome back. I've been waiting."

To our memories of drinking tea together at Anel Castle, the northern fortress, and Valhalart Castle—
This was the moment when an unforgettable time at Aingart Castle was being added.

* * *

And.

'Wow...'

There was a girl who couldn't help but marvel at the two.

Reika nervously observed the two people.

'They really... seem to like each other so much...?'

Will I be able to get along well between them?
If possible, she wanted to get along well.

Irene was truly an admirable person. She was incredibly strong yet kind, and as a woman, there were many aspects Reika wanted to observe and learn from.
Having the same husband meant becoming family. Reika seriously thought that if she could choose a woman to spend her life with the same man, she would choose someone like Irene.

——However.

Reika's heart began to beat in a slightly different direction.

It hadn't always been like this before.
Was it because her teacher, Swen, whom she hadn't seen for a long time, seemed to have become more handsome?
Or was it because of the exhilaration she felt when they had partnered to solve a case using magic a few days ago?

Reika felt a little sad.
She caught herself thinking, if only I could exchange such glances with Swen...

'...The marriage proposal... is it still valid?'

Hadn't Swen told her to think about it a bit more?
That meant—it wasn't a rejection, right?
But... what if his feelings had changed in the meantime?
After all, Swen didn't look at her with such a loving expression.

Reika liked Irene. And Swen... had started to concern her.
Whether she was simply caught up in the atmosphere or just feeling lonely, she couldn't tell exactly—

She envied Irene.
She had the audacious thought of what it would be like if she were in Irene's place.

The emotion that Reika now felt toward Irene, even if just a little—
Was one she had never felt before, yet one that every human naturally possesses—

——Jealousy.

Reika was feeling jealous of Irene, whom she admired.

'...I too... need to express my feelings more...!'

And so, while the two people who had crossed the line of death together exchanged glances filled with years of shared history—
One woman began to gradually become aware of her own feelings.

Ch.172 - Chapter 172. Plating (1)
"You seem to be in quite a hurry this morning."

"I've been summoned by my lord."

As I prepared to leave, Irene wore a worried expression.

"By the way, Swen. I've been hearing some rumors."

"Rumors?"

"Of course, I know you well enough to know it isn't true, but... Swen, there's talk going around that you and Lord Serphina are... developing a somewhat inappropriate relationship."

"...What?"

It sounded absurd at first, but when I considered Irene's situation, it quickly made sense.
Right. She wasn't the only one being secretly opposed.

Just as many people, including Senior Jenis, were dissatisfied with Irene becoming the deputy commander of the occupation forces despite having arrived from another country not long ago—
It wasn't strange that they would also try to check me, who was constantly being called upon and giving advice from a position particularly close to her.
As it happened, I was of the opposite sex to Serphina. It goes without saying that strange scandals would spread more easily about me than about Irene, who was the same gender.

"Of course, I'm not saying I believe that. I've actually reprimanded those who spread such talk. But I know well enough how difficult it can be when negative rumors continue to spread throughout a nation..."

Irene sighed softly as she spoke.
Well, she would understand better than anyone the feeling of being buried under bad rumors within a group.
After all, she had the experience of accomplishing great deeds thanks to Lynn Brands, yet becoming everyone's target with no one associating with her.
I responded cheerfully with a smile.

"Don't worry, Irene. Am I the type of person who would be shaken by such rumors? If it really becomes an issue, I'll just bring Reika along and have her throw a few fireballs."

Irene laughed at my joke.

"Yes. That's a relief... Ah, Swen. May I ask you something?"

"What is it?"

Irene hesitated for a moment, then asked in a careful tone.

"I'm curious about what you usually discuss when Serphina summons you."

"Well, things like the future political situation of the continent... That sort of thing? I am serving as a strategist, after all."

Honestly, I feel more like a prophet than a strategist, but since the characters with high intelligence in this game were strategists, I suppose it fits.

"Is that so? There's nothing else in particular?"

"No."

For a moment, the taste of citrus that lingered when our lips met flashed through my mind, but I simply answered "No."

"I see. That's a relief."

"Why were you curious about that?"

"Hmm? Well... Swen, you're also a foreigner who came here with me... I wondered if you might be undergoing some kind of test. Though I don't think our lord would do such a thing..."

"She's treating me quite well, so there's no need to worry too much."

"Yes, that's true. And one last thing—"

Irene hesitated again before speaking.

"When Lunarian establishes her country... will we leave immediately?"

"..."

It was strange.
Why couldn't I answer right away?

From the moment I thought I should simply answer "yes" without hesitation—
I became aware that "I had such thoughts."

When Luna establishes her country, we should naturally go over to her side. That was the promise.
Whether in the Brands army or the Aishers army, that thought had never changed.
But why am I—why does Serphina's sad face, looking as though it might crumble at any moment, come to mind?

"...Yes. I think that's what will happen."

Not wanting to lie to her, I could only give such an ambiguous answer—
But Irene seemed to understand, nodding with a smile.

"Whatever decision you make, Swen. I will be by your side to protect you."

"Thank you."

After exchanging farewells with her and being seen off by the mansion's maids, I wondered:
Would I be able to boldly leave Serphina's side?

'...Let's not think about things that haven't happened yet.'

Now was the time to deal with the matters at hand.

* * *

Staring blankly at the door through which Swen had departed, Irene only now realized what question she had just asked.

The question about what Swen and Serphina discussed when he was summoned.

'Why... did I ask such a question?'

Since Swen was a strategist, of course they would discuss military strategy. What else would a ruler and strategist discuss when they meet?
Was it really out of concern for him? She knew that if Serphina treated her so well, she wouldn't be harsh to Swen, whom she had originally wanted to bring along.

What disturbed her heart was the strange rumor.
The absurd scandal suggesting that Swen was using his charm to manipulate Lord Serphina.
He was a tall, handsome young man, and the lord was a young woman in the prime of her beauty. Given that she kept surrounding herself with Swen, it wasn't strange that such stories would emerge, and she knew this, but...

For some reason.
The fact that he kept spending time alone with Serphina... bothered her tremendously.

'...I need to calm down.'

Swen was someone she needed to protect.
Not someone she should constrain.
As much as she enjoyed being with him, her heart might waver, but forgetting her duty as a knight was out of the question.

Even if that rumor—
If it were true that Swen was trying to seduce Serphina—what she should do was not worry about it, but protect Serphina, the woman Swen had chosen, alongside him.
To avoid showing an unseemly side to Swen, who was like a benefactor to her, she needed self-discipline more than anything else at this point.

Just then.

"Um... Lady Irene?"

From beyond, Reika, still in her nightclothes, came walking out while rubbing her eyes.

"Hmm? Good morning, Reika. You're up early?"

"Ah, yes. Today I... woke up a bit early."

Reika settled beside Irene and asked.

"Where is Lord Swen?"

"He went to the palace."

"What? Why?"

"He was summoned by our lord."

"Ah..."

Reika nodded slowly and said.

"Master works so hard... When he returns, I should prepare something sweet for him."

"..."

Looking at Reika, who unlike herself was casually considering what she could do, Irene suddenly realized.
Yes.
If she had decided to be by his side and support him no matter what choice he made—
Then she too should focus on what she needed to do now.

"Then I should prepare some suitable tea."

"Oh, really? By the way, Lady Irene, aren't you going to training today?"

"Today I only need to go briefly in the afternoon."

"Is that so? Hehe... That's good. I was worried about being alone in this big mansion, but I'm glad you'll be here, Lady Irene."

"You'll have to get used to being alone often in the future."

"Well, I'll think about that... when the time comes, won't I?"

Watching Reika laugh with a "hehe," Irene smiled and thought.

How peaceful.
When we reach Lunarian's side, I hope we can live like this too.

* * *

"Swen has arrived in response to my lord's summons."

As I knelt and greeted her, Serphina, wearing her usual officer's uniform, welcomed me with a smile.

"You've come, Swen."

"What matter requires my attention today?"

"Must there always be some matter for me to see you?"

'...'

Looking at her as she spoke provocatively with a seductive expression, I thought.

—My lord. There are already strange rumors circulating, and I would advise against actions that might add fuel to those rumors.

The advice I couldn't voice aloud sank deep into my heart.

"It's nothing else, but I hear the Brands army has been split into three."

"...Pardon?"

"Just as I said. News just came in today. Chel Brands and Kalinz Brands simultaneously raised rebellions from different castles."

"Is that really true?"

"Yes. What would I gain by lying to you?"

Both Chel and Kalinz rebelled?
I don't know about Chel since I never spoke with him, but Kalinz couldn't possibly have that kind of courage?
The fact that even Kalinz chose rebellion... could it be because Lynn's condition deteriorated rapidly after forming the alliance?

Serphina seemed to have similar thoughts, as she smiled pleasantly and said.

"Naturally, there aren't many people foolish enough to sincerely serve a ruler who looks like that, even there."

When we formed the alliance—
Lynn looked like a puppet with all its strings cut.
There was no sign of vitality or energy in her dead eyes as she simply signed the alliance document.

"Swen. You know what this means, don't you?"

"..."

"Her becoming like that was ultimately caused by the alliance with our army, wouldn't you say? In other words, your words were right again. The Brands army has been split into three, and now there is no force in this continent that can stand against our Serphina army. As you said, a truly great opportunity has come to our army."

If the result of the alliance with the Brands army was the Brands army splitting into three, then certainly my prediction was correct again.
It wasn't particularly surprising to me. After all, my words are always right.

The problem is—
That "my words that are always right" also include the fact that she will never achieve the unification of the continent.

Now that the Brands army has split into three, the Serphina army has become the greatest balance-breaker on the continent, a major disaster that would feel like a tsunami to other countries... yet she is destined not to achieve unification.

"So I think it's about time we made our move, Swen. I'm curious about your thoughts. What do you think? Don't you think this is the time for our army to begin marching south again?"

Serphina asked me in a confident tone.

Normally, I would have answered, "I too believe there couldn't be a better time. I strongly recommend that you prepare for the expedition immediately."
But I could precisely determine the correct answer to her question.

'Is resuming our conquest by marching south now the optimal choice for our army?'

As always, questions about military strategy yielded answers with uncanny speed.

[It is not.]

'Ha.'

I knew it.
When anyone could see the opportunity for unification ahead, the fact that she was destined not to achieve unification meant—

This situation could not be an opportunity for us.

Once again, I raised my head to look into Serphina's sparkling golden eyes...
And I had to gild the inescapable fate that awaited her.

"My lord."

"Speak."

Hoping that this too would go well...

"I humbly submit that now is not an appropriate time to march south."
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After hearing my words, Serphina fell silent for a moment—
Then she let out a soft chuckle, laughing quite merrily for a brief moment before speaking.

"Indeed. I thought you would say something like that, Swen."

"......"

"I'd like to hear from you. Why do you think that way?"

"Would you give me a moment to think?"

"Oh? So you answered without thinking first? That makes it even more interesting."

Serphina smiled at me with great satisfaction.
Despite likely knowing roughly how I've been answering through our previous exchanges, she still specifically mentioned that I "answered without thinking"—is that just like her?
Rather than trying to provoke me... I quietly sank into thought without adding any words to the nuance that she had somewhat noticed the mechanism of my thinking.

She... at least the current version of her, trusted me tremendously, unlike before.
There was a very high possibility she would listen to me even if I only gave flimsy reasons that weren't perfect arguments without room for objection.

But—even so, I needed to provide plausible reasons.
That would create the justification for her choosing me.
It was something both Serphina and I needed.
The subordinate generals would need compelling reasons to accept passing up this golden opportunity.

So, why would moving the occupation forces now be disadvantageous?
Though it always seemed random, I needed to approach this by simply doing what I'd done before. Otherwise, I'd be dragged along by the weight of my compass without reaching any conclusion.

I closed my eyes and visualized the map.
I had memorized the continental map so thoroughly I could draw it with my eyes closed.
...First, let me gather the necessary information to deduce what might be happening.

"My Lord. Before I explain, I'd like to know in which territories Kalinz and Chel each started their rebellions."

"Kalinz rose up in the capital city of Anel, and Chel in nearby Heisel Castle."

'As I thought.'

Neither rebel army was currently bordering our nation.
I organized my thoughts and explained.

"Both rebel armies are currently surrounded by Brands forces. As long as our alliance continues, even if we advance in that direction and successfully capture castles, they would become exclaves for our forces. The prerequisite of 'capturing castles' would require a military passage treaty with the Brands forces, but as I recall, there is no such content in our alliance documents."

"That's correct."

Of course there wouldn't be.
Our forces freely traversing Brands territory would mean, conversely, that Brands forces could freely traverse our territory as well.
Why would we grant them such permission?
Of course, we could establish an "unequal treaty," but... even a powerful nation needed to be careful not to act too much like a bully in diplomatic relations, as it could lead to difficult situations.
Frankly speaking, if our forces occupied about 4/5 of the continent, we could unilaterally pressure other nations without unequal treaties and face only moral condemnation without other problems, but currently we only controlled about 1/3, so we lacked that level of power.

"Even without a treaty, we could 'temporarily request permission as allies'... but it's questionable whether they would accept such conditions, and even assuming everything went well, I don't think our forces would gain much benefit."

"Yes. I agree with you up to that point."

"Then what remains is the issue with the Aishers forces..."

Realistically, we didn't have generals who could overwhelm those defending the Aishers castles.
Of course, we had Lady Irene, the "siege specialist"... but they had several outstanding generals including Emma with similar specs to Irene, plus Epinel and Erinandorf, who were among the most exceptional generals in the game.
Even if they weren't particularly talented at state administration, they were undeniably excellent generals. In this game, the Aishers forces were conceptualized as "a ruler starting with outstanding generals but few territories."
Nevertheless, war ultimately comes down to resources, so with our forces' resources from occupying the northern continent, we could eventually win if we kept attacking... but it would be inefficient to commit all soldiers from across the nation to a single castle.

I summarized these points and reported to Serphina.
Serphina nodded when I mentioned that "sending all troops from our territories to the frontlines would be dangerous."

Actually, if we could defeat the Aishers forces—
An answer like [That's not the case] wouldn't have appeared.
Even if we gathered all available troops and charged, we probably couldn't defeat them. Or even if we won, it would clearly be a "Pyrrhic victory" with devastating casualties.
After all, nothing would be more beneficial for us than acquiring Aishers territories.

"So, advancing toward Brands forces is currently impossible due to our alliance, and in battle with Aishers forces, while we're at a slight disadvantage, even if we win after investing time, what we gain may not be worth it—is that what you're saying?"

"Yes."

"......"

After hearing my words, Serphina fell into thought for a moment, then asked with a puzzled expression.

"Is that all you have to say, Swen?"

"Yes, that's all."

"Then may I share my opinion now?"

'...Huh?'

Her opinion?
Suddenly curious, I looked into her golden eyes and gave a silent nod of approval.

"You just said it would be dangerous to gather all soldiers from our homeland."

"Yes. To be precise, it's more about inefficiency than danger, if you prefer to understand it that way."

"From my perspective, the danger seems more problematic than the inefficiency."

"Well, certainly having no soldiers in our territories would be dangerous..."

"No. It's more than dangerous."

After saying that, she filled her voice with conviction.

"Because rebellion will occur."

"Rebellion... you say?"

Because internal rebellion would occur, advancing to the continent in the current situation would be dangerous—
Of course I had considered this.
However, I thought it wasn't very realistic for another rebellion to occur so soon after suppressing one just days ago.
It felt like lightning striking the same place three times in a row.

That's why I hadn't mentioned it.
I wasn't confident I could convince Serphina and our subordinate generals with "rebellion will occur."

"Then Swen, I'd like to ask you a question here."

"A question...?"

"What do you think? Do you believe rebellion will occur in our forces?"

'...??'

I wondered why she suddenly fixated on "questions"... but anyway, I mentally input her question.
Of course, the result was as expected.

[Unknown.]

As I thought, questions that specifically ask "what will happen?" don't get answers.
I couldn't give a satisfying answer, but I should say something.

"The possibility isn't completely zero... but even though the north is chaotic, the blood of dozens of generals who dreamed futile dreams has barely dried. In this situation, I don't think rebel forces would risk revealing themselves..."

"Oh?"

"If I were plotting rebellion, I wouldn't choose now but would wait for a more suitable time. Don't you think so too, my Lord?"

I began trying to persuade her as she looked at me with an amused expression.

But.
She started talking about something completely unrelated to what I was trying to convince her of.

"You don't think they would reveal themselves?"

"...Pardon?"

"You think they would wait for a suitable time?"

"My Lord?"

"Swen. Let me ask once more. I'm thinking of leading the occupation forces south. Can you tell me what you think about that?"

'...???'

I wondered why she asked that question again, but since nothing had changed, my answer remained the same.

"As I said, I believe it's not the appropriate time at present."

"Then what about the talk of rebellion occurring?"

"...It's unlikely with high probability..."

...Ah.

I finally realized why she had been asking me those questions.

"Yes. You claim with certainty that 'it's not the appropriate time' for us to move south, but you speak without any certainty about whether rebellion will occur, talking only about probabilities. No—"
"The only thing you've spoken to me with certainty about is the opinion that 'moving occupation forces would be inefficient.' All your reasons fall within the realm of expectations and speculation."
"It's not just this time. You always speak with certainty about results, but you speculate rather than express certainty about the process."

She rose from her seat and slowly walked toward me.

This situation.
It wasn't the first time.

Yes.
Back then, the person who came closest to understanding my ability through our question-and-answer sessions.
The ill-fated strategist of the Aishers forces despite his advanced age, the man called the Sage of the former Empire—Ginor Nighthart.
That man... had also made me feel this chill for a moment.

And now.

The "chill" I felt from Serphina...

"Swen. I'll ask just one thing. This question can resolve all the doubts I've felt during our conversations. You don't have to answer if you don't want to, but I'd appreciate if you'd humor me."

When I came to my senses, her face was right in front of mine again.
Foolishly, in this situation, I remembered the sensation of our lips meeting once before, making my heart race again.
Serphina looked straight at me with a slightly flushed face... her eyes sparkling, and asked like a curious young girl.

"Could it be... that you can only perceive outcomes?"
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"....."

I tilted my head slightly to the side while maintaining my poker face.
It was my way of showing that I didn't quite understand what she meant.

"Are you referring to the results?"

Fortunately, Ginor had mentioned something similar, otherwise I would have been quite shocked at this point.
In a way, that previous conversation had served as a vaccination of sorts for this moment.

But Serphina seemed to find my expression rather amusing and curved her lips into a smile once again.
...She was incredibly beautiful. Honestly, I wanted to applaud my own rationality for not falling under her spell. I swear, without the slightest exaggeration.

"Whether you're naturally playing coy or genuinely don't understand... I must admit. Reading your expressions is more difficult for me than anything else."

Serphina was truly a mysterious person.
Other figures, like Lynn Brands, were monarchs with similar speech patterns and attitudes... If Lynn had treated me this way, it would have certainly been torturous, and I'm confident this wasn't just my personal opinion.
But with Serphina, I felt no such aversion. Rather, I found myself caught up in her rhetoric. Before I knew it, I would realize she was imprinting herself in various corners of my mind.
Most importantly—this fact didn't evoke particularly negative feelings in me.

"Regarding the first rebels, I vaguely thought you might have had inside information. After all, rebels hiding like rats could be easily caught once their tails were stepped on. I'm not sure if you remember the suggestion meeting, but it wasn't strange that you changed the subject because rebels were hiding there, was it? As for the matter concerning Jenis, since she was your roommate, you could track her if you caught her scent. Though I wonder how you caught that scent... it doesn't exist in the realm of 'impossibility.'"

"But gradually, your 'advice' began to apply to things that seemed impossible for a single person to know. Rejecting several alliances and specifically choosing to ally with the Brands army, or knowing that my life would be in danger if I went to form an alliance with the Brands army—these things seemed beyond what could be deduced from 'information' alone. How could you possibly know whether the Brands army would come or not?"

"....."

"So at first—I thought you might be able to see the future."

Serphina said, her golden eyes twinkling.
Seeing the future.
Because she could see the future, she naturally knew the results of how things would turn out—Ginor had also thought I could see the future.
Ginor already knew that "magic" actually existed through his adopted daughter Reika, which made such reasoning all the more inevitable.

Up to this point.
She was using the same logic as Ginor—

"But. Assuming you can see the future, there are too many strange points."

I found my gaze involuntarily drawn to her moist lips again.
Perhaps from the moment I kissed her, I felt my heart flutter as if some part of my soul had been captured by her.

"To begin with, if you could see the future, you wouldn't need to speak in roundabout ways—you could simply act as a prophet, couldn't you? You wouldn't need to add qualifiers like 'there's a high possibility' or 'it is presumed' as you just did. But you never speak with certainty about anything except the results. Yes. At that point, Swen, I felt that your position and mine were not so different. In the sense that we both reason about the question, 'Why does such a result occur?' And—"

"When giving critical advice... Swen, your eyes momentarily showed surprise. No matter how I looked at it, that didn't seem like someone who knows the future and prophesies it. Rather... it seemed more like someone who had just figured out how things would turn out in that moment."

"!!!"

At that moment, Serphina smiled again and whispered:

"What an adorable expression, Swen. Yes. Just like now. Huhuhu...♥"

—Serphina had gone one step further than Ginor.
She had come closer than anyone else to my true nature, the 'Intelligence 100 ability.'

Serphina's in-game stats were undoubtedly S-class.
But I hadn't expected her insight to be this exceptional.
After all, her intelligence was lower than Ginor's, who had Intelligence 99.
Of course, her total combined stats were far superior... but in this world, 'intelligence' was converted into a numerical value.

She was truly an extraordinary woman. Serphina.
To maintain such overwhelming national power despite so many rebellions occurring in the northern continent—it wasn't something just anyone could do.

And.
After quietly observing my silent expression for a few minutes with a smile on her face...

"Swen. As I said, you don't need to answer whether I'm right. I won't force you to answer. Whatever ability it may be, the fact that you haven't told me suggests you have your reasons. And I know that more than half of what I'm saying relies too heavily on records that are close to ancient myths—the kind of reasoning imaginative people might make."

"....."

"So just think of this as my whim and simply listen. And..."

And.
Serphina slowly caressed my cheek with her snow-white hand.

"If, as I think, you can only perceive results, then you must have walked across dozens of shaky bridges alone until now. In situations where you could only know the outcome, your advice to Lynn and Yuuri must have disappeared like echoes in the air without being accepted. Even if your words later proved correct, well. I'm not sure if they have the capacity to accept such a strange ability."

"....."

"There must have been no one who understood your feelings. Weren't you very lonely?"

I met her eyes as I felt her touch.
Her voice and eyes trembled slightly as she spoke.

"I know well because I was lonely too. Bearing a truth that you can't tell anyone... carrying it all by yourself is an incredibly solitary burden."

"Lady Serphina..."

"That's why I worry about you, Swen. You can call it meddling if you want, but still... you are quite special to me."

I hadn't thought about being lonely, but it was frustrating at times.
If anything, I was more worried about her.

'It seems you're carrying something you can't tell anyone.'

That must be why she could say such things.
When the charisma of an absolute ruler was stripped away, was the occasional fragility I sensed in her due to the weight of whatever she was carrying?

As I pondered this... I found myself growing drowsy from her voice.

"...Swen."

"Yes, my lady."

She slowly moved away from me and spoke in a somewhat calmer tone.

"If you truly can only know results as I've suggested, I'd like you to listen to my opinion this time."

"The decision-maker is always you, my lord. I merely offer advice. How dare I presume to listen or not listen to my lord's opinion? And... regarding your suggestion that I can know results, I honestly don't understand. I'm just an ordinary strategist who makes inferences based on current and past situations."

"For a man who makes stones fall by praying to the heavens, that's an excessively humble answer, isn't it?"

"It's just a trivial talent of reading the movement of stars."

"Is that so?"

Serphina let out an amused laugh.
I had responded appropriately to avoid breaking my promise to Luna by being swayed by hormones.
She smiled faintly at my words and changed the subject to get to the main point.

"I think the rebels will raise their heads."

The possibility was low, but.
As she said, since I ultimately only saw results and made inferences—I couldn't definitively deny it wouldn't happen.

"Of course, my judgment is based solely on your advice that 'it's not appropriate to move the occupation forces.'"

"....."

"What do you think?"

I bowed my head deeply and said:

"There's nothing for me to think about, my lord. When you decide, I simply follow."

"I see."

Does she have some source I'm unaware of that makes her certain a rebellion will occur?
She sits on the throne and has fought the ghosts of her brothers many times, so perhaps she's developed a keen sense for such matters.

In any case...
As it had always been, ultimately all decisions were to be made by the lord, not the strategist.

"Swen. As I said, I don't intend to force an answer from you. I'm quite fond of you. I don't want to pick at something you want to keep hidden. You can tell me when you want to, or never speak of it at all. Regardless, I will always trust and believe in you. And certainly—"

Her face came close to my ear.
Along with the fragrant scent of yuzu, her bright yellow hair tickled my cheek.

"I will win your heart."

...Ah.

"Didn't I tell you? Beyond our lord-subject relationship, I am now merely a woman who wants to look good in your eyes. Huhuhu...♥"

Looking at her face as she gazed at me lovingly with flushed cheeks, I realized.

This was dangerous.
Truly.

No joke... my heart was really starting to waver.
My heart was beating incessantly. The unavoidable chemical reaction of hormones was violently shaking my mind.

'...Get a grip.'

I kept telling myself this, but I couldn't deny the intense attraction I felt toward her.
Of course, all her feminine charms—the pleasant yuzu scent when close to her, her golden eyes, snow-white skin, the impressive bosom visible beneath her officer's uniform, and her voice that made one feel languid—were all attractive, but they weren't the decisive factors in this pull I felt.

The glass-like delicacy visible beneath her seemingly strong exterior.
I was so concerned about it that... I ended up wanting to protect her.
This was a first.

——To sincerely want to protect a monarch other than Lady Luna.
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After leaving the audience chamber, I recalled the last conversation we had.

"Soon, a regular meeting will be held. I will adopt your proposal then, so I would appreciate if you could present your opinion."

"Is it really necessary to take that approach?"

"Don't you think we need to quell unnecessary rumors that I'm secretly listening to your opinions in private? Even here, I have no choice but to rely on you."

Serphina von Aingart said that and then smiled at me.
Show me your abilities, Swen—she said.

'I'm not sure if I have anything that could be called an ability.'

I understood Serphina's position.
One-sidedly favoring the opinions of close aides like Yuuri was only possible because she was from the Aishers army, and doing the same here would cause all sorts of troublesome situations.
Many generals would seriously push for a southern advance at this upcoming regular meeting. Did I need to persuade them?

'I suppose I need to make my abilities look more impressive.'

Since I was already on the verge of having most of my abilities discovered by Serphina, I needed to package them naturally.
Not just her, but Ginor had also figured out something, so I needed to understand exactly what basis they were using to deduce my abilities.

So the place I should head to—

*

Guided by a maid, I arrived at a rather massive three-story building located in the town of Aingart Castle.

"This is the place."

"Thank you."

The maid, neatly dressed in a white apron, bowed politely at my thanks and asked:

"When would you like me to return to escort you back?"

"For the return journey, since we know the location, we can make our way back ourselves."

"Is that so? If you say so..."

The maid gracefully bowed to us.

"A-ah, um... g-goodbye...!"

Reika Nighthart, who was beside me, nervously made an awkward farewell, concluding our parting with the maid who had escorted us here.

This place was a library.
The day after my private meeting with Serphina, I had decided to come here to look into something personally, and Reika, who seemed to have nothing particular to do, had tagged along.
Since Irene Juliet had gone out for training, I thought she might be lonely by herself, so I brought her along without any particular objection.

"Wow... it's huge, isn't it?"

"Indeed it is."

The Aingart Grand Library.
A three-story building packed with ancient books, the resting place of the continent's greatest wisdom.
I learned of its existence from the dialogue of territory residents before I was possessed into this world.

When you clicked on the tiny territory residents walking around on screen, they would show random encounter dialogue like "Farming ultimately depends on the heavens" or "I hope this chaotic era ends soon and peace arrives."
Having played this game for 10,000 hours, I had already memorized all the limited dialogue from the territory residents.
And one of them was definitely—

'I heard there's a grand library in Aingart Castle where books containing all kinds of information are gathered.'

As it was just dialogue from a territory resident, the library didn't have any particular effect in the game, but it was definitely "part of the setting."
So it was natural to predict that in this world where that game world had become reality, the library would exist.
Therefore, after asking a maid who handled various household matters—

'I was able to arrive at this place.'

I said to Reika, who was overwhelmed by the size of the building:

"Shall we go?"

"Huh? Oh, y-yes...!"

As we entered the building with Reika, an elderly man wearing a stylish monocle greeted us at the counter.

"What brings you here?"

"I'd like to browse through some books."

"To use the Aingart Grand Library, you must be affiliated with Serphina's army, but..."

"My name is Swen."

"Please wait a moment."

The man checked a document densely filled with writing from a drawer for quite some time, then after looking at me several times, he said:

"Mr. Swen. Welcome. But, the person next to you..."

"Ah, I'm—"

"If I may ask, are territory residents not allowed to enter?"

"That is correct."

To the man who answered quite firmly, I replied with a nonchalant expression:

"Even if they're family?"

"?!"

"Did you say family?"

"Yes. This is my wife. She's accompanying me today."

"Sw...!"

I took Reika's hand as she tried to say something, giving her a silent signal.
Just go along with it.
Whether she understood that or was simply embarrassed, she blushed and lowered her head, not saying anything.

"Do I need to leave my wife outside?"

"Hmm..."

The old man thought for a moment, then nodded and said:

"Very well. Please come in. I apologize, madam."

"Ah, y-yes...!"

And so, without much difficulty, I was able to enter the grand library with Reika.

*

"The books you're looking for are this way."

"Thank you."

After thanking the librarian who had guided us, I finally offered a casual apology to Reika, who hadn't said a word until then.

"I'm sorry if I offended you, Reika. But I couldn't just go in alone when we came together."

"Huh? N-no...! It's... I wasn't offended. And, um..."

Reika mumbled, her voice almost inaudible.
For the past few days, she had seemed to adapt to Irene and me, speaking loudly and confidently, but now she had reverted to the "timid mode" from when we first met.

"It's... um... n-not exactly... wrong."

"Pardon?"

"I mean! Um... we."

Reika's face turned redder than a radish.

"We're... discussing... marriage..."

"...You're serious about that, right?"

"Huh? Oh... yes, yes! I-I am thinking about it!"

"How serious are you that your voice is cracking at the end?"

"Ah, that's... uh, ooh."

I smiled as I watched her lower her head in embarrassment.
By now, even her awkward mumbling seemed quite adorable.

"Think about it carefully. I'll follow your decision."

"Ah... yes, okay."

If she decides to marry me... I should talk to Irene first.
It would be fine if she didn't want to marry. Reika might prefer to remain free, not wanting to be tied down to one man... At the very least, I wanted to respect her choice, regardless of her abilities.
Anyway, it wasn't something that needed to be decided right now.

'Let's see.'

In any case.
The book I was looking for was supposed to be here.
After pulling out a few and checking them, they indeed seemed to be what I was looking for.

'...'The Great Sage with the Mind's Eye.''

The sole reason I came to this grand library, and the information I absolutely needed to know to make my abilities seem more impressive.
It was about the "Mind's Eye."

When Ginor roughly deduced my ability.
And when Serphina almost completely figured out my ability at 99%.

If there was a commonality between the two, it was that they both mentioned the term "Mind's Eye" when looking at me.
Ginor interpreted it as the ability to see the future, while Serphina interpreted it as my ability to make judgments, but regardless, since both of them commonly used the term "Mind's Eye," it wasn't difficult to infer that this word had a deep connection to how they were able to similarly deduce my ability.
But since I didn't know detailed information about this term, I needed to go somewhere to verify it—

And that choice was this Aingart Grand Library.

After pulling out several books and extracting only the important parts, I was able to formulate a reasonable proposition:

[Several hundred years ago, among those who served Kaltus von Aingart, the third emperor of the Aingart Empire, there was a man known as the 'Sage of the Mind's Eye.' He was excellent in military tactics and astute in politics, rising to the position of national strategist and achieving numerous accomplishments, earning the respect of many.]

The book certainly contained various information about the 'Sage of the Mind's Eye.'
However, it only described him as an 'extremely talented national strategist,' without providing any clues that could help deduce something about me.

At that moment.

"Mr. Swen, are you looking for something...?"

Reika approached me as I was concentrating on the book.

"Ah, well."

I candidly shared the story about the Mind's Eye.
Then, she tilted her head slightly and—

"Are you looking for the legend of the 'Sage of the Mind's Eye'?"

"...Huh? Reika, you know about it?"

"I once read all the books at home... I remember seeing it there."

...Ah.
Come to think of it, Reika's surname, which I often forgot, was Reika Nighthart.
As the adopted daughter of Ginor Nighthart, who served the Empire, it wasn't strange that she would know about this!

This unofficial history was related to the imperial royal family, and anyone connected to the Empire would have heard of it at least once, and the basis for this inference was the fact that the two people who mentioned the "Mind's Eye" to me were figures related to the former Empire.
In fact, Ginor was originally someone who worked for the Empire, and Serphina was, needless to say, from the imperial lineage.

"Could I hear about it?"

"Well, to put it simply—"

Thanks to Reika's gentle and kind explanation, I was able to learn in detail about the 'Sage of the Mind's Eye.'
To summarize:

[Because all the advice he had given invariably proved correct, the Emperor recognized his ability and bestowed upon him the title of 'Mind's Eye.']

'This is it.'

Now I finally understood why Ginor and Serphina had mentioned the Mind's Eye when looking at me.

Unlike me, the man in this book seemed to have many talents beyond just making statements that were always correct, but in any case, the reason he was given the impressive title of 'Mind's Eye' was because all his words, in retrospect, turned out to be true.
If they had this information in their minds, they could naturally claim that I, who seemed to "always be correct," possessed the ability of the Mind's Eye.

"However, since there's no physical evidence that such an outstanding figure actually existed, the current consensus among historians is that he's more of a legendary, mythical figure."

"Is that so?"

Reika nodded at my words.

"Yes. Considering that only the title 'Sage of the Mind's Eye' remains, and that a man who was supposedly highly active as the empire's national strategist doesn't even have his name passed down... I also think he might just be a fictional character created for some kind of imperial founding myth. Besides, the idea that everything he said was correct isn't very realistic..."

"I see..."

I nodded in agreement and thought.

Nevertheless, the reason the two of them could attribute such a mythical story to me was probably because magicians, who were also considered merely mythical beings, had begun to emerge.
If magicians existed, there was no reason why the Sage of the Mind's Eye couldn't exist as well—and in fact, as they had deduced, I did possess something similar to that "Mind's Eye" ability.
Whether Intelligence 100 is the Mind's Eye or not, I couldn't say.

Was Serphina deducing this from the meteor I had summoned, and Ginor from his adopted daughter?

'...Good.'

The reason I went to the trouble of investigating was because there's a big difference between responding without knowing anything and responding with knowledge.
Serphina's words were correct. I could only know what the outcome would be. I couldn't know the process or the logic behind such results.
In such a situation, whether I could tell a plausible story when questioned further would make a huge difference.
The next time I faced similar questioning, I needed to use this keyword to escape somehow.
By making my ability seem more impressive, I would gain freedom of choice.
If that happened, I could gain Serphina's almost definite trust—
And later, I could return to Lunarienne's army without much difficulty.

...But.

'Does that mean... I have to lie to Serphina?'

My heart became complicated again because of Serphina who appeared before my eyes, but I shook my head lightly.
It wasn't something to worry about now. ...At least not yet.

"Well."

This was as far as I could go.
The next thing I needed to pay attention to was... Reika.

"Is there any book you'd like to read?"

"Huh? Oh... well."

"Aren't you interested in books? Considering you read everything at the mansion when you were there, you seem to enjoy reading."

"No, I... I do like it, but I came here for your business..."

"I've finished what I needed to do. And since you've come out for an outing after a long time, it would be nice to enjoy yourself, wouldn't it? It seems you can't come here alone. I can just read any book beside you."

"...Then... shall I?"

Reika looked up at me shyly as she asked.
Indeed, it seemed she was interested in the books.
Judging by how her tension was strangely high when explaining to me, she seemed quite excited.
Certainly, this space was a place that could captivate the mind and soul of anyone who loved books.

"Sure."

And so, I spent time with Reika at the grand library.
What surprised me was that she, whom I was certain would look at books related to magicians or legends, picked up a chivalric romance for ladies—in other words, a typical romance fantasy.
Spending a leisurely afternoon reading books with Reika was... quite a nice experience.

* * *

A few days later.
The morning of the regular meeting day finally dawned.

Ch.176 - Chapter 176. Regular Meeting / Serpina (1)
After preparing to go out early in the morning.

"Well, I'll be off then."
"I'll be going now."

"Have a safe trip, Master. Lord Swen."
"G-good luck...!"

After saying goodbye to the head maid and Reika who were seeing us off-
Irene and I began walking side by side toward the royal castle.

"It's been quite a while since we did this, Lady Irene."

"Hmm?"

"You know. Do you remember? That time when you asked me to walk a bit apart from you."

"Ah..."

Irene smiled softly after hearing my words.

"That's right. Back then, I had to do that or I thought I would be a burden to you. Ah, good morning."

Even as we walked, many people recognized her and greeted her first.
After becoming the deputy commander, she seemed to have established her own position within Serphina's army. It appeared she even had a small number of generals who followed her.

As for my feelings-
I could say I felt quite nostalgic watching Irene interact with people who greeted her.
Now she was exchanging greetings with so many people, but back then, truly no one acknowledged Lady Irene.
While I did feel a bit sorry for the dismembered Brands army and Lynn Brands with her broken expression, seeing Lady Irene's smile didn't really make me feel any guilt.
After all, I simply protected the person I needed to protect.

"I've never regretted it even once."

I stared directly into her violet eyes as she turned to look at me.

"Taking your side, Lady Irene."

"Swen..."

"Even if the same situation came up multiple times, I would have done exactly the same thing, Lady Irene."

Irene said nothing and just stared at my face-
Then, with a smile, she nodded and answered softly.

"Yes."

It feels like just yesterday when I thought I couldn't escape Serphina's enchanting smile.
Looking at Lady Irene's adorably lovable expression now, I was reminded that one shouldn't hastily make definitive judgments about people.
She truly is beautiful, Lady Irene.
A beauty that certainly doesn't fall behind Lady Serphina's.

And so, we arrived at the royal castle.
As the deputy commander of the occupation forces, she seemed to have somewhere else she needed to stop by.
I suppose her position would be different from mine, a regular general.

"Swen. I'll see you later then."

"Yes."

After sending Irene off, I arrived at the meeting room alone first.
Quite a few people had already gathered in the meeting room.
Seeing that there were still many faces I didn't know, I thought perhaps I should get more involved in central politics.

"Oh? Lord Swen!"

"?"

When I turned my head at the sound of someone calling me, there was a woman with a familiar face standing in front of me.

"Silin?"

"You remember me? It's been a long time!"

She smiled brightly at me, but honestly, I wasn't that pleased to see her.
We had only briefly been acquainted during my time in the Brands army.
Nevertheless, showing an appropriate level of friendliness would be the socially correct response.

"What a surprise to see you here, Silin."

"Actually, I knew you were here, Lord Swen."

"What?"

"I heard it from Lady Irene!"

As I learned the circumstances, it turned out that Silin was Irene's roommate.
Well, talk about coincidences.
It's not like we're at a Brands army alumni meeting, yet we end up meeting like this...

"Anyway, it's good to see you. If we ever get a chance to work together, let's do our best!"

After exchanging brief pleasantries with Silin, how much time had passed?

As quite a few people gathered in the meeting room, I could see Irene positioned at the front where important figures would typically be.

'She's moved up in the world.'

And after some time had passed.

With footsteps echoing through the quiet meeting room, the golden-haired sovereign - Serphina - slowly walked to the throne and sat down.
Jena followed behind her.

Serphina's demeanor was so elegant that it was enough to draw everyone's attention.

""Welcome, my Lord.""

"Yes. Thank you for waiting."

Serphina asked the national strategist Jena beside her.

"Is everyone here?"

"Yes, that is correct."

"..."

She silently looked around, then stood up, extended one hand and said:

"Then from now on, let us begin the regular meeting of our Serphina army."

""Yes!!""

With the voices of countless generals resounding, the regular meeting began.

"Let's start by receiving reports from the castle lords."

And so, one by one, the castle lords came forward to report on the current situation.
This time took longer than any other, because the territories under Serphina's army's control were more numerous than any country I had ever been through.
The entire northern continent and parts of the central continent as well. Indeed, Serphina's army could rightfully be called the absolute power of the continent at this point.

After the castle lords' reports.
After a few minor rewards and recognitions were given, she finally began to address the main topic.

"Now, let's determine the direction of our army. I would appreciate if anyone with good opinions would speak freely."

At that moment.

"May I present an opinion?"

A middle-aged man at the front of the left row raised his hand and spoke.

'That person...'

That face, I felt like I'd seen it before.
I think he was a general who often appeared when dealing with Serphina's army.
His name was definitely Kransis.

"Speak, Kransis."

See? My memory isn't dead yet. Of course not after spending ten thousand hours on this game.

"All of us in the occupation forces have been sharpening our swords waiting for this moment. I believe now is the time to move. We should mobilize all available troops to conquer the four territories of the Aishers army. My Lord, please make the decision!"

Kransis said this and bowed his head.

So, he wants to immediately march south and begin the occupation?
It's not an unreasonable decision. If I didn't have the prediction from my Intelligence 100 brain, I might have said something similar.

The Brands army, which was a massive threat, has been split into three, the southern nations are still unsettled, and the Aishers army is barely managing to defend itself.

Could there be a better time to move than right now?

"Are there any other opinions?"

'Is she asking me to show my abilities?'

After letting out a small sigh internally.
I slowly raised my hand.

"My Lord."

At my voice, the attention of many gathered here focused on me.

Serphina met my eyes, and with a subtle smile that very few would notice...

"Speak, Swen."

She said to me, which felt to me like she was speaking as if she trusted me-

"I believe the excellent choice would be to deploy occupation forces in various parts of the continent for patrol while simultaneously focusing on internal affairs."

I boldly stated.

At my suggestion to deploy occupation forces throughout the continent and focus on internal affairs, many people, including Kransis who had presented his opinion earlier, gave me puzzled looks, but I deliberately ignored them and looked only at Serphina's eyes.

"...I see. Is there anyone else who wishes to make a suggestion?"

Even though more opinions could have come up... it was surprisingly quiet.
Whether they didn't want to create conflict with Kransis, or because all the opinions that could be presented - 'let's fight' and 'let's not fight' - had already been put forward, I'm not sure, but in any case, the situation had become a one-on-one between me and Kransis.

"If there are no additional proposals, I will now ask for your overall opinions. First, those who agree with Kransis's opinion, please raise your hands."

At those words, most of the generals standing on the occupation forces' side raised their hands.
Fortunately, if I can call it that, the number didn't appear to be a majority at first glance.
It felt like about half had raised their hands... it would be more accurate to say it definitely didn't feel like a majority.

What's notable is... Jena, who was standing next to Serphina, also raised her hand.
As she was none other than the national strategist, Serphina looked at her with an amused expression and asked:

"Oh? Jena. You agree with Kransis's opinion?"

"Yes."

"I'd like to hear your thoughts briefly."

"May I make one request before that?"

"I'll listen and then decide."

"After my explanation is finished, please give us another opportunity to vote."

She's coming on more aggressively than I expected.
Serphina, without being flustered, calmly asked:

"It seems you want to persuade them?"

"Yes."

Serphina nodded and said:

"However, I think it would be unfair to give only you such an opportunity."

Jena glanced at me and said:

"How about giving the other side a similar opportunity?"

"I see, Swen."

The ball suddenly came flying to me, but without panicking, I responded casually:

"I don't mind."

Only then did Jena nod and briefly explained:

"The biggest concern in occupation is, of course, the defense line of the Aishers army. It's an undeniable fact that the Aishers army has gathered highly renowned and excellent generals, and their castle defense lines are solid and difficult to breach. However, with the Brands army in chaos, there's no place our army cannot conquer."
"In the process, our army might suffer some losses, but the opportunity to invest time in dealing with the Aishers army is only now. If we can somehow destroy them, the landscape of the continent will change significantly. After the chaos within the Brands army settles, everything becomes more difficult. Therefore, I would like you to consider that the optimal timing to conquer the Aishers army is right now."

After the explanation ended.

"Then, I'll ask once more. Those who agree with Kransis's opinion, please raise your hands immediately."

Again, quite a few generals raised their hands.
The difference from before is... this time, it clearly looks like a majority.
In other words, they were swayed by the persuasion of the national strategist, Jena.

After assessing the situation, Serphina spoke again:

"Good. Now, those who agree with Swen's opinion, please raise your hands immediately."

With Serphina's words...
Most of the remaining personnel began to raise their hands.
Irene, as expected, was raising her hand in support of my opinion.
I felt oddly grateful that her willingness to trust me was so evident.

"Then, now it's my turn to persuade, correct?"

"Please wait a moment."

At that moment.
Jena interrupted me as I was contemplating what to say.

"Since Lord Swen is the proposer of the opinion, I think it would be fair to hear someone else's opinion here."

"...Excuse me?"

"After all, I'm not Kransis, who proposed the opinion, am I?"

'Ah.'

Jena's logic was as follows:
Since the second persuasion wasn't done by Kransis directly, it would be appropriate for someone other than me to do the persuasion on my side as well.
If I wonder why she's going to such lengths, the answer comes quickly.

'She's trying to check me.'

Just as many people check Irene, I too am a subject of scrutiny.
Moreover, I was in a situation where strange rumors were circulating about me and Lady Serphina.
It's not unnatural for Jena, who is in the position of national strategist, to be wary of me.

So how should I proceed here?
Since it was their side that initiated this kind of 'persuasion' in the first place, there was no need for our side to accommodate them completely.
Serphina would also take my side, so I was about to subtly bring up the point that they shouldn't be unreasonable here, when at that moment.

"Strategist. Then, may I speak here?"

"...???"

From among the crowd with raised hands, an unexpected male voice was heard.
The owner of the voice was a promising spearman with black hair and handsome features - Irian Al Kaski.
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"Mr. Ian?"

Jena looked at Ian with a surprised expression, but he continued speaking without concern.

"If the Strategist doesn't mind, I'd like to contribute to Lord Swen's opinion."

Ian's participation was unexpected to me, but now that it was happening, I could somewhat understand why he wanted to help me.

'Is this his way of repaying a debt?'

Even though Jenis had been imprisoned, I was ultimately the one who saved his brother and prevented their family from being wiped out.
Without my intervention, Jenis would have been lumped together with the rebels, and if nothing else, Serphina, who absolutely never forgives rebels, would have thoroughly erased them as a family unit to the point they wouldn't even remain in history books.

At that moment.
Serphina, sitting on the throne, slightly raised her chin and looked down at Jena.

"I don't mind Ian boldly stepping forward, but Jena, you're quite audacious yourself."

"..."

"Well, all this little drama requires Swen's consent. I believe you'll agree with that."

It seemed Serphina wanted to say something to Jena, who had been trying to check me with one-sided conditions.
Did Ian intervene and shift the conversation toward asking for my opinion?
Given her choice of words like "drama" and Serphina's current expression—though most people wouldn't notice since she appeared to be smiling—she was actually quite angry.
In my position, with strange rumors already circulating, I shouldn't allow new information that Serphina was angry because of me to spread to everyone.

"It's fine. I'll follow Lady Jena's opinion."

Hearing this, Ian turned his head toward me.

"Then you're saying it's alright for me to speak directly?"

Well, I have no reason to refuse.
I hadn't even considered that Ian would support my opinion.
While explaining things myself wouldn't be bad... having Ian, who held a certain position within Serphina's army, take my side could be quite helpful.
Decisively, I was also curious about what he would say.

"Yes, please go ahead."

Ian nodded at my words and began speaking.

"While the Strategist and General Kransis certainly have valid points, the problem is that we would need to expend almost all of our forces to occupy the Aishers army. Excluding the capital defense forces and troops needed for maintaining order across the continent, our total available forces number around 123,000... This is insufficient to capture not only Balhart Castle, where approximately 98,000 troops are stationed, but also Zelstrom Castle to the north with 80,000 troops, and Raclaine Castle with 83,000 troops bordering Hispil Castle."

'That's a good point.'

I was quite pleased that his thoughts aligned perfectly with mine.

At that moment.
Kransis, who had first proposed the plan, finally opened his heavy lips.

"I understand Ian's concerns, but our army can mobilize up to 310,000 troops. Moreover, considering we haven't even properly implemented conscription yet, we could increase our forces much further. This is an enormous army that we couldn't gather if not for the current situation where we don't need to worry about the border with the Brands army. That's why I'm saying this is our opportunity."

"That's—"

"That's precisely the problem, Lord Kransis."

This time I was the one who interrupted.
I had been waiting for this moment.
Since Kransis, a policy maker, had jumped in first, naturally I, as another policy maker, had the right to speak.
Jena seemed to understand this as well, as she quietly listened to our conversation.

"Of course, if we mobilize all our national power, we could break down the iron fortress that is the Aishers army. However, it requires a tremendous number of troops and simultaneously a great deal of time. It takes sufficient time to turn newly conscripted soldiers into elite troops capable of fighting on the battlefield. The alliance period with the Brands army would likely end by then. Although given the current chaotic situation, the Brands army will likely still not pose a threat to us, the problem is that while we spend time attacking the Aishers army, there are too many possibilities for our army to be endangered."

"Occupation inherently requires taking risks. Shouldn't we accept some losses from a broader perspective?"

"I would have spoken like you if it were just 'some losses'... but the problem is that it's not just 'some.' Suppose—"

I unfolded a map.
Pointing to the territories drawn on the map of the northern continent, I spoke with a confident tone.

"What if a rebellion were to break out somewhere here?"

"...!!!"

"I don't think there could be a more 'opportune moment' for rebels than when the northern continent's forces are completely empty because they're attacking the Aishers army. Wouldn't it be just like how our army now sees the Brands army's chaotic situation as an opportunity?"

This time, a woman's voice countered.

"Lord Swen. It was just yesterday that rebels were caught and purged one after another. No matter how chaotic the situation in the northern continent is, it seems paranoid to think that simultaneous rebellions would occur in this situation. I'm concerned we'll be held back by things that haven't even happened."

"..."

Honestly, I had nothing to say here.
Rebellion isn't child's play, and with a failed case just moments ago, who would be stupid enough to start another rebellion?
Fundamentally, I shared the same thoughts as the woman who spoke—Jena.
The reason I was arguing that "the possibility of rebellion is high" was because it was Serphina's whim.

She was predicting rebellion based solely on my prediction—"moving troops is not an efficient method."
Although the time I've spent with her hasn't been very long, as someone who prides himself on having interacted with her quite deeply, I couldn't dismiss Serphina's "prediction" lightly.
Serphina was truly an exceptional woman. The fact that she could deduce my abilities to that extent proved she was no ordinary person.
Since she wouldn't act without precise logic, wouldn't she have some basis that she couldn't explain in words?

Anyway.
It might be unfortunate for Jena, but since my lord was on my side, it wouldn't hurt to be a bit more assertive.

"No."

"...!!"

"Rebellion will definitely occur. Even if not rebellion, as long as there's even a slight possibility of a comparable crisis, I cannot agree with the opinion that we should mobilize all our troops and move south."

"Do you have any concrete evidence?"

Evidence, huh.
I'm a bit sorry, but let me play with words a little here.

"Strategist, and Lord Kransis. I'd like you to keep in mind that this isn't a matter of evidence."

After saying that, I glanced at where Ian was standing.
He caught my eye and nodded, then said:

"The reason you're advocating for the occupation forces to move south is, as you said, because it seems like an 'extremely good opportunity.' That same logic would surely apply to those wretched individuals plotting rebellion. In other words, we're talking about the possibility that our decision itself could become a pretext for rebellion. If our army vacates its position, wouldn't that appear as an 'extremely good opportunity' to them? Lord Swen's opinion should be understood with this in mind."

'Oh?'

For something that stemmed from my brief comment, he articulated it quite convincingly.
Unlike me, who wasn't receiving particularly favorable views from everyone, Ian had some standing, and I could feel the crowd's gaze changing as he spoke.

"However—"

"Let's end the discussion here."

Just as Kransis was about to say something, Serphina cut him off.

"It would be unfair to allocate too much time to Swen alone. Don't you think?"

Serphina said this with a smirk.
If one considered who would benefit from ending the discussion here, her words were incredibly ambiguous—
But that smile contained an overwhelming pressure that no one dared to challenge, so no one ventured to contradict Serphina's words.

"Then, let me ask again. Those who agree with Swen's opinion, raise your hands."

At those words, visibly more people raised their hands than before.
Not only Ian and Irene, but quite a few who had originally supported Kransis's opinion had switched sides.
The number seemed to have just barely exceeded half.

"Slightly more people agree with Swen's opinion."

Serphina looked at Kransis and said:

"What do you think? If you have more to say, I can arrange a one-on-one debate. Of course, it would be between you and Swen."

Hearing this, Kransis glanced at where I was standing, then bowed his head and spoke.
It's a bit presumptuous to think this myself, but he probably judged that it would be difficult for him, not Jena, to defeat me in a one-on-one debate.
I was a strategist, and he was a general.
Just as wielding a sword was his job, moving the tongue was mine.

"No, it's fine. I will accept the decision of my lord and colleagues."

"Very well."

Serphina rose from her seat and extended her hand again.

"Here, in accordance with the principle of majority rule, we will adopt Swen's opinion as our army's policy."

"Yes!"

'Phew...'

With this, I could somehow act according to my prediction.
By the way, in all the questions so far, my prediction remained the same as before: 'moving the occupation forces is not efficient.'
I don't know if rebellion will really occur, but this decision itself meant benefit for our army.

If there was something that concerned me—it was the question of whether, conversely, it was most efficient for the occupation forces to remain here.
The result of inputting the question that Serphina had casually mentioned when asking for a show of hands was...

'It's very close, that's right.'

It's ambiguous whether the correct answer is that the occupation forces should be sent somewhere, or simply that they shouldn't be sent toward the Aishers army—
In any case, the fact that betting on "very close" rather than "not so" is beneficial hasn't changed.

"With this, I'll conclude the regular meeting. I hope everyone does their best with their assigned duties. Everyone, I ask that you dedicate yourselves to the glory of the Empire this quarter as well. Dismissed!"

With everyone responding to Serphina's command, the regular meeting was successfully concluded.

Now all that remained was... the result of the decision.

Ch.178 - Chapter 178. Why Are You Asking That?
# After Leaving the Royal Palace

After leaving the royal palace, Irene was heading to the training ground with some of the occupation forces, unable to accompany Swen due to scheduling. She walked slowly, lost in thought.

'Perhaps now is not the right time.'

Irene generally supported all of Swen's decisions. She could vouch better than anyone else gathered here that he always ultimately said the right things. After all, she had been by his side longer than anyone else.

Nevertheless, this opportunity seemed quite good even to her. The opinions of General Kransis, commander of the occupation forces, and Strategist Jena seemed reasonable at first glance.

But still.

'Swen's opinion matters more than people like them. Even if his opinion isn't right, I can make it right with my sword.'

Irene steeled her resolve once more. To her, Swen himself was far more important than the future of Serphina's army. If he said something was right, then it was right. At this point, she had neither the opportunity nor the desire to consider other options.

Just then.

"General Irene."

Turning her head toward the voice calling her name, she saw Irian standing there.

"General Irian. What brings you here?"

"Now that our policy has been decided, I thought it would be good to deploy the current occupation forces throughout the continent. I wanted to speak with Commander General Kransis about this, but I can't seem to find him."

"Ah, I see."

With Swen's proposal adopted, the occupation forces would be deployed throughout the northern continent for defense and security management instead of gathering to march south. Since there weren't nearly enough palace guards to divide up for this purpose, splitting the occupation forces was essentially decided.

"I was thinking the same thing. I'll relay the message for you."

"I appreciate it."

As Irian bowed his head politely, Irene asked him a question.

"By the way, I noticed you agreed with Swen's opinion."

"Yes, I did."

Irene knew all too well what her position was within Serphina's army. It wasn't that there was insubordination within the occupation forces, but... she could sense the subtle atmosphere that she wasn't yet fully recognized as second-in-command.

Compared to her time in Brands' army, this was nothing, so she was getting along fine. Nevertheless, Irene wasn't so dull as to not notice that she was being kept in check.

The important thing was that this wasn't solely her problem. Swen, another outsider who had joined Serphina's army with her, was clearly receiving even more scrutiny from the officers than she was, especially with strange rumors circulating about him and Lady Serphina.

Irene knew well that Swen wasn't that kind of frivolous man, but... objectively speaking, it was difficult for a man who had switched lords several times to be universally accepted just because he was talented.

In such a situation, it was no exaggeration to say that they had won the vote thanks to Irian, who was highly respected among the officers. Originally, Irian was almost certainly expected to become second-in-command before she took the position, and as such, he could have harbored resentment toward her and Swen... but instead, he was actually helping them. Of course, it wasn't entirely without reason—they had done him a favor recently regarding his sister.

Nevertheless, these were chaotic times. In a situation where gratitude and trust were treated worse than dog food, there was no need to disparage his will to uphold and carry through with those values.

"I'd like to thank you on his behalf. Without you, we couldn't have adopted Swen's opinion as the official stance."

"I simply thought Lord Swen was right."

"I see. Anyway, I'll make sure to relay your opinion. Well then."

As she was about to turn and walk away after saying goodbye—

"General Irene. Please wait a moment."

"?"

"I'd like to ask you something about Lord Swen."

"Me?"

"Aren't you and Lord Swen particularly close?"

"...!!"

Irene was momentarily speechless, her face reddening at Irian's words. After clearing her throat a few times, she spoke in an extremely solemn tone.

"Yes, we are."

'I just admitted it...'

A special relationship with Swen.
Of course... they were certainly close enough to be called special. They had been through three countries together, after all.
And also... they were in a relationship where they would share a warm cup of tea together for life. She was busy rationalizing to herself with such thoughts when—

"If I may ask, does Lord Swen have a wife, and if so, how many?"

At the mention of a wife—
For a moment, Irene froze and asked with blank eyes.

"...Why do you ask?"

"I believe you're generally aware of the situation, General Irene... but it seems my sister Iolline has taken a liking to Lord Swen. If Lord Swen is amenable, I would like to formally discuss marriage arrangements."

Iolline... was he referring to that pretty woman who resembled Irian, whom they had met before?
Irene fell into thought for a moment.

Swen currently had no wives.
There was Reika, with whom he had exchanged marriage talks, but given the circumstances, that was currently on hold.
So, naturally, she should say he had no wife, but...

Why were the words so difficult to say?

However, it would also be problematic to show any sign of rejection here.
She hated the idea of causing trouble for Swen through arbitrary actions more than anything.
Wasn't it obviously Swen himself, not her, who should decide whether to entertain marriage talks?

As she was lost in thought, unable to say anything—

"If you don't mind, I would appreciate it if you could casually ask him. Of course, if it's burdensome for you, I can ask him directly, so please don't worry too much."

"Oh? Oh... yes. I understand."

"Then, I'll take my leave."

Irene stared at Irian's retreating back for a long time.
But even as she stared, she was merely looking vacantly—the man filling her thoughts was not Irian but another man.
A young, handsome man with white hair, someone to whom she owed so much gratitude that she wouldn't mind dedicating her entire being to him: Swen.

Thump, thump.
Just thinking deeply about Swen made her heart start racing again.

What did she want to be to Swen?
His bodyguard knight? A companion who would always be by his side?
Or...

'...I miss him.'

Even though they had gone to the royal palace together just a few hours ago, she already missed Swen.
Still, things were much better these days than before. She could see Swen after work.
The time the three of them—including Reika—spent together was incredibly precious to her.

'I should buy something delicious from the plaza today.'

With that thought, she began to walk with lighter steps.

Setting aside the heavy question of what she wanted to be to Swen...

And so, Irene was, gradually, both body and soul—
Becoming hopelessly entangled with the man named Swen.

* * *

Several days after the regular meeting ended.
The occupation forces had temporarily split into several smaller units and were dispatched to various parts of the continent.
The official reason was "strengthening security and search operations."
In any case, with soldiers moving around, unnecessary disturbances would certainly decrease.

Meanwhile, I was heading to that separate building again, summoned by Serphina.
Given the strange rumors circulating, I thought it might be better to be a bit more careful... but in any case, there was nothing I could do but follow my lord's orders.
I didn't have any specific assigned duties anyway.

When I arrived at the separate building, Serphina greeted me with a smile.

"You've arrived, Swen. Quite quickly too."

"It was you who summoned me, my lord, not just anyone."

"Seeing your increased jokes, it seems you're doing quite well these days?"

She said that and then chuckled softly.
...She's beautiful.
She was so strikingly beautiful that every time I faced her, I felt my heart continuously wavering in real-time.

"With me summoning you so frequently, it's not strange that strange rumors are circulating."

'I'm glad you're aware of that.'

I swallowed those words and bowed my head deeply.
Just then.

Serphina approached me as I was bowing and whispered.

"What do you think, Swen?"

"Pardon...?"

"About turning those strange rumors into truth with me tonight?"

"...!!!"

I was startled and raised my head to look at her.
She was... smiling.
Not the intimidating smile of an absolute ruler... but the mischievous smile of a playful girl.

"Think about it. Don't you find it unfair that rumors are spreading about things you haven't done? If so, I think it's a good method to make them real rather than being swayed by rumors. I'm specially proposing this for your sake."

For a very brief moment, I considered just accepting the offer—
But then I quickly bowed my head and said:

"...I apologize. It's my fault for not being careful enough with my conduct. I will be more thorough in the future."

"No. How could it be your fault when you simply came because I called? If there's any fault... it's only that you're a young man in his prime. And one with quite a pleasing appearance at that. People of the secular world are much more interested in how things appear on the surface than their essence."

"..."

She kept mentioning appearance, but honestly, I wasn't sure about that...
But now, having heard her somewhat sad-sounding words, it was difficult to bring that up again.
She would know better than anyone how much people care about appearances, even if she didn't want to. After all, she was the owner of a face that could be revered as an absolute ruler based solely on her beauty.

"So, what is the matter today?"

"There's a place I'd like you to accompany me to."

"Accompany you...?"

"Could you escort me for a while?"

"Escorting isn't difficult, but how many soldiers will be accompanying us?"

"Soldiers? The only one accompanying me will be you."

"...Pardon?"

I asked her with a puzzled expression.

"I don't mean to refuse, but... are you sure I'm sufficient?"

Though I said it myself, I wasn't confident in my ability to protect her.
My strength was at rock bottom, and I needed Reika to use magic. What if we encountered bandits in this situation?
Of course, considering her swordsmanship skills, she probably wouldn't fall to mere bandits, but she wasn't just any officer—she was the ruler of a country. It meant that if there was any possibility of her sustaining even a minor injury, avoiding it would be the wise choice.

Serphina curved her lips as if finding my words amusing.

"Swen. Even I am not so naive as to leave Aingart Castle with only you as escort. You seem to be underestimating me quite a bit."

I wondered if "escort" was the right word to use in that case, but I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to get on her bad side.

"It's alright, Swen. My feelings for you won't cool just because you talk back."

...How does she read my mind so uncannily?
Hiding something or telling a lie in front of her was an incredibly difficult task.

"And come to think of it, that wouldn't be bad either. Escaping with you to a place with no responsibilities... wouldn't that be quite a fitting ending for a story between a man and a woman?"

"...Your joke goes too far, my lord."

"A joke? How disappointing. My heart is always sincere. Hehehe...♥"

Serphina covered her mouth with her hand and laughed again, then slowly began to walk.
I stuck close behind her and followed.

*

After leaving the separate building, we walked along an earthen path overgrown with lush grass, where no one came and went.
Our destination was a small hill behind the separate building.
It was surprising that such a space existed near the bustling royal palace of Aingart Castle... but thinking about it, this was the separate building used by Serphina. It made sense that it would be so desolate if it wasn't managed, since neither the territory's people nor her officers could freely come and go without her permission.

After walking for a few minutes.

"Swen. Do you know?"

She asked me while walking ahead, without turning her head.

"Know what, my lord?"

At that moment.
Serphina stopped in her tracks, slowly turned to look at me... and carefully parted her pink lips.

"Why I am called the 'Tyrant'?"

Ch.179 - Chapter 179. Tyrant Serpina (1)
"So that's why I'm called a tyrant."

Serphina's expression as she said this was... that same expression.
At first glance she seemed calm, but it was the kind of face that looked like it might crumble at any moment if touched the wrong way.

Come to think of it, Serphina was far from a tyrant—she was closer to an enlightened ruler than any monarch I'd ever met.
Her fair and just distribution of rewards that showed her effort to be impartial, her determination never to abandon those who followed her, and her ability to gather opinions from many people to make rational decisions rather than being swayed by emotions—these were all virtues of a wise ruler, not a tyrant.

She was an exceptional monarch—far superior to Lynn, who had charisma but made decisions skewed by emotional aspects, or Yuuri, who had leadership but couldn't make her own choices freely due to excessive emotional bonds.
Even Lunarienne, who had led relatively successful internal affairs at Jeilant Castle, had only managed a single castle, so I couldn't guarantee she would be a better ideal ruler than Serphina, who had governed the entire northern part of the continent.

However, the outside world's perception of her was firmly fixed as that of a "tyrant."
No matter which country one belonged to, that evaluation was remarkably consistent.
Even from my prior knowledge, she was portrayed as a ruthless being who committed massacres, and after being transported to this world, everyone spoke of her as the worst ruler.
Lunarienne, the woman destined to unify the continent, had raised her army with the public justification that "the continent cannot be handed over to someone like Serphina."

I was honestly curious, but thinking this might be a test from her, I gave what I thought would be the most appropriate answer.

"Regardless of such rumors, I am currently serving you, Lady Serphina."

"If you don't mind hearing what I have to say, I'd appreciate it if you'd humor me right now."

She said with a smile, as if joking.
I didn't mean I didn't want to hear it... I meant I would follow her regardless of rumors.
It seemed she wanted to talk to me somehow.

Well, sometimes you just need to listen.

"...I'm very curious, my Lord. If you don't mind, please tell me."

"Hehe. Thank you, Swen. Seeing how you listen to my selfish whims time and again, you must be quite kind-hearted."

Serphina smiled, then turned her head and began leading the way again.
I followed behind her... silently listening to her story.

"I'm sorry, but it's a rather obvious story for making you ask. It's because I've bloodied my hands so much. Far more than even the weight the name Aingart carries. But the decisive reason is..."

"That I slaughtered all of my own blood relatives with my own hands."

Almost imperceptibly, her voice trembled.
It was strange. Normally, if someone's voice trembled while speaking of their own evil deeds, they should come across as a shameless hypocrite... but for some reason, I didn't get that impression.

"Blood being spilled in succession disputes is something easily found in history books. But... the decisive reason is that I summarily executed a group that hadn't even decided whose side they were on, simply because they had a high possibility of rebellion."

She clearly just said she would explain "why she's called a tyrant"...
But somehow, it bothered me that she was explaining the situation from an objective, third-person perspective.

She turned her head to look at me and spoke.

"Swen. Have you ever heard of an educational institution called Fiviola Academy in the northwest?"

"Fiviola Academy..."

That's definitely a name I've heard before.
Where?
When I was with the Aishers army.

Yes. On that day with the unusually red sunset, when I went to fetch Anima Ingram, who was living in seclusion after being pushed out of her position as national strategist, she told me about it.
The five core members of the Aishers army—the source of their bond stronger than any other nation—had something to do with that Fiviola Academy.

But just that much.
I only knew fragments: "a great purge happened there, and based on that incident, the five became family bound by blood."

"I don't know the details, but I have heard of it."

"Anyone with even a slight interest in the continent's history would know. An unprecedentedly horrific massacre took place there, and everyone associated with the academy, even the students, was killed. Even their families were completely wiped out to cover up the flames."

"The reason was..."

"Yes."

Serphina nodded slowly as she spoke.

"Because the headmaster of Fiviola Academy was Algot's confidant."

After saying that, she sighed deeply and looked straight at me.
Why?
Her golden eyes held the same loneliness I had felt in the sunset on the day I met Anima.

* * *

Turning back time, several years ago—Aingart Castle.

Sitting on the throne in place of the late king, who had died suddenly without naming a successor, was the man who was the undisputed first in line for succession, resembling the emperor in his youth—Algot von Aingart.
The bright-haired, golden-eyed young man with the eyes that seemed to hold the sunlight was already being followed by many as the one who would succeed the emperor.

He was shocked after hearing the words of his subordinate commander, Julian.

"Orlando Brands... has started a rebellion?"

"Yes, Your Highness. He arrogantly spouted nonsense about the era of Aingart being over..."

"So he finally made his move..."

Algot closed his eyes and fell into thought.
Orlando Brands was like a raccoon of a man.
It had seemed strange from the beginning—a man who was more obsessed with central politics than anyone suddenly requesting to be dispatched to his hometown, Anel Castle, saying he wanted to dedicate the rest of his life to his homeland when the late king was on his deathbed. But the late king had been very fond of Orlando, so he eventually gave him the position of castle lord... and the result, as expected, came back as rebellion.

"Even with the throne vacant, to resort to rebellion..."

"What will you do?"

"We must suppress it immediately. However, it might be good to try persuasion once. If war breaks out in this situation, the continent will fall into an endless abyss of chaos."

Algot extended his hand to Julian and said:

"Tell them at Anel Castle. If they stop this foolish decision now and surrender, I will specially spare their lives."

"Yes, understood!"

After Julian left the audience chamber.
Though Algot had spoken with confidence, as soon as the man left, he sighed deeply and leaned back in his chair.

'Honestly, I'm not in a position to suppress it immediately.'

Rebellion normally meant immediate execution, but the situation was different now.
Most of the imperial army's command authority, except for the capital defense forces, was held by his younger brother, Sidmid von Aingart.
Though they weren't particularly close since childhood, he thought they at least had the basic bond of brothers born of the same blood... but since the late king's death, Sidmid had been showing his claws to him.
In this situation, even if he requested suppression of the rebels, it was clear they wouldn't move according to his wishes.
They would probably use the continent's chaos as an excuse to claim the throne for themselves.

Moreover, Sidmid had already made his siblings, Stadel and Lillyrose, his close allies.

'One against three.'

He thought he had maintained amicable relationships with his siblings...

'Is it all because of my lack of virtue?'

Algot sighed deeply and looked up at the sky.
The dark sky, which looked like it might pour rain at any moment, felt especially ominous today.

* * *

Greeting Algot as he returned to the grand Aingart mansion within the castle was a beautiful woman with long cream-colored hair neatly tied to one side.

"Welcome back, Lord Algot."

"Miss Aria... You haven't gone to sleep?"

"Well, you hadn't returned yet."

Aria Iniang.
Unlike his wives who died suddenly without bearing children, she was the only woman who had stayed by his side until now.
Though her status was too humble to be formally incorporated into the imperial family, she couldn't marry him... but now she was the only person supporting Algot, who had no one on his side.
Ironically, she might have survived because she couldn't marry him.
All three women who had married Algot died suddenly without living out their natural lives.

"How is the situation...?"

"The same. Nothing has changed. Oh, is there still no contact from your uncle?"

"No. It seems there's still no special contact."

"I see. If he would help, it would be a great strength..."

Algot sighed deeply.
Truly, he had no one on his side in the world.
Was it because he had been arrogant, certain he would become crown prince, or was it because he was truly an inadequate person?

At that moment.

Aria, who was standing before him, embraced Algot with all her might.

"Miss Aria...?"

"Stay strong, Lord Algot. This too shall pass."

"..."

Algot closed his eyes for a moment and felt the warmth of Aria in his arms.
After the late king's death.
The time he spent with her was the only moment he could breathe easily in the suddenly chaotic situation.

After sharing a brief but by no means light embrace.

"Lord Algot. It's not news about your uncle, but there's a guest here today."

"A guest?"

She nodded.

"They're waiting in the audience chamber right now."

* * *

After sending Aria away, who said she wanted some fresh air, Algot hurried to the audience chamber and opened the door.
And there was—

"Brother."

Long golden hair and golden eyes that proved she was a child of the imperial family.
The youngest sister who resembled their deceased mother the most, the only one among the siblings who hadn't joined Sidmid's side.

"Serphina...?"

The person who had come was—
The youngest of the imperial family and the only one who didn't belong to any faction, the girl Serphina von Aingart.

Ch.180 - Chapter 180. Tyrant Serpina (2)
Serphina looked up at Algot and spoke with a determined tone.

"Brother. I'd like to talk with you for a moment."

"...If it's about what we discussed before, I don't want to hear any more of it."

Algot made no effort to hide his displeased expression.
He could clearly see why she had come to find him.

"But, Brother. If we don't quickly find a resolution through dialogue with Brother Sidmid, the Empire might truly split apart."

"..."

"I heard the news that Orlando Brands has started a rebellion. Please, talk with Brother Sidmid as soon as possible. If things continue like this, other lords will rise up with their banners everywhere, taking advantage of the chaos like fish in water. The Empire... the Empire that has lasted for centuries might collapse!"

"So, you want to tell me to legally hand over the throne to Sidmid through dialogue?"

"That's not what I'm saying! I'll somehow convince Brother Sidmid about that part—"

"You? How could you possibly convince that throne-obsessed man when you have no foundation of power?"

"That's..."

"Serphina. Let me be completely honest with you. Why don't you just join my side? They may have three people, but two is enough for us to fight. Besides, I'm the eldest son of the Empire. Anyone can see that my legitimacy is no less than Sidmid's. Think about it carefully. You know well that someone lacking legitimacy cannot build a stable empire even if they sit on the throne, don't you? It's obvious that even the soldiers who follow Sidmid now will eventually follow me as time passes."

At Algot's words, Serphina replied with a somewhat sad expression.

"But... Brother, if even I take someone's side... then, truly, there will be no way to prevent the Empire from splitting apart..."

"It's only a matter of time. Stop wasting your efforts, Serphina. ...It's all because of Sidmid's greed."

"But—"

Algot roughly cut off Serphina's words.

"Enough. Don't say anything more. I don't want to hear it. ...I'm sorry, but I'd appreciate it if you would quietly leave today."

"Brother..."

Algot let out a small sigh, then quietly muttered as if lamenting as he rose from his seat.

"I don't... want to point my sword at my siblings either. I don't...!!"

Bang!

Serphina couldn't bring herself to stop Algot as he closed the door behind him...
She could only silently stare at the closed door with a regretful expression.

* * *

After leaving the mansion, Serphina walked through the quiet night streets, looking up at the sky with a long sigh.

What was so special about that emperor's seat?
Why would siblings who shared the same blood and grew up together under the empire's flag now point swords at each other's throats?
Couldn't they still resolve this peacefully if they just talked it through?
Was she thinking this way because she was truly young and naive?

Even to Serphina, the youngest, the legitimacy seemed to lean toward Algot.
He had essentially been designated as the crown prince, and even now, his followers addressed him as "His Highness the Crown Prince."
But for some reason, Sidmid, who she thought wasn't particularly obsessed with the throne, began to change at some point, backed by the full support of the nobles.
He was clearly aiming for the emperor's seat. He was spreading rumors that he, not Algot, had been designated as the crown prince.
Somehow, Shtadel and Lillyrose had also taken his side early on. Algot wasn't so unpopular, so perhaps there was something else she didn't know about.

'Is there... truly nothing I can do?'

A sense of helplessness in a situation without any foundation of power washed over Serphina.
As Algot said, there was nothing Serphina could do, but—

'No. Don't give up. There must still be a chance.'

Sidmid was showing his teeth, but he hadn't yet bared them at Algot.
So there was still hope.
Somehow convincing Sidmid with legitimacy arguments and ensuring the empire continued as a unified entity...
The only person who could be that bridge now was herself, who hadn't yet taken anyone's side.

'Should I go see Brother Sidmid right away?'

But, judging from Algot's reaction just now, which could be considered moderate—
Sidmid had an even greater aversion to the very idea of talking.
Just a few days ago when she visited him, he had exploded in anger.

'...Right. It would be better to wait a few days before visiting again. The news that I came here today to meet Brother Algot will probably reach him too...'

Whether good or bad, rumors in the royal palace inevitably spread to everyone.
Serphina thought this as she carefully moved her steps.
That's when.

'Huh...?'

Up ahead, a woman's figure was walking toward her.
It was a face Serphina knew well.
Aria, the woman who was practically Algot's concubine.

"Good evening, Princess Serphina."

"Hello, Ms. Aria."

Aria was certainly the only pillar of support for Brother Algot, who currently had no allies.
Serphina knew well that his ability to stay strong was largely due to her role.
Serphina greeted her with gratitude in her heart.

"Please... take care of my brother."

"I should be the one saying that, Princess. Please... do your best to keep the continent from falling into chaos."

Normally, she would have just said thank you and walked away...
Was she tired too?
Serphina unconsciously let out a short sigh.

"I appreciate your words, but... what can I do? I'm... just a novice with no one supporting me. Though royal blood flows in me, I'm the farthest from power... No matter how hard I try, I don't know if I can stop my brothers."

"Princess..."

"...I'm sorry. I didn't mean to say such things..."

"No, Princess. You're doing well enough. Many people wouldn't even be able to decide what to do in that situation. Especially at such a young age like yours."

"Ms. Aria..."

Aria looked up at the sky for a moment...
Then, with a nostalgic expression, she said:

"You know, Princess. You know that I'm an orphan without any ties, right?"

"...Yes. That's what I heard."

"Actually, that's not entirely true. I actually have a younger sibling."

"Really?"

Aria nodded and said:

"I hid it for fear that they might be pointed at because of me... but now they're probably living normally, nurturing their dreams."

After saying that, she smiled warmly.

"The reason I'm suddenly telling you this is because when I see you, I'm reminded of my sibling. They're around your age. Still an immature child with many shortcomings... That's why I find myself caring for you. Oh, but I don't mean that you're immature or anything...!"

Serphina smiled as she watched Aria quickly wave her hands in denial.
Was she trying to comfort me?
At times like this, she could understand why Brother Algot favored her so much.

"Thank you, Ms. Aria."

"Not at all. Stay strong. I'll try my best to persuade Algot..."

After parting with Aria.

'Alright.'

Yes. Sleep well, eat properly, and bravely try to persuade them again.
There must be a path through dialogue. Although they're on the brink of division, they haven't actually split yet, so there's still a possibility of completing the imperial succession safely and continuing the glory of the empire.

'I should go meet Brother Sidmid again soon.'

With that thought, she continued walking under the bright full moon.
Looking back later, it was the calm before the storm.

* * *

Starting with Orlando Brands raising an army at Anel Castle, the continent was rapidly falling into chaos as if the reins had been loosened.

One by one, imperial officials began to raise their own banners instead of the Empire's.

The Walnut army in the west and the Ohara army in the south were at the forefront of the rapidly increasing lords.

In the royal palace of Aingart Castle.
Algot, seated on the throne, was receiving reports on the situation with a very serious expression.

"You're saying General Roland is also likely to raise an army?"

"Yes..."

The longer the imperial throne remained empty—
The continent was literally beginning to tear apart.

'I need to come up with a solution quickly...'

Truly...
As Serphina said, was dialogue really the only option?

'Aria also said there might be room for dialogue... I shouldn't be too stubborn. But...'

Sidmid's resolve was firm.
He wanted to ascend to the emperor's throne.
He seemed determined not to accept any other conditions.

Of course, Algot had no intention of giving up the emperor's seat either.
From a third party's perspective, it might seem a bit arrogant, but in terms of ability, legitimacy, and orthodoxy, he was clearly ahead of Sidmid.
If only his father hadn't delayed in selecting the crown prince, he would have been the one wearing the crown long ago.
Even now, by not wearing the crown and acting as regent in name only as the crown prince, he was already being quite accommodating to his siblings. His pride wouldn't allow him to concede any further.

'Still, I should meet him at least once...'

If they dragged this out any longer, the empire might truly collapse.
And if it collapsed due to division during his generation, he wouldn't be able to face his ancestors.

'I'll talk to him one last time, and if dialogue doesn't work... then...!'

Algot touched the sword at his waist.
Yes. It would be fine to give him one chance. After all, the legitimacy was with him, the eldest son.
The death of two or three siblings wouldn't be anything special when viewed in historical context.

But.
Was it too late?

"Your Highness the Crown Prince!"

A soldier ran up with a desperate expression.

...Why?
As soon as Algot faced the soldier running toward him, he instinctively trembled slightly.
A premonition that something irreversible had happened...

"The imperial army, a massacre...!!"

"What...?"

"There's evidence that soldiers presumed to be from the imperial army have massacred all students and professors at Fiviola Academy, regardless of allegiance...!!"

...Unfortunately, Algot's uneasy premonition was right on target.

Ch.181 - Chapter 181. Tyrant Serpina (3)
"What did you say...?"

Piviola Academy was an educational institution headed by Jenerd, one of the men with whom she normally had connections.
And currently, the one who held command over the imperial army was... her younger brother Sidmid.

The implications of this fact were incredibly simple.

'No way...!!'

Something irreversible had already happened.

* * *

"Hah... huff."

Serphina was hurrying her steps, rushing toward the mansion where Sidmid resided.

'This can't be true...!'

It had to be a lie.
No matter how much her second older brother desired the emperor's throne... he wouldn't have committed an act equivalent to massacring civilians.
A man who had yet to express any opinion or declare support—simply eliminating him for being "pro-Algot" was one thing, but not just targeting that man alone—
Had he really committed the insane act of massacring the entire academy he managed, including innocent students and professors?

It was impossible to believe. Or more precisely, she absolutely didn't want to believe such a thing.

Surely something must have gone wrong—clinging to such futile hope, she continued rushing forward until, before she knew it, she was standing at the door of the mansion.

Clunk!

She flung the door open and began searching the interior of the mansion for Sidmid.
Fortunately or unfortunately, it didn't take long to find him.

"Brother Sidmid!"

"...What is it, Serphina? What business do you have?"

Sparkling blonde hair and black eyes.
The man who was idly drinking with bottles of alcohol piled high on his office table was none other than Sidmid von Aingart, the protagonist who had rebelled against Algot's rule.
Had he not been drinking, he might have given off the impression of a proper nobleman... but now he only presented a haggard appearance.

"Is it... true?"

"What is?"

"Piviola Academy... Surely, brother, you didn't...!"

"..."

Sidmid silently poured a glass of wine and drank it all at once.
Gulp, gulp.

Then, roughly placing the wine glass down on the table with a thud, he said:

"Did you come looking for me just to talk about such trivial matters?"

"Trivial? Such...!"

"I thought you might finally be acknowledging the trend and wanting to join my side. Well, even if you did, you wouldn't be much help. If you have nothing to say, get out. Unless you want to see something unpleasant."

"Brother, please answer my question! Piviola Academy...!"

"Yes!"

Bang!

At the intense sound of his fist striking the table, Serphina was momentarily speechless.

"I did it. So what?"

"How could you...!"

The imperial army's raid—no, to call it a raid would be generous—it was a one-sided massacre.

"You know very well what kind of man that old academy headmaster was, don't you? While everyone was acknowledging me, he was a pathetic old man clinging to outdated traditions, falling behind the times."

Sidmid continued pouring out his words as if a dam had burst.
Almost as if he was determined not to give Serphina a chance to speak.

"Everyone is following me! In this situation, why do you think Algot can't secure his own position? Most of the powerful nobles support me! In the midst of this, isn't it only natural to eliminate those fools who spread nonsense about 'the academy maintaining neutrality'? Besides, neutrality is just a nice word. Considering that damned old man's tendencies, it wouldn't be surprising if he came to stab us in the back at any moment!"

The biggest condition for Sidmid, who was neither the firstborn nor had sufficient justification, to confront Algot was the full support of powerful nobles.
In fact, the very authority to command the imperial army was given to him because of the support from nobles in various territories.

Algot was a rational person. He was strict about rewarding good and punishing evil, and had been advocating the importance of strengthening imperial authority since their father was alive.
For him, "powerful families" were obstacles to royal authority. He was a hardliner who insisted that any meritorious family should kneel beneath the imperial family.

In contrast, Sidmid was a relatively conciliatory figure. It would be accurate to describe him as a much more political figure than his brother.
He flexibly recognized most of the nobles' titles and rights, which was the biggest driving force behind many nobles supporting the second son Sidmid rather than the firstborn Algot in a situation where the successor had not been determined. Except for Serphina, who was considerably younger, the siblings tended to follow Sidmid rather than the somewhat rigid Algot.

"It won't be long now anyway! I made a decision... for the sake of this empire! This isn't something for someone like you, who has neither responsibility nor rights, to question!"

Huff, huff...
As Sidmid, who had been passionately defending himself as if making a strong excuse to someone, gasped for breath unable to contain himself, Serphina looked at him with an expression that seemed about to burst into tears and pleaded:

"Brother. Why... why did you do such a thing?! What did those people at the academy do wrong—"

Let's say, for argument's sake, that the academy's headmaster could be killed. Of course, that too should never have happened, but regardless.
But eliminating all the students and professors at the academy was literally an insane act.
There were nobles' children there too. Even assuming the possibility that the pro-Algot headmaster's influence might reach them... what reason was there for them to die unjustly without even being able to express their own opinions?

Sidmid shouted as if he had done nothing wrong:

"Shut up! This was the only way! To prevent that stupid Algot from inheriting the throne, I had to eliminate any potential seeds of unrest in advance!"

"But... meaninglessly killing people like this... someone who is to become emperor shouldn't do such things!"

At that moment.

Sidmid rose from his seat and walked steadily toward Serphina.
And then—

Slap!

—he strongly struck Serphina's cheek as she was about to say something.

"...Don't speak beyond your station. Understand?"

"Brother...!!!"

"Do you think anything will change because I did this? Not at all. Everyone is on my side. I have command of the military, and I have the trust of many nobles. I absolutely cannot stand by and watch the empire be stolen by a brother who has nothing going for him except being born earlier!"

"That's..."

"I have nothing more to say to you, so you'd better leave now. Out of familial affection, I'll spare your life. I don't need your help either. It would be best for you to live as quietly as possible."

Serphina swallowed what felt like tears about to flow.
Being hit didn't matter. Wounds heal with time.
But... what saddened her most was that things had now become absolutely irreversible.

Countless people had died.
Once lives were lost, it could never be resolved through dialogue.

'Why...!'

Why had it come to this?
Despite trying so hard, why couldn't anything be resolved?
Was it because she lacked power? Because she had no political foundation? Or was it simply because she was incompetent?

No, before that—
How did Brother Sidmid even know the academy headmaster's intentions?
The headmaster wouldn't have spoken about such things publicly. At the very least, if he had commented on issues related to the crown prince, she should have known about it too.

At that moment.

"...!!!"

On her way out of the residence, she encountered Stadel and Lilirose.
And as soon as she saw Stadel's face... she realized that he was in a position overseeing the imperial academies.

"Brother Stadel... could it be...?"

"...I have nothing to say to you."

"Did you tell him? That the headmaster said such things—"

At that moment.
Instead of Stadel, who turned his head away awkwardly, the voice that cut off her words belonged to Lilirose, Serphina's only older sister.

"Go back, Serphina. The empire needs change. Algot's methods will only accelerate division. Both of us agree with Brother Sidmid's thinking."

"Sister...!!"

"...Let's go."

As she watched the backs of Stadel and Lilirose receding into the distance, she collapsed on the spot, her strength giving out.

One thing was certain—
In this situation, there was nothing she could do.

* * *

Just as Sidmid had boasted, the massacre became a topic of conversation momentarily but was quickly hushed up.
Despite several families being wiped out, nothing significant happened. Even prestigious families were far too weak compared to the truly influential meritorious subjects who wielded power in central politics.
Among the nobles, the sentiment against Algot was much stronger than expected. If legitimacy hadn't been protecting him, he would have been overwhelmed by Sidmid long ago.

During this time, Serphina... had been secluding herself alone in her bedroom.
Due to the despair of being unable to change anything, she simply couldn't muster the energy to do anything proactive.
How many days had passed like this?

"Princess Serphina... Crown Prince Algot is looking for you."

"..."

Why would he be looking for me now?
If he were to say something like "become my ally" even once more, she was planning to flatly refuse and retreat back into her room.

However.
The words that came out of Algot's mouth were... so shocking they were almost unbelievable.

"You're going to... relinquish the throne?"

"Yes. I'm thinking of... passing the crown prince position to Sidmid."

"Brother..."

Algot smiled bitterly and muttered with his head bowed toward the floor:

"People around me are dying one by one just for following me. There's nothing I can do as crown prince. The nobles humiliate me, and because I can only command the capital's defense forces and private soldiers, I can't respond properly. If I continue to hold this position like a puppet... more people will die."
"So, I'm giving up. Sidmid is also a member of the Aingart family in the broader sense. Even if he becomes the next emperor... the empire can be maintained."

"..."

"Serphina. Go and tell him. I'll hold a crown prince succession ceremony, so please stop this."

Serphina couldn't say anything to Algot, who was muttering with resignation.
His expression looked so sad... she couldn't even ask what feelings had led him to make such a decision.

"Really?! That must be true?"

In complete contrast to the dejected Algot, Sidmid was elated when he heard the news.

"So he's finally stopping his stubborn insistence on legitimacy. Very well. I'll set a date immediately. At last, I can bring down the hammer on ungrateful ones like Orlando and Walnut."

Would it really be alright if Sidmid became emperor?
He was the perpetrator of a cruel massacre.
If someone who committed such an act could become emperor of the empire with the excuse of "a power struggle for the crown prince position," what reason was there for this empire to continue existing?

—While spending time imagining such thoughts, which were far too insolent for a member of the imperial family, one day.
Serphina, who had been summoned by Algot, tilted her head and asked:

"You want me to bring Uncle?"

"Yes. I received a letter from Uncle Kail, who had been in seclusion. He said he wants to attend the enthronement ceremony and would appreciate it if someone could meet him at Heil Castle."

"He could come directly himself..."

"You know about Uncle's strange stubbornness, don't you?"

"Well..."

Kail von Aingart.
Father's younger brother, who had remained in seclusion until recently, quietly passing the time without getting involved in the crown prince dispute.
From the beginning, even when Father was alive, he was a rather idle figure who spent his time far away from power—but in this situation, if he had supported Algot, his blood relation alone would have been a significant help.

"So I'd appreciate it if you could bring him."

"But we might be late for the enthronement ceremony..."

"If you use a carriage, you should be able to make the round trip within a day."

Heil Castle was located in a quiet area not far past the bridge from Aingart Castle.
Anyway... asking Uncle what to do next might be of great help, she thought.

"I understand."

So she departed for Heil Castle by carriage.
Indeed, it didn't take very long.

However.
The problem was something else entirely.

"Lord Kail, you say? I haven't seen him..."

"What?"

"Yes... wasn't he supposed to inform us if he was coming? Lord Kail has not come here."

"I heard he sent a letter to Brother Algot."

"I'm sorry, Princess, but this is the first I've heard of it. How could I possibly lie to you, Princess?"

Leaving behind the castle lord who was bowing apologetically, Serphina fell into thought.

'What's going on? Did Uncle not actually come but sent a letter? Why? He may be a frivolous person, but he wouldn't do something so pointless. If it wasn't him...'

If it wasn't Kail who did this, there was only one answer.

'...Brother Algot lied...?'

Serphina put her hand to her chin, deep in thought.

'Why would he tell such a lie...?'

Lies, especially troublesome ones like this, always came with reasons.
What could Brother Algot gain from this lie? Obviously nothing.
At most, it was just the fact that I had left Aingart Castle.

And at the very moment she thought that far—

Thump, thump!

'Could it be... that getting me out of Aingart Castle was the goal itself?'

Suddenly her heart began to race.
The driving force was the clear anxiety enveloping her.

Serphina immediately ran to the carriage and headed back to Aingart Castle.

*

And what greeted such a Serphina was——

'...!!!!'

——the sight of the Aingart family mansion, which held the rise and fall of the imperial family, blazing with flames.

Ch.182 - Chapter 182. Tyrant Serpina (4)
# "What on earth is happening...?!"

Serphina, who had been momentarily stunned by the unbelievable scene before her eyes, quickly regained her senses and threw herself into the burning mansion.

Inside were countless corpses. Most were officials from powerful families, many of whom Serphina personally knew.

And not long after, she saw two more bodies—those she knew even better.

"Sister Lilirose...? Brother Shtadel...?"

As she stood there in shock, staring at the unbelievable scene, a familiar voice reached her ears.

"Serphina...!!!"

When she turned toward the hate-filled voice—
Sidmid was glaring at her with dark eyes, blood pouring from his stomach.

"Serphina... you... you did this to me...!"

No.
No, brother. I—

She wanted to speak, but her mouth wouldn't move.

"You killed me!!!"

That's not true, brother! I just... I was just following Brother Algot's orders...!!

"You!!! Me, my siblings...! You... don't tell me you planned this from the beginning...!!"

CRASH!!!

His final words were cut short as stones fell from the ceiling, crushing him.

"Eeeek...!!!"

Having barely escaped the flames, Serphina heard a woman's voice.

"Princess! Princess...!!"

"...Iria?!"

She quickly moved toward the voice...
There, Algot, bleeding profusely, sat alongside Iria, who was holding his hand, both surrounded by corpses.

"Serphi...na..."

"Brother Algot! Are you alive?! Why... why is this happening...? What... what happened here?!"

"Using private soldiers... I summoned my siblings... and killed them with these hands..."

"...!!!"

"He too... brought soldiers... and this is what happened... *cough*. Sidmid... would have become a tyrant... destroying the empire... I had to eliminate him... for the empire's sake..."

"Brother!!"

"My siblings too... they only pursued their own advancement... sooner or later, they would have ruined the empire... *hack*!"

Algot barely managed to lift his head to look at Serphina.
His once brilliant golden eyes were losing their color.

"Serphina... you were different from the others. You didn't covet the throne... for the empire... sincerely... I knew... all along..."

"I'll bring soldiers right away, brother! We need to stabilize the situation and get treatment...!!"

"It's too late... I cannot live any longer... I know that much..."

Serphina, Algot, and Iria beside them all sensed it.
This was his final moment.

"Only you remain, Serphina... Among those with Aingart blood... you're the only one... unstained by dirty blood... So, this foolish brother... entrusts everything... to you..."

"I ask you... The empire... the divided empire, unite it again... bring peace to this world once more..."

After that, he said nothing more.

"...Brother...? Brother Algot...?!"

...He was dead.
Algot had passed away after entrusting the Aingart name to her, taking his siblings with him.

"...Princess."

"Iria...?"

"Please... fulfill his final wish."

Such sudden words were bewildering to Serphina, who had never even considered becoming empress.
Nevertheless, she assessed the situation as quickly as possible.
The thought that she needed to save whoever could be saved drove her actions.

"No, Iria, we shouldn't stay here. Let's get out together...!!"

She naturally wanted to take Iria with her, knowing Algot would want her saved, but—
Serphina froze, unable to continue speaking.

Iria's legs, which she thought were merely sitting... were gone.

"I was wrong, Princess..."

Only then did Serphina notice the ruby-colored eyes losing their light.
Yes, Iria had remained "alive" through sheer willpower until Algot could speak his final words.

"Princess. Please bring peace to this continent fallen into chaos once more... so my brother can rest easy... rebuild the unified empire... that's my final request."

BOOM!!

The mansion was collapsing.
It was clear that staying any longer would put her own life in danger.

"Iria..."

"If someone like you... had become my sister-in-law... I would have been so happy... I'm sorry... that my humble status... prevented it..."

"Iria...!! Iria!!!"

And so, as Serphina witnessed Iria's life fade away, her world went dark—

When she regained consciousness, she faced the will of House Aingart.
An unwanted crown as the final victor in the succession battle.

* * *

Yes.
She wore a crown she never wanted.
She suppressed uprising after uprising without accepting the outcome.
All to rebuild the unified empire.
To carry on the will of Aingart that had been thrust upon her.

"You asked, didn't you? That the possibility of consecutive rebellions is extremely low. But I can sense it. For someone like me who constantly detects the malice spreading through the air... consecutive rebellions are hardly surprising."

She became even more brazen, accepting the title of tyrant that now felt like fate.
As atonement for House Aingart's original sin, she reached for absolute power.
Whether she liked it or not, from the moment she inherited that will, everything had to be seen as her doing.
A tyrant who planned everything and successfully massacred everyone was more suitable to rule over people than a puppet who was merely given power after being pushed around.

The golden-eyed witch, sole survivor of House Aingart, covered in the blood of all her siblings.

That's why... Serphina smiled cynically and brazenly lied to Swen.

"Of course it's natural. I eliminated both Algot, the most likely successor, and Sidmid, who was his greatest rival, with my own hands. Naturally, I would earn their hatred. But with the previous emperor passing without properly designating an heir, having more than one person with Aingart blood was extremely dangerous. Though chaos did unfold, had it been delayed any longer, the empire would have certainly vanished from history."

Serphina continued speaking in a calm tone, without trembling.

"As the youngest with no stake, the only way for me to ascend to the imperial throne was through purges. If there were none who would follow me, I simply had to kill everyone and spare only those who pledged loyalty. It's ridiculously simple, isn't it? So I cleaned house. Because I was the one who had to wear the crown."

It was just such a trivial story.

And yet.
For some reason, Serphina... wanted to ask Swen before her.

"Swen."

"Yes."

"Do you not despise me?"

Swen answered carefully.

"...That's a sudden question."

"I killed my own blood with these hands. All for the imperial throne. Because I had no foundation, I destroyed all foundations. To seize the empire, I shattered the empire. With this being the case, I can hardly complain about so many rebellions, can I?"

She smiled bitterly, mocking the situation, with a shameless smile on her lips.

"I've taken countless lives. Naturally, I deserve countless hatreds. If you look around, there's likely someone near you who holds a grudge against me. I... had to live that way. Isn't it strange that you don't despise me?"

Yes.
She was used to being hated by everyone. Since inheriting the will of Aingart, she thought no one would understand her.
But why... why was she forcing Swen to answer?
What answer did she hope to hear from him?

Swen bowed his head briefly, lost in thought, then finally parted his heavy lips.

"I..."

* * *

"I do not despise you."

At my answer, Serphina smiled as if surprised and said:

"What pleasant words you speak, Swen. If this is you fulfilling your duty as a subject, I'd like to commend you."

Though she pretended to be strong with such words, her attitude was strange in many ways.

First, why bring this story up to me?
"I'm this terrible a person?"
To tell me she's the kind of woman who deliberately commits every possible evil deed?
So that I should despise such an evil person?

'No.'

On the surface, it might seem like a "loyalty test" asking "Will you still serve me despite this?"
But I couldn't shake the feeling that there was a true intention hidden behind her words, one that even she might not recognize.

Rationally, there was no need to bring up such a heavy topic now.
If so, her current state must be quite emotionally charged... which naturally raises the question, "Why did she become so emotional?"
The answer was obvious—because Serphina's expression looked so sad despite her words.
No matter what words came from her mouth, her eyes could never lie.

Until now, my judgments were based solely on my Intelligence 100 brain.
Though limited in scope, it always provided the correct answer when asked. I just had to follow those answers.
Even if I cobbled together flimsy reasons, I would inevitably win in the end—a favorable battlefield indeed.

But now.
I'm not judging the situation based on "infallible predictions."
My judgment comes from intuition.
The part where I think "that seems right."

Purely by my own will, I answered her.

"No. Even if I didn't serve you, Lady Serphina, I believe I wouldn't have despised you if I met you and heard your story directly."

"...Why is that?"

I bowed my head and answered slowly.

"Because I believe in my lord... in you, Lady Serphina."

"...!!!!"

Looking at her widened eyes, I continued:

"I apologize for such an odd answer, but this isn't the first time I've been like this, is it? I hope you can understand with an open mind."

"Swen..."

Serphina said nothing more, just stared at me for a long time...
Then turned and began walking ahead again.

"I hope you won't come to regret this, Swen."

"I won't regret it. It's entirely my decision."

Honestly.
I suspected that perhaps she had simply "taken on everything" herself.
Though based only on circumstantial evidence, there were many signs.
The stories she shared when we drank together that night, and now listing her evil deeds as if pleading.
To me, her plea seemed like an indirect way of saying, "Actually, I didn't do it"...
That's why I blurted out the somewhat inappropriate response, "I believe in you."

"I too was lonely, so I understand. Bearing a truth you can't tell anyone... carrying it alone as you move forward is terribly isolating."

Indeed, what truth was she hiding in her heart?
What happened to her?
How did she become the empire's successor, and... what cruel fate prevented her from becoming the unifying monarch?

As various thoughts troubled my mind—

"This is the place."

Serphina stopped walking and said.
Before her eyes were... four unmarked graves.

"What is this place...?"

"As you can see, graves. ...Buried here are my blood relatives."

"!!!"

"Algot, Sidmid, Shtadel, and Lilirose... My brothers and sister are buried here."

"I... see?"

"Do you think they're too humble for royal graves? It can't be helped. The graves of revered individuals tend to become sacred sites. Originally, hardly anyone besides me knows that they're buried here. No—"

Serphina looked at me with a faint smile.

"Now there are two people who know, Swen."

"..."

"Following my bedroom, you seem to claim many 'firsts' with me."

After saying that with a soft laugh—
She continued in a serious tone:

"I come here before and after suppressing each rebellion. You could say I'm asking them to look after those who gave their lives following their will when they reach the other side. Well, though the words sound nice, perhaps I'm just avoiding the weight I must bear."

After saying this, Serphina slowly turned to face the graves...
And bowed her head in silent prayer.
Her golden hair fell toward the ground, pulled by gravity.

It's full of contradictions.
She commemorates the siblings she killed for the throne, even hiding their graves?
As she said, if the graves of revered individuals become sacred sites, wouldn't it be more rational not to make graves at all?
Yet she secretly placed her siblings here, in this sunny spot.

And.
What does it mean that she's showing this only to me?

Perhaps she... still hasn't told me what she really wants to say?
If so, what kind of story could it be—

'No.'

I quickly dismissed the thoughts that almost troubled me.
What matters is that she brought me here.
And that she told me something she hadn't told anyone else.

I vividly remembered the night I spent with her.
Though I couldn't remember everything I said while drunk... I did remember my feelings at that time.

I wanted to stay by her side.
And I still do. I wanted to stay beside Serphina, who seemed like she might collapse at any moment.

Let me focus only on that for now.
Setting aside thoughts of continental unification, or why she brought me here and said such things.

With that decision, my complicated thoughts cleared.
I slowly closed my eyes beside her in silent prayer, asking a question to the deceased that would never reach them:

What happened to you, Lady Serphina?

Naturally, no answer came... only the quiet sound of the wind brushing against my ears.

Ch.183 - Chapter 183. Maybe I...
A few days later.
Irene was busy preparing for a long outing.

'Come to think of it, we decided to divide the occupation forces and dispatch them to various parts of the continent.'

As the vice commander, Irene was no exception, and she was getting ready to depart in earnest as soon as the training duties were roughly completed.
Would I not be able to see her face for a while?

Irene first greeted the head maid, whose face had become quite familiar by now.

"Well then, I'll be going. I'm counting on you to take care of the mansion."

"Don't worry, my lord."

"Miss Reika. I'd appreciate it if you could stay comfortable even without me around."

"Have a safe trip...!! I'll be waiting. When you return, I'll make lots of... delicious food for you...!"

"And..."

Seeing her hesitate strangely, I naturally realized it was my turn and approached her.
Irene's eyes trembled subtly as she looked up at me while speaking.

"Swen. I'll be back safely... so stay healthy and well."

"..."

The subtle feeling in her tone of voice.
Hoping that I wasn't doing something foolish, I approached her closely and—

"...!!!!"

I spread my arms wide and embraced her.
Quite surprised, Irene flinched slightly... but soon she didn't reject my embrace and rested her head against my chest.

"Have a safe trip, Lady Irene. I'll miss you a lot, but I'll be waiting."

"Yes... Swen, I'll do well and come back. I'll... I'll miss you too..."

"Please take care of yourself. You absolutely must not overdo it. If anything seems even slightly dangerous, you need to step back. Understood?"

"I won't overdo it. I won't do anything you tell me not to do..."

It was just a patrol after all, so I wondered if I was overreacting...
But even when she was in the Aishers army, she was a woman serious enough to risk her life for me.
If I didn't prepare her with these words, I would clearly be too anxious to breathe.

I slowly stroked her red hair with my hand.
Though she always showed a strong appearance and was indeed a person of firm resolve... at times like this, it was clear that Lady Irene wasn't always as hard as steel.

After seeing Irene off.

"...?"

"Ah, uh, th-that is...!!!"

I relaxed my expression and spoke to Reika, who was blushing and sweating profusely while looking at me.

"Do you have anything to do today?"

"What? No, well... I don't..."

The way she fidgeted with her fingers, not knowing what to do, felt strangely cute.

"Then shall we meditate together after a long time?"

"What...?"

"Don't you want to?"

"Ah, no, that's, um... I-I don't dislike it... I'd love to! I'd love to...!!"

Going to the library together to read books wouldn't have been bad either, but the time she seemed to enjoy most while with me was when we were meditating.
It wouldn't be bad to spend some time with her today.

And so, Reika and I immediately headed outside the mansion.

* * *

Thump, thump.

Despite having come out to meditate with Swen, Reika's heart was in a state where it simply couldn't regain its composure.

'That was really amazing...'

Lady Irene saying she would be going, and Swen embracing her tightly.
The sight of a well-matched couple, as if painted in a picture, made her feel a tickling sensation deep in her heart.

Though the relationship between the two seemed very solid at a glance—
What was surprising was that the two of them weren't actually in any particular relationship yet.
And Reika felt a strange sense of relief in that fact that they were "not in any relationship."

'If someday I have to leave far away... would Swen embrace me like that too...?'

Both Lady Irene and herself had similar starting points.
Moreover, considering that marriage talks had even been exchanged, she might actually be ahead in this matter.
So there was no need to feel discouraged, she thought, and at that moment—

'...Huh?'

A realization struck Reika's mind like lightning.

Wait.
Did I just... think of myself as being "ahead"...?

'...Ahead in what?'

If I'm ahead, in what?
In marriage talks?
If I'm ahead in marriage talks, what does that mean? What am I ahead in?

As her thoughts continued to connect, she finally reached a conclusion.

So, maybe I...

'Do I... like Swen...?????'

'Wait, wait, wait.'

With wide eyes and a reddened face, waves of thoughts began to crash relentlessly in Reika's mind.

'Actually, I didn't particularly want to get married... but still, becoming Swen's wife... I thought it would be fine. I didn't dislike it from the beginning. I was doing it because Father wanted it, but that's how women's marriages usually were... But at some point... something, something, something...!'

It would be a lie to say she hadn't felt excited when Swen introduced her as "my wife" in the library.

'But... Swen said that if I didn't want to get married, if I wanted to live freely, I could choose that path. It was a very grateful statement to me, but... there was always this subtle sense of distance that seemed to exist?'

"Miss Reika?"

'I didn't know what that distance was, but thinking about it now... maybe I wanted to hear something else...??'

"Excuse me? Miss Reika?"

'Rather than Swen giving me a choice, if he had firmly asked me to become his wife...!!!'

"Miss Reika!"

"Kyaaah...!"

Startled, Reika finally turned her head to look at Swen.

"S-Swen...?"

"Is something wrong?"

"No, that, well, I... I, n-nothing's wrong...!!"

"You looked very much like something was wrong."

At Swen's words, Reika asked in confusion.

"Why...?"

"You've been making all sorts of faces and seeming out of control. Usually when you meditate, you close your eyes and stay very peaceful. But you weren't like that..."

"...Was I... doing that?"

"Yes. Like this."

Watching Swen lightly mimic her behavior, Reika hung her head in despair.

"I'm sorry... I don't think I need to live anymore. I'll just end this life..."

"No, no! Why are you... that's too extreme!"

"But I showed such an unsightly appearance..."

"It's okay. More importantly, do you have something troubling you?"

"Troubling..."

Reika looked into Swen's gray eyes.
When she first met him, the impression that "he's very handsome but seems somewhat cold" was largely influenced by those sharp gray eyes.
But somehow, now those eyes looked so warm to her.
She felt as if the unique warmth that emanates from kind and gentle people was enveloping her heart.

'Troubling...'

Maybe, marrying Swen.
Maybe I'm thinking that marrying him, serving Lady Irene, and living cozily together might be better than living freely without any attachments—
—unfortunately, the courage to say such things did not exist in her at present.

"It's nothing..."

At Reika's words, Swen was silent for a moment, then nodded and replied.

"Is that so? Alright. I won't pry. But if you ever want to talk about it, feel free to tell me anytime. Okay?"

"Yes, yes...!"

The feeling of warmth in her heart returned at his words that she could talk to him anytime.

——The reason my heart started wavering must be because Swen is such a kind person.

She thought it must be quite fortunate for her that Swen was the unexpected marriage partner who had rolled into her life.

"Shall we continue then?"

"Yes...!"

Reika finally shook off the distracting thoughts in her mind and felt the mana flowing in the air.
This place was quite rich in mana.
It wasn't "overflowing" like a mountain full of trees, but she could feel that there was much more mana floating in the air than in the central continent.

'With this amount of mana... the new technique I failed before might succeed...!'

Reika recalled a dying rabbit she had found by chance in the garden of the mansion during her time at Valhalart Castle.
Back then, she had failed due to insufficient mana in the air, but she thought it might succeed now.

This was how she had always acquired new magic.
An image would come to mind, and she would formalize and implement it.
Despite no one having taught her, it was as simple as breathing for Reika.

Her growth over the past few days was particularly noticeable even to herself, making the handling of mana quite enjoyable.
The extremely complex problem of constructing a technique seemed like something that could be solved with just a little time from Reika's perspective, and indeed it was.

Reika had no idea that this was simply because she was a born genius...

'After meeting Swen... I've come to understand better...! Someday, I must repay the kindness he has shown me...!'

Firmly believing it was thanks to Swen, who had taught her various methods of practice, she continued to grow her admiration for him more and more.

And so, that day was spent meditating with Swen.
For Reika, this time was nothing short of precious.

* * *

Several days had passed since Irene's departure.

Upon hearing that the head maid was urgently looking for me, I quickly dressed and headed to where she was waiting.
As soon as she saw me, she bowed her head and spoke with proper etiquette.

"Ah, Lord Swen. You've arrived. I should greet you with 'good morning,' but..."

"It's fine. What's the matter?"

"Someone has come from the royal palace. Lady Serphina has requested that you come immediately..."

"Did you hear what it's about?"

I asked that, but I actually had some idea already.
The head maid's expression, more troubled than usual.
The urgent message looking for me.
And this situation where there was only one likely thing that could happen...

"Well... I don't know the details, but it seems rebels have risen up on the continent."

As expected.
News of rebels, just as I thought.
But that means...

'Lady Serphina's prediction was correct.'

A rebellion would occur. The basis for this was just my single "advice."
How could she have asserted with such certainty that a rebellion would happen?

Well, whatever the case, this is a matter that will be resolved once I meet with my lord and talk.

"I'll depart immediately."

"Yes. Please travel safely..."

After exchanging greetings with the head maid, I quickly put on my uniform and headed straight for the royal palace.

Ch.184 - Chapter 184. What I Never Did For Anyone
# Chapter Translation

Upon arriving at the royal palace, I found Serphina standing to greet me rather than sitting on her throne.

"You've come, Swen."

"My Lord. I've heard the news. ...Is it rebels?"

Hearing my words, Serphina gave a bitter smile.

"Yes. ...Your prediction was correct."

I can't believe another rebellion has broken out.
Above all else, how did Serphina know this would happen?

"Did you perhaps hear rumors about it?"

"Rumors, you say?"

"Yes. For them to stage another rebellion so fearlessly after what happened recently doesn't seem very efficient from my perspective. Security would obviously be tightened, so if I were the rebel leader, I would definitely postpone unless I believed in some kind of superstition..."

There's no way Serphina wouldn't have considered what I was thinking.
She was a capable person.
After the empire's fall, amid the chaos of the crown prince struggle, I don't think just anyone could have risen to that position by bloodline alone and maintained it until now.
Of course, I can't deny that she was given this opportunity purely because of her "bloodline," but bearing the weight of the crown wasn't something a noble lineage could do for you.

This is what constitutes "common sense thinking."
Naturally, I had anticipated the possibility of rebellion. My guess was not to advance. But unless Serphina had the same cheat ability as me, from my perspective, I could only assume she must have had some basis for her judgment. After all, proper evidence had always been the greatest influence on Serphina's decisions.

After hearing my words, Serphina let out a slight laugh and said:

"I see. Rumors... I'm sorry if I made you expect something, but I have nothing to tell you. My judgment was based on only one thing, Swen."

Then.
She came closer to me and whispered:

"Swen, didn't you say it wouldn't be appropriate to empty the northern continent by leading troops away? I simply believed in your words, comparing them with what you've shown me so far. I just filtered out the most likely possibilities."

"...If belief is the basis of your judgment, wouldn't there be many other possibilities more likely than rebellion?"

I asked this meaning to inquire if there was a reason she had pinpointed rebellion specifically.

"Certainly, if one tries to follow logic, one might think as you do. But... don't you know that things in this world don't always follow neat logic?"

Serphina heard my question and replied with a slight smile.

"If I had to say... I thought it was because a decisive opportunity had come to me. Fate always pushes me into a pit at moments like these. Since taking the throne, not for a single moment... as if I were cursed with the blood of the dead."

"My Lord..."

"Perhaps they're right. This is just the beginning... and I will continue to face such desperate situations. The price for daring to aim for the imperial throne that should never have been coveted. ...Isn't it ridiculous that a monarch is swayed by such absurd superstitions?"

The voice with which Serphina spoke lacked the usual clear strength.

Has it always been like this?
As if by some trick of fate, whenever a decisive opportunity appears, something always holds her back, and after repeated occurrences... has she half-resigned herself to it?
To argue that it's just an extremely improbable event happening by chance—that's not it—because even at this very moment, her words are proving true.
After all, rebellion has broken out, so our army's decision not to empty the northern continent was correct. Even if we hurriedly organized occupation forces to advance into the central region after suppressing the rebellion, by then the chaotic situation would likely have calmed down.
It was essentially as if the decisive opportunity had flown away. Though I wondered if it was right to call it a real opportunity, considering how quickly the northern continent would have fallen into chaos due to the rebels.

"Anyway, since rebellion has broken out, we'll just suppress it. There's no reason to hand over the Aingart family banner to those who don't follow me and chase after ghosts, is there?"

"Where has the rebellion occurred?"

"At Linenheight Castle in the northwest. The castle lord, Celine, claims that 'as the practical successor to the true Emperor Sidmid von Aingart, it is logical that she should become Emperor.'"

"Successor... Is there any basis for this claim?"

"Other than the fact that this worthless woman's family is one of the seven founding noble houses, the Jernst family—which is now meaningless—there is absolutely no basis."

Serphina clicked her tongue and said:

"Such a meaningless act... her stupid mind simply cannot comprehend it."

Though her words were harsh, her eyes looked sad.
What must it feel like to live a life where those who follow you keep stabbing you in the back?

Of course, during the purge of the crown princes, there seems to have been an extremely cruel process that I don't know the details of... but considering our conversation at the grave last time, perhaps Serphina was someone who had been sidestepped from the center of that issue.
While she didn't deny her own evil deeds, I strangely kept having such thoughts.

"Well, there's no need to worry too much. I've already sent people. The closest unit stationed there will quickly suppress the rebels."

"The closest unit?"

At that moment.
A name I couldn't easily ignore came from her lips.

"Yes. The one stationed closest is... General Irene from the nearby territory of Rose Castle."

"...!!"

Serphina saw my expression and smiled as if amused.

"My, Swen. You're making quite an adorable expression for someone like you."

"I, I..."

"Are you that concerned about Irene?"

Seeing her enjoyment at my momentary failure to control my expression, I could only bow my head.
There was no reason to lie, after all.

"At this point, there's something I'd like to ask."

"What is it?"

"What does Irene Juliet mean to you?"

"...Pardon?"

I raised my head to look at her face, surprised by the unexpected question.
There was certainly amusement there, but... it didn't feel like a simple prank or gossip-based curiosity.
It definitely felt different from the time with Yuuri.

"Lady Irene is..."

What is Lady Irene to me?
In truth, it wasn't something I needed to contemplate deeply.

"She is an extremely precious person to me. I would say I want to protect her. Someone I want to side with for entirely personal reasons. Even if the whole world turns its back on Lady Irene, I am prepared to stay by her side."

"...Even if everyone turns their back, you're prepared to stay by her side."

Serphina nodded slowly as if understanding.

"Well, considering you've changed lords twice together, and done so as a pair, I thought it wasn't an ordinary relationship... but seeing your resolute expression, it seems the two of you have an even stronger bond than I imagined."

After saying this, she lowered her head toward the floor—
And muttered in an extremely small voice:

"...I'm envious."

"My Lord...?"

"I envy General Irene. Having ascended to the imperial throne, yet without a single person willing to risk their life for me... to receive such pure support from you is something I can't help but covet."

Saying this, she slowly curved her lips into a smile.
Since the topic of Irene had come up, she had maintained a playful voice and expression, but—

I noticed her golden eyes trembling.

"There's no need to worry too much, Swen. Not only General Irene but also capable commanders like General Irian are there as deputies. Considering the scale of the rebel forces, it doesn't seem like General Irene will be in danger. She's a kind of commander, so she won't be on the front lines directly."

Hearing Serphina's words, my complicated feelings began to calm somewhat.

Moreover, in addition to her words, hadn't Irene repeatedly urged me before leaving?
She told me not to overexert myself and to avoid dangerous situations as much as possible, and I had answered that I would do so.
So there was probably no need to worry too much.

"You probably know better than I do, but isn't General Irene a 'siege specialist'? Considering the legendary achievements that spread when the red-haired female knight swept through the central continent alongside Brands' finest swordsman, Linenheight Castle will probably surrender before long. There's no need for me to dispatch additional troops; it will be resolved quickly. Don't you think so? Heheheh..."

As I watched her face laughing "kuhuhuh" after saying that, I suddenly realized I had just been asked a question.
Since it was about Lady Irene, not someone else, I thought I might as well check.

'Can they capture Linenheight Castle with the existing troops, without dispatching additional forces?'

The answer came rolling in, quite simply.
And it was.

A truly shocking answer.

[The fate of continental unification will arrive.]

'!!!!'

What?
It's just about capturing one rebel group... why would the fate of unification come?

"Swen?"

"I..."

Seeing me unable to continue, Serphina asked with a serious expression:

"...Has it come again?"

Hearing her words, I realized I had failed to hide my expression.
But at this point, there was no use in further discussion.
Instead of answering, I recalled "that question" as I had done before.

'Can Serphina von Aingart unify the continent?'

[No, she cannot.]

After confirming the result, I let out an involuntary sigh.

Really.
Was this truly, as she said, a kind of blood-soaked "curse" placed upon her?

Once again, the shadow of death was looming over Serphina's neck.

"What is it? What result did you get?"

"..."

Looking at her asking me with an urgent expression, I fell into thought.

Serphina... had predicted almost 99% of what my ability was.
She said she wouldn't pry into it, and she was indeed keeping that promise, but she was clearly certain about it.
Considering that her sole basis for not moving the army was my advice, this was even more evident.

Yes.
Let me think about this.
As long as the fate of unification lies with Lady Lunarienne, keeping her alive remains unchanged.

"My Lord. Please wait a moment."

"...Very well."

Serphina closed her mouth without further questioning and quietly waited for me to speak.

The first thing to consider was why "Irene capturing Linenheight Castle" would lead to a "chance for unification"?
And if the chance for unification was certain, why couldn't Serphina become the unifying monarch?

The latter was the same as before. She would die. Since she would die, naturally she couldn't become the unifying monarch.
Then why would she die? Because Irene captured Linenheight Castle? There was no connection, and it was impossible to predict anything with just this information.

'Information... I need more information.'

I looked into Serphina's eyes.
Yes.
If it was her, not someone else.
If it was her, who had almost perfectly grasped my ability... perhaps it was possible?

Looking at those eyes that seemed so pitiable somewhere deep inside...
Having decided to roll the dice in my mind—

"My Lord."

"Speak."

—for the first time, carefully, I asked a question in a way I had never asked anyone before.

"Could you perhaps ask me something along the lines of 'Would it be right for our army not to resolve the Linenheight Castle rebellion and leave it be?'"
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"...You want me to ask you questions?"

"That's right."

Yes.
Something I had never asked of anyone before, but a method that could essentially make me invincible if this request was fulfilled.

That method was to persistently ask others to question me.

The core of my Intelligence 100 ability was that whatever I said was absolutely correct.
Whether things took a roundabout path or natural disasters occurred, things would inevitably unfold exactly as I said. This absolute rule was unchangeable.
Looking at just this aspect, it would undoubtedly be an unprecedented cheat ability, but there were several rather tricky conditions.
The most troublesome among them was undoubtedly that someone had to ask me a question before I could make a prediction.

In this game, to hear the strategist's advice, the player always had to devise a plan first and then ask for confirmation.
The probability of the strategist being right or wrong was determined by their Intelligence stat, and if that strategist had an Intelligence of 100, the answer would always be correct.
The requirement that I needed to be asked a question before giving an answer was clearly inspired by that system. After all, this world was the world inside that game.

However, I couldn't just openly ask others to constantly question me.
First of all, explaining the mechanism of this ability was incredibly awkward. If I suddenly said, "Please ask me what would be best," wouldn't I be lucky to avoid being treated as a madman?
Even assuming I decided to do so, finding someone willing was another problem. I would need to prove that my words always came true, and even with proof, without sufficient evidence to believe it, people might dismiss it as mere coincidence.

But.
In that respect, Serphina was the perfect person to ask for questions.
She trusted me greatly. Additionally, she had come closest to figuring out my true ability through her own reasoning.
Moreover, she was the one who fulfilled the final condition that could plausibly package all these absurd abilities.

So, would Serphina notice?
If it were her, would she notice that I needed "questions" and... cooperate with me without saying anything?

After hearing my words, Serphina stared intently into my eyes for a while, lost in thought...
Then, in an extremely serious tone, she asked me a question.

"...Do you think it's right for our army to leave the rebellion at Linenheight Castle unaddressed?"

'Great!'

It seemed she had managed to grasp the true meaning of my request.
I quickly entered the question she had asked me.

'Is it the right decision for our army to leave the rebellion at Linenheight Castle unaddressed?'

[The fate of the Unified Empire will approach.]

'The answer hasn't changed.'

One puzzle piece fell into place.

Whether or not to suppress the rebellion at Linenheight Castle was, as I expected, completely unrelated to Serphina's death.
It meant that the conclusion would be the same either way.

In other words, to avoid the fate of this Unified Empire—that is, Serphina's death—I needed to approach it differently.

I recalled the first question I had received.
If whether or not to take over Linenheight Castle didn't matter... what remained was the dispatch.
Moreover, the fact that Serphina would die meant that, no matter what, it was connected to her.

"My Lord."

"...Yes. What question should I ask you this time?"

I'm incredibly grateful that she understands so well, but I mustn't forget to prepare some packaging to somehow cover up this situation.
Above all, I needed a new question first.

"The question I'd like you to ask this time is: 'Would it be efficient for our army if Lady Serphina personally leads the vanguard and is dispatched to Linenheight Castle?'"

"Are you saying it would be the right decision for me to personally lead the vanguard and be dispatched to Linenheight Castle?"

The wording wasn't exactly the same, but as long as the meaning was conveyed, the result wouldn't change.
I immediately entered that question.

And—

[It is not.]

—I finally obtained the answer I was looking for.

'...So that's it.'

The conclusion that it would not be efficient for Serphina to be dispatched personally.
From this answer alone, I couldn't tell, but I could understand why it wasn't efficient.

By dying, Serphina's army, as it was called, would seize the destiny to become the Unified Empire. That's what "the fate of the Unified Empire approaches" meant.
However, if Lady Serphina survived, that destiny would still remain with Lady Luna.
All predictions were centered around the nation I belonged to, and currently, I was a general belonging to Serphina's army. Naturally, from this country's perspective, missing a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity would not be an efficient method.

So.

"My Lord."

From now on, once again, to save her life.

"This time, I believe it would be the right decision for you to personally lead the army and be dispatched to where General Irene is."

I had to convince her somehow.

"...On what grounds?"

"There's something I must tell you. I'm not trying to insult you, so please calm down and listen."

I slowly bowed my head once...
Then, looking straight into her eyes, I said:

"Do you remember our previous conversation? Actually, you were right."

"...What do you mean?"

"I can... 'know' the most rational outcome currently available."

"!!!!!!"

Her pupils contracted sharply.
A means to explain this absurd ability.
Normally, such a thing wouldn't exist, but...

If I had any luck, it was that she was a woman of the Aingart royal family.

"I possess something called the 'Mind's Eye.'"

"What... did you say?"

"By closing my eyes and thinking about the question I've been asked... I can derive the most efficient answer through the 'Mind's Eye.' That is the ability I've been hiding all this time."

The final condition that could plausibly package all these absurd abilities.
That was precisely this keyword: "Mind's Eye."

Of course, I couldn't forget to set up precautions.

"Of course, I can't apply it to all questions, and there are numerous cases where I can't predict due to situations, physical condition, the movement of stars, and weather... but anyway, I can derive results that are close to 100% accurate."

I created gaps for my ability to slip through by listing plausible words.

The reason both Ginor and Serphina could somewhat guess my ability was because both knew legendary stories about "strategists with the Mind's Eye ability."
Even so, it was ultimately just a legend, so normally, one would think it was nonsense.
However, since the existence of "wizards," which was also just a legendary tale, began to be widely known after I was mistaken for summoning a meteor.
And that's not all. The incident where I went with Reika and destroyed the castle wall was witnessed by quite a few people.

Yes, wizards existed. Reika, who always greeted me with a smile when I got home, was walking proof, and a very small number of people, including Ginor and me, knew this fact.
Magic was also used when suppressing the rebels to save Jenis.
If we assume that a secret should not leak to even a single person to be maintained, it would be fair to say that the continent had already begun to gradually affirm the existence of wizards.

In this situation, where the legendary existence of wizards was gradually being proven real, it had become a perfect situation for another legendary keyword, "Mind's Eye," to be accepted.
It was truly ironic.
In the end, I was the one who created all this situation. More precisely, as a result of continuing to act according to my "100% correct advice," this situation had come about.
Whether I had predicted everything up to this point, or whether individual predictions had combined to somehow reach this result, I couldn't tell...

"So, please listen to me here. That is the best method our army can choose, my Lord."

At the very least, I was confident I could convince Serphina, who already had some suspicions.

Serphina, after hearing my words, remained silent for a moment, staring at me like ice...
Then, carefully parting her pink lips, she spoke.

"...Do you know?"

"Pardon?"

"Does General Irene also... know about this ability of yours...?"

I thought it was a somewhat out-of-place question in this situation, but it wasn't a question I couldn't answer.

"Lady Irene doesn't know. You are the first person I've mentioned this ability to."

"Really...?"

She maintained silence for a moment, then spoke with a trembling voice.

"Why...?"

"...What?"

"Why did you tell only me... something you've kept hidden even from General Irene, who is precious to you?"

Besides her trembling voice, her manner of speaking was strangely unfamiliar.
She, who always spoke in the language of an emperor, elevating herself, now seemed to be asking simply as one human to another.

Come to think of it.
What made me confide this ability to her?
Even with precautions in place, revealing such an absurd ability could potentially be dangerous for me.
In the worst case, they could imprison me and continuously extract answers to questions. It's a bit extreme, but possible. My strength is poor, so subduing me wouldn't be difficult.

Nevertheless, I wanted to convince Serphina.

Was it to protect the destiny of continental unification for my true lord, Lady Luna...?

'...No.'

Let's be honest. That wasn't the only reason.
If that were the only reason, there would be no need to take the risk of revealing my ability.
I simply wanted to save her.
I didn't want her to die.

Beyond all interests, that was the only shining truth.

"I wanted to... save you, my Lord—no, Lady Serphina."

"!!!"

"That's all there is to it."

I felt my chest grow hot as I uttered those words.
It's an emotion I've never felt before.
What is this feeling?

Looking at her, who was startled, blushing, and trembling... I was overwhelmed by an inexplicable emotion.

"..."

Serphina, lost in thought, silently stared at me for a long time—
Then, slowly turning her body, she said:

"...Are you saying I should personally take the field?"

"Yes, that's right."

"I understand. ...Swen, I will follow your intention. However—"

Serphina turned her head to look at my face.
The citrus scent emanating from her pleasantly caressed my heated chest.

"Later, you'll have to tell me more in detail."

"What... do you mean?"

"...Everything."

After saying that, she blushed slightly and raised the corners of her mouth into a crescent-shaped smile.

"You'll have to tell me everything, Swen."

Ah.

That smile.
For a moment, the image of her smiling lovingly in my dream flashed before my eyes.
Yes, that was the warm and beautiful smile I had seen in my dream.
Not the dignified smile of an absolute ruler on the throne, but a smile that an ordinary woman might make, as if thoroughly excited in a flower garden.

—Since your smiling face is beautiful, it would be nice if you could always smile like that.

It was an excessively sentimental thought for someone who had just revealed part of an ability they had never told anyone about.
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# After That Day

By order of Serphina, about 13,000 capital defense soldiers were mobilized to march toward Rose Castle where Irene was stationed. Serphina herself was the commander-in-chief. I was to participate as one of her adjutants, while Jena, the national strategist, was tasked with temporarily managing Aingart Castle.

Jena was the perfect candidate for this role, given her basic capabilities as a national strategist and her experience overseeing Aingart Castle when Serphina had descended to the central continent with the occupation forces. From what I heard, she had given Serphina very logical advice: "The forces at Rose Castle are sufficient. Sending additional troops might just waste military provisions." However, it seemed that Serphina, as the ruler, had dismissed this advice and proceeded with action.

Despite everything, she trusted me more than her national strategist. I wasn't sure whether to feel grateful or sorry about that.

And so, the day of departure dawned.

"I'll be back soon. I feel a bit bad about leaving my post..."

"No, no...! Please give my regards to Lady Irene, Lord Swen...!"

After receiving farewells from Reika and the maids, I joined the troops and we immediately began marching toward Rose Castle.

After passing through the castle gate and traveling some distance, I turned my head to look back at Aingart Castle.

At the top of the towering spire, Serphina's army flag—a golden yellow color—fluttered in the wind. Looking at this overwhelming structure built on the central island, still displaying the grandeur of the empire's—no, the continent's—largest and most prosperous castle, at least in appearance, I once again pondered the prediction.

Why would Serphina's life have been in danger if she hadn't left her post? And why would this country's destiny of unification only come about if she died?

I naturally found myself thinking about Serphina as a person. Setting aside personal opinions about her, everyone could agree on one fact: she was an extremely capable individual. She didn't look down on her subordinate generals, thoroughly took care of her allies, had a keen eye for the situation, made correct decisions in most cases, wasn't swayed by meritorious retainers, and was a ruler who knew how to listen to new people's opinions.

I couldn't understand why such a ruler couldn't achieve unification. More puzzling was why this country's fate could only be resolved if she disappeared—if she stepped down from the throne.

'Am I... missing something?'

My predictions are absolute. I felt that most keenly when I served as a strategist under Lady Luna. It was spine-chilling when Tifa found the treasure chest, and when mercenaries came after she spent that money.

So there must be a valid reason why she couldn't achieve unification... but what could it be?

Just a little more. It felt like I could figure it out with just one more step of thought... but right now, it felt like I was missing a few puzzle pieces.

'Forget it. I'll sort this out later.'

Anyway, Lady Serphina's fate had changed again due to my intervention. She would survive. Unfortunately for her country, it would miss another opportunity to become a unified empire. But I didn't feel guilty or burdened by this. Honestly, which country becomes unified is secondary to me. What matters is that I wanted to save Lady Serphina.

After several days of travel, we arrived at Rose Castle—a structure tiny compared to Aingart Castle.

"You've arrived, my lord."

Upon our arrival, Irene was there to welcome us. Seeing various armed officers standing in a row on either side of her, including Irian, I was newly impressed by how far Irene had risen.

"You've worked hard, Irene."

"Not at all. I'm merely doing what needs to be done."

Seeing Lady Irene from a distance felt both familiar and strange to me. To be more precise, her disciplined demeanor now felt somewhat awkward to me. Well, the Irene by my side is—

"I'd like a detailed report on the current situation."

"Yes. I'll explain everything in detail at the watchtower. I'll escort you now, this way—"

"Before that, how about exchanging greetings first?"

"...?"

Serphina smiled and nodded her head slightly backward.

Wondering what was happening, Irene looked puzzled as I carefully greeted her.

"Hello."

"Ah... S-Swen?"

"I'll go ahead, so take your time talking."

Serphina said this, then brushed past Irene and moved forward. I didn't feel bad about it. By now, I understood this was Serphina's way of being considerate. There were plenty of other officers, including Irian, who could escort her... so it would be best not to refuse her consideration here.

I approached Irene, who stood frozen, not knowing what to do.

"How have you been?"

"Huh? Well, I've been fine..."

Seeing me, Irene blushed and lowered her head, seemingly at a loss.
...Ha.
Why is this woman so lovable?
It was incredibly cute how someone who was tougher than anyone else in my absence became softer than any other woman in my presence. I didn't hide my overflowing feelings and expressed them openly.

"I missed you."

"Huh?! Ah, y-yes... m-me too."

"I'm glad you're healthy. I was worried you might be overexerting yourself again."

"I'm fine. Swen, I never forgot our promise for even a moment. I promised not to do anything dangerous..."

"Well done."

Feeling so proud of her, I slowly raised my hand and gently stroked her head. Irene didn't reject my touch and shook her head slightly in response to my hand, like a puppy. How cute.

After enjoying my touch for a while, Irene seemed to become aware of the situation again. She cleared her throat a few times and asked me in her usual dignified tone.

"By the way... may I ask one question?"

"What is it?"

"The rebel forces aren't that large, and we could have easily won without reinforcements coming like this. Why send additional troops? There are concerns that this might actually delay our operations."

Her words were logical.
The number of occupation forces deployed was already sufficient, and since Serphina's elite troops were the occupation forces, they could easily defeat rebels who had merely captured one castle.
This decision was solely to protect Serphina's life, nothing more, nothing less.
To a third party, it probably looked like a waste of supplies.

I considered trying to convince her with logic, but it didn't seem necessary to force complicated reasoning here. Especially since I was talking to Irene.

"It was my suggestion."

"Really?"

"Yes. I judged it to be the right decision."

Hearing my words, Irene nodded and said:

"If it's your suggestion, not someone else's, then it must have meaning. I understand. I'll cooperate. I'll explain it well to my subordinates."

Since that day when I appeared to have made a meteor fall, Irene had absolute trust in me. If she were the ruler, she would probably have no trouble making only the best choices.

'...'

Since she trusts me so deeply... perhaps I should tell her. It would be better to share with someone I trust rather than thinking about it alone and keeping my conclusions to myself. The person is Irene. I couldn't imagine—and didn't want to imagine—a situation where she would betray me. I didn't want to consider her trust as a variable. Rather than calculating that, I'd rather die standing.

"Lady Irene."

"Yes?"

"I have something to tell you. Do you have a moment?"

Seeing my serious expression, Irene looked around. Everyone had gone to escort Serphina and was far away, so it seemed like we could have a sufficiently private conversation.

"What is it?"

"I believe our lord... Lady Serphina might be in danger."

"...!!!"

Yes.
The thought that dominated my mind throughout the journey from Aingart Castle to here was the situation where "Serphina would be in danger if she remained at Aingart Castle."
Becoming a unified empire meant her death. Since the destiny of becoming a unifying monarch hadn't come to her. This was the same situation as before.
Then why would she die?
What kind of death could be avoided simply by marching here?

One possibility was an earthquake at Aingart Castle. If the royal castle collapsed, it wouldn't be strange for her to die while working there.
Given that nothing had happened on our way here, this possibility seemed quite low, but I couldn't rule out a scenario where an earthquake occurs on our way back and the royal castle collapses. Broadly speaking, this would be similar to the previous landslide case.

Of course, this was just one of many possibilities, with an extremely low probability. Natural disasters aren't called "acts of God" for nothing.
Between the meteor and the landslide—it seemed almost too convenient how I'd been using and avoiding natural disasters at just the right moments, so the scenario naturally formed in my mind, but I had to remember it was a very low probability.
Moreover, in this case, it wouldn't just be Serphina who would die if the royal castle collapsed; the impact of the damage would inevitably be enormous.
Therefore, I couldn't rule out the possibility that my prediction was different.

It wasn't a sudden illness or epidemic either. If that were the case, she wouldn't be able to escape her fate even if dispatched here.
If I were to forcibly fit the scenario of illness into the prediction, it would be something like "after departure, a sudden epidemic breaks out in Aingart Castle," but this was an issue that needed further observation, just like the earthquake, and had an equally low probability.

Then what was the most likely conclusion, one that made sense given the circumstances?

"I'm not certain, but I think there might be a group within the royal castle trying to assassinate Lady Serphina."

Hearing my words, Irene was startled and looked at me with a pale face.

"What... did you say?"

My conclusion:
"Serphina, while staying at the royal castle, would be assassinated."
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Irene composed her surprised expression, then looked around cautiously before moving closer to me and whispering.

"...Is that really true?"

"Yes. As I mentioned, I'm not completely certain... but it's the most likely possibility at the moment."

Assassination was the cleanest explanation that fit this situation.
At least it was far more credible than a natural disaster.

First, there were surprisingly many people who hated Serphina, even just within this country alone.
One piece of evidence was the series of rebellions.
The fact that another rebellion occurred so soon after the previous one made it possible to gauge just how intense the anti-Serphina sentiment was.
Serphina herself wasn't unaware of this, so she must have quickly realized that "if staying put is the right answer, then a rebellion will occur."

Until the moment she could say she was used to being hated—
How much of others' "hatred" had she been forced to endure?

And second, assassination was more probable than a natural disaster as the trigger for "Serphina temporarily leaving her post."
Of course, there would be plans to attempt assassination when she returned to Aingart Castle...
But if that were the case, my prediction wouldn't have changed. In other words, it meant I had somehow succeeded in preserving Serphina's life.
I would certainly need to keep feeding her relevant questions... but it would be good to acknowledge that we had overcome one major hurdle.

After hearing my words, Irene asked me with an extremely serious expression.

"What should I do?"

"Please continue to accompany our Lord as usual. Just 'be aware' of this fact."

"Does our Lord not know about this danger yet?"

"Not yet. Well, she might have noticed... but at least I haven't told her."

Even if she trusted my "Mind's Eye" ability, I myself wasn't confident.
In a situation where I lacked sufficient material to explain a definite outcome to her, carelessly running my mouth could actually ruin everything, so I needed to be more cautious than ever.

"I understand. We'll be returning to Aingart Castle after dealing with the rebels anyway... I'll conduct my own investigation."

"Is that possible for you?"

Irene smiled at my question and said:

"I've gained quite a number of followers."

Having comrades who believe and follow her words.
How much must Irene, who had been desperately lonely, have needed companions who would believe in her?
Seeing her achieving that goal and moving forward within Serphina's army made me feel proud somehow.

"I believe you'll handle it well, but I'd prefer if you could proceed discreetly."

"Don't worry. I'll investigate through other approaches without ever revealing that I'm looking for an assassin."

Irene wasn't the type to make empty boasts.
So I could probably take her "don't worry" at face value without any issues.
After all, if I don't believe in her, who will?

"Then, I'll see you later."

"Yes."

"Oh, right. Reika asked me to send her regards."

Irene silently nodded and then walked away to attend to her duties.

After seeing her off, I looked up at the sky.
The sky was blue without a single cloud.
While the air of this world didn't feel particularly heavy to me... it must be different for Serphina. She said she lived each day detecting hostility and murderous intent directed at her.
Although I couldn't say for certain yet—perhaps... this might be the condition preventing her from achieving unification.

'If that's true, then Serphina really is in a pitiful situation.'

I barely managed to shake off the sentimentality I was about to sink into.
First, let's suppress the rebels before us.
Whether we like it or not, thanks to those guys starting a rebellion, Serphina was able to preserve her life. If not for the rebellion, I wouldn't have had the opportunity to receive that question, and naturally, I wouldn't have noticed that Serphina was in mortal danger—I would have just been swept along by the tide of history.

The flag raised to overthrow Serphina had, conversely, protected her.

'How incredibly ironic.'

I decided to involve myself a bit more in her uniquely difficult fate.
At least while I was by her side, I wanted to be completely on her side.

And gradually—
My attraction to Serphina was growing stronger.

* * *

After the army departed from Rose Castle to suppress the rebels.

What was I doing, not participating in that?
I was spending time talking with Serphina, closer to her than anyone else.
Most of our conversation topics were about my ability, which she knew as the "Mind's Eye."

"So you can only know the outcome, not the process?"

"That's right. I can't always know, and in some situations I can't figure anything out at all... but when it comes to matters of state governance, I can generally predict what results will occur."

"And you can only do this when you receive a question?"

"Yes."

"What about asking yourself questions?"

"In that case, I can't make any predictions. That's why I asked you to 'ask me questions.'"

"I see... truly a fascinating ability."

Serphina looked at me with sparkling eyes.
In her gleaming golden eyes, instead of her usual charisma as an absolute ruler, there was a girlish curiosity filled with things she wanted to know about the world.

"Now I understand why you gave such strange advice. But I still have questions remaining."

"I'll answer everything I can."

After all, to save Serphina, I needed to be in the same boat as her.
While keeping some insurance, there was no reason to unnecessarily drag things out and withhold information.

"That time. Do you remember when rebels claiming to carry on Sidmid's will rose up? The time when Rahelven led them."

"Yes, I remember."

"You said 'there's a possibility that Aishers' forces will invade here.' Was that also discovered through your ability?"

"No. That was... more like my own speculation based on imagination rather than something I discovered."

"Speculation?"

Hearing this, Serphina nodded as if finding it interesting.
...It might be an extremely disrespectful thought toward my lord, but Serphina's reactions to each of my words were quite adorable.

"It's simple. I received an 'outcome.' Then, I work backward, eliminating impossible situations one by one. That's my method of advising you—proposing hypotheses derived through such reasoning. In that particular case, the fact that 'troops were needed at a seemingly insignificant castle' suggested to me that 'there might be a possibility of invasion there.'"

"I see. But... because the conclusion was so outlandish, what you said and what you didn't say became different?"

As expected of Serphina.
Just from hearing my words, she accurately grasped my circumstances.

"That's right. Even so, it was a bit too much to imagine such detailed aspects in my head."

"By the same logic, dropping boulders from the sky followed similar reasoning?"

"Yes. The outcome I obtained then was 'victory for our army.' Through reasoning, I worked backward to figure out how our army could win."

"So that's how it was..."

I gave Serphina a wry smile as she nodded.

"That's all there is to it. I don't have talent or insight—I can only perceive outcomes. All the fame as a white-haired wizard or whatever reputation I've gained can be considered mostly illusory."

Serphina listened to my words, fell into thought—
Then spoke with a somewhat resolute tone.

"I cannot agree with that, Swen."

"May I ask why?"

"If you lacked talent or insight, wouldn't the reverse calculation itself be impossible? Even with the 'Mind's Eye' ability to know how results will turn out, inferring why those results occur would be impossible without being knowledgeable. I'm confident you would have become an excellent strategist even without the Mind's Eye ability."

The sudden praise made me feel embarrassed.

"...I don't think I'm quite that good."

"You need to give yourself more credit. Excessive modesty is unpleasant to see. Hahaha..."

Serphina laughed happily like that for a few minutes...
Then, with a flushed face, she grabbed my hands with both of hers and said:

"Lynn... and Yuuri, they foolishly handed over such an incredible talent as yourself to me without properly utilizing you. How foolish. Truly foolish. Moreover, Lynn lost not only you but also General Irene. This situation itself feels like nothing but fate to me, Swen."

Serphina said this while running her tongue over her lips as if salivating.
Her obvious desire for me was so pure it was almost innocent.

Well, even in the game, a general with 100 intelligence was extremely helpful from a ruler's perspective.
Always saying the right things meant everything would be resolved by following their instructions.
Of course, as in the case of Lunarian forces destroyed by the Brands army, some things simply wouldn't work no matter what—but perfect prediction was inevitably a huge help.
From Serphina's perspective, I must be someone she'd want by her side no matter what.

However, I—

"Swen."

Without giving me time to continue my thoughts, Serphina addressed me.

"Yes, my Lord?"

"There is a matter on which I'd like your advice."

"I can't do everything, but..."

"That's fine. If you cannot figure it out, just say so. And I won't blindly follow your words either, so don't feel pressured."

Serphina spoke to me with sparkling eyes.
I wondered what to do... but a few pieces of advice should be fine.
It's not like I could twist fate with my ability, and generally the outputs were answers that made sense to the other party.
Things like "it's efficient to have a general with high strength repair castle walls"—most of my predictions didn't go beyond that scope.
Only a few incomprehensible predictions had troubled me.

While I was thinking about this somewhat lightly—

Serphina threw me a direct fastball that hit deep inside.

"Can I, Serphina von Aingart... unify the continent and rebuild the Aingart Empire?"

Ch.188 - Chapter 188. Overlaid Karma (3)
"...!"

Caught off guard by the unexpected question, I failed to respond properly and gave up a strike.

"How interesting, Swen."

"Pardon...?"

"I didn't think that question would trouble you enough to make such an expression."

"..."

As Serphina gazed at me with clear eyes after saying that, I found myself at a loss for words again.

She was right. In fact, that would likely be the question most rulers would want to ask first.
Any ruler who noticed even a little about my ability would ask that question first.
Since I had already received this question from Jenis, there was no need to answer it again if I were merely affiliated with Serphina's army—

Still, this was the first time my lord was testing my ability, so I had to input it.

'Can Serphina von Aingart become the unifying ruler?'

The answer came rolling in as expected.

[No, she cannot.]

'The problem isn't the answer.'

The issue was how to deliver it.

In a way, the solution was simple. I could just lie.
Saying something like "I cannot determine who can become the unifying ruler" would probably satisfy Serphina's personality without her pressing further.
Plus, there were genuinely questions I couldn't answer, which would make this response credible.
I didn't need to explain this "mechanism that only I know about." I could just say "I'm not feeling well today" or "The flow of stars is unusual, making it difficult to discern," and she would have to accept it. After all, this entire premise required firmly believing in my impossible ability to "always know the correct outcome."

But would that be okay?

This question wasn't about Serphina.
It was about me—the person giving the answer.

'Am I okay with lying?'

If Yuuri or Lynn had asked the question, I would have lied without hesitation, saying "I cannot determine the result for that question."
I had nothing against them, but they weren't significant to me either. They were certainly my lords, but there was no need to get attached to a nest I would eventually leave. I didn't particularly care about how their countries were run, and they didn't particularly desire me either.

But.
Serphina was different.

She kept saying she wanted me. Rather than intimidating or pressuring me, she approached quite submissively for an absolute monarch, listening to me and trying not to earn my hatred.
She was kind to Irene, who was dear to me, and her attitude toward her country and subordinate generals suggested a lot to me.

The only thing she had in common with the others was that Serphina's army was also "a nest I would eventually leave"...

So why couldn't I make a simple decision?
Why was my heart burning so intensely?

In life, such moments come along.
Moments when you waver with intense intuition at a crossroads.

The best way to avoid regret when looking back on this moment after sufficient time has passed—
was to answer according to where my heart led me.

"My lord..."

Looking into Serphina's sparkling golden eyes, slowly and carefully.

"You cannot become the ruler who unifies the continent."

I delivered the "truth" of her destiny.

"..."

My choice was to speak honestly.
I knew that being straightforwardly honest about this would do no good.
But I didn't want to lie to Serphina and deceive her. Perhaps I also wanted her to accept her fate.
I thought that was the way to save her.
The more she reached for an impossible destiny... the more faith in her turned into murderous intent.

"Is that so?"

"Yes. You cannot become the unifying ruler... that is the result."

Serphina's expression was... calm.
Not that her face showed signs of peace. How could I describe the feeling?

After several minutes of silence, her final response was quite deflating.

"I see."

"...Aren't you concerned?"

Though surprised by her plain response, thinking about it, such a reaction wasn't strange.
I could be certain of the premise that "my words are always correct" through inductive reasoning based on my experiences and knowledge of this world, but from Serphina's perspective, there was no evidence beyond my claim.
Of course, she was treating me with a very serious attitude and knew the keyword "Mind's Eye," which seemed almost identical to my ability, but it wouldn't suit her typically logical character to become dejected when I bluntly said "you cannot become the unifying ruler."

The Serphina I knew would probably say, "If that is my fate, then I shall twist that fate from now on," followed by a chuckle.

But.
Her answer to my question was something I hadn't expected.

"No. I'm just relieved that the answer was as I expected."

"...What?"

"I thought as much. I had anticipated that such an opportunity... would not come to me."

Serphina's shocking statement.
If anyone showed surprise to the point of it showing on their face, it was me.

"You thought so?"

Serphina spoke with a bitter smile.

"Didn't I tell you? When walking the streets, when sitting on the throne, and... until this very moment. I can feel malice toward me with every breath I take. When opportunities arose, they disappeared as if they had never come. Most of the things I did when I thought 'this is the timing' ended in failure."
"The country didn't collapse. Given that we inherited the foundation of the empire, it would have been strange for it to collapse overnight without unnecessary disputes over imperial authority. But those moments... moments when it felt like everything in this world hated me... looking back on them, I couldn't help but think that way."

"Perhaps I was not destined to become the ruler of a unified empire."

"My lord..."

"Swen. Haven't you found it strange? Why our country, which has pacified the entire northern continent and possesses the most powerful national strength, has been unable to rebuild the glory of the old unified empire for so long. Why there are so many rebellions. And why... like missing the opportunity to advance south on the continent this time, we always get caught up in something whenever the time comes."

I could only bow my head in silence at her words.
Even if I input "why is it so" into my mind, it would only output [Unknown.].

"But now, looking through your 'Mind's Eye,' everything becomes crystal clear. I... was not born with the destiny of someone who could succeed. What flows in me is not the fate to build a unified empire, but merely the last bloodline of the Aingart Empire. If the karma of the Aingart family, which has endured by consuming so much blood, is holding me back, then perhaps—"

She looked at me with a bitter smile.
That smile again.
An expression so precarious it seemed about to shatter.

"—I myself might be the final obstacle for this country."

What I just heard confirmed it even more.
Serphina truly was an insightful person.
She deduced that if she died, the fate of unification would pass to this country, based solely on the premise that "she cannot become the unifying ruler."
Of course, she would know far more about this country than I did, but even considering that, few people could view themselves so objectively.

Yes.
She wasn't incompetent.
It's just that... as long as she lived, the goddess of fate was siding with Luna, not her.
That was all it was, but...

Why?

Once again, my whim that wasn't a whim began to control me.

"However, this is only the result as of now."

"...What?"

"At this very moment, the answer to whether 'my lord can unify the continent' is indeed negative. But the Mind's Eye's prediction is only valid for that specific moment. It's also true that if the situation changes even slightly, a different answer can emerge."

My words weren't lies.
Only the result at this moment would come out; there was no compelling force that would never change no matter what.
She had already avoided a fatal destiny twice. The proof was that she was still alive before my eyes.

"So, I think it's a bit hasty to think that way. How about focusing on governing the country for now, and making efforts to achieve the best possible outcome?"

As I said this, I was surprised at my own words.

If I were solely "Luna's strategist," there would have been no need to say such things.
Then I wouldn't have thought I'd regret not telling her the truth, and it would have been best to just offer ambiguous wordplay like "I don't know."
There was a possibility that shaking her resolve might blur Luna's destiny to become the ruler of the unified empire.
Wasn't I originally trying so hard to save Serphina to keep my promise with Luna?

But now, I was.
Not concerned with who would become the emperor of the unified empire... but speaking solely out of hope that Serphina wouldn't break down.
I wanted her not to be sad. I wanted her not to be intimidated by superstitions like bad karma.
It was an incredibly emotional judgment. Why? What was she to me?

"Swen..."

After hearing my words, Serphina couldn't continue—

"...Ahah."

She broke into a bright smile.
It was the first time.
The first time she had smiled so joyfully.

At that moment.
The intense sunlight streaming through the window strongly illuminated Serphina's sparkling golden hair and snow-white cheeks.

"Thank you, Swen."

"...!!"

"As you say, I will definitely need the help of your 'Mind's Eye' to seize opportunities."

Serphina said this and extended her hand to me.
The absolute ruler.
Reigning over her subordinates, stretching out that snow-white hand forward in command was enough to give an extremely elegant impression.
As her subordinate general, I would look up at this and feel the charisma of the absolute ruler called the Tyrant of the Northern Continent with my whole body.

But at this moment.
The image of Serphina extending her hand to me was not that of an absolute ruler looking down at me—
but that of a companion walking alongside me, matching my pace.

"I'll be counting on you from now on, Swen."

Thump.
Thump.

Against my heartbeat, which was beating so fiercely I could clearly feel it, there was nothing I could do.

Ch.189 - Chapter 189. Her Proposal
Shortly after.
News arrived at Rose Castle from the dispatched occupation forces that the rebels had been suppressed.

The destination was Linenheight Castle.
The number of soldiers deployed to subdue the rebels was only about 1.3 times the number of rebel forces stationed to defend the castle.
This was truly an astonishing figure considering it was a siege battle. Generally, it was common knowledge that siege attacks required at least twice the defending forces, as they were overwhelmingly more difficult than defensive battles.

The commander of the attacking forces was Irene Juliet.
Her performance truly lived up to her reputation as a "Siege Specialist."

As she had boldly claimed, the rebellion itself was suppressed with surprising ease.
From the beginning, it was nearly impossible to overthrow Serphina's forces by simply taking over a normal-sized territory and castle located in the northern continent.
Of course, if the continent had been completely empty, things might have been different... but the occupation forces didn't advance, and their reckless challenge was crushed without even blooming.
In any case, my advice had proven correct once again. Without commanders or troops, they would certainly have suffered a much greater blow than they did now.

Celine, the leader of the rebels and former lord of Linenheight Castle, was found hanged.
Her suicide note, cursing Serphina even in death, was burned along with her body on Serphina's orders.
What could have fueled such hatred that drove her to carry out a rebellion with clearly no chance of winning?
What bothered her so much that she threw herself at Serphina like a moth to a flame, prepared to lose her life?
The one who could answer that was no longer in this world.

And—
Having succeeded in proving herself, Irene became a triumphant general through this battle.
I heard that she had personally rushed to save one of her adjutants who was in danger at the front lines.
Though I had told her several times not to push herself too hard, from her perspective it probably wasn't excessive... still, I couldn't help feeling uneasy about sending Irene to the battlefield.
In fact, I could sense that the officers' opinion of her had improved significantly since she saved the adjutant's life.

If previously the prevailing attitude was that she was still considered an outsider, now many more people regarded her as one of their own.

"As you commanded, I have resolved the rebellion at Linenheight Castle."

Serphina rose from her lord's seat and approached Irene, who was kneeling and reporting to her lord.
Then, in front of her—she knelt on one knee to meet Irene at eye level.

"You've worked hard, Irene. I will never forget your dedication."

"My lord..."

Irene's purple eyes sparkled for a moment.
A female knight raised to protect someone, desperately yearning for recognition.
Having never received proper encouragement, let alone recognition, no matter how much she accomplished, this moment must have been especially meaningful for her.

"...I was only doing what was expected of me."

"No. While it may seem natural for you to work for me as my loyal servant, risking your life to fight for your lord in times like these is something of great value. I will never forget that, Irene."

Watching Irene gradually blend in as a valuable talent for Serphina's forces gave me mixed feelings.

Seeing her finally receive recognition after all her thankless hard work made me happier than if I had been recognized myself...
But increasingly, Luna's face kept appearing in a corner of my mind.
Someday, I might have to leave this place.
Irene would follow me without hesitation. That's what worried me. I didn't want to make things difficult for her.
Though I had initially approached her simply thinking "it would be good to have a powerful general," she had now become one of the most important people to me.

Still, for now, I should be content with seeing Irene's satisfied expression.

And a few days later.
A mass execution ceremony for the captured officers who had sided with the rebels was held at Rose Castle.
Once again, Serphina had to take the lives of those who had once served her with her own hands.
How many times had she repeated such acts until now, and how many more times would she have to repeat them in the future?

After the execution ceremony, a schedule was finally set to return to Aingart Castle.
Originally, only I, Serphina, and the military officers who had come as reinforcements were supposed to return—
But perhaps due to Serphina's personal consideration, Irene was also allowed to return to Aingart Castle with me.
It seemed that General Irian would take charge of managing the occupation forces here. He should be reliable enough.

And now, I—

"Should I understand this to mean there won't be any rebellions for a while?"

In the carriage heading to Aingart Castle.
In this extremely private VVIP space with heavy escorts because the monarch was riding in it... I was sitting next to Serphina, keeping her company.
We were sitting side by side in the narrow carriage, not facing each other but right next to each other.
Perhaps because I was closer to her than ever before, or because this was her personal carriage,
a powerful citrus scent that seemed like it would seep into my body filled the air inside.

"I can't say that with certainty... but I think it's safe to say this decision won't be detrimental to us."

Since hearing about the "Mind's Eye," Serphina had been keeping me by her side all day, asking questions about most decisions.
At first, she asked if rebellions would occur, but that was truly beyond my knowledge.
My previous predictions about rebellions were merely speculations based on results, not actual predictions that "a rebellion will occur."

The reason I could answer like that was—
because the result showed that this "decision to return to Aingart Castle" was the right one for our forces.

It wasn't something like [An excellent choice] or [Couldn't be better], just a simple [Yes]—
but if it had been a harmful decision, it would have shown [No], so it was natural to consider this the right answer.

"I see..."

Serphina nodded with interest, then smiled and said,

"Swen. You must have had a hard time too."

"Me?"

"Yes. I've been testing your 'Mind's Eye' for days, but you've only been able to answer a few questions. Organizing your thoughts within these constraints must have been quite difficult."

Her words were true.
I had received many questions over the past few days, but there were few opportunities to worry about whether I should be honest.
Most questions resulted in [Unknown] outputs.
Which meant I didn't even need to lie to her.

"The Mind's Eye is certainly an impressive ability, but it has more limitations than I expected. You've done well to provide advice under such circumstances."

"As I've mentioned several times, it's just miscellaneous knowledge."

"Didn't I tell you just a few days ago that excessive modesty becomes poison?"

She said this and then covered her mouth, laughing as if amused.

...She's beautiful.
I thought Irene was beautiful, and Reika too, and even Luna from before was certainly not lacking in appearance—
But setting everything else aside, if it were purely a contest of beauty, I don't think any woman could surpass her.
I turned my head slightly, afraid that if I kept staring, I too would fall under her spell.

"Well, there will be many opportunities to test it in the future. We have plenty of time for that. Hehehe..."

"..."

It was strange.
My heart... ached.
This wasn't the first time I'd heard such nuanced words from Serphina.
When I heard similar talk before, I was a bit concerned but didn't feel much else.

Now... every time I heard Serphina talk about continuing together, it felt like a stone was dropping in a corner of my heart, making me feel suffocated and pained.

'I mustn't be swayed...'

I mustn't forget the promise...
After all, she was someone who believed my words without any conditions or tests.
Luna was the one who trusted my words and abandoned her country to rely on another.

How could I forget my promise to her?

Serphina, either unaware of my complicated feelings or deliberately pretending not to notice—
very smoothly brought up "that topic."

"It seems there will be much to do when we return to Aingart Castle."

"Isn't that always the case for someone in the position of a ruler?"

"Generally yes, but this time it will be quite challenging. Once again, I'll have to deal with those who follow me."

"Pardon?"

The keyword "deal with" gave me a strange sense of unease, but Serphina shook her head lightly and said,

"It will be more like persuasion than confrontation. Some will certainly appear who won't understand."

"What matter requires such persuasion?"

Depending on who's looking, Serphina's perspective might seem like that of an ideal leader, but this world fundamentally had monarchy as its most common political system.
In other words, when the monarch says jump, you simply ask how high. Those who couldn't accept this sometimes rebelled, but the result was almost always immediate execution.
Moreover, she was the ruler of Serphina's forces, the successor to the former Aingart Empire. Even if rebellions continued from those who couldn't accept this, her every word carried far more weight than those of other lords.
Despite this, what could be so controversial that she would need to use the word "persuasion"?

Serphina fell into thought for a moment, then suddenly turned her head to look at me.
In that instant, her lips once again captured my attention.

The moment I had kissed her... stirred me again.

Was it punishment for having such audacious thoughts while she was about to bring up an important matter?
Indeed, what Serphina proposed was radical enough to face opposition from many.

"Swen. I'm thinking of appointing you as the National Strategist."

Ch.190 - Chapter 190. Divine Eye (1)
"Are you referring to the position of National Strategist?"

"Yes."

It was certainly a bold proposal.
If we were only considering ability, it made perfect sense to promote me. If I had been playing this game as Serphina, I would have immediately appointed Swen with his Intelligence of 100 as the National Strategist.
In the game, if someone had higher Intelligence than you, you'd simply say, "I can entrust the affairs of state to you with peace of mind," and gracefully accept it—

But in reality, people rarely willingly relinquish power that has fallen into their hands.
No matter how exceptional the successor might be, it's difficult to step aside quietly.
Just look at the case of Anima and Ginor. Even though Ginor, who served as the final chancellor of the restored empire, was clearly more suited for the National Strategist position than Anima, who was merely one of the more intelligent founding contributors to the Aishers army, the country was still thrown into turmoil over the matter.

"If I may ask, what is the general opinion about Lady Jena among the generals?"

"We don't even need to ask the generals. When I had just ascended as the imperial successor after killing everyone, she was the one who quickly stabilized the chaotic political situation and ensured that power was entrusted to me. In other words, I am deeply indebted to her."

If she were to remove Jena and promote me instead?
I was different from Irene. At least Irene had proven herself on the front lines, but all I had done here were things that others could hardly notice.
For example, confronting Serphina in private or helping Jenis prevent the extinction of the Al Kaski family.
While Serphina and Irian might be grateful to me, from an outside perspective, I had done nothing visible for this country.

Moreover, weren't Serphina and I already entangled in strange rumors?
A young female ruler repeatedly summoning a young male general of similar age for private meetings, and suddenly that male general being appointed to the position of National Strategist, essentially the second-highest position in the country...
Even as a third party, this would look like nothing but giving a position to a lover.

The astute Serphina couldn't possibly be unaware of this.
So I looked straight into her eyes and asked:

"Despite that, you would promote me, an outsider who rolled in?"

Serphina looked at me as if wondering why I would even ask such a question.

"But don't you think it's rational, even from your perspective?"

"I cannot agree. With the unsavory rumors already circulating about us, such an action would likely shake the generals' loyalty."

"Are you suggesting that I should be concerned about appearances when appointing someone more capable to a fitting position?"

"I can't help but recall what my Lord once said about the importance of humility."

She seemed amused by my roundabout way of speaking and let out a laugh.

"You absolutely refuse to back down, not even a single word. Right in front of me, no less. Hehehe...♥"

The position of National Strategist.
Should I really rise above Jena to take it?
No, to begin with... I would eventually have to leave her, so would it be appropriate for me to accept such a high position?

Of course, becoming the Strategist would allow me to leave her side more safely.
The position of Strategist, the deep trust built through our experiences, and the "Mind's Eye" as leverage.
I had successfully created a situation where she couldn't refuse to listen to me.
After becoming Strategist and making some accurate predictions, when the Lunarian army reappears, I could say, "You must let me go now," and safely return to Luna's side with Irene and Reika without any risk.

But if that happened—

'I would end up using Serphina.'

At least for now, I didn't want to use her, so I quietly shook my head.

"It's too prestigious a position for someone like me. I believe Lady Jena would do better than someone like me who can only rely on the 'Mind's Eye.'"

Serphina looked at my face for a moment, then turned her head to face forward again.

"If that is your wish, I won't insist further. But I would like you to remember one thing."

Serphina parted her lips again.

"Swen. If you desire it, I will give you the position of Strategist. Not only that. If there is anything you want, I will grant it, whatever it may be. So, if your mind changes even a little... I would like you to tell me honestly."

"..."

If my mind changes even a little...
It seemed Serphina had vaguely noticed that I served someone other than her as my true lord.
Not just with these words, but several times before, she had spoken with similar nuances. That she didn't care who else was in my heart, that she didn't mind being second...

'Lady Luna...'

I remembered those ruby-colored eyes trembling as they looked at me in the royal castle of the insignificant Jeilant.

When I turned my head, I saw golden eyes that shone beautifully but couldn't hide the loneliness seeping from within.

I...
What should I do?

'Lunarienne Iniang and Serphina von Aingart... whom should I follow?'

Since I'd never received such a question before, naturally no answer was forthcoming.
Of course, even if I did receive that question, the expected answer would be "Unknown."
All I could do was give a bitter smile.

This was a decision I had to make myself.
Intelligence stats were meaningless in the face of this question.
And whatever decision I made, all responsibility would fall on me.
I couldn't avoid the fact that the time for that ultimate choice was drawing closer.

And so, I spent time with Serphina in the carriage.
The scent of citrus was seeping deep into my body and soul.

* * *

After returning to Aingart Castle, one thing became clear.
The threat to her life was not a natural disaster.
Nothing unusual happened during our journey, and several days passed without any concerning news.

So indeed—

'The probability of assassination was high.'

It was most rational to conclude that she had escaped an assassination attempt.
While nothing in this world can be 100% certain, given the current situation, this was the most reasonable judgment.
Although we managed to avoid this fate somehow, there was no guarantee there wouldn't be another attempt.

Therefore, I needed to verify whether she had truly escaped the threat of death.
So, to Irene who had returned with me—

"You mean Lady Luna?"

"Yes, that's right."

I brought up the conversation to prompt "that question."

"...I haven't forgotten what you said. That someday you'll return to Lady Luna's side."

"Do you also remember why?"

"Well... because you believe that Lady Luna, whom you originally served, is the ruler destined to unify the world, isn't that right?"

Good.
Finally, I could receive that question again.
With some nervousness, I entered the question:

'Is Lunarienne Iniang destined to become the ruler who will unify the continent?'

I wondered what I should do if the answer was negative—
Fortunately, it seemed my plans weren't that convoluted.

[Yes.]

'Phew...'

I let out a sigh of relief.

It's still the same.
The statement that Lady Luna would become the unifying ruler was equivalent to saying that Serphina would survive.
In any case, it meant that the shadow of death hanging over her had been lifted once more.

"I'm glad you remember well."

"Swen..."

Irene hesitated for a moment, then spoke to me in a careful tone.

"As I've said many times, Swen. I will be on your side no matter what happens. Whatever choice you make, I will stay by your side, so don't worry."

I wondered briefly why she suddenly brought this up.
Perhaps in this situation, when I mentioned Lady Luna, she had many thoughts from her perspective.
Feeling grateful for her concern, I smiled and replied.

"Thank you. I will do the same for you, Lady Irene."

"...Yes."

After ending my conversation with Lady Irene.

The first thing I proposed when I met Serphina, who had safely returned to the royal castle, was—

"A guard knight, you say?"

"Yes."

Even though she had escaped her fate, there was no guarantee there wouldn't be another assassination attempt.
Since I couldn't always ask the perfect questions at the right moment, thorough preparation was necessary.

"I already have at least four armed guards accompanying me in important places."

"That's why... I would like General Irene to be among them."

Irene was the only one I had informed about the possibility of Serphina's assassination.
And I didn't have any other military officer I could openly discuss such matters with.

"Hmm..."

"Although she holds the position of deputy commander of the occupation forces, she hasn't yet participated in occupation operations, and the position of guard knight is relatively less prestigious than deputy commander, so there shouldn't be concerns about favoritism."

"What's your reason?"

"..."

If I directly said that someone seemed to be trying to assassinate the lord, it would only confuse her again.
I wanted to protect her without disturbing her mind if possible.

But I wasn't confident I could win this argument with complex explanations.
If I engaged in a serious debate using only words, I might lose.

So here, I decided to take the direct approach.

"I want to see General Irene more often."

"Oh?"

Since joining Serphina's army, what I had done most was dealing with Serphina, the ruler.
Naturally, I accompanied her as an aide wherever she went, and after returning to Aingart Castle, my duties were essentially no different from Serphina's guard warriors, maintaining a close relationship with her.
So naturally, if Irene became a guard knight, she would have more opportunities to meet me.
Since Serphina knew that I valued Lady Irene and tended to accommodate me as much as possible, she would probably agree.

"If it's acceptable, I would appreciate your permission."

Serphina covered her mouth and laughed as if finding it amusing.

"How bold, Swen. To interfere with the ruler's personnel authority simply because you want to see someone."

"..."

"What about General Irene's opinion? Of course, she would obediently follow my orders, but as someone who commands many as deputy commander, she would naturally be dissatisfied with suddenly being assigned as my guard knight."

"You don't need to worry about that."

Irene wasn't the type of person who was obsessed with her title, position, or status.
She only wanted her usefulness and value to be recognized—she wasn't living to climb to high positions.
If she had been that type of person, she would have already despaired when Lynn repeatedly demoted her, but I knew well that she didn't despair and instead burned her flame vigorously for Lynn until the very end.

Moreover, she had been raised from the beginning as a guard knight for the Brands family, specifically Lynn, so she wouldn't have any particular aversion—that's what I meant.
But Serphina seemed to interpret it differently, giggling again as if finding it amusing.

"Is that confidence that she would never refuse your wishes? Both you who think that way and General Irene seem to have quite girlish aspects."

...Honestly, as she said.
I couldn't imagine Lady Irene refusing my request.
She would probably do it gladly. Because she was that kind of person, I wanted to protect her even more.
To me who didn't answer, Serphina nodded.

"Very well. I will do as you wish. Since we'll mostly be acting as a garrison force guarding the northern continent rather than engaging in occupation activities for the time being, I'll make her my guard knight until we set a definite date for continental advancement."

"Thank you."

"No need to thank me. It's not like I'm the one at a disadvantage, am I? Beyond ruler and subject, I am merely a woman who wants to look good in your eyes, so how could I refuse the request of such a person? But... having granted your request, it seems only fair that I should also get what I want."

"If it's something I can do, I will certainly do so."

Hearing those words, Serphina wore a satisfied smile on her face—
She approached me, blushing, and said in a clear tone:

"Swen, you must devote yourself more to me...♥"

* * *

Since that day.
As she had approached me with shining eyes and said—
I was indeed 'devoting' myself more and more to Serphina.
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—Of course, most of that time was filled with state affairs.

Although I hadn't obtained the position of National Strategist, Serphina, who had learned about my "Mind's Eye," discussed and decided on almost all state matters with me rather than Jena.
From the most trivial matters to what should be done in the future.
It would be accurate to say that while Jena was inspecting the northern continent as a whole, I was handling all the minor internal affairs.

And.
Irene Juliet, who returned with me from Rose Castle to Aingart Castle, officially became Serphina's guard knight.
At first, there were opinions that this was essentially a demotion—but Irene, without any particular strong reaction, knelt before Serphina and answered that she would gladly perform the duty.
After talking with her separately later.

"You thought I had ordered it?"

"That's right."

On our way back to the mansion.
Irene turned her head to look at me.
In her violet eyes, the word certainty was vividly present.

"Because there's no way the Lord would call me, the deputy commander, to be a guard knight without reason. Besides, Swen, haven't you been spending a lot more time with the Lord lately? I naturally thought there must have been a conversation between you two."

After saying that, she looked at my face and carefully asked.

"...Was I wrong?"

"No. You're right, Lady Irene. Still, I'm just amazed at how accurately you guessed it."

"Well, it's not just anyone but your order, so there must be a reason. I had my suspicions."

At that moment, Irene, who had been speaking with a smile, stiffened her expression and then approached close to whisper in a quiet voice.
The scent of her body that wafted over wasn't unpleasant.

"Is it related to what you said about the Lord being in danger?"

Since there was nothing more to hide from Lady Irene, I just answered straightforwardly.

"Yes. That's right."

"I see. I understand. If it's about protecting the Lord, it will certainly be a worthwhile task."

Lady Irene probably feels much more gratitude or debt of heart toward Serphina than I do.
If it helps her, she'll do it without much complaint.
Someday I'll have to take her with me, and this decision will be a great help in making Irene feel at ease.

"By the way... a slightly different topic."

"Go ahead."

Irene hesitated for a moment, then asked again in a careful tone.
If the previous question had been quite serious and earnest, this time she seemed more embarrassed, with her face completely flushed.

"Well, um... I'm curious about what kind of conversations you usually have with the Lord."

Seeing Lady Irene's transparent question, a smile naturally bloomed on my face.

What kind of conversations, huh?

"Just general discussions about state affairs. You don't need to worry about any strange rumors."

"No, no! Swen, I'm not believing the rumors... just..."

"Instead, let's spend time together today. We haven't had much chance to talk since we got back because you've been busy too."

Irene had been maintaining a lifestyle where she would leave when the sun rose and return only when evening came.
I was also busy being dragged around by Serphina.

"Huh? But, um, what about Reika?"

"It'll be fine today."

On my way out, I exchanged greetings with a hollow-eyed Reika.
I heard she had stayed up all night reading books, so she's probably in dreamland by now.

"So let's spend some time together after a long while, Lady Irene."

At my words, Irene thought for a moment—
Then she bowed her head deeply and answered in a small voice.

"...Okay."

And so, I was able to spend time with her after a really long time.
The time spent with her was practically my only rest period, as someone who had to fight daily with giving correct answers.

*

Time passed.
Today, just like any other day, the question-and-answer session with Serphina continued.
She would ask questions, and I would answer.
It was a truly simple mechanism, but with my "Intelligence 100" ability that only spoke absolutely correct words, this Q&A session took on meaning beyond simple conversation.
Now, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that I was single-handedly guiding the actions of Serphina's army, the strongest nation, half-jokingly.

"So it's not yet time to wage war?"

"That's right. It seems like something else is about to happen behind the scenes."

"You mean you don't know whether it's a rebellion or not."

"Yes."

I wanted to give her a precise answer, but as someone who could only know the outcome, I could only provide an ambiguous response.
In the past, I might have been dismissed with "That doesn't make logical sense," but the current Serphina was different.
She listened carefully to each of my words and accepted them if I said so.

"...I understand. I'll think more about that part. If that result is a firm truth, there must certainly be a reason."

Serphina's approach to this "absolutely correct truth" was eerily similar to mine.
The method of extracting possibilities based on results, and then inferring which among them had the highest probability.
While I knew everything about this world, she couldn't do that much even as a ruler, so her success rate was inevitably lower than mine—
But I thought that if she also had this "Intelligence 100 ability," she might be able to utilize it even better than I could.
She was a ruler, and she would be much more knowledgeable about state management and military tactics than I was, whose knowledge came entirely from playing games for 10,000 hours.

"Then, I'm thinking of assigning a mission soon—what would be the most appropriate way to organize it?"

In fact.
Being a strategist with Intelligence 100 wasn't much.
Its essence was simply answering questions like that.

I gave her the most efficient answers to all her questions.

As a result.
Much bigger changes were happening in this country than I had thought.

She prevented a flood disaster in advance, gaining the trust of the domain's people.
Through reasonable deals with merchant leaders, she was able to obtain a year's worth of military provisions at a cheap price.
Her decisive action also prevented the proliferation of bandit groups.

Since the best results came from following her orders, Serphina's reputation naturally began to improve.
While her reputation among the military officers wasn't bad to begin with, considering that the hearts of the domain's people weren't completely following her, this was an extremely encouraging development.

As good results continued to repeat, Serphina no longer hesitated.
At first, even after knowing about the "Mind's Eye" ability, she accepted some advice with a slightly dubious expression.
But from some point on, she began to trust my words implicitly.
I could feel in real-time how her expression when looking at me gradually changed.

The returns weren't just that.
With each exploration, only good news began to come back.

"What is all this?"

"These are... treasures that came from exploring the surrounding domains as ordered."

Not treasure, but treasures.
Before Serphina's eyes, five different treasures were being presented.
An excellent sword, a medical book compiled by six generations, a military tactics book written by an outstanding scholar... a legendary wine and a highly valuable jewel.
All of them were the results of following my opinion that "exploration" would be good.

Serphina distributed all of them to her subordinate generals.
When asked why, she answered calmly with an indifferent expression.

"I have no interest in collecting. Things exist for people to use them. Wouldn't those items prefer being handled by someone rather than rotting in the royal castle's treasure vault?"

Even though seeing creates desire, giving away treasures to subordinates so readily was not an easy thing to do.
The only thing she didn't share with others was the military tactics book.
She seemed to keep that for herself to study separately.
I heard that it was Serphina who used the strategy to lure Anima out of the castle.
She appeared to value listening to her generals' opinions while also considering her own judgment important.
As a ruler, she was the decision-maker, and to extract the best opinions, she couldn't neglect her studies.

Of course, with me, a strategist with Intelligence 100, by her side, she would always get the correct answer, so there wasn't much need for such effort—
But regardless of that, she continued to hone herself without distancing herself from study or becoming lazy.

Nevertheless—

"You're saying it's still not possible?"

"That's right."

A question that Serphina had begun to ask me occasionally from a certain point:
'Can Serphina von Aingart unify the world?'

And the same conclusion was always drawn: no, she cannot.
Although the country was developing more and more, this answer never changed.

"I see. I understand."

Serphina didn't express disappointment or question the result; she simply accepted my words and resumed her duties.
She could have asked what the reason was at least once, but she seemed determined to silently fight against her fate.
Not neglecting her studies was probably part of that. It could be seen as her own way of continuing to strive to overcome her past misdeeds and become a unifying ruler.

To her, who was confronting fate like that—
I could never, ever tell the truth that 'If Lady Serphina loses her life, this country can become a unified empire.'
I could only continue to help her as I had been. Since there was also the justification that keeping her alive would benefit Lady Luna, I could help her without much deliberation.

While accompanying her like that—
A decisive event occurred.

* * *

It began with 'exploration.'

"Is sending General Celia to Kelstein Castle the most efficient method?"

[Close.]

'...No.'

I shook my head.
After several Q&A sessions, I had concluded that sending exploration to Kelstein Castle was efficient, but the question was who to send.
The exploration itself was a fixed value; it was more about selecting the right general for the exploration.
Based on various circumstances and inferences, if I selected the correct general, the answer should be [Yes.]

Serphina nodded and said.

"I've called all the generals who don't have missions now."

"It seems to be a general who is currently on a mission."

"Hmm..."

Serphina fell into thought for a moment, then began to continue her questions.

"Is sending General Irene to Kelstein Castle the most efficient method?"

"..."

I almost got flustered when a familiar name came up, but.

[Close.]

'It's not Lady Irene.'

As I shook my head again, names of generals under the occupation army began to be listed, starting with Irene.

Kransis, Jayden, Yuria... How many unfamiliar generals' names flowed by except for Kransis.

"Is sending General Irian to Kelstein Castle the most efficient method?"

'...!'

The moment I paused after inputting questions like a machine.

"Hohoho..."

Serphina let out a very satisfied laugh and spoke.
Indeed, hiding expressions in front of her was extremely difficult.

"It seems that's the correct answer, Swen."

The result of the question—[Yes.]

"...That's right."

I bowed my head and said.

"Please dispatch General Irian to Kelstein Castle."
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A few days later.
Serphina's eyes slowly opened as sunlight tickled her cheek.

"...Mmm..."

She rose lightly from her bed and stretched.
A snow-white negligee barely covered her distinctly feminine curves.

The first thing she did was bathe.
After filling the tub with water and heating it, she sat and tidied her bedding while waiting for the water to warm.
These were truly awkward tasks for a ruler of a country to perform with her own hands.
Moreover, Serphina wasn't just a feudal lord but a descendant of the former imperial family. Naturally, she should have had three or four maids to assist with such chores, but she preferred to prepare things herself.
This entire process was a kind of ritual. Before beginning her day as the heir to the Aingart family, she set aside her existence as "Serphina."
Besides, this bedroom was forbidden territory.
It was an intensely private space where no one but Serphina could enter freely—the only place where she could catch her breath.

And so, Serphina lowered herself into the wooden bathtub with only a towel for modesty.
As the water rose and overflowed, a natural breath escaped from her pink lips.
Perhaps because of her exceptionally large chest, the water continued to overflow for quite some time before silence finally returned.

"..."

As she felt the warm water against her skin, a man's face naturally came to mind.
That person who had twice invaded her forbidden space where only she was allowed.

"Swen..."

Serphina blushed and sank her lips slightly into the water.
The bubbling sounds seemed to represent her complicated thoughts.

Her heart raced whenever she thought of that man.
Her stomach fluttered whenever she thought of that man.

The first person to enter her bedroom.
The first person to accompany her to pay respects at her siblings' graves.

He said he would stay by her side.
He said he believed her words.
And... he had whispered a secret to her alone that he hadn't even told Irene.

The first thing she felt about him was curiosity. The nameless young man who kept appearing in her dreams. The man who dropped a boulder and cornered her army—she had thought she would like to meet him just once to see what kind of person he was.

Next came desire—specifically, desire for talent. While Jena wasn't an incompetent general, Swen was a man with overwhelming insight that couldn't be found in Serphina's army. Considering that he initially proposed a wager to her, the ruler of an enemy country, he seemed to be the type with guts even if he lacked strength. Serphina instinctively knew that Swen would be an essential puzzle piece in her path to unification.

And now, what she felt was... desire.
Not greed. Desire. A female's desire for a male that even the absolute ruler Serphina couldn't resist. A complex mixture of curiosity, greed, and desire dominated her.

While her mind was in turmoil from experiencing these feelings for the first time in her life, a thought suddenly occurred to her.

He said he possessed an ability called the "Mind's Eye."
Since everything he had said so far had proven true, this claim was likely accurate.
But...
Was he really using that ability for her benefit?

"His movements from when he transferred from the Brands army to the Aishers army, and... until he became a general in the Brands army, are suspicious."

From what she'd heard, before joining the Brands army, Swen had been a strategist for a small, weak nation. He had surrendered to Lynn while tied up in an abandoned castle.
The gist was that the former ruler had abandoned him as a sacrifice and fled.

When she first heard this story, she had only vaguely thought, "A general with such excellent insight wouldn't be backstabbed by the ruler of a minor country, so something seems off."
But now she had strong evidence of his "Mind's Eye" ability.
Would someone with such power have been so easily abandoned by his ruler?
Or was he unable to see certain outcomes, like whether he would be abandoned? Indeed, he seemed unable to predict many things.
But... Serphina's intuition told her that Swen wouldn't have acted so carelessly.

"Perhaps he..."

—might have a much more complicated relationship with his ruler than expected.

This was a conclusion drawn from numerous pieces of advice from soldiers in the Brands army.
A ruler who suddenly gathered money, provisions, and troops before fleeing.
The strategist who once manipulated Lynn falling so easily into her hands.
Apparently, rumors about these strange circumstances had already been circulating within the Brands army.
Of course, since the matter had fizzled out, nothing could be confirmed... but considering Swen's history of continuously changing rulers, one conclusion naturally emerged.

In his heart, there was someone else besides her.

"I believe in my lord... in Lady Serphina."

Those words had felt more sincere than at any other moment.
But was I truly the lord he spoke of?
If so, why did he specifically add "Lady Serphina" afterward?
Of course, interpreting it as "I believe in my lord, Lady Serphina" would make sense too.

Until now.
When I said I wouldn't care who was in his heart and would speak earnestly.
At some point, Swen stopped denying my words.

Who could it be?
Who was the "lord" that Swen held in his heart?
Would Irene, who had been with him since the Brands army, know?
But she couldn't just ask about it carelessly. She didn't want to burden Irene. Not only because she was an exceptionally talented general, but also because she didn't want to provoke her and risk being disliked by Swen.

Clearly.
She had intended to wait until he gradually opened his heart.
She had resolved to win his heart no matter how many months or years it took...

The feeling of anxiety that his warm gray eyes looking at her might disappear somewhere made her body increasingly hot.

"...Haa."

After soaking for a long time, Serphina slowly got out of the bathtub and finished her bath.
She dressed herself and surrounded her body with a scent similar to what she had experienced in her favorite childhood place.
The citron scent was her armor. By wearing it, she transformed from the tender-hearted youngest imperial princess Serphina into the golden-eyed absolute ruler Serphina von Aingart.
Finally, she put on her distinctively shaped hairpin, completing her preparations to go out.

"Welcome, my lord."

After leaving her room and heading toward the royal palace, she gave slight nods to those who greeted her as she made her way to the throne.
The first thing she did upon arriving at the palace was to receive reports on recent events.

"No signs of rebellion... I see."

As she read through the lengthy report from Jena, soldiers would come to report the results of their various tasks.
Just as she was thinking that today would be spent this way with no orders to give...

Unexpected news arrived.

"My lord. A letter has arrived from General Irian."

Irian was currently on patrol near Kelstein, following Swen's advice.
Serphina took the letter handed to her by the soldier.

And...

* * *

Turning back time, at Rose Castle.

"The lord has designated me?"

"Yes, sir."

Irian, who was overseeing the troops stationed at Rose Castle in place of Irene, tilted his head in confusion.

"Aren't there other capable generals who could search the territory?"

"Yes, but this is our lord's will..."

"No, of course I don't intend to deny our lord's will. I'm just wondering why she specifically chose me..."

As Irian pondered, the adjutant who had delivered the news spoke with a cautious expression.

"Well, it seems... it might be that man's suggestion."

"That man?"

"Swen, I believe? I hear he's been spending quite a lot of time with our lord lately, apparently giving her various advice. There have been several somewhat incomprehensible orders recently, and rumors say they're all connected to that man. Of course, these are just rumors..."

Hearing this, Irian frowned uncomfortably and said:

"I'm seeing you in a new light. I didn't realize you had the audacity to spread baseless rumors meant to slander someone right in front of me."

"No, that's not what I... I didn't mean to—"

"I'll forgive you this time, but you'd do well to watch your words in the future."

"Yes, sir!"

"If you understand, go and summon General Beniel."

"Understood."

After sending the adjutant away, Irian fell into thought.

'I don't believe malicious rumors... but even if those rumors were true, Lord Swen is certainly trustworthy. There must be a reason he specifically chose to send me there.'

Irian was well aware of the strange rumors circulating about Swen and his lord Serphina.
However, after the incident involving Jenis, his heart had leaned toward Swen's side.
Why would he want to slander a man who might become his brother-in-law if the timing was right?

'I'll leave this place to Beniel and prepare to depart immediately.'

It didn't matter whose suggestion it was.
If he received an order, he would simply follow it.
That was Irian's way of life.

* * *

Back at Aingart Castle.

Upon receiving Irian's letter, Serphina trembled slightly in disbelief.

'...!!!'

"Sending Irian would be the most efficient method," he had said.

Serphina vividly experienced yet another moment where that man's words proved true.
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Reika was the one who spent the most time in the mansion where Irene was staying—not the owner Irene herself, nor Swen whom she had wanted to live with.
This was because Irene served as Serphina's knight escort, while Swen's time at home gradually decreased due to Serphina's constant summons.

If asked how she felt about it, Reika was a bit lonely... but she didn't dislike spending time at the mansion.
With this suddenly granted time, she would take walks around the area, read books, meditate...

"Phew!"

"Thank you for your hard work, miss."

"Oh... no! If, if I was helpful... I'm, um, glad. Hehe."

"As I mentioned, this is naturally our duty, but..."

"It's, it's fine...!"

Helping the mansion's maids with various household chores.
All of these tasks suited Reika's disposition quite well.
At first, the servants were alarmed and pleaded, "Please leave these menial tasks to us," but now they seemed to have become quite friendly with her. Perhaps they had grown accustomed to seeing her cleaning the kitchen or the mansion, as they maintained a fairly amicable relationship.

And so, after finishing the mansion's affairs that day.
It was still midday. There was some time left before sunset, and Swen and Irene would only return after dark. While she was contemplating how to spend her time until then—

'Huh?'

Reika's eyes fell upon several flowerpots.
The dying plants in them gave off a desolate feeling that didn't match the mansion's atmosphere.

"Um, excuse me..."

She stopped a passing maid and asked, bowing deeply to show respect.

"Ah, Miss Reika. Hello."

"Those flowerpots, are they being thrown away...?"

"Yes. We definitely took proper care of them, but somehow they ended up like that... We're planning to bring in new plants."

Managing flowerpots and growing plants wasn't as easy as one might think.
It was such a luxurious task that only imperial households would have dedicated personnel for it, so it wasn't strange that the mansion's servants couldn't properly maintain them.

"..."

At that moment,
Reika, having reached a certain realization, carefully asked the maid.

"Um, well... that..."

"...?"

"I mean... you know..."

While she had the thought, she struggled to express it—
The maid observed her for a moment, then carefully covered her mouth and whispered:

"Perhaps you need the flowerpots?"

"Ah...!"

Nod, nod.
Perhaps it was because they had worked together on countless mansion chores.
The maid seemed to read Reika's mind and answered with a smile.

"Since we were going to throw them away anyway, I think it would be fine for you to take them. Or would you like me to place them in front of your room later?"

"No, no...! I'll take them myself. Th-thank you...!"

Bow.

After bowing to the maid, Reika managed to carry the three flowerpots that were destined for disposal back to her room.

'...Good.'

The mana within the mansion was... sufficient.
Reika closed her eyes and began to read the flow of mana.

She recalled the same magical formula that had come to her when she saw the dying rabbit at Balhart Castle.
This wasn't recalling something organized by someone else, but rather the instinctive method of a born genius who intuitively knows "this might work."

At the tip of Reika's pale white hand, a sphere of light began to gather.

'Here... if I do this...!'

The growing "sphere of light" began to connect with the dying plant.
She could feel it.
She could sense what was flowing through the plant.

The fortunate thing was that it still had breath in it.
If it had truly died, nothing would have connected.

"...!!!"

And then.
A "miracle" began to happen in Reika's hands.

The lifeless, dying plant leaves gradually began to return to their previous vibrant green state.
As they continued to receive something from the white sphere... they regained the appearance they had when the flowerpot was first brought in.

How much time had passed like that?

Plop!

"Haa... haah."

Reika wiped the cold sweat from her forehead and looked at the "result" before her eyes.

'It worked...!'

It turned out just as she had thought.
Using the abundant mana in the air, she had saved a fading life!
This was an incredible ability that could only be found in ancient religious scriptures from when religion flourished.
Reika had achieved this "instinctively," just like when she first awakened to magic.
This was truly a remarkable discovery, but—

'Too... exhausting...'

She had succeeded in reviving one flowerpot, but she lacked the energy to use the same magical formula on the other two pots.
She felt the strength draining from her entire body more vividly than ever before.
Of course, continuous use of magic often resulted in this, but... lately she had been able to handle fire and ice without much difficulty, so she thought she would be fine.

'Is there... something I still don't know?'

Since this was her first time using this magic, she would probably become familiar with it and find techniques as she continued to practice.
Besides, she had Swen by her side.
If she continued to meditate diligently following the routine he taught her, she would eventually become accustomed to this new "magic," so she wasn't too worried.

'With more effort... I'll become a magician who can be helpful to Lord Swen...!'

At first, she wasn't particularly happy about being a magician.
While it was good to leave her orphan life behind, a life confined without freedom, dedicated only to magical training, was somewhat difficult.
But now, she was grateful for her talent.
After all, being taken in by Ginor and meeting Swen—wasn't it all because she was a magician?

To that extent, she wanted to be Swen's strength.
This was the opposite of any sense of burden or duty to the Nighthart family—it was a choice made of her own free will.
Swen's existence was transforming her, already a genius magician, into something unprecedented on the continent.

'If there had been enough mana at Balhart Castle, I might have been able to save that dying rabbit...'
As soon as that thought crossed her mind, she felt an overwhelming drowsiness.

'I think... I used... too much mana...'

Reika collapsed on the floor and fell into a deep sleep.

* * *

"Were you able to stop the epidemic midway?"

This was inside the mansion where I often conversed with Serphina.
As soon as I entered through the now-familiar streets, I heard quite an unbelievable story from her.

"Yes. Didn't you tell me? To have General Irian search around Rose Castle. So in a way, you prevented it all."

At first, I didn't understand why she specifically instructed Irian, who was leading the occupation forces in that area, to conduct a search...
But it seemed that had created a butterfly effect, ultimately allowing them to terminate an epidemic that could have spread throughout the entire northern continent.
I vaguely heard they had thoroughly isolated the accidentally discovered patient and prevented all contact until treatment was complete, but the process wasn't really important.
What mattered was the result.
Setting everything else aside, the fact that this followed a process I could never have deduced even if I died and came back—
This incident was quite similar to when we captured the rebels led by Rahelven before.

It was an incredibly hard-to-believe story that relied too much on coincidence from beginning to end...
But this wasn't the first time, and I now knew that my Intelligence 100 advice had prevented an epidemic from spreading.

Although she was following my advice, to a third party unaware of the details, Serphina making such decisions would seem as if she were possessed by a god.
However, Serphina herself, not being a third party but the person directly involved, knew all too well whose words determined all these decisions.

There was no need to discuss how I knew.
By now, Serphina was aware of my abilities.

But... why did she call me here then?

I couldn't help but wonder.
Since arriving at this mansion, the way she looked at me... was somewhat strange.

"It's true, Swen."

"...Pardon?"

"Your 'Mind's Eye' truly reflects only the correct outcomes...!"

Saying that, Serphina slowly began approaching me.
With a deeply flushed face, she gazed at me with slightly unfocused eyes.
That sticky gaze, looking at me with half-lidded eyes, as if enchanted by something...

Those eyes were less like a ruler looking at a talented subordinate...
And more like a woman looking at someone she loved.
Unconsciously, I detected my heart beginning to race.

"Swen... this is serious. I certainly planned to open your heart slowly."

One step.

"The more time I spend with you... the more my desire for you grows."

Two steps.

"Both as a ruler and as a woman...!"

After three or four steps, her face was finally right in front of me.

"My Lord...?"

"With you by my side... perhaps I could overcome even the terrible karma of my sins. You might think me foolish for saying so."

"Foolish? How could I dare say such—"

Her face was right in front of mine.
The subtle scent of yuzu began to tickle my mind, my brain once again.

And simultaneously,
She uttered such words so casually.

"Become my husband, Swen."

"...Pardon?"

What... did she say?
Thinking I might have misheard, I faced her, but she was extremely resolute.

"Become my husband. I will mix your bloodline with mine. Bound to you by covenant, I will bear your child."

"Wait, just a moment. My Lord, that, please calm—"

"Ah... Swen...!"

Saying that, Serphina firmly grasped my hand with unfocused eyes...

"I... I don't want to lose you. Under no circumstances do I ever want to let you go."

"I want to hold onto you by any means necessary. If there is someone else in your heart, I would be willing to be second if it means I can be by your side."

"Please don't abandon me. Fight alongside me. With you by my side, I can do anything. Unifying the continent, perhaps even establishing a greater empire and bringing about another golden age... with your 'Mind's Eye' that never fails, it might be possible. So... so...!"

"Forever... forever stay by my side, Swen...♥ For that, this body would gladly—"

—When I heard her say she would do anything for it.

I sensed it.

The invisible leash around my neck.
That Serphina had begun to obsess over me beyond imagination—
And that I had sunk too deeply into the swamp that was her to extract myself from this place as if nothing had happened.

Ch.194 - Chapter 194. Her True Feelings (1)
After that day.
I became so close to Serphina that I could almost be considered her dedicated attendant.
It would be accurate to say that I naturally followed her wherever she went.

Serphina had asked me to become her husband.
That is to say - a marriage proposal.
She had essentially asked me to marry her.

Of course, after that, there were no horrifying developments like her forcing marriage on me or threatening to kill me if I didn't marry her—
But occasionally when our eyes met while talking.

"......♥"

Because of Serphina's smiling eyes, my heart would flutter unnecessarily, making it difficult to concentrate on my work.

Come to think of it.
If she had approached me more aggressively, I would naturally have wanted to distance myself from her.
Serphina was surprisingly good at maintaining that "line." Her attitude of almost crossing it but not quite was truly remarkable as a strategy to make the other person feel anxious.

In a situation where an incredibly beautiful blonde woman with sparkling golden eyes sincerely tells me she wants to bear my child...
I felt I deserved credit for maintaining this level of composure.

Whenever we went outside, not to the royal palace or mansion, she was always accompanied by four knight escorts in addition to myself.

Among them was someone precious to me - Irene.
She was the only person who knew about the possibility of Serphina being assassinated.

The job of being a royal escort knight was certainly beneath the rank of a deputy commander of an occupying force—
But after realizing early on that this was my wish, she carried out her duties without much complaint.
Even if that weren't the case, she was originally raised to be Lynn's escort knight. She had become a general purely through her abilities and earned the title "Specialist of Siege Warfare," so it was natural that she didn't object to this mission since she was simply doing what she had been trained to do since childhood.

I continuously shared information with Irene.

"How does it seem?"

Irene lowered her voice a tone and carefully asked me.

"I don't sense any strange signs. There aren't any particular rumors going around either."

Believing that there would definitely be signs before an assassination, I had been talking with Irene frequently lately.
According to Irene, there didn't seem to be any unusual indications.
I had asked her to tell me immediately if she noticed anything strange, but she had simply been quietly focusing on her duties.

"But the possibility of something happening is extremely high."

"I know that. It's not just anyone but you, Swen, who's saying so. I'll continue to keep watch, and the other escort knights are all excellent people, so there's no need to worry too much."

Looking at Irene as she spoke, I suddenly recalled something.
Come to think of it.
At some point, she stopped asking me for "evidence."
Even now, she simply believed my statement that "the lord is in danger" and was quietly doing what I asked to help in any way she could.

Serphina too, after learning about my "mind's eye" ability to some extent, listened to me without questioning my reasons.

As soon as I remembered that both Irene and Serphina had placed great trust in me after realizing my words had proven correct in retrospect—
Suddenly I thought of that person.
The ruby-eyed ruler who believed in me unconditionally even though I hadn't shown anything yet.

"......"

"Swen?"

"It's nothing. Just feeling a bit overwhelmed for a moment."

"You can tell me if something's wrong. I'll listen."

"Thank you."

After having conversations like this with Lady Irene—
It would soon be time to advise Serphina on general state affairs again.

"As you suggested, I sent Rude to Rose Castle."

"You did well."

Probably another optimal result would come rolling in. I didn't know exactly what principles were at work, but I had become accustomed to outcomes that benefited our army.

Though I lacked an official title, I was essentially acting as the state strategist...
It was fine now since Jena was away traveling around the continent checking for possibilities of rebellion, but I wondered how this relationship would be maintained after she returned.
If I were to usurp her position, it would clearly cause major problems. It could even trigger another rebellion, and even if not, many would dislike my sudden appearance as an interloper.
Although there were a few people like Irian and Irene who would firmly take my side, to many generals I was still the enemy from the Kelstein Castle siege who had changed rulers three times.

And sure enough.
After learning roughly about my abilities, she asked the question she had been repeatedly asking.

"Swen. Can I, Serphina von Aingart, become the ruler of the unified continent and grasp this world?"

When she asked that question, her eyes were closer to those of a curious girl than those of a leader.
It was as if she was asking, "I've worked this hard, so isn't it about time I'm qualified?"

Of course.
The answer to that question had never changed.

"I don't think so, not yet."

"Is that so? I see."

One might expect her to be disappointed after repeatedly hearing the same negative answer, but she showed no such signs and spoke with a confident expression.

"It seems my devotion and abilities are still lacking."

"My lord..."

"But I'm not concerned at all. Because I have you. The white-haired magician who came to my side like fate... you are by my side."

Serphina said this while tracing my cheek with her white hand.
I was surprised to find that I didn't dislike her touch.

"Swen. If you continue to stay with me... I will surely obtain the world. I'm confident that rebuilding the once-glorious empire won't just be a dream if I'm with you."

I didn't respond to her words, but she continued speaking to me without minding.

"So, continue to teach me various things. Light my path forward, Swen. Until then, you will stay with me forever. Hehehe...♥"

Serphina looked at me with a flushed face, as if she was madly in love with me.
I felt her voice becoming increasingly sticky.
Her gaze longing for me was becoming more explicit as time passed.
If there was any other change, it was probably that the frequency of her appearing fragile had decreased.

It seemed that having me—who was "seen as someone who only speaks the truth"—by her side continuously helping her was playing quite a positive role in her mental health.
She seemed to believe my explanation that "predictions change according to the situation" and thought that if she kept trying, a path would eventually open.
So naturally, she wanted to keep me close.
A ruler's obsession with a capable subject wasn't particularly unusual.

And so the next day, and the day after that.
I continued to say "My lord cannot become the ruler of the unified empire"—
But Serphina didn't give up and continued to rely on me to lead the state affairs.
To me, it seemed like she was resisting the enormous evil deeds weighing on her shoulders, the malice that tried to crush her at every moment.

'......'

The more time I spent with her... the more I felt like a huge stone was weighing down on my heart.
But in the long run, wouldn't this be beneficial not only for Lady Serphina but also for Lady Luna?
Lady Luna's unification conditions required Lady Serphina's survival, and being able to maintain contact with Serphina in a situation where there was a risk of assassination was also the best condition for protecting her.

But why did I feel so troubled?
Without reaching a conclusion about that stirring in my heart, days passed by meaninglessly.

* * *

How many days had passed like this?
That day, the sky was particularly blue.

On top of the outer wall surrounding the Aingart territory, I was accompanying Serphina.
Four escort knights, including Irene, followed her like shadows as soon as she left the royal palace.

For the past few days.
I had been constantly thinking about my promise with Lady Luna.
Was it because Lady Serphina had been particularly asking me not to leave her lately, or because of the eye-smiles she occasionally gave me while looking at me?
Or was it because I felt that even I might forget Lady Luna if I didn't try to remember her?

Even while following her, I was quite impudently thinking about another ruler.

'...No. Let's not think about it now.'

After roughly organizing my thoughts, I turned my gaze and followed her with a small question about why she wanted to come here.
After a while, she pointed beyond and asked me.

"Swen. Do you know what that place is?"

"It's Utiner Castle."

Utiner Castle.
It was a small territory closest to Aingart Castle.
Though small in scale, it had its own royal palace and was strategically very important due to its proximity to the capital, Aingart.

And then.
A bombshell announcement came from her lips.

"Yes. That's the place. The territory I've decided to bestow upon you."

"...Pardon?"

She's bestowing a territory on me?
All territories were directly managed by the ruler.
There were castle lords, but since the empire's dissolution, rather than granting territory rights to vassals and collecting taxes, the administration had been centralized, so the phrase "territory bestowal" sounded quite awkward.
In fact, there was no such function in this game.

Of course, things were a bit different during the imperial era.
If we were talking about the emperor of the empire, bestowing territory wouldn't be such a strange concept.
If I hadn't read the history books in the Aingart Grand Library out of boredom, I wouldn't have understood what she meant.

In other words—
It was essentially a declaration that she intended to keep me by her side until the moment the unified empire was restored.

"Swen, with you by my side, soon this Serphina army will unify the continent and revive the once-great Aingart Empire. When that time comes, I will grant you a noble title."

After saying this, Serphina turned her head to look at me again.
Her yellow hair bathed in sunlight looked like jewels.

Her golden eyes, boldly stating she would grant me a title, were pure without a trace of deceit.

Lady Serphina before me, who needed me desperately more than anyone else.
And Lady Luna, who firmly believed in our promise and gave me unconditional trust without asking for anything in return.

I naturally bowed my head, closed my eyes, and could only sigh.

—How did it come to this?
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I once again carefully reflected on the sentence that kept appearing in my mind.

Why did things turn out this way?

"What good is a title?"

Serphina turned her head and looked straight at me.
Those eyes again. The eyes of a girl in love.

"I have prepared more than just a title for you. Look ahead."

Her outstretched hand pointed to a small castle barely visible in the distance.
The vast land and blue sky all lay under the sovereign's hand.

"Here, everything is prepared for you—your own domain. Do you see? All the land and people before your eyes will become yours."

If her nation becomes a unified empire, the political system of the old empire would likely be restored.
If I were to receive a noble title, I might indeed become the actual master of the land and people before me, just as she said.

To me, who was hiding my emotions, she whispered carefully.

"Yes. I... this body... will bind you to my side forever. I can do anything if it means keeping you. Granting titles, bestowing domains... would you not believe me if I said I could even relinquish certain imperial rights?"

I couldn't help but believe her.
What filled her eyes was sincerity itself.
A woman of extraordinary beauty and dignity, with long golden hair that shone almost blindingly—
The sovereign of Serphina's forces and the final victor in the crown prince battle—Serphina von Aingart.

"Didn't I tell you, Swen? You are mine...♥"

She stares at me fiercely with love-filled eyes, speaking in a voice that burns with longing.
As she drew closer, the scent of yuzu made it increasingly difficult for me to make proper judgments.

"I can give you everything for your sake. Wealth, honor, power... if you wish, I could even give you the family name 'Aingart.'"

"...!!"

"Become my husband, Swen."
"Become my husband. I will mix your bloodline with mine. Bound to you by covenant, I will bear your child."

"You know what this means, don't you, Swen?"

Serphina's eyes formed slight crescents as she spoke.

Of course.
Of course, I knew. It wasn't the first time I'd heard this.
So... she was proposing marriage.
If I wanted, I could become a member of House Aingart, the most noble family on this continent.

"I'm certain that neither Lynn Brands nor Baranga Yuuri Aishers can give you what I can."

As she said, neither Lynn nor Yuuri could offer this.
From the beginning, Lynn never fully trusted me, and Yuuri wasn't even interested in me.
It was true that besides Luna, Serphina was the only woman who utilized my "Intelligence 100 ability" to lead a nation to this extent.
Even considering Luna, who hadn't governed for very long... it was questionable whether anyone could utilize me better than Serphina.

Looking straight into my eyes...
She speaks as if gazing at something incredibly precious.

"Even if that weren't the case... you can never, ever escape from me. You'll be with me forever."

Serphina firmly grasped my hand and said:

"From the moment we first met... it was destined to be. Hehe...♥"

She laughs again as she says this.
Her golden hair, bathed in sunlight, once again disrupts my vision.

Why?
The greatest discomfort I've felt these past few days was that the way she treated me was far from how one would treat a capable retainer.
To be honest, lately she seemed to... want me not as a retainer, but as a man. I couldn't deny it.

Looking at me with a low voice and a smile, she soon brightens like a young girl and asks me "that question" she always asks.

"So... give me the 'Prophecy of the Mind's Eye' once more. Can I... Serphina von Aingart... hold this world in my hands?"

A question I've received countless times.
Even though she hears the same answer every time, she never gives up and keeps moving forward.
Running toward an unattainable goal reminded me of Irene when she served under the Brands forces, but the difference was—
While Irene seemed like she might collapse at any moment, Serphina appeared full of enthusiasm.

Faced with this maddening irony, I could only do one thing.
Predict the answer to her question.

Regardless of my will, once I receive a question, I predict.
That was the mechanism of my "Intelligence 100."

'Can Serphina von Aingart become the ruler who unifies the continent?'

I rack my brain and fall into thought.
Could she become the unifying ruler who pacifies this era of chaos and grasps this world in her hands?
Quite some time has passed since I began helping her. Is it possible that an opportunity might come her way?
My predictions weren't always the same. Since results were based on the situation at the time of questioning, even the same question could yield different results than before.

Before long, the answer comes with ridiculous simplicity.
Of course, my intelligence was 100, after all.

[No, she cannot.]

As expected.
The answer flows out as I anticipated—she cannot.
As long as Luna, who holds the destiny of continental unification, exists, Serphina cannot attain that position.
Given that Serphina's survival is the most important condition for Luna to become the emperor of the unified empire—
It was extremely difficult for an opportunity to come Serphina's way.

The severe weight of this "fact" cannot be overcome no matter how much effort is made.

Unable to explain all this directly, I could only give her the same answer I had always given.

"...My lord cannot grasp the world."

So I said.

Even now, fate remained unchanged.

"I see."

Serphina nodded slowly once again. Then, turning her head, she looked back at the land spread before her.

"I understand. I'm sorry for asking the same question every time. It must be tiresome to give the same answer repeatedly."

"Not at all. I..."

Seeing her lonely profile, I wanted to offer words of comfort, but honestly didn't know what to say.
I feared that carelessly spoken words might cut her like a blade. Sometimes, knowing what will happen was often a disaster for me as well.

Then.

"Swen."

"...?"

"...I express my gratitude."

Seeing her turn away with slightly flushed cheeks, I opened my mouth in surprise.

"Pardon...?"

"You were worried about me, weren't you?"

"...!!!"

Once again, I'm freshly reminded.
Hiding one's sudden emotions in front of Serphina must be one of the most difficult things in the world.

"You are kind. Sometimes I wonder if the reason I want you is not for your ability... but for your broad heart."

"..."

"I know. These aren't words a sovereign of a nation, especially one who carries the imperial lineage, should speak. Before leaning on someone else's heart, I should be the heart that people lean on."

"That's the weight of the emperor's throne, isn't it? An entity that embraces the people's fervent passion and embodies the sacred light of the greater good."

Serphina smiled again.

"I don't mind. If it were a matter that could be resolved overnight, I wouldn't have attempted it at all. You'll see this time. I'm a woman who must accomplish what I set my mind to before I can rest easy. Hehe...♥"

Without specifically answering her words, I bowed my head.

Given this fate—the absolute truth that "Serphina von Aingart cannot become the ruler of the unified empire"—a time of choice will eventually come for me.
Then I'll have to tell her my truth. I'll have to leave her side. Because I promised.
Whether with the Brands forces, the Aishers forces, or now with Serphina's forces, I've never forgotten that promise.

But why?
Why do I feel such sadness while looking at that smile?
Why do I hold in my heart the image of her striving for an unattainable goal?
Feeling the lingering scent of yuzu at the tip of my nose, I recalled the ruby-colored will I held in my heart.

My lord...
What should I do to be right?
No, what should I do... to avoid regret?

Even as I sent these unanswerable questions beyond the sky—
The continent's time was slowly but steadily moving forward.

* * *

A day like any other.

Four knight guards, who were like Serphina's shadow, escorted her as she prepared to go out for an inspection to check on the sentiments of her domain's people.
However, today was slightly different.

"You say he fell from his horse?"

"Yes. He was seriously injured and is now in the hospital..."

One of the knight guards was injured, leaving only three.
There was Reni, the leader figure who had served as Serphina's guard since she became sovereign; Shura, a female general who volunteered as a guard; and Irene, who had recently joined the guard roster.
The absent one was Siegfried, a young elite of similar age to Irene.

"Then today's inspection...?"

"Will proceed as planned. We won't be going beyond the Aingart Castle grounds anyway."

Hearing Shura's words, Irene nodded and fell into thought.

'Well... even though we're one person short, both General Reni and General Shura are strong, so nothing unusual should happen.'

What concerned her most was the possibility of assassins.
There was only one reason: Swen had mentioned that an assassination might occur.
Despite having no evidence, she had investigated through people who trusted her, but there were no signs of an impending assassination anywhere.

Being within Aingart territory, they wouldn't face a sudden attack—
And even if something similar happened, she was confident that these three could somehow overcome it.
After spending some time with them, she knew they were quite formidable.

'But as Swen said, there's a high possibility that an assassination or something similar will occur. Today I need to be extra vigilant in guarding my lord.'

As Irene was encouraging herself while maintaining her vigilance:

"...I apologize for keeping you waiting."

The knight guards bowed to greet Serphina as she walked out from the door.

"I'll be counting on you today as well."

"Yes!"

And so, another seemingly ordinary day was beginning.
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Reika greeted me at the door when I returned to the mansion earlier than usual.

"Lord Swen...! W-welcome back...!"

"Is something wrong?"

"No, just well..."

She fidgeted for a moment before carefully tiptoeing closer to whisper to me.

"Since you came back early today, I was wondering if... if you wouldn't mind... perhaps going for a walk together?"

She looked so adorably flustered that I unconsciously placed my hand on her head.

"...!!!"

Reika seemed startled for a moment, but soon relaxed and entrusted her head to my hand.
Both Reika and Irene are truly adorable people at times like this.

A walk, huh?
Come to think of it, it's been quite a while since we went outside together after that library visit.
Perhaps I'll spend time with Reika today.

"Is there anywhere you'd like to go?"

"Huh? No, um... as long as I can be with you, Lord Swen, anywhere is fine...!"

For some reason, she seemed to have made some grand resolution, which made me slightly curious.
But it didn't seem like something I needed to pry into, so I left the mansion with her.

As we stepped outside, Reika suddenly spoke up as if remembering something.

"Oh, um... Lord Swen! There's something I want to show you."

"What is it?"

"Well... I learned a new magic spell."

She hesitated, tapping two fingers together.

"When the opportunity comes... I'll show you...!"

"I look forward to it."

It seemed that since she'd been spending a lot of time alone lately, she wanted to report various things to me.
Listening to her wasn't difficult at all, and I was grateful that this much could motivate her.
I had been concerned about leaving her alone because I was busy.

"G-great...! Hehe... for now, let's go for our walk."

And so, Reika and I ended up exploring the interior of Aingart Castle together after a long time.
For me, it was essentially a rare moment of relaxation.

*

Reika and I wandered around various places inside Aingart Castle.
There were more street vendors than usual, as if a small festival was taking place. It was quite enjoyable to browse around and purchase good tea leaves and cooking utensils.

"You bought quite a lot."

"Ehehe... I guess I got excited... being out with you, Lord Swen."

Seeing Reika's bright smile, I realized how much she had changed since we first met.
She still had that hesitant, awkward demeanor, but the darkness that had once shadowed her face seemed completely gone.
She had become much brighter and seemed to smile more than before, which put my mind at ease.

"Shall we head back now?"

"Yes...!"

Just as we were about to return to the mansion.

"...Huh?"

In the distance, a familiar female figure was running toward us.
Red hair with a silver circlet, somewhat tattered clothes...

'Lady Irene?'

Irene was rushing toward us with an extremely urgent expression.
Of course, that wasn't all.

She was... carrying someone on her back.
That person was...

'Huh?'

* * *

Rewinding time a bit—

Serphina had been going out to inspect her domain more frequently than usual lately.
While it was natural for a ruler to look after her people, it was quite extraordinary in many ways for Serphina—the ruler of the formidable former empire—to personally make these rounds.

Recently, Serphina had been making tremendous efforts.
Her fate as revealed by Swen. The harsh reality that she could not become a unifying ruler.
However, Swen had clearly explained that this prediction was based on the current moment. If her efforts could change things, why wouldn't she try?

In fact, the public sentiment toward Serphina among her domain's residents had improved considerably.
When she first became ruler, despite the common saying that rulers handle their own affairs, the capital citizens of the former empire weren't pleased that all the prominent imperial candidates like Algot and Sidmid had died, and this woman with little foundation had become ruler and continued purges.
But she had overcome all the successive rebellions and was managing Aingart Castle's internal affairs quite well, which had opened many people's hearts to her.

In truth.
The very fact that someone who might have become emperor was making inspection rounds was bound to leave a strong impression on the domain residents.
Humans were relatively simple creatures. Seeing the golden-haired empress with her striking beauty that seemed almost sculpted, people naturally thought of her as heaven-sent.

At this point, the duties of the guard knights remained largely unchanged.
They were to follow her like shadows and protect her.
Veteran guard knight Reni, the talented Shura, and Irene, who had earned military merit by suppressing rebels.

Naturally, it was almost expected that nothing would happen today either.

However.
Only one person, Irene, never let her guard down.
She constantly kept in mind the worst-case scenario that something might happen to Serphina.
No matter what she was doing, Irene never took her eyes off her.

That's why.

"I suppose it's time to head back."

She didn't miss 'that moment.'

At that moment.

Reni, who had been guarding her the longest, approached Serphina—

"...My Lord!!!"

Irene, who had been raised solely as a faithful guard knight of House Brands and who never lowered her guard for even a moment due to Swen's request, instinctively lunged at Reni.

"!!!!"

While everyone was startled, Irene quickly struck Reni's wrist forcefully.

Clang!
A small concealed weapon fell from his hand.
Understanding what this meant, Serphina turned pale as she looked at Reni's face.

"Th-this...!!"

Leaving the shocked Serphina behind.
Having discovered the weapon, Irene wasted no time and swiftly thrust her blade into Reni's ankle.
The iron discipline she had learned since childhood: never compromise with assassins.

"AAAAARGH!!!"

Assassination.
And by someone who had been her guard knight for years?
Her mind was racing, but at least she had properly subdued him to prevent further action, so she thought she could question him about his backers.
But... was she missing something?
Irene's mind began working faster than ever before.

It was one thing for Reni to attempt assassination today, but to recklessly proceed with Shura and herself present?
Though one person was absent, a 2:1 situation would clearly be difficult for him.

Wait.

2:1?

'Huh...?'

At that moment.
A dark shadow enveloped Irene's back.

The person in the 1 position of the 2:1 might not be Reni, but perhaps...!!!

"HAAAA!!!!"

'Damn it!'

It was fortunate that Irene had thrown herself based on her deduction despite not yet sensing anything, because there was no way an assassination attempt would be carried out alone in such an unfavorable situation.
If they considered the absence of one person due to a riding accident as an opportunity, then naturally...
Irene quickly turned her head upon hearing Shura's scream.

She knew.
That it was too late.

'I should have dealt with Shura beside me first... damn it...!'

She knew.
That predicting and acting to such an extent was beyond human capability—it was in the realm of gods.
Nevertheless.

Swen had warned her about a possible assassination.
She had promised not to take risks alone.
If she were to get injured here, or worse, die... she wouldn't be able to fulfill Swen's request to stay safe.

Why hadn't she suspected the existing guard knights?
Right.
At the very least, she had to save Serphina.
Since Swen had asked her to protect Serphina as well, saving her would be important to him too, and she owed this person a debt of gratitude.

With that determination, she tightened her grip on her sword and turned her head to resist the impending future.

"...Huh?"

Instead of Shura who should have been before her—she saw someone else.
Long blonde hair.
The person she was supposed to protect... was standing firmly in front of the one who had lunged at her.

"What a foolish woman."

Thud!

"Ugh... ah..."

"I commend you for enduring your time by my side for this moment, Shura. But whatever you thought, you were wrong. Rest peacefully in the afterlife and don't chase illusions."

Serphina said this as she pulled the sword from Shura's body.

Splurt!
Seeing the red blood gushing out, Irene knew instinctively.
She's dead.
It was a sight she had seen many times on the battlefield. People die when they lose that much blood.
The flame of life extinguishes without even leaving a final gasp.

No, more importantly...

"My Lord! Are you alright?"

"...What about Reni?"

Looking back at Reni, she saw that he was groaning, unable to do anything after Irene had swiftly subdued his knee.

"He's still breathing."

"Don't kill him... keep him alive. This doesn't... seem like... the act of a lone wolf... We need to... know who's behind this."

"Yes, understood..."

She responded quickly, but something seemed off about Serphina's condition.
She was breathing heavily... the light in her eyes was gradually fading.
Then Irene's vision caught something alarming—

Drip.
Her blood falling to the floor.

"My Lord...?"

Only then did she notice the blood flowing from Serphina's side.
Having been through battlefields many times, Irene could quickly understand how this had happened.
Serphina had blocked Shura's strike that had been aimed at her.

"...What are you doing, Irene...? Take Reni... to the royal castle... to find out... who's behind..."

"My Lord...! You're bleeding...!"

"This much is... fine. Go to the castle... and get treatment..."

Why?
It wasn't a guard knight sacrificing themselves for their charge.
The protected had thrown herself in harm's way for a mere guard knight?!

'...No!'

There was no time for meaningless dialogue about whose fault it was or what had happened.
What needed to be done right now was to save her charge.
The wound on her side was deep, but not immediately fatal.

Irene quickly raised her blade and stabbed Reni's other thigh.

"AAAAARRRGH!!!!"

"You won't die, but if you try anything foolish, you'll be in real danger. It would be best for your well-being to behave."

Then she tore her outer garment and wrapped it around Serphina's waist.

"My Lord. Please don't speak. I'll get you treatment immediately."

After roughly administering first aid, she bent down and lifted Serphina onto her back.

"Please bear with the discomfort for a little while."

"...I'm sorry, Irene..."

"..."

Tears threatened to well up at those words of apology.
But wasting time on emotional displays now could mean missing the golden time for treatment.

And so, Irene began running with Serphina on her back, heading for a place where she could receive treatment.

And then...

* * *

The person Irene was carrying as she ran toward us from the distance.
It was... Lady Serphina.
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"Huh...?"

I froze momentarily at the surreal sight of Irene carrying Serphina on her back.
Just then, Irene spotted me and rushed over with an urgent expression.

"Swen...!"

I could tell immediately from her voice.
Something had happened.
I quickly ran toward Irene with Reika.

"What happened?"

"The Lord...!"

Looking at Serphina being carried, I noticed her waist was tightly wrapped with torn pieces of cloth.

"...!!"

So something had happened after all.
After quickly assessing the situation, I asked Irene:

"How's the current situation?"

Understanding the implication of my question, Irene replied with urgency:

"I killed one, and the other is incapacitated. Both... were the Lord's royal guards."

'My goodness...'

What a cruel twist of fate.
To think she would face an assassination attempt from the royal guards she trusted most.
If I hadn't planted Irene there, this could have ended terribly.

No.
Her survival might still be within the range of predicted outcomes.
Perhaps with the change in assassination date... she was destined to survive.
But that wasn't what mattered right now.

"We should head straight to where the doctors are. As for cleaning up the scene..."

"On the way here, I asked soldiers to immediately imprison them."

"I understand. Then we should hurry."

She nodded.

Just then.

"Wait..."

I heard Serphina's voice from where she was being carried on Irene's back.

"Unnecessarily... making this... a big issue... will only cause confusion. If we go to the hospital... rumors will spread... dangerous."

If word got out that the ruler had nearly been assassinated and was in critical condition?
The country would inevitably fall into chaos.
But now wasn't the time to worry about such things...

"But my Lord..."

"Find... another location... and call... a doctor there."

"..."

Irene carefully looked toward me.
This was it. She was asking me to make the decision.

If we went to the imperial hospital, rumors would spread immediately. I wasn't sure how Irene and the soldiers would handle the aftermath, but it could potentially become quite troublesome.
Considering her current position, this was especially true. While her own safety was important, she would also want to avoid causing national chaos.

I carefully looked at Serphina.
If she were truly on the brink of death, I shouldn't listen to her request.
But if her survival was a confirmed future, it would be more reasonable to honor her wishes.
Fortunately, Irene seemed to have stopped the bleeding well, and the wound didn't appear to be fatally severe—but I needed more concrete evidence.

'I need to find a way to know for sure...!'

As I was desperately racking my brain, just then.

"...Swen."

Serphina asked me in a faint voice.

"I want... to ask... if not taking me to the hospital... is the right decision..."

'Lady Serphina...'

I see.
Serphina had posed this question for my benefit, seeing my hesitation.
She knew about my ability, after all.

However.

[Unknown.]

...As expected.
I had anticipated this, but the answer came back as "unknown."
Despite her thoughtful question, my Intelligence of 100 couldn't determine whether it was right or wrong.

Perhaps noticing my expression, she spoke again.

"I suppose... even you... can't know everything... I'm sorry... for burdening you..."

For some reason, Serphina's words made me emotional. I moved closer to her and whispered:

"My Lord. Please save your strength. ...I'm fine."

Seeing her haggard face made me resent my ability even more.
If only I had received an answer like "the fate of continental unification hangs in the balance," I would have taken her to the hospital regardless of potential chaos, given the life-threatening situation.
I would have gone to the hospital without delay...

"...Wait?"

Just a moment.
Continental unification...?

The moment I recognized the keyword "continental unification,"
I realized there was exactly one "question" I could ask to confirm Serphina's survival.

'...Is Lunarienne Iniang destined to become the ruler who unifies the continent?'

Thump.
Thump.

With a trembling heart, I checked the answer that appeared before me.

[Yes.]

'...!!!'

It's okay.
Lady Serphina won't die.
We don't necessarily need to rush her to the hospital right now. The fact that Luna's destiny remained unchanged despite not being in a hospital meant that Serphina would survive.
Just to be sure, I also input a question about Lady Serphina, and seeing the output "No" confirmed that nothing would happen to her.

If she wasn't going to die, I could honor her request.
I nodded and said:

"I think it would be best to move her to our mansion and call a physician there."

"...Understood."

After hearing Irene's response, I slowly turned to look at Ms. Reika.

She too seemed to have grasped the seriousness of the situation, as she nodded and silently followed behind us.

Why did this happen?
I thought we had avoided fate, but had we merely escaped the immediate danger of death?
Or was this situation itself the "avoidance of the fate of death"?

No, from the beginning... I couldn't understand how a knight of Irene's caliber had allowed Lady Serphina to get injured.

'I can hear about what happened later.'

After organizing my thoughts, I followed behind Irene along with Ms. Reika.
I couldn't be more thankful that she was such a strong person.

*

After moving her to the bedroom in our mansion.
Only after the imperial physician, summoned through our maid, entered the room to examine her condition, was I able to hear from Irene about what had happened.

"She was trying to protect you, Irene?"

"Yes... the Lord... got injured... trying to protect me."

Irene clenched her fist in frustration, on the verge of tears.

"I'm a failure as a royal guard... After all that training. We're taught to sacrifice our lives to protect those we guard..."

"...You did nothing wrong, Irene. It was simply beyond your control."

Indeed, how could a newcomer like her have noticed that two of her fellow guards were assassins?
Even I hadn't predicted it, and Serphina clearly hadn't either, which is why she had kept them close.
Moreover, the perpetrator had been guarding her since she ascended to the throne.
How could anyone have anticipated such a person would turn a blade against them?

Suddenly.
I recalled what she had said when calmly accepting that she "couldn't become the unifying ruler."
She had mentioned that as she felt the malice directed at her in this world... she had come to expect such things.

Was this what she meant?
That the people around her who followed her would suddenly hold knives to her throat?
Even if she had killed all the imperial princes, from what I heard, the imperial family's conflicts were much worse when her brothers were alive, and she had just been a bit excessive in cleaning up at the very end...
In this era where neither human nor heavenly ethics existed, was she alone such a great criminal deserving of everyone's hatred?

I almost got lost in these thoughts, but we had no time.
I took Irene's trembling hands and said:

"Irene. Let's leave the analysis for later and focus on what we need to do now. That will be more helpful to our Lord."

"...Okay."

"Please go to the royal palace and handle this situation as quietly as possible. The justification of 'by the Lord's command' should be sufficient. You'll be fine, Irene, as you're not just a royal guard but also the deputy commander of the occupation forces. And regarding the treatment of the assassins... since State Strategist Jena is currently absent, you'll need to handle this independently."

"But to say it's the Lord's command when she hasn't said anything..."

"It's fine. I'll take full responsibility."

Though I said this, I didn't think Serphina would reprimand either me or Irene over this matter.
She wasn't that rigid a person.

"...Alright, Swen."

Irene wiped her tears and stood up bravely.

"I'll take care of everything... please look after the Lord."

"Don't worry about this side."

Watching Irene's retreating figure, I couldn't help but feel fortunate that she had already established herself in her position.
As someone who had already secured her place, her words would carry more credibility.

By the way.
Why did Lady Serphina... try to save Irene by putting herself in harm's way?
While I was confused by her completely irrational and incomprehensible action as a ruler,

I slowly rose from my seat at the sound of the door opening, as the physician and two female attendants who appeared to be acting as nurses came out.

"How is the situation?"

"Fortunately, her life is not in danger... but she seems to have lost quite a bit of blood, so she'll need absolute rest for a while. I've taken all the necessary measures... but I think it would be best for her to rest for several weeks, possibly even months."

Though he said he had taken all necessary measures, this wasn't a world with highly advanced medicine like the one I originally came from.
In that sense, it was truly fortunate that the wound wasn't deep.

Whether this was because "it was meant to be this way" according to my prophecy, or simply because she was lucky, I couldn't say.

"Is there anything else that needs to be done?"

"No. I can only emphasize that she needs rest..."

"...I understand."

"I'll be staying in this mansion today, so please call me anytime."

After sending the physician away.

I carefully opened the door and entered the room where Serphina was lying.

*

Inside the bedroom, Serphina was lying peacefully.
Was she asleep?
Trying not to make any noise, I carefully approached her bedside.

'Lady Serphina...'

She seemed to have fallen asleep already.
It was only natural that she would need sleep to recover, as she must have been greatly weakened.
Her waist was wrapped in bandages beneath her snow-white clothes.
Even for the nurses, touching the emperor's body must have been quite daunting.
Though they said the wound wasn't deep... judging by the area covered by bandages, it was quite extensive.
Being cut by a knife to that extent must have been extremely painful, yet she hadn't made a single sound of distress on the way here.

A ruler who throws herself in harm's way to protect her royal guard... feeling the irony of those words as I gazed at her face, suddenly.

I realized that in the end, she had protected Irene.

Wait a minute.
If so, then why...?

Just as my mind began to race,

"...!!"

I felt someone grab my wrist. Looking down—
Serphina had reached out with her thin, pale hand and grasped my wrist.
Turning my head, I saw that she had opened her eyes and was looking at me.

"Are you awake, my Lord? You should rest—"

"...Swen."

"My Lord."

She who always looked down at me was now looking up at me from her lying position—
And with that fragile, delicate voice... she spoke words sharp as a blade.

"...Don't leave me, Swen..."
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* * *

Is this a dream?

Standing before a field of blooming flowers, Serphina wondered if this might be a dream.
After all, such a beautiful scene couldn't possibly be allowed for someone like her.

When she turned her head slightly—
A white-haired man was smiling at her.
A familiar face. Swen.
Though she hadn't dreamed of him since they met... it seemed she was dreaming of him again.

Strangely, she could see herself from a third-person perspective.
Wearing a straw hat to shield from the sunlight, dressed in a pure white dress...
Smiling like the happiest, most loved woman in the world.
It was such a warm smile that she couldn't even remember when she had last smiled like that.

In that moment, when happiness seemed eternal.

Swen slowly rose from his seat.
And began walking steadily forward.

'...Huh?'

Even when she reached out... she couldn't touch him.
Though she wanted to say something, no voice came out.
She had so many things she wanted to tell him, but her lips wouldn't move.

Don't go.
Don't leave, Swen.
If you leave too, I'll... I'll...
Be abandoned, unloved by anyone, hated by everyone.

I don't want that.
I don't want that at all.

Please, please, please...

* * *

'...Ah.'

With a jolt, she came to her senses.

"What's happened to you, Lady Serphina..."

'...Swen?'

It was Swen's voice.
The voice of the man from her dream just now.
Serphina slowly moved her hand.
As she gradually regained movement, she began to understand what had happened.
That's right. After receiving medicinal herbs with pain-relieving effects, she had lain down, entrusted herself to her attendants... and fallen asleep.

As her body's signals returned, pain was gradually creeping up from her waist.

'Swen... don't go...!'

Desperately, with all her strength, she reached out and grabbed his wrist.
He looked at her with a worried expression and spoke.

"Are you awake, my Lord? You should rest—"

'I absolutely... absolutely cannot lose him...!'

In Serphina's mind, there was only one thought.
She didn't want to lose this man.
If she lost him, she would regret it for the rest of her life.

"...Swen."

"My Lord."

And so...
She revealed her true feelings, deeply hidden in her heart.
The real thoughts she had never dared express for fear of earning his hatred.

I know.
I know I'm not in your heart.
I've noticed that the lord you serve isn't me.

But.
Even so... I'll regret it if I don't say this.
So.

"...Don't leave me, Swen..."

That's what she said.

* * *

"My Lord...?"

As Serphina grabbed my hand and turned slightly to her side, the blanket slowly slid down.
Her snow-white shoulder was revealed.
Before I could avert my gaze, she... repeated the same words to me again.

"Please... don't leave me, Swen..."

"..."

What did she mean by asking me not to leave?
Did she want me to stay by her side right now?
Thinking that must be it, I sat down in a nearby chair.

"I'm not going anywhere, my Lord. I'll stay here all day."

But.
As if desperately holding onto me to prevent my escape, she tightened her grip on my arm and spoke again.

"That's not what I mean..."

"..."

"Swen... stay... by my side. Please..."

Don't leave me.
Stay by my side.

I realized the true meaning of those words.
Had she known all along?
That someday I would leave her side?

Of course, she had said it repeatedly. She said she was fine being my second choice. She said she wanted to win my heart somehow. She said she would do anything to keep me by her side.
Was the real meaning behind all those words... a plea for me to never leave her side?

Serphina didn't press me for an answer as I hesitated in silence.
Perhaps she hadn't even expected a response to her words.

After some time passed in silence,
I carefully changed the subject.

"...How are your wounds?"

"They're not fatal, so I'm fine. Despite appearances... I'm quite tenacious."

The court physician had said there was little he could do.
Just bandage the wounds and apply medicinal herbs.
This kind of treatment would clearly take time. A few weeks at minimum, possibly months.
Though she had survived, even to an amateur like me, these were clearly not minor injuries. It would likely be months.
In this condition, she wouldn't be able to properly attend to state affairs... thinking this, the question naturally came to my lips.

"My Lord. Why did you do it?"

"..."

"Why... did you throw yourself in front of Lady Irene?"

Serphina was an intelligent person.
She surely understood the weight of her own life.
While Irene was important to me, from the nation's perspective, the monarch's existence was far more important than a mere guard.
Her action must have been incredibly difficult for Irene as well, as her bodyguard.
No matter how one might try to frame it, a protector dying while protecting their charge ultimately meant the guard had failed.
She wasn't the type of person who wouldn't understand that her actions helped neither herself nor Irene.

So why had she done it?

Serphina slowly opened and closed her golden eyes... firmly holding my hand.

"...I didn't want to hurt you."

She said.

"...What?"

"I... Swen, I didn't want to hurt you."

With a trembling voice, she confessed her true feelings to me.

"General Irene is extremely important to you, isn't she... If I had let her get hurt... your heart would have been wounded."
"If that happened, Swen, I might have left an unforgivable scar on you... When I thought about that, my body moved before I could think."

"..."

"I know everyone in the world hates me... I thought I was used to it. But... if I hurt you and ended up being hated by you too, just like everyone else... I felt I would crumble."
"So... I threw myself in harm's way. I hoped you wouldn't be sad. I hoped... you wouldn't hate me. I—"

—I was afraid of you hating me.
I firmly held her hand as she spoke with a trembling voice.

"My Lord... I could never hate you."

"Swen..."

"So..."

I couldn't find my voice.
I didn't know what to say in this situation.

In a similar situation, I could have spoken to Irene.
I could tell her everything in my heart without holding back. That was still true.

But.
Serphina was different.
For me, someone who would eventually leave... saying anything to her would be a betrayal.
So I couldn't find the courage to speak freely.

It's okay, you can relax. I'll continue to be on your side.
Thank you. Thank you for saving Irene. I'll never forget it.

Though words to comfort her kept floating through my mind... I couldn't say them.
I knew I had no right to speak such words.

Then.

Serphina's slender hand slowly rose.
When I came to my senses, she was gently stroking my face with the back of her hand.

"Don't cry."

"...Pardon?"

Ah.

Only then did I realize tears were flowing from my eyes.

"Swen... I did it so you wouldn't be hurt, yet why are you in pain?"

"My Lord..."

"I'm glad I saved Irene... if I hadn't, I wouldn't have been able to face you, Swen."

I said nothing, just firmly held her hand.
Even as tears fell onto my knees, I couldn't bring myself to speak for what felt like minutes.

Serphina continued to wipe away my tears...
Slowly.
Carefully.

She revealed what was inside her.

"...Swen."

"Yes."

That story was.

"I... didn't kill them."

For an absolute ruler to say with her own lips, it might seem trivial.
But for a human being, it was an incredibly heavy confession.

"I... didn't kill anyone, Swen."

"My Lord..."

"Brother Algot... Brother Sidmid..."

As soon as I heard those names, her past words echoed in my ears.

"Of course. I eliminated both Algot, the most likely successor, and Sidmid, who had the greatest conflict with him, with my own hands.

She had looked me in the eyes and said she had killed them all.

"For me, the youngest with no claim, to ascend to the imperial throne, purges were necessary. If there were none who would follow me, I simply had to kill everyone and let only those who pledged loyalty to me live. It was ridiculously simple. So I took care of it. I was someone who had to wear the crown."

After finishing her story, she had asked me in a nonchalant tone.

"Don't you despise me?"

And now—
She was telling me with a trembling voice.

That she hadn't killed them.

I looked at her face.

Just as I had cried.
She began to cry too.
Her golden eyes rippled like a lake.

"I didn't... kill anyone. I... didn't... kill... anyone..."

—Hiccup.
The person I thought would always be strong.
The woman who seemed like she would never allow anyone to look down on her.

She was crying so hard her beautiful face was a mess.

"Believe me, Swen... I... didn't kill... anyone..."

"..."

With a voice that seemed about to break, she pleaded with me over and over.
I didn't do it.
I didn't kill anyone, she said.

She revealed her deepest, most buried feelings.

"It's true..."

Listening to her faltering voice, I gathered my thoughts.

How unlike her this defense was.
The Serphina I knew would explain situations with reasoning that anyone could understand...
But now, for some reason, she was simply repeating that she hadn't committed the acts, without any detailed explanation.

A statement lacking evidence, logic, or eloquence.
Yet ironically, its emotional appeal was greater than any skilled orator could achieve.

If Serphina truly hadn't killed anyone, then whose were all the evil deeds attributed to her until now?
Had she been living all this time bearing someone else's sins alone?

And crucially—
Why was she telling me this story?

There were countless questions.

But what mattered now wasn't picking apart each detail.
What I needed to do was say what she desperately needed to hear.
To comfort her heart as she revealed her story.

"I believe you."

I looked into her eyes and spoke slowly.

"I told you before, didn't I? That I believe in you, Lady Serphina. Nothing has changed. I believe you. I believe your words."

She continued to cry without answering.
I didn't press further, quietly placing my hand on her face.
Despite daring to touch the face of the absolute ruler... she didn't reject my touch.

I wiped the tears flowing down Serphina's face, then firmly held her hand again.

It's warm.
Despite being the hand of a tyrant supposedly without blood or tears, warm blood flowed through it.
No. Perhaps she was a manufactured tyrant. After all, she hadn't killed anyone. I believed her words. I had to believe them.

I rest my heart on the warmth I feel from her hand.
As I soak my soul in the gentle scent of yuzu, I gradually realize.
The yuzu fragrance floating in the air isn't coming from her... but blooming from within my heart.

What are you doing?
Why are you giving your heart to her like this?

Setting aside these rational questions about myself deep in my chest...
I now simply follow my instincts and rest my face against her hand.

And then.
Most audaciously.

I make a vow to protect Serphina for life.
In that vow... there was, unfortunately, no falsehood.
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That's how I spent several minutes by her side in silence.
Before I knew it, Serphina had stopped crying and turned her head to speak.

"...I've shown you quite an unsightly appearance."

Her face was clearly as red as a radish—
And quite impudently, I thought that such a look was cute.

"I'm in the same state. And I don't think it was unsightly at all."

"..."

I could feel my eyes were swollen.
Just now, Serphina and I had cried together. She in her way, and I in mine, we both shed bitter tears.
Perhaps that's why. Right now, my head felt clearer than at any other moment. If only her head had cleared as well, that would be good.

I broke the silence and carefully changed the subject.

"By the way... I heard some of the story from General Irene, but what exactly happened?"

"If you've heard the story, then the explanation will be quick. It was exactly that kind of situation."

"The assassination attempt was..."

"..."

Serphina slowly closed her eyes.
It seemed that even recalling the fact was quite difficult for her.

The one who had targeted her life... was a man named Reni, who was essentially the leader of the guard knights whom she had trusted above all else.
I knew him well too.
Though we'd never spoken, he was a face I always saw when accompanying her.
He was someone who gave off the weight characteristic of a middle-aged person who had been through a great deal, but he wasn't someone who existed in my memories.

I waited calmly without rushing her.
How much time had passed?
Finally, she carefully parted her lips.

"It was essentially Reni's last career. Guarding me."

I listened to her words in silence.

"Reni, who had led the knights since the Empire was intact... was a reliable man. When I had just ascended to the throne. When my position as ruler wasn't yet perfectly secure... he said he would gladly be my shield. Just like now, in that situation where I truly couldn't trust a single person, Reni was one of the most trustworthy commanders."

And that Reni had finally pointed his hidden blade at her?

"Shura, who seems to have joined hands with him, was also a woman recommended by Reni. She was a rough but excellent woman. She seemed ashamed of her humble origins, so I told her many times. That I didn't care about what blood flowed in her body."

Shura was also a face I had seen several times.
Like Reni, I had never spoken with her... but failing to notice the slight killing intent that must have been in her eyes was a painful oversight.

"When you assigned Irene to me as a guard knight, you might have noticed that there could be an assassination attempt. Saying you wanted to see Irene by my side... wasn't that too clumsy a lie, Swen?"

"..."

"But I couldn't bring myself to suspect him. I couldn't even think that Reni... would point a blade at me. You probably think I was incredibly naive."

"No. I should have... paid more careful attention."

I blamed myself for not thinking to suspect the guard knights.
But predicting that would be in the realm of gods, not humans.
It was a problem too harsh for both Serphina and me.

In that sense, Lady Irene's response was nearly perfect.
She completely blocked Reni's actions before he could even attempt anything.
The problem was the woman called Shura.
From the circumstances, it seems Shura targeted Irene, and Reni targeted Serphina... It was fortunate that Irene had been constantly mindful of the possibility of an assassination attempt; if it had been someone else, they likely would have been caught unaware.

Probably...
If Lady Serphina hadn't thrown herself in the way, Lady Irene would have...

I unconsciously clenched my fist.
The woman called Shura was summarily executed on the spot, and Reni had essentially lost both his legs, I was told.
Naturally, I found myself hoping he was still alive. Reni, and whoever was behind him...

I felt I couldn't rest easy until I dealt with them personally.

At that moment.

"How amusing."

Serphina let out a small sigh and sneered.

"In the end, I just realize once more... that there is no one by my side. Why does it hurt so much? It's just one more occurrence of what has happened all along... Why does it feel so sad? Do I even have the right to feel this way anymore... I just don't know anymore."

"I may... as you said... be destined not to become the Emperor of the Unified Empire..."

"That's not... true."

I tried not to touch her heart too deeply.

"As I told you, it depends on the situation at that time—"

"..."

Serphina slowly opened her eyes.
And then, she looked at me.

"Then, how about now?"

"...Pardon?"

"Has my fate changed? Can I become the unified monarch?"

Seeing that I couldn't easily answer, Serphina turned her head away again.
And then... as if she had made a slip of the tongue, she carefully said.

"...I'm sorry. I was being childish with you."

"Not at all."

"I would have no face to show those who died carrying the name of Aingart if I were to break over such a trivial matter... I know that well."

I couldn't possibly call nearly being assassinated trivial.
Nevertheless, if that was her way of gathering strength, I couldn't thoughtlessly offer words of comfort either.

Perhaps supporting her from the side was the right answer at times like this.
I carefully took her hand and said.

"I believe in you, Lady Serphina."

"..."

"I told you just now, didn't I? I believe everything you say, Lady Serphina."

Serphina stared directly into my eyes for a long time...
Then, as if slightly upset, she puffed her cheeks slightly and said.
...How cute.

"...You're not calling me your lord."

"..."

Beyond her cute appearance, my heart ached again.
She had roughly anticipated it.
The fact that someday I would leave her side.
Having gone that far, I couldn't pretend not to know forever.

But...
Now was not a good time.
She was too wounded—both physically and emotionally—for me to talk about my inner thoughts.
So I put on the mask of the Mind's Eye Strategist once more.

"...What does the form of address matter, my lord? The one I serve now is none other than you."

"It feels like I'm receiving a formal bow."

She said that.
Then slowly turned her head toward me.
Her golden eyes, cleared after shedding many tears, sparkled like they contained the Milky Way.

"Still, it's alright. Because I've prepared myself."

"Prepared yourself?"

"Yes. Even if the day comes when you leave my side... I've prepared myself not to resent you."

Serphina said that with a smile.
It was strange.
Clearly, until just a little while ago, it was a smile that seemed like it would break at any moment... but somehow it had become much stronger.
She is a strong person. Serphina.

"And yet... I haven't lost my chance."

After saying that.
She grasped my wrist.
I didn't refuse and entrusted my wrist to her.

"Swen, isn't the fact that you cried with me proof of that?"

"..."

"It seems I've managed to steal a bit of your heart from that nameless ruler. Hehehe..."

I deliberately turned my head away from her as she smiled like sunshine.
...This is bad.
At this rate, I truly felt... that I would lose any choice in the matter.
My heart. My gaze. All the compasses of my thinking... were pointing fiercely toward the existence called Serphina.

Thump, thump.
Thump, thump.

Without realizing it, I slightly turned my gaze to look at her.
Her snow-white shoulders... came into view again.
Though covered with bandages, the enormous curves of her chest that could never be hidden were visible whether I wanted to see them or not.

I quickly turned my head away as I felt something like male instinct stirring.

"Swen."

At Serphina's playful voice, I instantly knew she had seen through my inner thoughts again.

"Are you... interested?"

"...Pardon?"

"I asked if my body... is interesting enough to catch your attention."

Her voice trembled slightly at the end.
Looking at her expression... she seemed about to burst in many ways.
With her absolute charisma nowhere to be found, her embarrassment at her own words reminded me exactly of Lady Irene.

"Your joke goes too far, my lord."

"It seems I'm not very attractive to you."

"That's not it... but how could I dare to harbor such disrespectful thoughts?"

"Really?"

At that moment.
Serphina applied force to the hand holding my wrist—

"...Ah."

Thud.

All too easily, I collapsed onto the bed where she was lying.
Before my eyes.

Serphina was lying there.

"...Even now?"

"...!!!!"

"Even now... you feel nothing?"

My vision was filled with Serphina.
Her golden hair.
The citrus scent emanating from her.
Below her snow-white shoulders, beyond the bandages, two enormous breasts of violent size that couldn't be hidden.

Suddenly.
All too suddenly, I recalled the moment of our first kiss.
Not just recalled. That mental image began to feel vividly real.
Her soft tongue. The sticky saliva. The citrus scent stimulating my mouth and nose.
As for me, I was like a machine with its cord pulled out, unable to do anything, having lost the compass of my thoughts.

"Ser...phina."

Not Lady Serphina, not my lord, but Serphina.
For her part, she didn't mind that at all, her face completely flushed as she looked at me...

"...Swen. I'm... okay."

Like a woman looking at the man she loves—

"Swen, if it's you... you can do... whatever you want..."

'I...!!!!'

—Knock knock knock.

"...!!!!"

I got up from the bed in surprise.
Serphina also seemed startled and moved slightly away from me.
What just happened? No, more importantly... this sound.

Someone was knocking on the door.

'Phew...'

...Thank goodness.
It was truly fortunate.
I almost made a terrible mistake.
I absolutely had to avoid actions that would make Serphina misunderstand in this situation.

Serphina also seemed to have come to her senses as she cleared her throat a few times, then wrapped herself in the blanket and said.

"...Open it."

"..."

I stood up as if nothing had happened, let out a short sigh, and opened the door.
And—

"...Huh?"

"Um, h-hello, Sir Swen...!!"

The one who had knocked on the door was Reika.
And for some reason, with eyes burning with enthusiasm—

"Well, um... I... I have something I'd like to... tell you...!"

"Something you'd like to tell me?"

"Yes! First, um... if it's alright with you... please listen...!!!"

Ch.200 - Chapter 200. For The First Time In This Moment
I turned to bring the hesitant Reika before Serphina.

"Ah, um, th-that... H-h-hello...!"

When she finally came to the bed and faced Serphina directly, Reika broke into a nervous sweat. Her flustered behavior might have been interpreted as improper etiquette under the circumstances, but Serphina didn't seem to mind as she asked with a casual attitude:

"...It's been a while. Have you been well?"

"Ah, I... y-you... remember me...!"

"Of course. You leave quite a memorable impression."

With her rare pink hair that left a strong impression on anyone who saw her for the first time, that statement wasn't wrong.

"I... I see... I'm somehow sorry... Sorry for being born..."

"No, Miss Reika. Please calm down."

After calming her down as she had completely frozen in front of Serphina and was blurting out whatever came to mind:

"So, what brings you here?"

"Well... I heard that Lady Serphina was badly injured..."

"...Yes."

"Lady Irene said that Lady Serphina was injured while helping her..."

"..."

As soon as Irene's name was mentioned, Serphina averted her gaze with a subtle expression.

"Yes. And?"

"So, I thought... there might be something I could do to help...!"

"...?"

"Do you remember, Lord Swen? What I said about wanting to show you something."

I certainly did remember her saying something like that.

"I thought I might be able to show you now...!"

"...???"

Wait a moment.
If Reika wanted to show something, could it be...

"Have you... learned something 'new'?"

She nodded repeatedly.

Of course, as a mage, what she would want to show her mentor would be a new spell.
However...

"Right now, my lord is resting..."

I tried to redirect the conversation.
Serphina still didn't know that Reika was a mage. She had her suspicions and was fairly certain, but she had never seen it with her own eyes.
I wondered what Reika had learned that made her so enthusiastic, but I couldn't go along with her at the moment.
Just as I thought she would understand with this much explanation since she was quick-witted—

"Ah, I know...!"

"...?"

"Because Lady Serphina is injured... I can show you...!"

'...???'

"With this... I might be able to heal Lady Serphina...! No, I'm certain I can!"

Looking at Reika's sparkling eyes, I thought:

Reika wants to show a new spell.
And she can show it because Serphina is injured?
She says she can heal her with this??

'...Healing?'

That's what immediately came to mind, but did such magic exist in this game?
...No.
Even the green rapier I always carried at my waist whenever I went out, which amplified magical power, was just an ornamental treasure as far as I knew.
No matter how many hours I'd spent playing the game—10,000 hours—there were clearly things I didn't know.
So then...

I turned to look at Serphina.
Although her life wasn't in danger, with injuries like that, she wouldn't be able to properly attend to state affairs for weeks.
While the chaos would subside since her life wasn't in danger, it would clearly be better for everyone if she could return to the throne as soon as possible.
I was also concerned about how people would view the fact that Irene and I were once again involved in this incident, even if unintentionally.

'This is no time to keep secrets.'

I slowly nodded.

"Alright."

As soon as she heard my words, she nodded repeatedly again.
Leaving her behind, looking like an obedient small animal, I turned back to Serphina and said:

"My lord. ...There is something I would like to show you. Could you spare a moment?"

She could have asked what it was.
But instead of asking, Serphina slowly nodded and—

"I trust you, Swen."

She returned the exact words I had said to her earlier.

*

"Then... I'll begin."

After muttering to herself a few times in a small voice, Reika closed her eyes.

"Haap...!"

As she always did, she began to gather a sphere at her fingertips.
The difference this time was that it was a color like pure white light.

"...!!!"

Serphina's eyes widened at the sight.
She had plenty of suspicions about mages, but this was probably the first time she was actually seeing magic being performed, so it was natural for her to be surprised.
An ordinary person might have panicked and pushed Reika away at this point... but she didn't, staying still as I had instructed her.
Perhaps this was what it meant to trust me.

"Haaah...!!"

The sphere that had gathered in Reika's hands gradually enveloped Serphina's body.
A white aura-like energy rose around her fair skin.

After a few minutes had passed.

"...Ah..."

Thump.

"Miss Reika!"

I approached Reika, who had collapsed onto the bed.

"Are you alright?"

Reika was panting as if exhausted, but—
Fortunately, she didn't appear to be in any life-threatening condition.
This was how Reika typically looked when she had depleted all her mana.
Perhaps her mana capacity had increased significantly recently, as she seemed less exhausted than before. In the early days after meeting her, I had often taken care of her when she collapsed from exhaustion after training.

"Lord... Swen... Did it... work... well?"

At those words, I turned to look at Lady Serphina—
She was sitting up in bed, shocked, already touching the area of her wound.

"...This can't be."

After feeling around the bandage area a few times, she said in a trembling voice of disbelief:

"The wound... has faded."

"That's... good..."

Reika squeezed out those words before losing consciousness.
It seemed that being a new spell, it wasn't yet optimized for mana consumption.
By the way, to think that a magic similar to "heal" actually existed...
I don't know what mechanism she used to learn this spell, but Reika was truly an extraordinary woman beyond what I had imagined.

I used all my strength to somehow manage to lay the exhausted Reika on the empty bed next to us, then approached Serphina again and asked:

"Huff, huff... My lord, how does it feel?"

"Truly... I feel better. The pain has almost disappeared, and the wound has healed considerably. I can hardly believe it..."

Despite having heard that I dropped a meteorite.
Despite having confirmed the evidence.
Despite having seen the castle walls collapse with her own eyes—

There are few moments when one can be as certain about something as when that experience becomes one's own.

"So mages... truly exist."

"...Yes. Though I am not a mage myself."

"..."

She looked confused.
It's hard to believe when you first see it.
No matter how intelligent and clever she was, being overwhelmed by supernatural power was inevitable for any human.

But.
It seemed that what truly surprised her wasn't the existence of mages.

"...Why?"

"Pardon?"

"Why did you... reveal this to me?"

Serphina looked at me with a trembling voice.
Her golden eyes were shaking as much as her voice.

"...Swen. May I speak frankly?"

"Please do."

"If I were you, I would have kept that woman's... Reika's identity as a mage secret until the end. ...Since you're planning to leave anyway, it would be wise not to reveal such an enormous secret to a lord you'll only serve temporarily, and I don't think you would have overlooked this."

At the words "since you're planning to leave anyway," I couldn't even begin to offer any counterargument.
I just froze... quietly listening to her words.

"Yet you revealed her identity to me. That fact... confuses me greatly. Truly. You make me so confused, Swen."

"...My lord. That's—"

Before I could make any excuse, she grabbed my wrist again with her white hand.

"No. It's alright. I wasn't asking for an answer. So, please don't say anything."

Then, stroking my wrist:

"Even the smallest hope is enough. I... still cannot give up on you, Swen. Just allow me to try until the very end."

"..."

False hope wasn't a good thing.
Naturally, I thought it would be better to be firm here.

But her eyes looked so sad.
They resembled the eyes of Lady Irene from before, whom I once wanted to protect.

I couldn't pull my hand away from hers.
No, I chose not to pull away.

Serphina released my hand and slowly rose from the bed.
I quickly turned my head away, embarrassed by the violently feminine curves of her body visible through her semi-transparent white negligee.

"Anyway, I will never forget this favor, Swen."

"...I too will never forget that you protected Lady Irene."

This was sincere.
I didn't want to abandon the lonely ruler who had thrown herself in harm's way because she didn't want me to get hurt, didn't want me to hate her.
Even if the time came for me to return, I intended to repay this debt.

"Since I've recovered faster than expected, now I must attend to what needs to be done."

"What needs to be done..."

Hearing those words, Serphina curved her lips into a smile.
Once again, it was that smile I often saw from her, looking down on others.
The confident expression that only an absolute ruler could wear.

"Don't you think I need to show once more what happens to those who defy House Aingart?"

I found myself strangely relieved to see her regaining her spirit.
After all... I was deeply indebted to her.

I slowly closed my eyes.

The inevitable crossroads of choice.
If the moment ever came when I had to choose Serphina—
At that time, I intended to decide entirely by my own will and take full responsibility for that decision.

Even if everyone pointed fingers at me, I was determined to repay the price of Lady Irene's life—
That's what I promised myself.

Yes.
I no longer deny it.
For the first time at this moment—
I had the thought that I might not choose the option to "return immediately to Lunarian territory."

* * *

Aingart Royal Castle.
After the events of that night became somewhat known, the responsibility for managing this situation in Serphina's absence should have fallen to Jena, the national strategist—
But she was currently away from Aingart Castle, inspecting various parts of the continent.

Instead, Irene was temporarily in charge.
After all, she knew most clearly what had happened, and that's why Serphina had temporarily entrusted her with full authority.
Fortunately, Irene's reputation among the castle's generals had improved considerably.

"General. We have successfully imprisoned Reni."

"Thank you for your hard work. What is Reni's current condition?"

"He's still alive, but his wounds are severe and he looks like he might die soon... Is this acceptable?"

'Hmm...'

I was told that while her life wasn't in danger, she would need absolute rest for a few weeks.
If Reni died in the meantime, we wouldn't be able to find out who was behind him.

'For now, it might be better to torture him to extract information...'

As I was debating whether to seek advice from my lord who needed rest, or to handle things on my own for now—

"What are you pondering so deeply about?"

Irene heard the empress's confident voice, which had become quite familiar to her ears.
And when she turned her head toward the sound—

"...My lord?"

Serphina, who had clearly suffered severe injuries, was walking steadily toward the throne as if nothing had happened—

"Well done, Irene. Leave the rest to me."

It was a harbinger of the bloodshed to come once again.

Ch.201 - Chapter 201. Under The Night Sky
With Serphina's unexpectedly quick return, the "series of incidents" was rapidly calmed.

First of all, the situation itself didn't escalate further. Had she been absent from the throne for longer, the confusion would have continued, but with her swift return, she could continue governing the nation without much issue, almost as if the incident had never occurred.
The difference between an absolute monarch being absent for several weeks versus just one day was inevitably significant.

Indeed, I should call her Ms. Reika.
I don't know what methods she used, but Lady Serphina's wounds healed remarkably quickly, and she seemed stable enough to live normally now.
Seeing how she slept for 24 hours straight and still struggled after waking up, it seemed she had pushed herself extremely hard.
The reason she could go that far... must be because it was related to Lady Irene. After all, Ms. Reika was extremely devoted to Lady Irene.

Next was the disposition of the assassin, Reni.
While Shura was already dead, Reni had survived. And because he survived, he inevitably faced brutal torture.
Just when Serphina was about to acknowledge his spirit for refusing to reveal his backers no matter what...

"They've occupied a fortress?"

"Yes. They've occupied a small fortress northwest of Amir Castle and are claiming that 'we cannot tolerate the rule of the current monarch.' This time... well, um."

"Don't worry about it. Just tell me exactly as it is."

At Serphina's words, the soldier who came to report hesitated before finally squeezing out his words.

"They're claiming that although they failed to end the life of the witch Serphina, this isn't over..."

Considering that the news wouldn't have spread across the entire continent quickly due to her short absence—

"So they're essentially confessing to being the masterminds."

"Yes. However, the situation seems complicated in various ways."

"Complicated?"

"It seems they originally planned to attempt rebellion from nearby Terk Castle, but things didn't go as planned..."

"..."

Did their plans get complicated because the assassination failed?
Well, such matters shouldn't be Serphina's concern.

And—

"I understand. Continue to investigate their movements and report back."

"Yes!"

After the soldier left, Serphina looked in my direction.

"What do you think, Swen?"

Right.
What circumstances led them to attempt another rebellion?
It wasn't Serphina's concern, but it wasn't mine either.

"Shouldn't the rebels be severely punished?"

"However, if it's a fortress in the direction of Amir Castle, it will take time to gather troops."

The southeastern part of the northern region was close to being the most rural area among Serphina's territories, with a small population and few soldiers.
There was a reason why deploying troops to Amir Castle was considered a radical plan.

But.

"There's no need to gather troops. How many did they say were at the fortress?"

"I heard about 10,000."

"That number can be captured without much difficulty."

Yes.
These rebels had a very significant difference from previous rebels.
Namely...

'I cannot forgive the sin of endangering Lady Irene.'

The fact that they had put Lady Irene in danger, of all people.
The lives of Shura and Reni weren't enough. If there were masterminds behind them, I couldn't accept myself if I didn't deal with them decisively.

I looked straight into her eyes.

"Please give me about 3,000 troops. I would be grateful if you appointed General Irene as the vanguard."

"You plan to handle 10,000 with just 3,000? There's no need for that. I can provide you with plenty more troops."

"No. Taking more would only result in losing valuable soldiers and consuming additional rations. Three thousand is enough."

Serphina stared into my eyes for a moment—
Then carefully parted her lips.

"You're planning to take Reika with you."

"..."

As expected.
True to her reputation as the most intelligent monarch I'd ever met, she seemed to have quickly figured out my plan.

As she said.
There was now a need to solidify the fact that a magician had appeared on the continent.

"Regarding the continuous rise of rebels... while it might be due to the 'karma' you mentioned, my Lord, I believe it's also because we haven't demonstrated 'overwhelming power.' Therefore, I think we need to make a grand display this time."

We couldn't hide the fact that she was a magician forever anyway.
If it had to be revealed, the right answer would be to extract all possible benefits from it.
To make those who dared touch Lady Irene pay the price, and to repay Lady Serphina who tried to save Lady Irene... I wanted to make the 'power of magic' appear as if it belonged to her.
If the fact that she possessed such abilities could become another variable for them, it would reduce the likelihood of them taking action.

Moreover, this was the only timing to create the miracle of defeating 10,000 with just 3,000.
In terms of magic catching people off guard, now was perfect while it wasn't yet widely known.

"I understand your intention, but... for me to have 'that power,' don't you need to be by my side?"

"...Since much remains unknown to the public, I believe rumors alone will be sufficient to control people."

"'Don't worry, my Lord, I will be by your side'... is what you're not saying. Hehe."

Serphina laughed as if amused... but I couldn't meet her eyes.
Fortunately, she didn't bring it up further and rose from her seat, extending her hand to me.

"Swen. I will give you 3,000 troops. I'll assign General Irene as the vanguard. Show those rebels who don't know their place and wave false flags who the true ruler of the Aingart Empire is."

"Yes!"

I answered loudly and reminded myself.

It was now time for me to take revenge.

*

During the march leading troops near the fortress, I had many conversations with Irene.

"It seems Reni is dead."

"Yes. Execution, they say. He held out until the end."

In the dark night.
After leading troops on horseback all day, the brief rest time before sleep was when I could talk with her.

"It's funny. I judged him to be the most trustworthy among the knight guards. To think that Sir Siegfried, whom I trusted least, was the only one not connected to the rebels... I never thought my judgment of people could be so poor... even thinking about it now fills me with frustration."

"How could you have known that, Lady Irene? You hadn't been a knight guard for long."

"But I was the only one who could have stopped it."

"Lady Serphina is alive because you were there, you know."

My words weren't empty flattery.
If she hadn't been there... the fate of the unified empire would have passed from Lady Luna to some unknown person.
One way or another, Irene had saved me once again.

"So I hope you won't blame yourself too much. No one would blame you, Lady Irene. Our Lord is also very grateful."

"Swen..."

Irene smiled faintly, as if understanding my feelings.
Being able to keep that smile in my sight... was also thanks to Lady Serphina.
No matter how many times I think about it, I can't deny that I owe her a great debt.

"...What about Ms. Reika?"

"She's sleeping in the carriage. It seems traveling a long distance with soldiers was quite draining for her in various ways. She was at a loss all day."

"I see."

Irene was one of the people who knew Reika was a magician.
Naturally, she also knew what it meant for her to come along.

"I'm worried, I must say."

"About Ms. Reika?"

"Yes."

"..."

It wasn't hard to guess what Irene was talking about.
Both Irene and I were official military officers of Serphina's army. We were soldiers.
Unlike me who gave various advice from the rear, Irene, who held a sword and took dozens of lives with her own hands, knew much better than I did what it meant to go to the battlefield.
So she seemed genuinely concerned about Ms. Reika, essentially a civilian, coming here.
I had thought about that too.
But—

"Ms. Reika told me. For Lady Irene, and for Lady Serphina who saved Lady Irene... she wants to do what she can."

"..."

"Though she belongs to a powerful family, she wasn't raised like a flower in a greenhouse. She knows what she's doing now. If that's her thinking, I want to support her too."

"I see..."

Once again, silence fell between us.
The crackling sound of the campfire filled the quiet night air.

"Just a moment."

I took a bottle placed on the campfire, brewed some tea lightly, and passed it to her.

"...Thank you."

"Not at all."

The sound of insects under a night sky filled with countless stars, the sound of drinking tea...
With these very quiet sounds, and the warm tea flowing down my throat, my body felt relaxed.

"Hey, Swen."

"Yes?"

"I heard there's... marriage talk between you and Ms. Reika?"

"...?"

I turned my gaze from the campfire to where Lady Irene was sitting.
With a flushed face, looking at the campfire, she asked.

"What do you think? Will you... marry her?"

"..."

I moistened my throat by taking a sip of tea, then—

"Well, I'd have to talk with Ms. Reika about that—"

"Assuming the conversation goes well, would you marry her?"

Irene turned her head toward me and asked urgently.
Marriage. Marriage...
I slowly looked into Irene's eyes.
My image filled her purple pupils.

If I were to be honest, I wanted to marry Lady Irene first.
I felt how much closer we had become with each moment.
Every time she called my name, I felt my heart fill more than ever before.

But.

"...Honestly, I don't intend to marry right now."

"Right now... so it's not a matter of intention, but timing...?"

"Yes."

I wanted to postpone marriage until I could put down roots.
It wouldn't be respectful to the other person to start a family while being a wanderer.
I had planned to propose when Lady Lunarienne raised her army—what I had considered my roots until now—and that thought hadn't changed.

Yet.
Why did Lady Serphina's image keep flashing before my eyes?
The image of that woman, so fragile and weak compared to her reputation as a tyrant, who had desperately held my hand asking me not to leave her.

So I.
I couldn't carelessly say, 'I plan to propose after returning to Luna's army.'

"When the time comes, I'll propose. Not just to Ms. Reika, but..."

Nevertheless.
Because I didn't want to tell evasive lies up to this moment.

Looking straight into Irene's eyes...

"...You know, don't you?"

"...!"

As if surprised, her purple pupils dilated for a moment.
Then, with a deeply flushed face, she lowered her head and—

"Swen..."

She murmured my name several times.

Had my feelings been conveyed to her properly?
Or was she just matching the mood without really understanding?

And, not long after—
Irene raised her head and looked straight into my eyes.

"...Yes. I'll wait for you forever, Swen."

Irene said that, making crescent moons with her eyes.
The sound of the campfire under countless stars that seemed about to pour down enveloped us.

Shortly after, Irene came closer to me—
And slightly leaned her head on me.
Without rejecting her, I silently gazed at the campfire with her.
It was peace. The peace of us two wanderers who had changed lords together.

In that moment, I could be certain.
I would never forget this moment until the day I died.

Ch.202 - Chapter 202. Combat In A New Era
After a period of marching, we finally reached a position where the fortress occupied by the rebels was visible.

"It seems they're preparing for a siege."

Irene, who was scouting ahead, looked back at me.

"What are we going to do, Swen?"

"As I mentioned before, we need to take them out in one go."

"Are you sure about this?"

I nodded with a smile at Irene's question.

"It's not something we could keep hidden forever anyway."

The existence of mages was bound to be revealed as time passed. While Reika was the most powerful mage in this game, she wasn't the only one of her kind. Besides, rumors about the existence of mages had already spread throughout the continent due to some of my eccentric actions, like making it appear as if I had summoned a meteor by building an altar.

As I mentioned before, if it was going to be revealed eventually, we needed to make the best use of it.

"...What about Reika?"

Irene turned her head to look at Reika, who was fidgeting nervously behind me.

"I, I'm... well..."

I could tell from her voice that she was trembling terribly. Silently, I took her hand and held it firmly.

"Ah..."

Reika was startled for a moment, but then she squeezed my hand with all her might and—

"...I'll do it. As I told Swen earlier..."

Unlike her usual self who would mumble with a trembling voice, barely audible like an ant crawling, she spoke with remarkable clarity.

"Lady Irene and Lord Swen... in these times, you're both carrying your own burdens. And also... because Lady Serphina did so much for Lady Irene... and Lady Irene is working hard for me and many others..."

As she spoke, she glanced briefly at her free hand.

"Everything I eat, wear, and my very ability to live like this is possible because everyone is working hard in their positions. Having this ability but doing nothing... hiding behind excuses to ease my guilt... I don't want to be that cowardly!"

"..."

If she used her magic, people would die, even if they were rebels. Some might just get injured, but inevitably, many would lose their lives. That's the nature of war.
Those 10,000 soldiers weren't just a health bar with the number 10000. They were 10,000 microcosms, each containing their own world that would be shattered.
Reika, who had only ever cast spells on trees or scarecrows, would now be taking lives with her own hands.

While it might be understandable for armed personnel like Irene or myself who belonged to a nation, for a civilian like Reika, that burden would be incredibly heavy—
But she wanted to be of help to us. She wanted to repay Serphina for her kindness.

"...I understand."

Irene nodded silently, seeming to understand Reika's resolve.

"Then I'll begin. Lady Irene, please time your charge right after the magic is cast."

"Mm."

I slowly drew my rapier.
Reika, noticing this as my signal, closed her eyes and began gathering magical energy in her hands.

"Haaah!!"

I watched as a sphere of flame formed in her pale hands.
Reika expanded it to the maximum size she could manage, then—

"...Lord Swen...!"

She passed it to me. I slowly brought the tip of my rapier to it.

Just like before.
The fireball Reika created began to grow as it hung from the tip of my rapier.

Honestly.
I hadn't planned to end things so directly with my own hands.
But for those who had endangered Lady Irene, of all people...

'They must pay the price.'

Perhaps it was the anger accumulated in a corner of my heart.
A fireball much larger than the one that had blown away the castle wall before... was precariously balanced on the tip of my blade.

"That, that is...!"
"How can this be, magic really exists...!"
"I told you. That white-haired magician, the man who dropped the meteor!"

I could hear the soldiers whispering behind me, but I didn't pay much attention. In fact, I was grateful for their misunderstanding. The more people who witnessed this, the greater my influence would become.

"...!!!"

And then.
At the moment when I instinctively felt that I had gathered enough power—

'...Take this...!!!!'

I thrust my rapier forward in a straight line.
With that, the fireball detached from the tip of my rapier... and hurtled toward the fortress where the rebels were gathered.

KWAAAAAAANG!!!!!!!!!

The fortress, with defenses far inferior to a castle, was being utterly demolished. Afterward, I launched several more fireballs in coordination with Reika.

—Red rain falls from the sky.
The fortress standing tall on that vast plain crumbled like autumn leaves before an unprecedented supernatural force.

I understand the feelings of the scientists who participated in the Manhattan Project in my previous world.

Didn't they say they had become death, the destroyer of worlds?

Though not as destructive as that mushroom cloud, to the rebels in that fortress, this must feel like divine punishment.
If they were guilty of anything... it was endangering Lady Irene.
And also.

...The sin of the people of Aingart defying Lady Serphina.

'...!!'

"Charge!!"

WAAAAAAAAAAH!!!

—Ah.

At the very moment the fortress assault began in earnest, with Irene's command and the soldiers' resounding battle cry—
I suddenly realized that my anger might not have been solely because of Lady Irene.

* * *

The battle afterward was unexpectedly anticlimactic.

The 10,000 rebels lost their morale after being hit by magic once and became a disorganized rabble.
It wasn't particularly surprising that people who directly faced supernatural power would lose their will to fight.
Of course, I wasn't just standing around afterward. I continued to coordinate with Reika until her mana was depleted, using magic to assist Irene.
According to Reika, the northern continent had much more abundant mana than the central region. Her endurance clearly stemmed from this rich mana.

While the abundant mana in the north was a tremendous advantage for us, it was nothing short of a disaster for the rebel forces.
Unlike previous battles, facing attacks from ice and fireballs, they must have regretted their foolish actions.

'This should do it.'

Of course, this couldn't fully repay the debt for saving Lady Irene by risking her own body...
But I hoped this would allow Lady Irene to put down some of her heavy burden.
After all, she was the one who suffered the most from the fact that her lord, Lady Serphina, was injured while saving her.

"The fortress has fallen! Enter and finish them off!"

Before I knew it, the battle had reached its final stage.
Lady Irene would handle the rest.
My role was finished.

And then.

"...Lord Swen."

Reika slowly approached me.

"Are you alright, Reika?"

"Yes. I'm... fine."

I slowly took Reika's hand.
As soon as I did, she firmly squeezed back.
She... wasn't trembling.
She wasn't trembling at all. Though cold sweat ran down her face, she stood firm without breaking down.

"I want to... be helpful to everyone too. With my abilities... I want to help you, Lord Swen, and many others. So... I'm okay."

"...You did well."

"Lord Swen."

Reika turned her head to look at me.

"I don't want to hide anymore."

"...Pardon?"

"For the peace of the continent. For Lady Irene. And... for my master, I want to do what I can."

Reika, who had always been awkward, unable to make eye contact properly, and constantly checking others' reactions, was now looking at me with the clearest expression I'd ever seen from her.
Her pink eyes were burning hot, as if they might burst into flames at any moment.

I easily caught the meaning hidden in her words.

"But... will you be alright?"

"It's not like I can keep it hidden anymore anyway... and I don't think there's any need to. This is the flow of the times. ...My father also said that such a moment would come someday."

"Reika..."

"So... I won't hide anymore. I'll use this power. It may be weak and insufficient for now, but with you, Lord Swen... I'm certain it will be of great help...!"

She was sincere.
I slowly nodded.

"I understand."

"..."

Together, we silently watched the crumbling fortress.

Now, the landscape of war on the continent would change significantly.
Even battle-hardened generals would be confounded for a while, having to consider the new variable of mages that hadn't existed until now.
Brilliant strategists would rack their brains trying to devise countermeasures for battlefields with mages.
As time passed, more mages would appear, and before long, everyone would not only become accustomed to them but also develop methods to counter them.
Magic was certainly a powerful ability, but it wasn't something that could allow one person to defeat all enemies as if they were a god.

But, at least for now, it was clear that Reika and I would be at the center of this wind of change.

I closed my eyes and recalled the name of the scenario where Reika first appeared.

[Battle of the New Era].

I vividly remembered the text written below it.
[Since the appearance of the pink-haired mage, battles on the continent have taken on a different form from before. Help your chosen ruler stay ahead in this new battlefield during this period of great transformation!]

Although it had been accelerated much earlier than the actual scenario timeline—
In any case, the existence known as Reika Nighthart had finally revealed herself to the continent in earnest.
Pink hair, pink eyes, fond of baking cakes, not particularly confident, but a precious woman who wanted to be helpful to everyone—and the continent's first mage.

'A new era will begin from today.'

Whether we liked it or not, the continent's clock was steadily ticking forward.

*

3,000 versus 10,000, a battle that looked overwhelmingly disadvantageous by the numbers.
However, looking at the results, the 3,000 troops led by Irene, a siege specialist, completely eliminated the foolish rebels who had admitted with their own mouths that they were behind Serphina's assassination attempt.
This battle will be recorded as essentially the first in which a mage appeared and played a prominent role on the continent.
Considering that the previous battle at Kelstein's northern fortress had sparked debates about whether the altar I built was magic or not, this battle truly marked the emergence of mages into the open.

And now—
All that remained was dealing with the rebels.

Ch.203 - Chapter 203. New Power
***

Serphina descended to the underground prison, making her way to confront Ark, a key figure in the rebellion who had once been her knight.

Ark had been a longtime friend of Reni, who had served as her personal guard. Both had served the Aingart Empire since their youth. Perhaps because of this connection, he had some history with Serphina from her childhood as well.

This moment of confronting rebels had always been torturous for Serphina. She had to face people who claimed loyalty to her face while harboring hatred in their hearts. Worse still, they hated her for atrocities she hadn't even committed.

Of course, she had chosen to accept all of this burden, but no one ever grows accustomed to being hated. Even for someone in absolute power, the profound loneliness that comes from lacking public support was unavoidable.

This situation was particularly painful as she had been betrayed by a knight she had trusted. In the past, such a blow might have broken her repeatedly.

But now, things were different.

Serphina arrived at the prison with relatively light steps. She lifted her chin to look down at him and asked in a confident tone:

"Speak if you have something to say, Ark. After all, by tomorrow you won't be able to speak even if you want to."

"...Princess Serphina."

"Who are you supposed to be? Algot? Sidmid? There are plenty of fools like you who threw away their lives chasing after dead men."

"Princess."

Ark raised his head to look directly at Serphina.

"I represent no one but myself, Princess. What I sought to overthrow was the House of Aingart... itself."

Ark slowly closed his eyes.

"From the moment we witnessed countless victims sacrificed for imperial succession, Reni and I made a vow. We promised that when the time came, we would drive out the sinful House of Aingart. Since you had already killed everyone else, well, from our perspective, we just needed to remove you to finish the job. Thanks to you, our plan became more concrete. Ironic, isn't it?"

Then he opened his eyes wide and glared fiercely at Serphina.

"The once kind-hearted princess... Yes, Serphina, when I saw even you stain your hands with your siblings' blood, I realized it. The bloodline of House Aingart is a curse itself. Those born with that blood inevitably crave more blood!"

"..."

Serphina remained silent.
Without revealing her thoughts, she quietly listened to Ark's accusations.

"Why do you think we revealed ourselves as the masterminds, Princess? Because that was the promise between Reni and me. The House of Aingart no longer deserves to rule this continent. After causing so many sacrifices, continuing to play emperor is outrageous, don't you think?"

"So you simply wanted to become the new emperor? Without even considering how the continent would fall into chaos."

"Isn't this already an age of chaos, Princess? Don't you know that two-thirds of the continent's people already live under banners other than Aingart's?"

"...How trivial."

Serphina slowly stood up and looked down coldly at Ark.

"I need not listen further to the muttering noise of a man who would crumble under the weight of power if it were given to him."

"Princess. As I said, I am not the end. Let me give you some advice, for old times' sake. If you want to save your life, abdicate and live like a mouse. The empire is finished. You can never stop the tide of the new era!"

"...That might have been true before."

After saying this, Serphina slowly turned around and left with a final remark:

"But not anymore."

Indeed.
In the past, his words would have intimidated her, leaving her unable to properly respond.
As when Rahelven had rebuked her, she would have spent her time lamenting her fate, pushed along without support.

But now, things were different.

'I have that man... I have Swen.'

With Swen by her side, she could rebuild the empire.
With his Mind's Eye ability that always spoke the truth.
If that gentle man who wrapped her in warmth remained by her side to protect her, she felt confident she could overcome even the karma of the imperial family.
Just thinking about him caused the chaotic emotions to fail to take root in her heart and fall away.
Swen had become her psychological shield.

It's alright.
Even if no one else understood her—
As long as Swen understood her, and as long as Swen continued to follow her to the end... Serphina feared nothing.

'I will prove it. That my thoughts are right...!'

And so, as time passed, more and more...
The existence called Swen gradually seeped into every part of Serphina.
This flow was something that neither Swen nor even Serphina herself could stop anymore.

*

The next day.
All rebels who had dared to target Serphina's neck were executed.
Ark, the key figure, had his family line extinguished for three generations, and soldiers who actively participated were also severely punished.
Originally, there weren't many survivors anyway since I had continuously cast magic in coordination with Reika.

And as for Reika, who had used the magic—

"Ugh... I'm sorry, Sir Swen. I should recover quickly... and resume my training..."

"No, you need rest. You pushed yourself too hard on the battlefield, so you should take it easy for a while."

Shortly after using her magic, she had collapsed and was now bedridden back at the mansion.

This battle marked the first time she had used proper magic in combat.
Until now, she had merely practiced by conjuring small spells or targeting dummies, but this time she had scraped together all the mana in her body, which inevitably took a toll.

In the game that formed the basis of this world, mages had cooldown periods to balance their powerful abilities. In this world, that manifested as "mana depletion" affecting Reika's body.
Or rather, the game implemented cooldowns because it couldn't properly represent the physical toll magic took on the body.

This time, to maximize the amplification effect of my rapier, she had continuously created the largest spells she could manage, so it would take quite some time before she could use her abilities again like before.

"I can't even help with housework... and when I try to gather mana again, it doesn't work... Sir Swen, do you think I'm broken somehow? If I can't even use magic, I'm just a useless woman consuming food like livestock..."

"That's not true. After using so much magic, you just need more rest before your abilities return. As your mentor, I guarantee it."

"Really...?"

I nodded.
I wasn't lying—after what could be considered a "cooldown" period of rest, she would gradually be able to use magic again, so I maintained a confident expression.

That seemed to comfort her, as she finally covered her mouth slightly with her pale hand and giggled.

"If my mentor says so... then I guess it's okay? Hehe."

"And please don't talk about yourself as livestock or anything like that. You're so talented, Reika. You make great bread and pastries, and you're good at housework too. Even if you had no talents, I would take good care of you, so please don't worry too much."

"Ah..."

Hearing those words, Reika's face turned bright red, and she pulled the blanket up to cover her face completely.
Only her pink bangs peeking out from under the blanket looked oddly cute.

"...thankyou..."

Her words were muffled under the blanket, but contextually it must have been "thank you."
However, I was the one who should be thanking her.

"I should be thanking you, Reika. I won't forget this debt."

No matter how much my rapier acted as an amplifier, without Reika sacrificing her body and staining her hands with blood to help me, I couldn't have avenged Lady Irene so cleanly with so little damage.
The magic itself was incredibly powerful, but the heart that decided to use it for me was even more precious now.

For several days, I spent time at the mansion lightly nursing Reika.
One way or another, Reika as a person was gradually seeping into my life, like clothes slowly getting wet in a drizzle.

*

As time passed—
Though she hadn't fully recovered her mana and couldn't be deployed in actual combat, Reika had regained some strength.

"Reika Nighthart, hear me."

In the center of the audience hall, Serphina extended her hand to Reika, who knelt before her, to declare her intentions.
What was taking place was a kind of commissioning ceremony.
The ceremony had been postponed due to Reika's collapse, but now it was finally happening.

In these chaotic times, many people changed allegiances, so it was rare to hold grand commissioning ceremonies for a single warrior. Both Swen and Irene had joined Serphina's forces without much ceremony.
This commissioning ceremony was evidence that Serphina recognized Reika's value.
It was the ruler's acknowledgment that without her during the recent suppression of the rebellion, many more soldiers would have lost their lives.

"Reika. Do you swear to devote yourself wholeheartedly to me from now on?"

Unlike her usual self, Reika didn't tremble but responded with a remarkably composed expression...
Carefully, she opened her mouth.

"...Yes, I swear!"

...But she bit her tongue, resulting in a somewhat foolish-sounding response—
The seemingly composed Reika immediately reverted to her nervous self, breaking into a cold sweat.

"Ah... um... I'm, I'm sorry. I'll die... I'll die right now... so please forgive me..."

"If you die, wouldn't the meaning of forgiveness disappear?"

"Oh, I suppose you're right. Then... I'll just go somewhere where my lord isn't present and die alone. I'm somehow sorry..."

"...Hehe."

Some might consider Reika's behavior extremely disrespectful during such a sacred commissioning ceremony.
Fortunately, Serphina wasn't the type to place much importance on such formalities.

"Reika. I'm sorry, but I cannot grant that request. I don't want to lose someone like you whom I've just brought to my side."

"Lady Serphina..."

Reika slowly looked up at Serphina, who was gazing down at her.
In that moment.
She began to understand what Lady Irene had meant when she explained that "our lord is like an absolute being."

"I understand your intentions well. From today, I shall accept you as a member of our Serphina forces."

"...Yes! I'll, I'll do my best...!"

Fortunately, this time she managed to answer without biting her tongue—
And so Reika Nighthart became a warrior affiliated with Serphina's forces.
From this point on, she was no longer a civilian.
As a warrior officially registered with the state, she had formally revealed herself in these chaotic times.

This was all according to Reika's wish to "be of some help."
To effectively use her abilities on the battlefield, her ambiguous status needed to be resolved first.
Reika understood that Swen and Irene couldn't keep escorting her around separately forever.

Thus, the commissioning ceremony concluded successfully.
Among those present, those with keen political insight could instinctively sense it.

Swen, Irene, and Reika.
These three would become Serphina's closest confidants and a new power in the future.
And in Serphina's forces, depleted of talent due to continued rebellions... there were few warriors outstanding enough to challenge the dominance of these three.

Just as the appearance of a mage had opened a new era of combat on the continent—
Within Serphina's forces, a new power was rising and beginning to shine.

—A precarious power that seemed like it might vanish like a mirage at any moment.

Ch.204 - Chapter 204. The Price Of Choice (1)
# The First Magician Appears on the Continent

The first magician has appeared on the continent—
As they say, news without legs travels a thousand miles. This information began spreading throughout the continent at an incredibly rapid pace.

Brands Army, Belliar Castle.

Belliar Castle was located on the western side of the continent. Among the small territories that made up the western continent, it was one of the relatively substantial places—
It had now become the new capital of the Brands Army.
Officially it was designated as a temporary capital, and they would move back to Anel Castle once they recaptured it from Kalinz's occupation, but everyone knew that was a distant prospect. In reality, it was functioning as the new capital, with various buildings being expanded, making it more vibrant than ever before in its history.

In a situation where the country had been split into three, somehow managing with only the available resources and loyal territory lords who hadn't betrayed them—a situation that appeared hopeless from an outsider's perspective.
Yet what permeated the royal castle wasn't despair but vibrancy. Hope.
The expressions on each soldier's face were so upright that they didn't look like they belonged to a fallen nation.
Instead of the dejected appearance typical of soldiers from a collapsing country with no sense of tomorrow, there was a sharpness reminiscent of an ambitious new nation.

At the center of it all was her.
Sitting on the throne, dressed in rather modest and comfortable clothing for a ruler, was the blue-haired talented woman, Lynn Brands.

Normally, as the person responsible for dividing the country into three parts, she would have lost the trust of many—
But as soon as Lynn found herself in this situation, she transformed as if she were a different person, somehow managing to salvage the situation and successfully securing one faction to prevent the Brands Army from completely collapsing.

While both Chel Brands and Kalinz Brands were certainly descendants of the Brands Army bloodline—
The overwhelming legitimacy of being designated as the successor by Sovereign Orlando Brands still remained with Lynn, and that couldn't be easily ignored.

While she had always sat on the throne with a bored expression when she had nearly conquered the central continent—
Now, as the sovereign of a small nation whose territory had been split into more than three pieces, she was listening attentively to the report of her strategist Farfalle with clearer eyes than ever before.

"The victor of the Anel Castle battle was Kalinz's army."

"Is that so? Elder Brother Chel must be burning with frustration."

After the Brands Army split into three.
The area Lynn could claim was the westernmost region of the continent, considered the outskirts of Brands territory and of little value.
All the influential figures and outstanding generals were stationed around Anel Castle, located at the very center of the central continent, and they were smart enough to bet on the side that believed Lynn couldn't become a proper sovereign.
Yes, Lynn acknowledged it. The outstanding generals had sided with either Kalinz or Chel, and those who joined her were people she had never paid attention to—those stationed on the outskirts whom she had expected to do just the bare minimum, whose names she hadn't even bothered to memorize.

Beyond the exceptional generals, those who could be replaced by anyone—those placed in positions that simply needed to be filled—these overlooked individuals were the ones she had never given a second glance. Yet in the final, ultimate moment, it was these overlooked people who loyally followed their abandoned sovereign without calculating profit and loss.

The Kalinz Army had swallowed Anel Castle and the core lands of the Brands Army.
The Chel Army, though slightly lacking in territory quality, had gathered the most skilled warriors of the Brands Army.

As they checked each other, the original owner of the crown and absolute ruler, Lynn, who had been pushed outward, was completely disregarded.

Indeed.
Ironically, because she had no significant foundation left, Lynn had been given a golden opportunity to step away from the Brands family feud and reorganize her situation.

"What about troop movements?"

"We've conscripted everyone available... but we're critically short of generals who can properly train them."

"Are there any promising individuals among them?"

"Rather than being promising in terms of ability... there is someone who insists on serving you, but in a different sense."

After saying this and trailing off, Lynn asked Farfalle in a calm tone.

"Tell me more."

*

Shortly after.
A man walked steadily into the audience chamber and knelt before Lynn.

"Belut Ruga has just arrived here at my lord's command!"

He had rather strong features and a masculine appearance, but overall gave an ordinary impression.
Though muscular, he didn't exude much intimidation, giving the impression of a well-trained soldier rather than a warrior or general.

"Raise your head, Belut."

"Yes!"

"You're asking for the authority to manage soldiers, correct?"

"That's right!"

Belut bowed his head once more and shouted energetically in a loud voice.

"I, Belut, have sworn countless times to repay my lord ever since you mercifully spared my life. I believe now is the opportunity. If you entrust me not only with training but also with battles to recapture territories stolen by the treacherous betrayers, I will certainly lead from the front and bring back the heads of the rebel leaders Kalinz and Chel!"

"..."

Honestly.
She couldn't remember who he was very well.
Sorry to Belut, but until now, Lynn had been a woman who hadn't allocated space in her brain to remember unremarkable generals.
Despite his words, he was probably just a general who could be easily handled by Kalinz, let alone Chel, the premier swordsman of Brands.

But.

"I'm very reassured, Belut."

Lynn slowly rose from her seat, stretched out her hand, and spoke in a serious tone.

"I'll entrust you with 48,000 troops. I'll supplement you with additional warriors and troops to assist you as quickly as possible, so I hope to see an impressive performance. Understood?"

"Yes!"

"And."

"...?"

Looking directly into Belut's eyes as he raised his head to look up at her in response to her words.

"No matter what happens, I will never forget your name, Belut."

"Ah... I understand! It's an honor!"

Belut bowed his head as if embarrassed, then shouted energetically as he had when he entered, and departed.

—Lynn no longer looked down on those without ability.
After all, the fact that they chose her at this moment meant that rather than thinking rationally, they had maintained their unrecognized duty in these chaotic times.
Lynn engraved Belut's name in her mind over and over. She was determined never to forget the names of all who continued to follow her, including him.

"Farfalle. Where did Belut work before?"

"I believe he was part of Walnut's army."

If it was Walnut's army, that's where Gurupa had been.
At that time, she wouldn't have noticed anyone but Gurupa.
She never imagined that one of the people she had appointed without much thought would stay by her side until the end—just as she was thinking this.

"Come to think of it."

As soon as she thought about the man she had been targeting next, something occurred to Lynn, and she turned to ask Farfalle a question.

"Have you heard the news, Farfalle?"

"What news do you mean?"

"They say a magician has appeared in the Serphina Army."

"..."

Farfalle bowed his head deeply and said nothing.
He had probably heard the news but deliberately chose not to tell his sovereign.
Lynn easily guessed the reason and smiled with a distinctly bitter taste.

"...I heard a pink-haired woman created flames from her hands."

"That's not all, is it?"

Farfalle slowly closed his eyes and lowered his head.

"It's alright, Farfalle. Tell me honestly. It's a moment we need to face and move forward from anyway."

"...They say a white-haired man was seen supporting her from the side."

"So it was Swen after all. He did something similar when he was in our army, didn't he?"

"But this time, he didn't set up an altar to perform a ritual... It seems he engaged in battle literally like a magician from the texts. Since it's still at the rumor stage, the details aren't clear."

"Well, even if it's a rumor, if it's about a white-haired man, it's probably not a lie. Perhaps he's been hiding his abilities all this time? Swen was always someone who kept many secrets even when he was with me."

"..."

"It's fine. He's someone who has left my hands anyway."

Lynn said this and then... with a slightly trembling voice.

"And, since Swen is there for that child... I'm okay."

After saying this, she turned her head.

The commander of the battle where the magician appeared, and the first name that reached her ears.
The red-haired female knight known as the "Specialist of Siege Warfare"—

"...Let's go, Farfalle."

"Where are we going?"

"I want to do a simple inspection. We've conscripted so many people, the public sentiment must be terrible, right? As a sovereign, I can't just sit on the throne all day."

'If we collapse pathetically like this, I won't be able to face Irene... At the very least, I must reunify the Brands Army that she wanted to protect.'

With these thoughts, Lynn strode out of the royal castle.

Swen and Irene.
Perhaps she had lost the most important key to unifying the world, or perhaps she had naturally let go of beings that could never be hers, that she could never aspire to—
She couldn't continue to collapse here, blaming herself for their departure.

Everything was for the Brands Army that Irene so desperately wanted to protect.
Even if she could no longer reach her, Lynn didn't mind.

It was an atonement that came too late.
Despite knowing that no amount of regret could turn back time, she couldn't stop—it was essentially her small act of desperation.

* * *

Thus, while some people realize their situation and try to move forward—
There are also those who only now understand what they have done.

"A magician... has appeared?"

A woman's trembling voice filled the empty royal castle.
It wasn't strange that the owner of this voice would react this way.

After all, the "magician" who was beginning to shake the continent... had originally been in this woman's hands.

With heterochromatic eyes, she was the leader of the Aishers Army, an undeniable power in the eastern continent who had founded a nation with comrades who shared a blood oath and grand ambitions.
She was Baranga Yuuri Aishers, who had carried the will and intentions of five people on her shoulders and made decisions without hesitation for what she believed was right.

Just like Lynn—
It was time for Yuuri to face the consequences of her actions as well.

Ch.205 - Chapter 205. The Price Of Choice (2)
This is Heisel Castle, the royal palace in the capital of Aishers Territory.
As Yuuri tensed at the mention of a magician appearing, a woman's voice reached her.

"Yes. Apparently, a magician revealed herself while suppressing the rebellion in Serphina's territory, then shot massive fireballs."

The voice belonged to Epinel Rosenkroz.
She was the second-in-command of Aishers Territory and, excluding Yuuri, the most influential and exceptional general within Aishers forces.

"Did you hear what kind of person they were?"

"They say it was a young woman with pink hair."

Upon hearing the keyword "pink hair" in Epinel's report, Yuuri turned pale and trembled slightly.

'If it's pink hair, then surely... isn't that Ginor's adopted daughter?'

Only she, as the ruler of this country, had been introduced to the girl by Ginor.
Since the existence of magicians was kept strictly confidential, she hadn't told anyone about her.
He had said his adopted daughter had the qualities to become a "magician." He was confident that once she was deployed on the battlefield, she could change the tide of war, drive out the Brands forces, and become the ruler of the central continent.

Yuuri, if anything—half believed it but half didn't. Betting on something uncertain that might or might not happen, and if it did, with no idea when, wasn't her style.
She had supported Ginor and contributed money for the girl, but that was it. It would be fair to say she hadn't particularly expected anything. So when Ginor left, the keyword "magician" wasn't even in her mind.

But.

Clearly, the existence of a "magician" who could shake the continent, who had been in her hands...
Had somehow ended up in the hands of Serphina von Aingart, the mortal enemy of herself and her comrades.

'Wait. Ginor's adopted daughter joined Serphina's forces?'

Isn't that strange?
As far as she knew, Ginor originally belonged to the Empire. If he had remained with Serphina's forces, he would have easily secured a high position.
It was difficult to imagine him serving under Serphina. Then why was she there?

That question was answered very simply by Epinel.

"And... there are indications that a white-haired man helped Reika as she used magic."

'...Swen?'

"It must be Swen. As soon as I heard about the fireballs, I thought it might be him. But they say it was definitely the woman who used magic. Whether she's somehow with Swen, or if Swen used magic but made it look like she did... there could be various possibilities, but either way, we're in a very difficult situation."

"A difficult situation?"

"Don't you remember? We told everyone that Serphina took Swen away to kill him. But now it's revealed he's alive. Of course, since the only similarity is hair color, and there are various possibilities like Swen begging for his life, we could somehow manage the situation... but a young man with white hair is quite rare."

Epinel sighed deeply after saying this.

"Anyway, you don't need to worry too much, Yuuri. I've already talked to Emma and Anima about handling this. Even if Swen is alive, what I said wasn't exactly wrong, and since all those who were dissatisfied have already left, even if this fact becomes known now, it won't cause much confusion."

"Wait. What do you mean it wasn't wrong?"

"Well, Swen consumes his lifespan every time he uses his magic-like abilities, right? Serphina is essentially exploiting him without any regard for his circumstances. So the speculation that he harbors resentment is somewhat accurate. I suspect he might be under some kind of threat."

'....'

No.
Epinel, who didn't know much about magicians, might make such assumptions, but Yuuri, who had heard some things from Ginor, knew that wasn't the case.

If Swen's abilities were no different from the pink-haired magician who had appeared—Ginor's adopted daughter—then it wasn't about consuming lifespan.
It was just about consuming mana, a power that supposedly existed in this continent, though she couldn't feel it herself.

Of course, that could have been Ginor's lie, and maybe it really did consume lifespan.
She had never verified it, and even though she was called his daughter, she was just an adopted orphan.

However, there was one more piece of evidence proving that Swen wasn't consuming his lifespan.
In a way, this was more decisive evidence.
The general known to be at the forefront of that battle was... the red-haired female knight, Irene Juliet, known as a specialist in siege warfare.

Yuuri still clearly remembered the day she first met them.
They were an exceptionally close pair. Especially Irene, who would look at Swen with such an adoring expression.
Originally, after betraying the Brands forces together, they had crossed the line of death and defected to her—
The moment she cast out Swen, Irene betrayed the Aishers forces without a moment's hesitation and joined Serphina's forces where Swen was.
How could a woman who cherished Swen so much calmly watch him consume his lifespan?

Decisively, she hadn't been threatened by Serphina in the first place.
Serphina had given her a choice. Whatever her proposal was, she remembered that whether to accept it or not was entirely her own decision.

That decision.
The unprecedented choice to essentially sell out Swen... was a decision she had made taking all responsibility upon herself, solely to save Anima.

And.
Thinking that far, she realized one fact she really didn't want to admit, all too naturally.

"!!!"

A white-haired man, and Ginor's adopted daughter who resigned from under her command as soon as that man left.
Yuuri, who easily noticed what this meant, felt cold sweat running down her spine.

—Could it be that because I sold out Swen, the magician who was in my hands ended up in Serphina's?

Looking at the battle pattern, it was a series of impossibilities.
Even for rebel forces stationed in a fortress, just 3,000 soldiers had annihilated 10,000 troops in a matter of days.
Since Serphina's side suffered almost zero casualties, anyone could easily notice how nonsensical this battle was.

All of this was possible because of the presence of a magician.
Such a powerful being, who could have become her country's military strength even for a moment, that overwhelming power...

'...No.'

Of course.
Yuuri doesn't regret it.
If the same moment came again, she would make the same decision. Sorry to Swen, but Anima was someone they absolutely couldn't lose from their perspective.
This might not have been a wise decision as a ruler... but Yuuri simply couldn't give up Anima.

Nevertheless, just one decision.
The decision to cast out Swen had cost her so much, as she was now vividly realizing.

Her state strategist Ginor, his adopted daughter and magician Reika, the excellent female general Irene who led an impossible battle to victory despite overwhelming odds, and countless soldiers and warriors who left her side due to her incomprehensible decision.
They were all once under the banner of Aishers forces. They were comrades who had shared their blood with her.
The fact that beings capable of creating the miracle of defeating 10,000 troops with just 3,000 might have become her strength made Yuuri feel even more chilled.

She didn't regret choosing Anima, as she had just thought...
But perhaps that decision had been a critical one that determined her own future—no, beyond that, the future of the Aishers forces.

Yuuri, at that moment for the first time—
Was truly realizing the consequences of her choice.

* * *

After the rebels were suppressed, a period of peace followed.
Serphina had now completely recovered from her remaining wounds and regained her former condition.
Everything had returned to how it was before.

Except for one thing.

"Well then, I'll be going...!"

"Take care, everyone."

Now, all three of them left the mansion every morning without anyone staying behind.

"How is it going, Miss Reika?"

"Me? Well... I-I think it's manageable. The task of organizing ancient books seems quite doable... and my colleagues are kind too. Hehe."

Reika, wearing an outer garment emblazoned with the Aingart family crest, smiled shyly.
When she had nothing special to do, she seemed to spend her time as the manager of the Aingart Grand Library, organizing it.

It might seem like a trivial job for a military officer, but it was something that needed to be done, and she seemed to find it quite suitable.

After all, Reika more than pulled her weight just by using magic in battle.
Because of her abilities, even if Serphina gave her special treatment, no one around seemed to particularly mind.
Besides, having used so much magic, from her position needing absolute rest, it would have been awkward to assign her physical or busy work.
In any case, she was enjoying quite a lot of conveniences because Serphina recognized her as a talented individual.

"I'm glad you seem to be adapting well."

Irene looked at her with a kind smile.
She seemed quite relieved to see Reika, whom she took care of like a younger sister, doing well.
On her chest too... was clearly drawn the symbol representing the Aingart family.

Of course.
The brooch on the cloak I wore had the same emblem.

All three of us had become people who served the Aingart Imperial Family.

'....'

Swallowing the feeling of having a stone lodged somewhere in my heart.

"Then, I'll see you in the evening."

"B-both of you, do your best...!"

After seeing them off, I immediately headed to where Serphina was working.

What will happen today?
I closed my eyes and recalled the time I had spent with her recently.

Since that day, Serphina hadn't explicitly asked me to be with her.
She didn't bring up the proposal either. But I could tell from the atmosphere.
That it wasn't a sign of giving up, but rather that she was calmly waiting for my answer.

Instead of such talk, we mostly discussed state affairs and domestic policies.
She used my Intelligence 100 ability, which she firmly believed to be the "Mind's Eye," for advice.
It was the kind of work a state strategist would do, but Jena was still absent.
But this would end soon too. She would return to Aingart Castle next week after finishing her inspection.

What should I do from now on?
Hoping that today would pass without incident, when I arrived where she was.

'...Huh?'

I saw Serphina's expression—pale, ashen, and trembling violently—

"...Swen."

"My Lord?"

"Something unbelievable... has happened."

—I sensed that the clock of this continent was running steadily toward a predetermined future.
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Irene, who had parted ways with Swen, was heading toward the barracks where she originally worked after quite some time.

"Ex-excuse me...!"

When she turned her head at the sound of someone calling her—
For some reason, a familiar-looking woman was calling out to her.

"...Lady Iolline?"

"No, that's my younger sister..."

"...Ah."

After hearing this explanation, she noticed that while they looked similar, there was something subtly different about them.
The person who had called her was not a woman but clearly a man with pretty, delicate features. It was Jenis.

Jenis was the younger brother of Irian Al Caskie and the twin brother of Iolline Al Caskie. They had been quite deeply connected not too long ago.
Quite some time had passed since then.

"Did your imprisonment end safely?"

"Yes. So, I wanted to express my gratitude... I've been waiting here despite my impudence."

Jenis said this and bowed at a perfect 90-degree angle.
No matter how much they were twins, he really does look quite feminine, Irene thought as his voice reached her ears.

"I'm truly grateful, Lady Irene. I should have thanked you much earlier, and I apologize for the delay."

"No need. I only did what I was supposed to do, so please don't worry about it."

"I originally wanted to exchange greetings with Swen as well... but I've received orders to transfer to another territory, so I should be leaving soon, but perhaps—"

"I understand. I'll convey your message to Swen as well."

"Thank you so much."

Jenis bowed deeply once more and said.

"Since we will both continue to serve Lady Serphina in the future, I will definitely repay this debt someday."

'....'

After appropriately responding to Jenis who had appeared so suddenly and sending him on his way.
Irene watched his retreating back and—
Mulled over the last words he had spoken.

'We will both continue to serve Lady Serphina... is it.'

Perhaps it was the weight felt in those words.
Naturally, she found herself closing her eyes and recalling what had happened a few days ago.

* * *

Turning the clock back a bit—
Irene was able to hear a brief explanation from Serphina, who had quickly returned to her position as ruler, about what exactly had happened.

"I see? So Miss Reika treated you..."

"Yes. Irene, you probably already knew about Lady Reika's abilities."

In Irene's mind flashed the image of Reika naturally creating a ball of fire in her hand.
Besides that, when making chocolate, she had also created ice out of thin air.
To have not only those abilities but also the power to heal wounds... Although Irene herself hadn't realized it, there was no longer any doubt that mana truly existed.

"...Yes, that's right."

"You don't need to worry about it. I have no intention of questioning why you kept it hidden."

Serphina said this with a slight curve to her lips.
Irene thought that somehow her expression had become considerably warmer than before.

No, that's not it.
Due to the sudden turn of events, it would be right to convey words that couldn't be spoken earlier.

"...My Lord."

Irene knelt on one knee and bowed her head to the blonde sovereign she currently served.

"Thank you so much for saving my unworthy life."

This wasn't just empty words; Irene truly owed her life to Serphina.
Of course, she might not have died instantly from Shura's attack. The situation had been chaotic, and not only Irene but Shura as well had shown signs of attacking hastily to match the situation rather than at her own pace.
Nevertheless, the fact that Serphina had taken the blade in her place didn't lose its significance.

And one more thing.

"As a knight guard who failed to properly fulfill her duty, I have no excuse for the tragedy that occurred... I will never forget the grace you've shown me."

In the end, the fact that Serphina was injured was proof that Irene had failed to properly perform her duty.
In a situation where she could have faced extreme punishment without complaint, Serphina wasn't holding her accountable at all, so from Irene's perspective, it was like receiving double the grace.

But.
Once again, Serphina gave an answer that Irene never expected.

"Raise your head, Irene."

Slowly raising her head to look up at the golden-eyed sovereign.

"I have done nothing deserving of your gratitude. So, you don't need to feel indebted."

"What do you mean, my Lord? I clearly—"

"I apologize for interrupting, but I didn't throw myself in harm's way purely out of a desire to protect you."

"...?"

This time, the smile on Serphina's face was somewhat bitter.
And what was unmistakably evident in her eyes was an emotion that would raise questions if held by a ruler toward her knight guard—jealousy.

"I envy you greatly, Irene."

"My Lord...?"

"Because you are so deeply loved by Swen."

"...!!!!!"

At that moment.
Irene became uncharacteristically flustered.
Her dignified posture of kneeling on one knee instantly crumbled.

"T-that... t-that love, that is, that's...!!"

Serphina looked at Irene like this and covered her mouth slightly with her hand, letting out an amused laugh.

"Hehehe. Irene. So you make such an expression when you hear talk like this. Indeed, it's the face of a truly lovable woman worthy of winning Swen's heart."

"I, um... I-I deeply apologize..."

Irene bowed her head deeply, unable to properly respond.
Her face felt hot.
Her stomach tingled.
Just hearing talk about Swen made her think of him.
This had become a kind of switch that fiercely stimulated something in her as a woman.

"Well, even if it's not love—it's an intense affection comparable to it, and a strong trust. Even I, standing beside him, can vividly feel that at the end of that deep gray gaze, whose thoughts are impossible to read, stands you, Irene."

"Ah..."

"That's why."

Thanks to Serphina's sudden change in expression, Irene barely managed to regain her composure.
Was it just Irene's imagination?
Serphina's voice seemed to tremble ever so slightly.

"I saved you. If I had allowed Swen's precious person to get hurt, wouldn't I surely have earned his hatred?"

"My Lord..."

"I know that the whole world hates and despises me. It doesn't matter. I'm used to it. But if even Swen were to come to hate me... even I would likely crumble quickly. So, I didn't save you for your sake. That's what I mean when I say it's not something to be thanked for."

Irene gazed at Serphina's face for a moment.
It was strange.
Why did the golden-haired sovereign, who had always seemed so strong and even gave off an incredibly benevolent impression despite her epithet of "Tyrant," suddenly appear so vulnerable?

"And you did more than enough. If you hadn't quickly thrown yourself in harm's way, I might have lost my life at the hands of a knight guard I trusted. Thinking about that makes it even more so. Therefore, you don't need to thank me. Irene. You did your very best. I know that well, so you don't need to worry about it."

Upon hearing those words, Irene slowly shook her head and said.

"...Nevertheless, the fact remains that you saved my life, my Lord. I will definitely repay this debt."

Serphina didn't answer and quietly moved her feet.
One step, two steps, and a few more steps.
Only when she approached the window where sunlight was streaming in did she part her pink lips.

"...I wish I could stand beside you."

"..."

"If only I could, I would have been much happier."

After quietly murmuring that.

"...Very well. If that is your wish, I won't stop you. I look forward to your future achievements."

"Yes!"

* * *

'My Lord...'

According to Swen, Lady Serphina was not our ultimate destination.
Lunarienne Iniang.
A strong woman with an unforgettable gaze whom she had faced eye-to-eye and crossed swords with.
She knew because their blades had clashed. Despite her somewhat fragile appearance, her martial skills were exceptional.
Because she instinctively recognized her as a powerful opponent, it was Irene herself who had advised pursuit when she fled.

Swen had said that she was the only person born with the destiny to be the ruler who would unify the continent, and that she was the lord he served.
What existed in Irene's heart was Swen. Her determination to be by his side, no matter what decision he made, hadn't changed at all.

However.
If Lady Luna were to raise an army again and show herself on the continent...
Then, we would be leaving our lord's... Lady Serphina's side.

The first ruler who recognized her, trusted her, valued her highly, and saved her life.
Someone who gave her what she couldn't obtain even after years of loyalty to Lynn.

'...Sigh.'

She had no intention of changing the fundamental premise of following Swen's decision.
Nevertheless, it was inevitable that she would be concerned.

'...It's okay. Before she raises an army, perhaps an opportunity to repay the debt will come someday.'

The reason she felt unburdened when leaving the Aishers army was because she had done enough for Yuuri there.
If she hadn't defeated Chel Brands, the Aishers army would have been destroyed that day.
So, that opportunity would come. At least, there was no other way besides meaningfully helping Lady Serphina at least once.

With these thoughts, before she knew it, she had arrived at the barracks.

Today was a special day to inspect the barracks by Serphina's order.
She hadn't quit being a knight guard, but apparently the person originally in charge of the barracks had requested that she review their curriculum.

"Lady Irene, you've arrived."

"Yes."

As soon as she arrived and looked around, the atmosphere in the barracks seemed somewhat unsettled.
Irene asked the military officer in charge of the barracks, whom she hadn't seen in a while.

"Has something happened?"

"Strange rumors have been circulating recently."

"Rumors?"

"Well..."

And.
The story she heard there was...

* * *

"Something unbelievable... has happened..."

"Something unbelievable? What do you... No, please calm down first, my Lord."

I carefully approached her.
Serphina, trembling... grabbed my approaching hand tightly and said.

"...He was alive."

"Pardon?"

"My missing uncle... was alive."

Her uncle would be her father's younger brother.

And.

'...Huh?'

As soon as I recalled the keyword [father's younger brother], my senses froze.

"...It seems he's declared himself a guardian and raised an army in the southern continent after making that person the ruler."

I...
I know what this is.
I know everything about this.

In this game, there was a "returning king-type character."
A ruler character who starts with a small nation, bringing along a strength-type general who uniquely awakens to magic, and the only survivor of the Aingart family besides Serphina, who had appeared to be extinct except for her.
And now, her uncle—"the only survivor of the Aingart family besides Serphina"—has shown himself on the continent.

"To think my uncle was alive... He's been missing for so long that I thought he was dead. To think that a bloodline of the Aingart family, even if from a branch, still remained... I really had no idea."

From Serphina's perspective, his appearance could only be shocking.
After all, the biggest factor supporting her on the already precarious thin ice was the fact that she was the only survivor of the Aingart imperial family.
Even if he wasn't from the main line, having the justification divided was not a pleasant situation.

And.
Separate from her, my heart began to pound uncontrollably.

So it has finally come.
Despite knowing everything, I couldn't help but ask.
I... slowly parted my lips.

"My Lord. By any chance, did you hear the name of the person your uncle has put forward as ruler...?"

Serphina utters the name I had been waiting for—
But at the same time, the name I had somehow become afraid of and had been avoiding.

And——

"Lunarienne."

——fate.

"The name of the woman my uncle, Kail von Aingart, has put forward as ruler was Lunarienne."

The predetermined future has begun to approach me.
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***

Turning the clock forward, not long after the Brands army had split into three.

Unlike the Serphina army, which was spending time quietly without any unexpected invasions, the southern continent—once its balance was broken—found itself caught in a whirlwind of turbulence.
The Karelia army, one of the southern nations, was also riding this massive wave of change.

In the royal palace of Madlen Castle, the capital, ruler Makana Karelia was receiving a report from her strategist, Vanessa.

"The Ohana army, you say?"

"Yes. Movements suggesting they will invade the Hesna army have been observed more than three times."

Vanessa bowed her head as she answered Karelia's question.

"I see..."

The situation in the southern continent was as follows:

First, in the upper left, the Roland army shared a border with the Brands army—specifically, the second Brands army led by Kalinz.
In the upper right, the Hesna army shared borders with the second Brands army, the Serphina army, and the Aishers army.
Among these, the one that appeared to have gained a clear advantage, at least for now, was the Hesna army.
After all, they had already swallowed up one of the central continent's territories that had belonged to the Brands army.
However, they now had too many borders to defend, and the Ohana army seemed to be taking advantage of this situation to invade Hesna.

'It seems the time has come to move our troops.'

"How are the battle preparations coming along?"

"Since we haven't experienced combat for a long time, we've put our troops through even more rigorous training that cuts to the bone. I believe they can perform well anywhere."

As Vanessa said, the training had indeed cut to the bone.
Under extremely strict military discipline, they had undergone training so harsh that anyone would consider it excessive.
However, whether they could actually perform well anywhere remained uncertain—but Vanessa was confident.

"That means—"

"Yes. That's right."

Vanessa nodded, then looked straight at her lord with gleaming eyes.

"The time has come, my lord."

Was war finally beginning?
Though concerned about the bloodshed that would sweep across the southern region, which had maintained relative peace compared to the chaotic continent, this too was for the greater good.
For the sake of the territory's people who would otherwise suffer under Serphina's tyranny, it was time to draw swords.

"Then I should start organizing an invasion force. I'll need to contact Tepelo Castle."

"My lord. If I may, there's something I'd like to request before that."

"Speak."

"Could you call an emergency meeting today?"

"A meeting...?"

"I'd like to discuss this matter."

"..."

Karelia easily understood the implications of discussing "this matter."
Vanessa watched Karelia's reaction carefully and bowed her head.

"My lord. Please give me this opportunity."

"...Very well. It would be best to gather everyone's opinions anyway. Especially since we're facing war."

"I can only express my gratitude, my lord."

The time had come.
Karelia kept turning those words over in her mind as she organized her plans for the future.
Of course, there were things that needed to be done first.

***

That evening.

By Karelia's order, an emergency meeting was held at Madlen Castle.
It wasn't a regular meeting where all regional castle lords were summoned, but rather a meeting just for the capital's military officers—
However, given that the ruler and the national strategist were participating, its importance couldn't be overstated.
Many veteran officers experienced in central politics gathered as well.

And the agenda raised there was—

"I plan to set a date soon to invade the Ohana army."

The officials bowed their heads without much response to Karelia's words.
The prospect of war was within the range of expectations, so everyone felt that the time had finally come rather than expressing any opposition.
After all, if they continued to do nothing, nothing would change.
Everyone gathered understood that they needed to act now to secure southern hegemony in this turbulent situation.

"I'd like to hear your opinions on the best approach. I won't take issue with any opinion, so please speak freely without concern for rank, just for this moment."

"My lord."

At that moment.
The first to raise her hand was a graceful woman with short hair and glasses that suited her perfectly—Cecile Lohengrin, the daughter of the Lohengrin family who was practically the financial backbone of the Karelia army.

"I believe the most reasonable approach would be to appoint Lunarienne from Tepelo Castle as commander-in-chief and invade Alscon Castle on the Ohana army's border."

Several officers nodded in agreement with her statement.
Karelia also nodded slowly, thinking this opinion was reasonable—
But then she glanced at Vanessa and thought:

Indeed.
In truth, there was hardly any need for a meeting at all.
Karelia herself had already planned to appoint Lunarienne as commander-in-chief and entrust her with troops to invade the Ohana army.
There was no place more suitable as a forward base than Tepelo Castle, and Lunarienne had been producing the most outstanding results among all of Karelia's castle lords.
Hadn't Lunarienne achieved remarkable results despite her small frame at the official martial arts tournament held recently?
Although the finals were canceled due to flooding in the country, it was obvious that she would have won if the tournament had continued.

However.
Karelia knew well that Vanessa had called for this meeting because she disliked this approach that anyone could think of.

"My lord."

Vanessa slowly bowed her head, then looked at Karelia and spoke.

"Please change the lord of Tepelo Castle to General Gail, and reassign all officers who came with Lunarienne to Madlen Castle here. We can discuss the invasion of the Ohana army after that."

"Just a moment, Strategist."

The absolute rule of the Karelia army's emergency meetings:
There was no hierarchy during discussions.
Anyone could raise objections even if the opinion came from the national strategist or even the ruler.

"General Gail is certainly an excellent person, but his specialty is defensive warfare. He's not suitable to lead an invasion force. It seems more reasonable to appoint Lunarienne, who has produced solid results and earned the trust of the soldiers..."

"Lunarienne Iniang is certainly an excellent general, but she's simply not trustworthy enough to be entrusted with such an important task. I believe appointing General Gail would be the rational choice for our army."

"Forgive my boldness, but isn't your claim that Lunarienne can't be trusted merely your personal opinion?"

"..."

"I don't believe it would benefit our Karelia army to have the most suitable person step down simply because you don't find her trustworthy."

Vanessa slowly closed her eyes.
Then, as if resolved, she met Cecile's eyes and spoke.

"It seems to me that Lady Cecile is being overly protective of Lady Luna. Whether Lady Luna leads the invasion or not isn't particularly important. While I don't dismiss the importance of excellent commanders, battles are ultimately fought by soldiers. And General Gail is also an excellent general who is not inferior to Lady Luna."

"He may not be inferior, but he doesn't surpass Lady Luna, does he?"

"Even if his abilities are somewhat lacking, I believe it's right to give an opportunity to General Gail, who has handled difficult tasks for us over a long period, rather than an untrustworthy outsider."

"Wait. I'm sorry, but may I interject?"

At Karelia's voice, Vanessa bowed her head and said.

"Please speak, my lord."

"Why don't you trust Lady Luna?"

"..."

"I've met with Lady Luna whenever she visited for regular meetings. She possesses remarkably keen insight. Moreover, her martial abilities are exceptionally high-level. While General Gail is by no means an incompetent general, isn't Lady Luna a far more talented individual in every aspect?"

"I'm not denying that she's talented. However, it's precisely because she's too talented that there's a problem."

Vanessa explained calmly, but with an unwavering stance.

"Lunarienne Iniang was once in the position of a lord. If she gains many troops and military authority, she may reveal her hidden dark intentions again. I cannot rule out the possibility that this talented woman's sword might one day point at your neck, my lord. Please reconsider."

"..."

"I don't think so."

This time it was Cecile who spoke up.

"It's true that I have a personal friendship with Lady Luna. But because of that, I can guarantee this: she is absolutely not the type of person with such a vile nature that she would stab someone in the back. I, Cecile, representing the Lohengrin family, will vouch for Lady Luna. My lord, please make good use of Lady Luna. She will surely become an outstanding general for our Karelia army like no other."

Karelia also knew that Luna didn't have a vile nature.
After all, there was a certain quality of character that could be felt when talking with someone and looking them in the eye.

"...What do the rest of you think?"

At Karelia's question, the officials' opinions were roughly divided.
Half followed Cecile, and half followed Vanessa.

The interesting point was that most of those who followed Cecile were veterans who had served the Karelia army for a long time, while those who agreed with Vanessa were relatively new to the army.

Karelia closed her eyes and fell into thought.
Certainly, as Vanessa said, if Luna's sword were to point at her neck, it would indeed be a great threat.
Vanessa was not a foolish woman. There wasn't a single strategist in the Karelia army more brilliant than her.
Although her methods were somewhat extreme, it was undeniable that since she began managing the army, both the number and quality of troops had increased dramatically.
And she was an extremely objective and loyal person. She wasn't making such claims out of jealousy toward Lunarienne, but because she truly believed Luna was dangerous, which was why she argued so strongly.

'In the end, the decision falls to me.'

After being lost in thought for a long while—
Karelia finally parted her heavy lips slowly.

"Vanessa."

"...Yes."

From the moment her name was called, Vanessa seemed to have guessed Karelia's decision, closing her eyes and bowing her head.

And Karelia... gave exactly the answer Vanessa had predicted.

"I'm sorry, but I've decided to place my trust in Lady Lunarienne."
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"However, my Lord. Lunarienne Iniang is—"

Vanessa began with a trembling voice, but was cut off.

"I know. I understand what you're saying and what you're concerned about."

Karelia raised her hand to stop Vanessa, her deep green eyes gleaming as she spoke.

"Yes, she is an outsider. I'm fully aware that she was originally a sovereign ruler who threw her hat into the continental power struggle, and that there are quite a few people in our nation who particularly follow her. However."
"I don't believe it's proper to demote a capable person simply because 'they might possibly' commit treason when they haven't actually done so."

"This isn't just about possibility—"

"I'm sorry, Vanessa, but my mind is made up. Please understand that!"

Vanessa closed her mouth, unable to say anything more.
No matter how much she enjoyed Karelia's trust, it was nearly impossible to change the sovereign's mind.
Even if it were possible, continuing to push her own opinion in front of so many people could undermine Sovereign Karelia's authority.

"I remember Lady Luna's eyes when she pledged allegiance. Those clear eyes held genuine concern for all imperial citizens. Isn't that concern aligned with our Karelian army's ideals? As long as we share the same ideals, we're on the same side. If I can't trust her simply because she was once a lord with ambition, who in our army would trust her? How lonely must it be to bear the responsibility of castle lord without anyone's trust?"

Karelia responded to the resigned-looking Vanessa with a resolute tone.

"Vanessa, I respect you. Didn't I entrust all military authority to you before the war? I want to trust everyone who works for me as much as I trust you. What's so strange about trusting first in order to earn their trust in return? Regardless of their background, if they're sweating for our Karelian army, they all deserve my trust as talented individuals."

"..."

"There's no need to worry. Lady Luna is an honest person. No matter what authority she gains, she's not someone who would stab us in the back in a cowardly manner."

Karelia nodded at Cecile's words, who had been quietly listening, and rose from her seat.

"Well then, from now on, I will organize an invasion force against Ohana with Lady Lunarienne as the commander-in-chief. How many troops can we prepare?"

"...Excluding the soldiers stationed at the border with Roland and the minimum required to defend the capital, we should be able to organize approximately 120,000 men."

120,000 men.
This was a large army that Vanessa had scraped together through months of intense conscription.

"I understand. 12,000 should be sufficient for effective operations. We'll also assign the best possible officers. However, I want you to understand that we may reinforce troops depending on the battlefield situation."

"Yes, my Lord."

"And everyone, keep absolute silence about this matter."

Although war preparations in this era were practically impossible to keep secret, there was still a difference between explicitly stating this and not doing so.
Those gathered were mid-level and higher military officers serving in the capital fortress. There should be no information leaks.

"Yes, my Lord!"

Then, Karelia—
Raising the sword at her side high, she declared:

"It will be our Karelian army that conquers the southern continent! Let us all join forces for the continental people suffering under the incompetent empire that has been fractured due to the Aingart family's misrule! We can do this!"

With Karelia's resolute will, all her subjects bowed their heads in unison—
The Karelian army was just about to stretch its limbs across the continent.

*

After the emergency meeting essentially hosted by Vanessa had ended and Karelia had dismissed everyone.
In the now-empty audience chamber, Karelia spoke to the still-bowing Vanessa in a much softer tone than before.

"Raise your head, Vanessa."

"..."

"Are you still angry with me?"

"Angry? Not at all, my Lord. How could I possibly..."

"Do you still disapprove of my decision?"

"..."

Seeing Vanessa bow her head without answering, Karelia burst into laughter.

"I appreciate your honesty, Vanessa. You've always been honest with me."

"...My Lord."

"Vanessa, as I said earlier, I understand your concerns well. But if I, as sovereign, cannot trust Lady Luna, how could I face her while she performs her duties for our army?"

"These are chaotic times. Such personal values of human character are dead in this era."

"But isn't it because of those values that I've risen to this position?"

"..."

Just as similar people tend to gather together—
Around Karelia gathered people similar to her.
People with warm hearts, who cared deeply for their territory's people, and who aimed to quickly resolve the world's chaos and usher in a peaceful era once more.
Broadly speaking, Lunarienne could also be considered the same type of person as Karelia.

And Vanessa too—
Wasn't she serving Karelia because she was moved by such intentions?

"...I have no intention of changing your mind, as I mentioned earlier. I will follow your orders. However, there is one last thing... I would like to request."

"What is it?"

"Please reduce the number of troops from 120,000 to 90,000. Even 90,000 troops is considered a very large force for invading the Ohana army."

"...So you'll listen to me, but in the end, you still don't trust Lady Luna, Vanessa."

"I apologize, but..."

"..."

Karelia slowly nodded.

"Very well. 90,000 should be sufficient for effective operations. We'll also assign the best possible officers from our side. However, I want you to understand that we may reinforce troops depending on the battlefield situation."

"That's fine. Reinforcing troops would be clear evidence that my concerns were unfounded."

Seeing Karelia smile lightly at those words, Vanessa bowed her head once more.

Although the sovereign she served said she would trust Lunarienne... Vanessa could never trust her.

'I need to quietly prepare whatever I can.'

It would likely be a futile struggle in the end, but preparing something for the possibility that Lunarienne might harbor ill intentions.
Under a sovereign who was too upright for these chaotic times, that was all Vanessa could do.

* * *

A few days later, at Tepel Castle.

"Huff, huff... G-General. Please, a short... break!"

Thud.
Francis, a handsome blond man whose looks would surely break many women's hearts when he matured, dropped his spear and fell to his knees, panting heavily.

And—
The red-haired female warrior Tifa, who seemed remarkably energetic in comparison, snorted and said:

"Tired already? I told you! If you sense the energy in the air while training, you can recover quickly!"

"I... I'm sorry, but... I really don't understand what you mean by 'energy in the air'..."

"You don't understand? With energy this abundant? Hey, close your eyes and try to feel it again. You really can't sense it?"

"I've tried several times, but it's always the same."

Tifa clicked her tongue as she looked at Francis.

"Tsk. All looks and no substance. Fine. Take a break then. I don't want to get scolded by Luna for pushing you too hard. I'll continue my training."

As Francis was finishing Tifa's grueling training session and cooling off his sweat while looking at the sky.

"Brother Francis!"

He heard his sister's voice from a distance.

That voice... it's my youngest sister Violet.

"What's the matter, Violet?"

"Lady Luna is urgently looking for you. Oh, Lady Tifa. Hello."

"Luna is looking for me?"

"Yes. She asked for you and Lady Tifa to come to the mansion together."

"What's it about? Hey, Francis. Do you have any idea?"

"Me?"

"Yes, you. You live with Luna."

"Well, living together is..."

Francis blushed deeply as he answered.

"We just happen to be under the same roof... I'm not sure if that can be directly described as living together... Lady Luna is always busy with her castle lord duties, so I often don't even see her face..."

"Oh, stop whining and just answer the question. Do you know or not?"

"I don't know. I have no idea what this could be about."

"Really?"

Tifa slung her weapon over her back with a disappointed look.

"I felt like I was just about to... breakthrough something. What a shame."

At some point, Tifa had begun to vaguely notice that there was something different in the air around her.
She wasn't sure exactly what it was... but somehow she felt that if she could utilize this something, she might be able to advance further as a warrior.

'If I could just master this, I'm sure I could get my revenge properly.'

Tifa had never forgotten that moment.
The red-haired female knight, Irene Juliet, who had overwhelmingly defeated her when she had previously been confident that there was no one stronger than herself.
Since the moment she was forced to kneel by her, Tifa had been enduring difficult training with the sole thought of getting revenge.

'I wonder if she's stronger than Luna... No, Luna might be a bit stronger...'

She was lost in thought for a moment, but soon scratched her head.

"Ah, whatever. This is getting complicated. Hey, Violet. Lead the way."

"Yes, understood."

And so, Francis and Tifa followed Violet to the mansion where Luna stayed, which was essentially their headquarters.
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# Violet arrived at the mansion with Tifa and Francis, finding most of the key figures already gathered.

"Brother, you're late," said Charlotte, the second daughter who had arrived first and was waiting. The eldest son Francis bowed his head awkwardly and asked, "What's going on?"

"Luna says she has something important to tell us."

"Luna does?"

She nodded.

The atmosphere was unusually serious, so Francis didn't inquire further and quietly waited for Luna to appear.

And shortly after—

"Have you all been waiting?"

A woman's gentle voice accompanied by footsteps approached.

Her bright yellow hair resembled whipped cream, and her ruby-red eyes caught attention like strawberries atop a cake. Once a weak lord without name or power who set out to save the continent, she now serves admirably as the lord of Tepelo Castle, a key stronghold in Karelia, one of the prominent middle powers of the south—

Lunarienne Iniang revealed herself before everyone.

"I apologize for being late. I had something to verify..."

"That's fine. What's so important that you called everyone here?"

Everyone who could be called "Luna's faction" had gathered here.

First, Tifa and Kein, who had been with her since her days as a lord. The three talented siblings—Francis, Charlotte, and Violet—whom Kein had asked her to take in. And several generals from Karelia who deeply admired Luna's character and followed her while she served as the lord of Tepelo Castle...
These people harbored great dissatisfaction with Vanessa's unilateral actions, and tended to follow Luna, the only person who had stood against Vanessa despite Karelia being their sovereign.

Considering that Luna had never gathered them all in one place before, today's meeting was truly an unusual situation.

"The matter at hand is that our lord, Karelia, has issued an extremely important order."

"An order..."

"It's about war, isn't it?"

Kein, who had been listening quietly, asked with a twitch of his eyebrow.
Luna looked into Kein's eyes and slowly nodded.

"In preparation for battle against Ohana, approximately 93,000 troops will be stationed at Tepelo Castle. It seems General Eston, General Gail, and General Medeia will be transferred here. And I... as the castle lord, will likely be the commander-in-chief."

"Does that mean...?"

Luna nodded at the question from one of her loyal generals.

"Yes. Everyone should prepare for battle. This will be the first major conflict for our Karelia forces in quite some time, so mental preparation is necessary... I thought it would be good to discuss various matters with everyone here before the upcoming battle."

Luna said this while unfolding a map.
It was a detailed map of the southern continent around Tepelo Castle.

"First, I'd like to discuss which of the three adjacent castles we should attack... If anyone has a good suggestion, please raise your hand and speak freely."

Just as she was about to begin what seemed like a normal pre-battle military council—

"Excuse me."

The one who raised her hand was Violet, the youngest but most sharp-minded strategist apprentice in the room.
Though someone might have scolded her for interrupting when she was still in training, Luna addressed her with the same serious tone she would use with any general.

"Violet, do you have a suggestion?"

"I'm not sure if it should be called a suggestion."

Violet sighed briefly, then raised her head to look directly at Luna's face—
And brought up something Luna had never considered.

"Do you... really intend to prepare for battle?"

"Pardon?"

"I'm asking, literally, if you truly intend to prepare for battle."

Confused by Violet's puzzling words, Luna tilted her head and asked:

"Of course I should, shouldn't I? That's what our lord commanded—"

"Is Karelia truly your lord?"

"What?"

Momentarily speechless at those words, Luna was met with Violet's clear gaze as she asked again:

"Is it truly your intention that Karelia is the lord of us all, and therefore we should help Karelia unify the continent?"

By this point, even Luna couldn't fail to understand what Violet was implying.

"...What exactly are you suggesting, Violet?"

"I'm asking if helping Karelia is truly the right answer."

Luna placed her hand on her forehead, sighed, and then said:

"I'll listen to whatever you have to say... please tell me clearly what you're thinking."

"Betray Karelia."

"!!!"

"About 90,000 troops are rolling right into our hands. If your ambitions that you've always kept in your heart are not small, I can assure you there will never be a better opportunity than this."

"...Violet. Though these may be turbulent times, Karelia has shown me great kindness. There's something I haven't told any of you, but within Madeleine Castle, many opposed appointing an outsider like me to the position of commander. Yet Karelia believed in me. Isn't it human duty to repay that trust?"

"That's precisely why this is our only chance. If half the people in the capital are still trying to check your power, even your position as commander-in-chief could be given to someone else at any moment. Besides, you don't seem to get along well with Vanessa, who is essentially the true power in this country, correct?"

Violet was the only person who had directly witnessed Luna and Vanessa's heated exchange.
She was precocious and intelligent beyond her years. She couldn't have failed to read the undisguised hostility Vanessa had shown toward Luna during that encounter.
Even Luna herself had easily noticed that Vanessa was fiercely working against her.

"So, if you truly intend to reappear as a lord in your own right, now is the perfect opportunity. Therefore, betray Karelia. That is all I wished to say."

She had certainly been a shy young girl when they first met.
But time had passed, and now her tongue formed such cunning words—sentences that only a seasoned strategist would typically utter.
Perhaps Luna had provided her with too many books on military tactics.

Though Violet said nothing more, Luna could feel it.
The atmosphere in the room had become extremely strange.
Looking around, she noticed that no one seemed surprised by Violet's audacious statement.

No.

Rather, the situation had begun to take an odd turn.

"Lady Luna!"

Metz, one of the military officers from Karelia who had come to follow Luna at Tepelo Castle, suddenly knelt down.

"I know well that you originally had grand ambitions as a lord. The people of Karelia's territories are suffering under Vanessa's tyranny, with our lord on her side. If your premise is to help the people, does it really matter who accomplishes that goal?"

"Lord Metz, what are you saying...!"

"Lord Metz is right, Lady Luna."

Charlotte, who stood beside Metz, bowed her head and spoke.

"I too have heard from my uncle about your great ambitions. I may not be as versed in reasoning as Violet, but I can sense that there will never be a better opportunity than our current position within Karelia's forces."

Several others also supported Violet's words.
In other words, everyone gathered here—

—sincerely wished for Lunarienne to stab Karelia in the back.

"...But..."

How could one do such a thing as a vassal?
Although it was true that she was temporarily serving under Karelia and looking for an opportunity, she never intended to obtain what she wanted through such despicable means.

Moreover, in the letter that came to Cecile along with the news of her appointment as commander-in-chief, Luna had learned exactly how she had been appointed to this position.
Could she really shatter the trust of Karelia, who believed in her so much that they even overruled Vanessa's objections?
No matter what, that wasn't something a person should do.

Her ruby eyes trembled more than ever before.
Until that moment, Luna hadn't considered betrayal at all.
She was only wondering how to calm this strangely heated atmosphere.
Luna had worked with these people continuously. She knew well what Vanessa had done, how unjust her actions were, and how much her colleagues resented her.
But Karelia was innocent in this. She couldn't betray Karelia who had placed trust in her, so she needed to somehow persuade them.

But.

"You know, Luna."

Tifa, who had been with Luna longer than anyone else in the room—
Saw right through Luna's thoughts before she could even speak.

"Huh?"

"I understand what you're thinking."

Tifa sighed briefly, scratched her head, and said:

"How long are we going to keep playing house under someone else?"

"B-but..."

"I know. I know. You're right, actually. Even in these chaotic times, betrayal isn't exactly a pleasant thing. There's such a thing as human duty. I've been watching how much our lord cherishes you, so I understand that too. And both you and Karelia are the type of people who uphold that duty. I get it. But you know."

At that moment.
Tifa spoke not with her usual playful voice, but with her most serious tone ever—

"We made a promise. With him."

"!!!!!!"

Carefully, she touched upon Lunarienne's most sensitive point.

"He must be waiting for us, and we can't keep dragging our feet forever, can we?"

That's right.
As Tifa said... him.
That man.

'Lord Swen...!!!'

Swen, the first and rightful national strategist of the Iniang Kingdom, who had been sold to the Brands army in their place, was waiting for them.
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# Memory Fragment

This memory is a precious fragment of time that Luna cherishes deep in her heart.
It was from a brief period of peace when she spent time with Swen after meeting him at Jeilant Castle and accomplishing several things that had seemed impossible.

"Lord Swen!"

When she visited the office located in a corner of the small royal castle past the audience chamber, she found Swen—the first outsider recruited and essentially the national strategist of the Lunarienne forces, a young handsome man with white hair and the only intellectual in the kingdom—drawing something with a quill pen.

"You've arrived, my lord."

"What are you doing right now?"

"I'm drawing a map."

Hearing this, she approached to take a look and noticed a rather detailed map of the terrain surrounding Jeilant Castle.

"Wow... Lord Swen, were you originally a cartographer?"

"Not really, I just traveled around quite a bit."

Though his skin was too clean for someone who claimed to have traveled extensively across the continent, Luna didn't question his words.
She trusted Swen.
Who else would believe in him if not her, the only one he had chosen?

In fact, since his arrival, the Lunarienne forces had begun to show new vitality.
While her childhood friend Tifa was one thing, Kein, who had suddenly sought refuge with them one day, had been a rather lackluster commander who merely did what he was told with a consistently dazed attitude... but since Swen kept producing impressive results, even Kein seemed to have found new motivation and was participating more actively in internal affairs.
Honestly, Luna herself had changed just as much.
While it had been incredibly joyful to luckily claim a small territory and raise her own flag, she had continuously faced harsh realities and had only been waiting for the day when she would be conquered by the Brands forces like other small neighboring countries... but since his arrival, she had begun to feel hope—the thought that she might actually be able to succeed.

All of this happened because of Swen's appearance.
So, Luna couldn't help but say those words again.

"Lord Swen, you're truly amazing."

"..."

Upon hearing this, Swen put down his quill pen for a moment, then looked toward Luna and sighed briefly.
It might have been an inappropriate gesture for a commander in front of a nation's ruler, but Luna wasn't the type to mind such things.

"My lord. As I mentioned before... wouldn't it be better for you to speak informally rather than formally when you're with me?"

"But I'm more comfortable this way."

"While your comfort is important, if you are to become the ruler who unifies the continent, you need to show authority to your subordinates. I am merely a commander serving under you. Using honorifics with me doesn't present a good image."

"I understand what you're saying... but our country is still small. When the time comes, I promise I'll try to speak informally as you suggested!"

"..."

Swen looked at Luna for a moment before turning his head away again.
Seeing this, a question suddenly came to her mind.

"Lord Swen. May I ask you one thing?"

"Please go ahead, my lord."

"Can I really become the ruler who unifies the continent?"

At those words, Swen's hand stopped again.
Then, slowly turning his head, he asked:

"What do you mean?"

"Well, you always tell me things like 'you need to have the dignity of a unifying ruler' or 'as the future ruler who will unify the continent, you shouldn't act like this.' It's a bit... um... embarrassing for me to say this myself..."

Luna blushed as she lowered her head, fidgeting with her fingers.

"Um... honestly, even I can see that our country lacks too much to be considered capable of unifying the continent... Although we're managing Jeilant Castle well enough now, and we've been repelling the Brands forces... but somehow, you seem so confident when you say those things."
"Of course, since it's your words, and it's my aspiration as well, I don't disbelieve in the will and possibility to do it... but somehow... um... haha, I can't organize my thoughts well..."

Luna knew it herself.
That she was too naive.
Hadn't Tifa scolded her multiple times for being too soft-hearted to be a ruler?

But.
Swen kept giving instructions with the premise that she would become the "unifying ruler."
Although everything he had said so far had proven correct, Luna couldn't help but wonder why he could trust her so much.
Especially for someone as earnest as Luna.

After hearing her words, Swen gazed into the distance for a moment—
Then, meeting Luna's eyes, he said:

"Well, there is indeed a condition for Luna to become the unifying ruler."

"A condition?"

"If you promise not to laugh, I'll gladly tell you."

Hearing this, Luna shook her hands in surprise and said:

"Laugh...! I, I would never laugh at anything Lord Swen says...!"

Swen, after briefly making a serious expression as if preparing for something.
Then, from his lips came...

"You just need to follow my instructions unconditionally."

"...Pardon?"

"In other words, do everything I tell you to do. Don't question anything I ask, just do exactly as I say. If you do that, you'll naturally become the unifying ruler before you know it."

Luna, after hearing Swen's incredibly serious statement, stood blankly for a moment...
Then, gradually began to smile.

"...I see. I guess I asked something unnecessary... Of course I should follow Lord Swen's words and work hard. I'm silly. Such questions are meaningless, but since I'm the ruler... you just answered appropriately, right? I'm sorry. I was too shortsighted."

"No. I wasn't just giving an appropriate answer. I'm being very serious."

"Oh, Lord Swen. Hehe... But I think I understand what I did wrong."

Of course.
If someone bluntly says "just do everything I say," it can only sound like a joke to the listener.
Then why did he make such a joke?
From Luna's perspective, it wasn't difficult to figure out with a little thought.
For Swen, Luna's question was essentially meaningless.
The question "Can I really do it?" was ultimately no different from childish whining.

So she thought Swen had just given an appropriate response to her naive question.
She needed to realize that asking such questions was wrong in the first place.
Come to think of it, when they first met, Swen had asked her to promise to give him unlimited trust.
Considering that, his answer made sense.

How much time had passed?
Swen sighed briefly again and said:

"My lord definitely needs to become more cold-hearted. A ruler of a country must be able to extend their hands to dirty places. There will be times when you must stain your hands with dirty blood. Noble ideals alone don't make a ruler."

"Can I... do that?"

"It's not about whether you can, but that you must."

"...That sounds difficult... I feel sorry again for thinking that it might be too much for me after all."

To the dejected Luna, Swen took a breath and then—

"...Still, your strength is that no matter what you do, you seem like you won't lose those noble ideals. If that heart doesn't change, you will surely be able to create the future of the continent you've been dreaming of."

"Lord Swen..."

Hearing Swen's words, Luna bowed her head and blushed.
That person sometimes feels like he appeared before me to fill my emptiness—
The thought that he always says exactly what I need to hear, what I desperately want to hear, made her heart feel strange.

Swen didn't continue the conversation, but turned his head again and picked up his quill pen, making scratching sounds.
Then, as if casually throwing out the words—

"Don't worry too much, my lord. There's no need to be hasty. No matter how poor and difficult the current situation is, in the end, we will win."

"...!!"

In the end, we will win.
Strangely... that sentence wrapped around Luna like magic from a legend.
It felt almost sacred, as if everything he said would truly come to pass.

"So don't be discouraged. Unless something unusual happens, I will be by your side, Luna."

That confidence filled with certainty.
She felt the piece that had been missing from the Lunarienne forces—the piece essential for realizing her dreams—sparkling before her eyes.

Luna responded with a bright smile to the man who now felt like he had become her strategist to the point where she couldn't even think of anyone else.

"...Yes!"

* * *

"I remember you promised to give me unlimited trust. Was that a lie?"

That's right.

"I'm not trying to become a sacrificial lamb. As your servant, I simply chose the best move. I will definitely survive. And we will surely meet again."

Lord Swen is waiting.

The day of destiny.
The very day he shouldered everything and sacrificed himself for us.
The white-haired man who said he would place the world in my hands, then risked his life alone against the Brands forces to protect me—my strategist.

"Lady Lunarienne. If you believe in me, in return, I will place the world in your hands."

Beyond the realm of belief—
Luna had never, not for a single moment, stopped thinking about that man.

—And now.

'Wait a minute...'

Only after hearing Tifa's words did Luna recall the fundamental reason she was able to be here, allowing her to objectively assess the current situation.

A unilateral appointment despite Karelia's opposition. The extremely high position of commander-in-chief of the invasion force.
With this position, Lunarienne could redeploy troops as she wished.
She could even requisition additional supplies. Since the commander-in-chief was issuing orders for war, it wouldn't need to go up to the level of the sovereign.

Of course, considering that Vanessa, who had extremely strong influence within the country, was continuously keeping her in check, this authority might be fleeting.

Yes.

Luna slowly opened her hands and looked at them.
If she just made the decision to 'betray Karelia who trusted her'—

—In these hands would come the strategically excellent territory of Tepel Castle, 93,000 troops, and supplies.

Would she abandon honor for practical gain?
Or would she never betray that trust first, despite these chaotic times?

Luna sensed it.
Whatever decision she made, this choice—
Might change everything that was to come.
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A force of 90,000 troops, the prime territory of Tepelo Castle, and resources that could be gathered at will.

A once-in-a-lifetime moment.
This was the slender thread of opportunity that she, who had built Karelia's trust all this time, could grasp just once!

In this continent where not a single piece of land remained unclaimed, this was truly the most opportune time for her to raise an army.
This "opportune time" could vanish from her hands like a mirage at any moment. If tomorrow Karelia suddenly issued the order "Luna, step down from your position as lord," that would be the end. She wouldn't even have time to contemplate whether to betray them or not.

Luna, too, despite ruling a small nation, had once dreamed of continental domination.
Naturally, she understood the advantages of the current situation all too well.

'......'

Luna silently and seriously considered how events might unfold if she chose not to betray.

If they engaged in battle, their forces would diminish, and as their territory expanded, Karelia's armed forces would pour in like a flood.
While she could currently use Ohana's army against Karelia to prevent them from responding immediately since they were at the edge of the border, it was clear that this would become increasingly difficult as the war progressed.

Moreover, though Luna's ideals and aspirations were lofty and she commanded respect, this was limited to Tepelo Castle, and even here, many would abandon her if she actually betrayed Karelia.
These were Karelian soldiers, not those of another nation. The fact that they chose to follow her rather than someone else in these chaotic times meant that many valued loyalty and righteousness above all else.

Currently, people harbored resentment only because Vanessa, who was like Luna's shadow, had implemented oppressive policies under the pretext of war preparations—
Once the situation settled and Karelia resumed control of all internal affairs as before, these feelings would quickly subside.

In every aspect.
Now was precisely the time to act.
This was exactly the "opportunity" Swen had spoken of.

As Luna's expression grew serious, everyone around maintained silence without uttering a word.
They all knew that Luna wasn't the type of woman to make such a choice.
But at the same time, if Luna truly harbored grand ambitions—it would be difficult to find a better opportunity than this.

Ultimately, it was Luna who had to make the choice.
Everyone tacitly acknowledged that further advice would be meaningless at this point.

All they could do was follow the decision of their "true lord."

And.
What their "true lord," Luna, could do was——

'......Lord Swen.....'

Lord Swen.
What should I do?
Because this is the way of the world... should I stab the back of the person who took me in?
If I commit acts no different from Tyrant Serphina, can I be forgiven? Can I face those who suffer with a clear conscience?

With her eyes slowly closed—
Luna poses a question to the Swen who always resides in her heart.

After parting with that man—
Whenever Luna faced a difficult choice, she would close her eyes and think, 'What would Lord Swen have said?'
It was this mindset that had enabled her to make countless decisions on her own.

What would my Strategist say now?
And, what would my Strategist choose between efficiency and what is truly right?

Surprisingly.
The moment she considered this, she felt the fog of hesitation in her mind dissipate.

What choice would Lord Swen make?

That would obviously be—

"...Tifa, and everyone, I understand what you're saying. However."

Luna slowly opened her eyes and looked at those who wished to elevate her as their new ruler.
Then, with a voice devoid of any tremor, she proudly declared—

"I will not betray my lord... I will not break my loyalty to Lady Karelia."

——The right thing.
And, simultaneously, the most efficient thing.

Luna had never forgotten for a moment that this would have been Swen's answer.

"Really?"

"Yes. And, that decision is also for her sake."

"If it's you saying so, not someone else, well, I guess you're right. Alright. My decision is the same."

Unlike Tifa, who easily accepted and moved on, Metz could not hide his excitement, finding it difficult to accept.

"But, Lady Luna! Isn't this precisely the golden opportunity that you cannot miss if you harbor great ambitions? Please reconsider—"

"No."

Unlike the heated Metz, Luna responded in an extremely calm tone.

"Metz, I didn't bring this up simply because I value loyalty."

"What...?"

"As you say, this might seem like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, but..."

"A ruler of a nation must be willing to extend their hands to dirty places. There are times when they must stain their hands with impure blood. After all, noble ideals alone do not make a ruler. However..."

"I would lose the most important justification."

"!!!"

——In any case, my lord's strength lies in the will that suggests she will never lose her noble ideals no matter what she does.

That's right, Lord Swen.
I think if it were you, you would definitely say this.

That no matter how tempting what lies before you may be, you shouldn't take it recklessly.
That to truly become a ruler who can surpass Karelia, one must build even greater justification than her.
That this would, conversely, be the most "efficient" method, that's what you would say.

So.
Let's not be hasty.
As Lord Swen said, surely, a much better opportunity will come again.

Besides, didn't he say?
That if we go to the end, we will win.

I believe in you, Lord Swen.
I firmly believe that things will work out well... even without resorting to the desperate measure of betrayal here.

"So, your intentions... I'm terribly sorry, but I'd like you to withdraw them for now. However, I will never forget the ideals you've spoken of, no matter what happens."

"......"

There were no further objections to Luna's words.

Karelia, who made a decision against her own beliefs by supporting Vanessa in the name of war.
And Lunarienne, who chose to maintain her beliefs despite having such a favorable situation before her.

This situation was more than enough to profoundly shake the heart of "someone" present.

* * *

After that—
Luna's discussion flowed into ordinary "war preparations," and no more radical ideas emerged.
However... there was certainly someone whose heart had been changed by that discussion.

"Encourage Lunarienne to betray us."

"Encourage, you say?"

"She is not a woman who will be satisfied remaining under Lady Karelia forever. If you shake her, she will surely respond. The moment she makes up her mind, report to me immediately."

"But... what if she doesn't betray?"

"...There cannot be two suns in the sky, can there?"

"!!!"

"I believe... you understand what I mean."

'......'

Metz, now clearly considered part of Lunarienne's faction.
In truth, he was a man who had initially approached Luna under secret orders from Vanessa.

Vanessa had said Luna was an ambitious woman.
He agreed with that part. From his own observations and the reactions of those around her, Luna was not someone who would be satisfied with the position of castle lord.
However, as he spent time with her, different feelings began to bloom in his heart.

He couldn't help it.
Even objectively, Lunarienne had far superior qualities as a ruler compared to Karelia.
The two women were cut from the same cloth. But Karelia was an extremely rigid person.
Someone who would never take an unjust path, unsuited for turbulent times.
Moreover, she lacked decisiveness and would often trail off when faced with important judgments. She frequently made wrong choices led by compassion.

If her convictions were truly as sharp as a blade, he could die with her if need be... but from the moment she turned a blind eye to and acknowledged Vanessa's tyranny, who enjoyed her absolute trust, questions about his original lord inevitably arose.
As his faith in her was greatly shaken, he began to notice Lunarienne more and more.
Lunarienne, who decided to maintain her beliefs unlike Karelia, despite having an incredibly good opportunity rolling in and clearly harboring ambitions of her own.

Although she said she "didn't make that decision solely for the sake of loyalty," the fact remained that she didn't choose to betray Karelia first.

Yes.

Perhaps this person wouldn't be unilaterally swayed by someone like Vanessa.
Perhaps this person could make thorough decisions without hesitation at crucial moments, according to her own thoughts.

Metz reassessed the situation once more.
Contrary to Vanessa's expectations, Luna did not choose to stab her lord in the back.
So, what should he do now?
Since two suns cannot rise... one sun must be brought down.

Then.

Is Lunarienne truly the sun that needs to be brought down?
Is Karelia the sun I must serve?

'......'

After deep contemplation, his decision was...

* * *

Luna, who had been discussing the upcoming battle with Tifa and Violet in the audience chamber, turned pale with shock at the sudden news.

"You were ordered to... kill me?"

"Yes."

Luna's body trembled slightly at Metz's confession as he knelt before her.

Metz had chosen Lunarienne.
After much consideration, he thought Lunarienne, rather than Karelia who seemed to be unilaterally swayed by Vanessa and unable to maintain her own convictions, was the sun that should rightfully be in the sky.
Luna maintained silence for a moment before carefully questioning Metz.

"That... wasn't an order from Lady Karelia, was it?"

"No. It was a secret order from the Strategist... from Lady Vanessa."

"Then why are you telling me all this?"

"Because I don't want to lose you here with some absurd false accusation."

Metz closed his eyes and bowed his head.

"I wanted Lady Karelia's rule over the world. But, isn't it true that she's not the only one who can achieve that?"

"...!"

"What I want is for an excellent and wise leader who loves the people to unify the continent. And as I mentioned earlier, there's no reason it must be Lady Karelia. Rather, I thought Lady Luna might be more suitable to stop Serphina's tyranny."

"May I ask why?"

"I don't know if you're aware, but... Lady Luna, you always speak with a face full of conviction."

"...!"

The reason she could be confident in all her decisions.
It was because of... that person.

It was true even now.
Because she firmly believed in the words that we would win if we persevered to the end, the justification she needed had indeed rolled in like a pumpkin right before her eyes!

"That's why I, Metz, wish to entrust my fate to Lady Lunarienne."

As soon as Metz finished speaking, Tifa spoke in an agitated voice.

"Luna. Don't you think it's wrong to just let this slide? No matter what choice we make, they're only thinking about devouring you!"

"I agree with Lady Tifa, Lady Luna. It seems the time has come for you to make a decision."

"......"

After several minutes of silence.
Finally, Luna breaks the silence that seemed like it would last forever.

"Tifa. Violet. I'm sorry, but could you call everyone here right now?"
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With Luna's single word, everyone gathered once again in the audience chamber.
However, this time the atmosphere was markedly different.
Unlike before when only a few people, including Violet, actively encouraged betrayal, now everyone who understood the situation began urging Luna to make a decision.

"I, Metz, will gladly become the justification for Lady Luna's cause."

"..."

"We feel the same, Lady Luna. Please make your decision!"

Luna closed her eyes and organized the current situation.
Clearly—a justification had fallen into her lap.
Considering Metz's words, this was a clear justification she could never have obtained if she had chosen "practicality" just moments ago.

However.
Looking at it coldly... there was a possibility that even if she claimed this as justification, it wouldn't be accepted.
Her opponent was none other than Vanessa Trinity. No matter how much Metz insisted on the truth, she was someone who had the power to crush it whenever she wanted.
With Karelia's complete trust, manipulating public opinion would be even simpler for her.

This plan wasn't something Karelia would devise.
It was probably Vanessa's doing. There was a high possibility she had acted independently without the sovereign's approval.
In conclusion, even if Luna rose up claiming injustice now, she would ultimately end up shouldering the stigma of being labeled a traitor.

Luna's plan had been to wait for "an even more certain opportunity."
But at this rate, her life might be in danger before a better opportunity presented itself.
There was no guarantee that such an ideal situation would ever materialize.
Even if she managed to preserve her life and somehow step down from Karelia's army, would she be able to secure this level of territory, troops, and resources in another country?

But these were all just excuses.
The choice to betray remained unchanged.
Perhaps her conscience would be slightly clearer. She had the plausible reason that Vanessa had targeted her first, so she was betraying in self-defense.
Even so, wouldn't deciding to betray ultimately prove that Vanessa's actions had been right all along?

Perhaps the correct answer here would be to call her lord and honestly discuss the current situation.
As she had thought earlier, since Karelia likely hadn't conceived this plan herself, she might take Luna's side.

Yes.

This was Luna's judgment.
Despite the situation, not to betray, but to honestly report the current circumstances to Karelia and resolve the problem.
If she asked no one's opinion, this would likely have been her decision.

No.
To be honest, Luna—would probably have forgiven Vanessa.
And for the sake of Karelia who had trusted her, she would have shouldered everything alone and sacrificed herself. Not for herself, but solely for Lady Karelia.
Others might call it foolish and dull-witted... but just like Karelia, Lunarienne Iniang was also someone who valued loyalty above all else.

But Luna no longer thought alone.
Beyond her thoughts, always, that man followed like a shadow.

"It's alright, Lady Luna. Please trust me. I will definitely come back to serve you again."

He had said that.
That he would definitely come back for her.

"My lord! Stay healthy! And if an opportunity comes, never miss it! I will definitely return to your side!"

He had said that.
To never miss an opportunity if it came.

That man was waiting for her.
So naturally, in a situation where justification had fallen into her lap, she couldn't cling solely to her own beliefs.

'Even after coming this far, what am I still worrying about...!'

Betraying Karelia?
Despite having justification, it wasn't the proper way for a vassal.
Vanessa had created this situation. The Karelia she knew would certainly not overlook this, even if it involved her trusted Vanessa.
Karelia had given her this position because she trusted Luna greatly.
This was especially evident considering she had rejected even the advice of her favored Vanessa.
Betraying such trust might mean she would no longer have the right to point fingers at Serphina.

But.

'Lord Swen threw himself into danger for my sake...'

What was the use of constantly insisting on justification and just waiting, in front of someone who had already taken action?
When Brands' military boots threatened to extinguish Jeilant Castle like a candle in the wind.
He had sacrificed everything to save her and her comrades' lives.

By now, Luna had to seize this opportunity.
The very opportunity Lord Swen had emphasized so importantly.
She had promised never to miss it.

"A ruler of a country must be able to extend their hands to dirty places. There are times when you must stain your hands with dirty blood."

'Yes. After experiencing all this, always saying the right thing isn't the only answer...!!'

Cecile had said it too.
That Karelia was too kind and gentle by nature, which sometimes worried her.
Even to become a better ruler than the one she currently served, she needed to adopt her strengths while avoiding her weaknesses.

Not to be excessively swayed by a single subordinate commander.
And to hold a meaningful and lofty ideal in her heart until the very end.

In that process, the stigma she would inevitably bear—the evaluation of being "a cowardly woman who stabbed her trusting lord in the back"—was something Luna herself had to accept.
Just as Swen had sacrificed for them.
How could she carelessly flaunt mere reputation in front of someone who had willingly given even his life?

Only then did she realize.
That at the moment of choice, she might have been hiding behind the words "the right and most efficient method."
Such a method might indeed exist. But Luna wasn't Swen. Predicting what he would say would inevitably differ from what he would actually say.

If that was the case, she shouldn't make him wait any longer.
Him, who was waiting for her in the Brands army, or as rumors suggested, in the Aishers army, now in Serphina's army, or perhaps somewhere else...

Only after thinking that far did her complicated mind and slightly trembling body feel calm.

Lord Swen.
I am always indebted to you.
At moments when I need to decide, when I need to endure each day, everything... I've been able to come this far thanks to you.
So.
I can't make you wait any longer.
I can't break my promise to you.

I want to meet you again as soon as possible.
I want to share important conversations. Like in those days, I want to talk openly about many things.
Not just about governing the nation, but other things too. Once more, I want to dream and build a future with you.
If you're by my side, I believe I can establish the country of universal happiness I've dreamed of.

My one and only strategist in this world, my Lord Swen.
I'll keep waiting. I'll be waiting—

"Everyone."

Just by hearing her voice, slightly lower than her usual tone—
Others might not have noticed, but Tifa, who had been with her for a long time, could sense it.
That Luna had finally made a kind of "resolution."

"For now, I'll try to extract as many resources as possible from our lord. If the opinion is that it's for war, I can gather plenty without refusal. As soon as the soldiers arrive, I'll summon you all again, so please gather here. And... please ensure that the conversation we had today doesn't leak outside this place."

"Lady Luna. Does that mean...?"

"Yes."

To Kein's question, Luna nodded and said.

"After the troops are deployed to the castle, after we've stockpiled as many resources as possible, when the invasion order is given."

Luna's ruby-red eyes began to blaze as if they had swallowed the sun.
What they contained was the will, the belief to become a unifying ruler even if it meant bearing a dirty stigma. And a deep longing for someone, along with a sticky emotion.

"I, Lunarienne Iniang, will once again raise the flag of the Iniang army."

—You must return to my side, alright?

Her obsessive vow, which she had endured for months upon months...
Was making her endure everything and move forward.

* * *

After that day.
The first thing Luna did after making up her mind was to request resources. The logic was that she needed ample resources as she would be facing multiple territories alone.
Since it wasn't strange logic, Karelia's side sent plenty of gold and military provisions to Tepelo Castle without much suspicion.

Resources stockpiled during the long years without war.
It was an enormous amount, enough to fight with this large army for several months.

And again, a few weeks later.
Finally, as planned, 90,000 troops arrived at Tepelo Castle along with several generals.

"Gail Arend, reporting to the castle lord."
"Seria Jail, reporting to the castle lord."
"I apologize for the delay. Mügendorf, reporting to the castle lord."

Luna rose from her seat to welcome the three generals who had arrived together.

"Welcome, General Gail. General Seria. General Mügendorf. Thank you for your hard work on the long journey. As the commander-in-chief for the upcoming war, I may have shortcomings, but I ask for your cooperation."

"There's no question about it. On the battlefield, we'll fight thinking of you as our lord. Just give us orders. We will definitely win."

"Your words are very reassuring."

Luna smiled brightly, then turned her head to the side and asked.

"Metz. Is the banquet I mentioned prepared?"

"It is prepared."

"A banquet? There's no need to prepare such a thing..."

To Gail's words, Luna replied with a smiling face.

"You've come a long way, haven't you? It's very important to relieve physical fatigue before war. The soldiers must be tense too, so I'd like everyone to rest well today."

"If you say so..."

Indeed, while it might not matter for a general like himself, giving a day of rest was important to maintain the morale of the soldiers.
From Karelia's army's perspective, this was their first real battle in a very long time.

"Come, come. All three of you, please follow this way."

After the three generals followed Metz to the banquet hall—
Francis quietly approached her side and asked.

"Lady Luna. Shall we proceed as planned?"

"...Please do."

Hearing Luna's resolute voice, Francis realized once again.
That truly, an irreversible event was about to unfold.
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Under Metz's direction, I arrived at the audience chamber with my hands bound—

"General!"

"You've arrived, General Gail..."

"Seria...? Even Duke Mügeldorf..."

All the generals who had led troops were kneeling with their hands bound, still in their nightclothes.
Gail instinctively recognized the empty space among them as his place. He approached, sat down, and turned to look at Metz.

"What is the meaning of this, Metz?"

"Look around you. Then you'll understand the situation."

Following his words, Gail finally surveyed his surroundings—
Armed officers from Tepello Castle were glaring at them.
This atmosphere. Those eyes looking at them.

'It can't be...!'

Just as Gail was about to realize something.

From beyond—Lord Lunarienne slowly walked toward them.

"Everyone is gathered now."

"...Lord Luna! What is the meaning of this?!"

In response to Gail's words, Luna looked down at them with an extremely cold expression.

"General Gail. General Seria. And General Mügendorf. I apologize to all three of you, but I'm afraid you'll need to remain quiet for the time being. If you cooperate well, your lives will be spared, so I hope you can set aside your anger."

"No, after suddenly binding us, now you're asking for our continued cooperation...!"

At that moment.
Something dawned on Gail, and he looked at Luna's face with a trembling voice.

"Don't tell me, Lord Luna... are you staging a rebellion?"

"..."

"Answer me! Do you intend to stab our lord in the back despite being an outsider whom our lord trusted without personal bias?! If anyone shouldn't betray our lord, it's you, Lord Luna!"

Luna gave no answer to Gail's words.
Her ruby-red eyes seemed particularly cold today.

"Our lord, Lady Karelia... Makana Karelia is not suitable to conquer this chaotic era. For true peace to take root, I simply believe our current lord's methods are inadequate. That's all."

"How can you say that...!! Of all people, from your own mouth...!"

Gail shouted at the top of his lungs, his voice filled with rage.

"The Strategist... Vanessa was right! You were never someone to be trusted!"

"Mind your words, General Gail! Vanessa, that person to Lord Luna—!"

"Metz."

At Luna's words, Metz immediately closed his mouth.
It wasn't hard to notice she meant he shouldn't mention out loud that he had been betrayed first.

"Francis. Help Metz detain these people in the underground prison until the situation is resolved."

"Yes!"

"This cannot be! Lord Luna! You'll regret this! This rebellion will never succeed—"

Thwack!

Metz struck Gail hard on the back of his neck.
With that, Gail, who had been continuing to make noise, suddenly fell silent.

Metz sighed briefly, then spoke to Seria and Mügendorf on either side.

"I've merely knocked him unconscious. If you cooperate well, I have no intention of treating you violently. Once the situation is resolved, we will release you, so please remain quiet for the time being."

"..."

Seria and Mügendorf couldn't say anything.
After all, there was nothing they could do in this situation.

After the three generals who had commanded the troops were escorted to the underground prison under Metz's supervision.
Left alone, Luna approached Francis and asked in a serious tone.

"What's the status of the lieutenants who accompanied the generals?"

"I've ordered all of them to be bound and brought in... but aren't there some among them we could persuade to follow us?"

Luna firmly shook her head at Francis's words.

"No. While those who worked inside Tepello Castle might be different, it's better to imprison all officers who came from outside the castle. As General Gail said, rebellion has a low chance of success, so I think it's correct to trust only those we can completely rely on."

One could hesitate until making a decision, but once the decision was made, one had to be more cold-hearted than anyone else.
Francis was once again impressed by Luna's demeanor and bowed his head.

"...I understand. My thinking was shallow."

To the bowing Francis, Luna finally softened her expression and said with a bitter smile.

"No. The rest... I'll leave to you, Francis. Can you handle it?"

At Luna's words, Francis blushed slightly, then answered loudly and spiritedly.

"Yes! I will ensure everyone is bound and imprisoned. I'll take responsibility for handling it, so please don't worry."

After even Francis departed with troops loyal to her.
In the now quiet audience chamber, Luna finally let out a long sigh.
Her body had been trembling continuously since earlier.

She felt like she might collapse at any moment from her legs giving out.
Honestly, when Gail looked at her with those devouring eyes, she didn't know how to respond.
Because what he said was right. Even if Vanessa had planned such a thing, it was still just at the planning stage—
What Luna was doing now, from a third party's perspective, was morally very wrong since nothing had actually happened yet.

Luna was not a bold person. She was rather timid.
She wasn't cunning either. Rather, she was the type who would be devoured by such people. She could be considered a herbivore-like human.
Although she had decided to stage a rebellion, she had no idea how to go about it. After all, she had lived her life without even thinking about rebellion.
Nevertheless—she had a guide. Someone who had been with her for a short time, who always maintained composure, who stood at the opposite end of the spectrum from her.

'If it were Lord Swen... he would have said this.'

She had a definite compass—Swen.
Hadn't she followed the answers derived from the question "What would Lord Swen do?" when deciding not to rebel, and then deciding to rebel again?
Even the judgment to stage a rebellion using only internal personnel and imprisoning all outsiders was made because she thought that's what Swen would have said.
Of course, even if she had used him as her strategist, the period wasn't long, and since he was inevitably a separate person, it was nearly impossible to perfectly read his mind—
But just by thinking and acting that way, nothing seemed frightening anymore.
Although he wasn't physically by her side, it felt like his heart was always with her.

I'm not afraid because Lord Swen is here.
I can do anything because Lord Swen is here.

Swen's existence played the most significant role in enabling the timid Luna to command this situation from a cold perspective.

'...I can do this. I must do this. I... absolutely cannot miss this opportunity.'

Thus, Luna threw herself into the raging current of chaos, willingly plunging her pure white hands into waves full of filthy sewage.
All to keep her promise with Swen.

At this point, Swen's existence occupied a corner of her heart much more powerfully than when he had been by her side.

* * *

After the situation had been somewhat resolved.
Late at night in the audience chamber, those known as the "Lunarienne faction" were all gathered without exception, standing on either side of Luna, who sat in the lord's seat.

And not long after—
Two men approached, knelt, and spoke.

"We have returned, Lady Luna."

"Everyone has been imprisoned without exception."

Luna bowed her head to Metz and Francis, who had acted first.

"Thank you both for your hard work."

At that moment.
Violet, who had been quietly listening beside her, carefully spoke up.

"Lady Luna. You've forgotten to issue an important order."

"An order?"

"Regarding how to deal with those imprisoned if they refuse to subdue their rebellious spirit and attempt to overturn the situation."

"..."

Luna bowed her head deeply as she grasped the true meaning of Violet's words.
Even though she knew there was no turning back once she had taken action...

Facing the responsibility that had to be shouldered was difficult.

"Please make a decision, Lady Luna."

That's right.
What was there to hesitate about now?
To be able to face Lord Swen with dignity, she had to take responsibility for everything here.

"Lord Metz. You're in charge of managing the underground prison, correct?"

"Yes."

"If the prisoners show suspicious behavior while incarcerated, or if there's no sign of their rebellious spirit dying down... I give you the authority to execute them on the spot. I will take all responsibility."

Metz bowed his head deeply and answered loudly to Luna's words.

"Yes!"

Once she had decided to betray, she couldn't show weakness in any aspect.
Being neither here nor there would only result in being devoured.
Having finally made her decision, Luna... slowly rose from the lord's seat.

And.

At this moment, she looked at the people who followed her.

Her childhood friend Tifa, who had always been by her side.
And Kein, who had come to her country at some point and provided much help.
The three young bloods Kein had brought and raised—Francis, Charlotte, and Violet.
Including Metz and the officers who had come to Karelia's army and followed her.

"Everyone."

Luna engraved each of their faces in her heart.
And, although he wasn't present here now—she once again recalled the face of the man who would someday become her strategist.

"From now on, I intend to leave Karelia's army and establish a new nation at Tepello Castle. Can you all leave Karelia's side and follow me as your sovereign?"

"Yes!"

After once again deeply cherishing everyone's resolute voices—
She drew the sword at her waist and held it forward.

She couldn't entrust the world to Serphina, nor to Lynn.
And... she couldn't entrust the world to Karelia either.

Still holding onto that thought—
She carefully opened her lips.

"I, Lunarienne Iniang, hereby declare the establishment of the new Lunarienne Army from today! Our capital will be here at Tepello Castle. Please help me. For the sake of the many people suffering in misery, I promise to end this chaotic era and usher in an age of peace!"

The Lunarienne Army, which had once displayed its ambitions at Jeilant Castle but had exited the stage of history all too easily—
After a long time, it was the moment when it once again revealed itself in the southern continent.
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With a bold flourish, I raised my sword and made my declaration—a meaningful gesture in its own way—but in the end, it was just words.
To truly start a rebellion, I needed to put everything into action.

"Lady Luna— No, my Lord."

I was slightly surprised to hear Metz address me not as castle lord or Lady Luna, but as "Lord." Yet knowing this was a title I would need to get used to, I nodded slowly and replied.

"Go ahead."

"What shall we do with those who refuse to cooperate?"

Of course, everyone here had already given their hearts to Luna, but the situation was different for the other officers—those diligently working in their positions who weren't present.
These were people who had joined the Karelia army and worked for Karelia. It meant they wouldn't simply join under Luna without hesitation just because the castle lord suddenly declared a rebellion.
Certainly, public sentiment among the officers toward Karelia wasn't as favorable as before due to Vanessa's tyranny and Karelia's passive stance toward it, but regardless, it would be nearly impossible to cleanly take over Tepello Castle without dealing with them.

Tifa, who had been quietly listening beside me, scratched her head and spoke.

"Isn't it obvious? We just round them all up. If we let them go, they could ruin our entire plan."

Tifa's words were logical.
The later the news of the rebellion and castle takeover spread, the more advantageous it would be for Luna's side. It would give them more time to prepare and organize.
Moreover, in the current situation, the Karelia army wasn't the only concern.

After being lost in thought for a moment, Luna slowly parted her lips.

"...Violet."

"Yes, my Lord."

Despite her youthful voice, I could feel the emphasis she placed on the words "my Lord."
For a moment, I wondered if this energetic girl was the same Violet who used to blankly read books—but now wasn't the time for such reflections.

"May I ask you to handle the right flank?"

Hearing Luna's words, Violet quickly grasped her intentions and bowed her head.

"I will personally send a letter to Ohana's forces."

"Thank you."

As Violet mentioned, we needed to be mindful of Ohana's forces on our right.
I wasn't sure how Ohana's forces would respond, but we needed to win them over before they could ally with Karelia's forces against us.

Luna then turned toward Metz and Tifa.

"Everyone, could you please gather all your affiliated officers?"

"Should we restrain them all?"

At Metz's question, Luna slowly shook her head.

"That's not necessary. Don't threaten them in any way, just bring them here."

"Wait a minute. What are you planning to do?"

"Leave this part to me, Tifa."

After answering Tifa, Luna looked at everyone's faces once more.
And then... the ruler once again bowed before her subjects.

"Please leave this to me. I'm asking for your trust."

If Lord Swen knew about this, he would be angry. He would say I shouldn't do this. Luna understood that much.
But when it came to sincerely asking something of her comrades, she didn't know any other way than to put her whole heart into it.
I'll surely be scolded for this... but that's okay.
I'll actually be relieved to hear that scolding.

"...I'll bring them immediately."

Metz nodded, then left the castle with Francis and Tifa.
It was time for another negotiation.

* * *

Shortly after.

Having heard that "the castle lord has urgently summoned them," all the officers serving in Tepello Castle gathered in the audience hall.
And not long after... they all spoke with astonished expressions.

"Are you saying the castle lord is establishing a new nation?"

"That's correct. As of today, I am declaring the formation of the Lunarienne forces to usher in an era of peace for this continent that has fallen into misery."

"No matter how you put it, aren't you simply saying you're betraying us?"

"..."

At the question, Luna closed her eyes and remained silent.
Metz flared up at this and shouted. This time, Luna didn't stop him.

"I've already explained everything! Vanessa ordered the elimination of the castle lord who was trying to keep her oath! Why should we remain loyal to someone who won't trust us in the first place?"

"If it was Vanessa's will rather than our lord's, couldn't you have openly discussed this with our lord?"

"Even if we talked about it, considering what kind of person Vanessa is—"

"Besides, we can't rule out the possibility that this is just your one-sided claim, Sir Metz."

"What...? Have you finished speaking? You know very well what kind of person Vanessa is, so how can you doubt my words—"

"Metz. It's alright."

At Luna's words, Metz finally calmed his excitement and fell silent.

The man who had asked the question earlier sighed deeply and looked around before speaking.

"So, why did you call us here? To imprison us? If you truly believe things will work out after betraying trust like this—"

"That's not it."

Luna interrupted the officer, wearing an extremely apologetic expression as she bowed.

"I apologize for interrupting you. However, I want to persuade you all. I simply want to preserve your right to choose freely."

"A choice?"

"Please tell me freely whether you will choose me or return to Karelia, your original lord."

At those words, everyone gathered there began murmuring simultaneously.
Not just the officers who had been brought here, but even among those following Lunarienne, puzzled expressions appeared.

But that was as far as it went.
No one challenged Luna's words.
Because Luna had spoken. She asked them to trust her. So they trusted Luna. They believed in and supported her actions.

"...What will you do if we say we want to return?"

"I will send you back safely."

"How can I believe that? Coming from someone who's willing to stab her lord in the back after being trusted!"

"..."

Seeing Luna remain silent, the officer raised his voice and questioned her accusingly.

"Let's do this then. If you release me, I will immediately go to our lord. I plan to report all of Tepello Castle's vulnerabilities. Even so, can the castle lord release me?"

"Yes. I will release you."

"...Hah, really..."

"However, please allow me to say just this."

At Luna's words, the officer maintained his silence.
Sensing that this wasn't a refusal, Luna bowed once more and spoke.

"Please. I beg you to trust me and follow me. Be my strength. I desperately need the hands and help of all of you who have worked with me at Tepello Castle."

"..."

"I won't say that Karelia is a flawed person. However, the current Karelia cannot oppose that woman... Vanessa. Don't you all know too well what Vanessa has done?"

As soon as Vanessa's name was mentioned, the officers' complexions changed once again.
Yes.
All the cruel acts she had committed with military authority behind her were so harsh that they wouldn't be carried out anywhere, not just in the Karelia army.
It wasn't just her cowardly actions toward Luna that were problematic.
They hadn't served under Karelia for all these years to witness such behavior.
That's why they couldn't help but waver at Luna's words.

"Our current lord, Lady Karelia... I believe she is suitable to be a castle lord in peaceful times, but not as a ruler in these chaotic times. So everyone, won't you entrust your dreams to me, Lunarienne, instead of Karelia?"

After Luna finished speaking.
The crowded audience hall fell into a profound silence.

In truth, though it was an audacious thought... everyone harbored extremely negative feelings toward Vanessa.
Especially here at Tepello Castle, located at the border.
Public opinion among the domain's residents regarding Vanessa was already shattered, and even her subordinate officers merely followed her orders as commands from their ruler, while harboring tremendous resentment toward all the cruel orders she had given so far.
Moreover, wasn't Karelia the very backing that allowed her to act that way?

Rebellion is not right.
As members of the Karelia army, many thought this way even more strongly.
But if their ruler would continue to be manipulated by Vanessa in such a manner... perhaps this approach might be right.
Because they weren't entirely free from such thoughts, the man couldn't speak carelessly.

If they truly had no interest, they could have simply walked away without looking back when given the choice.
The very fact that they were listening to Luna's words meant they had already half-stepped into betrayal.

At that moment.

"I'd like to ask Lady Luna one question."

An elderly male officer cautiously raised his hand and spoke.
It was Shein, an officer who had served at Tepello Castle for over 40 years, dating back to the imperial era.
It would be no exaggeration to say he was the person who had helped Luna the most since she first took office as castle lord.

"Please speak."

"If the only reason we should follow Lady Luna is Vanessa's tyranny, isn't that insufficient?"

And this old officer—
began to pressure Luna on a very practical matter.

"Even with reinforced troops, there's a clear difference in the number of territories, no measures have been taken regarding the neighboring Ohana forces, and even with a justification befitting rebellion, betrayal is still betrayal. Well, setting aside such moral concerns, the fact remains that we are at an overwhelming disadvantage, doesn't it?"

"..."

"I don't think Sir Metz is lying. It's probably true. Lady Luna isn't someone who would fabricate stories."

Shein cleared his throat briefly and continued.

"Moreover, I can't say the castle lord has no strengths at all. If Karelia is the setting sun, then you are the rising sun. If the two of you had similar temperaments, one could argue that someone who makes decisions like you would be advantageous in overcoming these chaotic times, as you say. But if we're to entrust our new dreams somewhere, this old man thinks there should be a few more strengths."

"When you say strengths... what exactly do you mean?"

"There could be many things. But right now, those strengths are significantly lacking. What I'm saying is that the option of cooperating with Lady Luna doesn't seem attractive enough to betray Lady Karelia."

To summarize Shein's words:
Show us something more compelling to make us switch sides. We're not without complaints about the current Karelia regime. But this isn't enough for us to risk our lives to cooperate—
Luna sensed that if this entire conversation was a moment of great persuasion, then this was the most critical turning point, and she fell into thought.

"That's..."

Until now.
She had come this far thinking, 'What would Lord Swen do?'
But now, when trying to appeal to her strengths, she couldn't think of anything to say.

From the beginning, this persuasion was a request.
It was a situation of pleading for their trust.
Despite being disadvantaged in every aspect, how many ways could she claim "we surpass the Karelia army in these areas" while asking for their help to somehow overcome the odds?
The only difference, if any, was that there was no one like Vanessa here, but that was it.

At that moment, what Luna recalled was, quite foolishly—
only those words that Swen had told her then.

"Don't worry too much, my Lord. No matter how precarious and difficult the current situation is, in the end, we will win."

'Lord Swen...!'

She might be ridiculed for saying "in the end, we will win," but.
Still, if it was something Lord Swen said... as she was having such slightly amusing thoughts.

"Legitimacy."

"...?"

"What if I told you we have a legitimacy that the Karelia army doesn't have?"

The one who answered Shein's question wasn't Luna.
It was Kein, the elderly man who always occupied the lowest seat among the three who accompanied Luna.

"Did you say legitimacy?"

"That's right. Legitimacy. Our army possesses an overwhelming legitimacy that Karelia doesn't have. At least when it comes to justification for unifying this continent."

"...Lord Kein...?"

At Luna's question, Kein glanced at her slightly.
His eyes were shining more clearly than ever before.
It was the same look he had during his final conversation with Swen.

"Shein, don't you know why the tyrant Serphina can remain in power despite her tyranny?"

"I don't understand why this is being brought up now."

"What if Serphina wasn't the only living member of the Aingart family?"

"...!!!"

"What if that Aingart person declared support for Lady Luna?"

Everyone was surprised by those words.
The only ones not surprised were the three children Kein had brought—Francis, Charlotte, and Violet.
The most surprised was Luna, who had always been by his side.




—In the end, we will win.

The seemingly ordinary old man before her eyes, Kein Nerkis, as if proving what Swen had told Luna then.

"I will reveal it now. My name is not Kein Nerkis."

After saying that, Kein looked at Luna's face instead of Shein's.

This moment.
The moment of deciding on her—who had turned her back on the fallen imperial family and adopted a false name to survive—

"My name is Kyle von Aingart. The former king, Serphina's father, was my brother. And I have physical evidence to prove it!"

—as the person to replace Serphina.

Legitimacy.
The overwhelming legitimacy that only Serphina possessed in the continent was now rolling toward Luna, who had done nothing—
Luna thought once more of the white-haired man's face.

His words... were right again.
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# After the Commotion

After the series of disturbances had been settled, Luna was gradually coming to terms with the still unbelievable truth.

"So all of you are..."

"I apologize for deceiving you, Lady Luna."

Francis knelt down and offered a respectful apology. Charlotte and Violet, who stood beside him, also knelt down in unison.

"My name is Francis von Aingart."
"Charlotte von Aingart."
"...Violet von Aingart."

Kein Nerkis—no, Kyle von Aingart had desperately hidden these three individuals with tremendous legitimacy, and now they knelt before Luna. They were the heirs of a family that had been marginalized even among the Aingart branch families, with no power except for the imperial blood flowing through their veins. Perhaps it was precisely because of this that they had managed to survive until now. Kein had desperately hidden them during the chaos and risked his life to escape southward.

"Duke Luna."

"Kein... no, Lord Kyle. That's..."

"Please call me whatever makes you comfortable, Duke Luna. Whether Kein or Kyle, my commitment to follow you remains unchanged."

Seeing Luna's complicated expression, Kyle nodded in understanding.

"I know you harbor ill feelings toward the imperial family. However—"

"I know. I don't blame you, Lord Kyle. Rather, I'm grateful."

Luna stood up and bowed her head to him.

"Without you, I don't think I could have properly persuaded people. And I understand that having someone from the Aingart family supporting me provides legitimacy to many people for our future activities. And..."

Then, with a bright smile—

"You've always been by my side helping me. So my feelings toward the imperial family... are secondary."

"My lord..."

"The evil one is Serphina, that person... so it's okay."

"..."

The evil one is Serphina.
Hearing those words, Kyle hesitated for a moment—
But then he bowed his head deeply and replied.

"My lord. Please unify the continent. Remove the Aingart Empire that has already fulfilled its purpose... and create a new nation. I, Kyle, will devote the rest of my life to serving you with all my being."

As Kyle finished speaking, the three individuals before him also expressed their opinions.

"We feel the same, Lady Luna."

"We haven't forgotten the kindness you've shown us."

"If we can be of service to you, Lady Luna... it would be an honor."

"Everyone..."

The support of Aingart imperial survivors, even if from branch families, gave her legitimacy that could rival Serphina's.
The righteousness that came from never being the first to draw swords, despite being labeled as traitors.
Just as Swen had said they would eventually win, everything seemed to fall into place the moment they seized the opportunity—

'Not yet.'

This was merely the first step.
There were still mountains of challenges ahead.

Nevertheless, it had to be done.
Because he would come looking for her.
To greet him proudly when he arrived, she needed to establish a proper nation as quickly as possible.
The situation was much better than when she had been stranded at Jeilant Castle.

'Lord Swen. We've raised our flag again. I'll wait for you forever. You must come back...!'

Luna's clock, which had stopped at Jeilant Castle, began ticking again after a long time.

# # #

The uprising of Lunarienne, the lord of Tepelo who had been under Karelia.
The news that she had turned her sword against her own lord spread with surprising speed.

At the royal castle of Madlen Castle.
The face of Makana Karelia, the absolute ruler of Karelia who sat on the throne, was etched with shock and disbelief.

"Is... is that true?"

"It is with great regret that I must report this..."

Lunarienne's uprising.
That meant—Lunarienne had betrayed her.

"How could this be... Then, the generals who went there...?"

"General Gayle and three other generals appear to have been imprisoned, and the rest... most of the officers stationed at Tepelo Castle... seem to have defected to her side."

Thud.
All Karelia could do after hearing the news... was simply collapse into her seat.
She had only trusted.
What else could she do when she had simply wanted to believe in people?

Naturally, she hadn't even thought of a Plan B.
Karelia had considered Lunarienne to be similar to herself. Even Vanessa's main reason for being wary of Lunarienne was that she was too similar to her lord, Karelia herself.
She had repeatedly warned that if Lunarienne ever showed superior qualities as a lord, or further, as a ruler... the existence of Lunarienne would grow far larger than Karelia.

Despite this, Karelia had trusted Luna.
She was convinced that with the trust she had given, and because they were similar in nature, Luna would never betray her.
Truly, until this moment, she had never sincerely entertained the thought that 'Lunarienne would betray her.'

A naivety too fragile for a ruler, an innocence almost like that of a maiden.
Vanessa's concern about her lord's "only weakness"—
Had decisively caught her ankle at the critical moment and brought her down.

'Then... what should I do now?'

"M-my lord...?"

Only then did Karelia realize that the person who had delivered the news was staring blankly at her, and she gave orders in a trembling voice.

"For now... gather... all the personnel we can mobilize... if you would."

"Y-yes!"

Fortunately, the soldier quickly grasped the situation and rushed outside.
And almost simultaneously, a familiar woman's voice pierced Karelia's ears.

"My lord!"

In the distance, Vanessa was running toward her.
Her expression made it clear. She must have heard the news too.

"Va...nessa."

Seeing her lord looking at her with empty eyes, Vanessa's expression momentarily crumpled with sadness—
But she quickly swallowed that sorrow, let out a short sigh, and spoke.

"What's done is done. It cannot be undone. I have no intention of saying useless things like 'I told you so.' Now is the time to implement what we can and must do."

"H-how could this... Lady Luna, betrayed..."

'...'

Lunarienne's betrayal.
Vanessa immediately grasped that Metz had not succeeded in instigating her.
Metz had... been won over. By her.
Seeing how no information had come through while all the troops had been taken, this conclusion seemed certain.

'I was foolish.'

Lunarienne was similar to Karelia.
Naturally, if she followed Karelia, Lunarienne would follow without resistance. Their character and ambitions were aligned.
And the biggest reason Vanessa had been wary of her was... because even in her own eyes, Lunarienne was more suitable as a ruler than Karelia.
Despite knowing this, thinking that the spy would unconditionally remain loyal to their side was, in retrospect, a painful mistake.

'It's crucial to know how much Lunarienne has figured out... but it doesn't matter. The fact that Lunarienne betrayed us doesn't change. Rather than continuing to keep her with us if she hadn't betrayed us, eliminating her definitively here is more desirable for our army.

Although losing the troops was painful, it was still just one territory.
We still had advantages in all aspects, so what remained was to help Karelia pull herself together and assist her in commanding...

Just as she was thinking this.

"My lord...?"

Vanessa easily realized from Karelia's expression that there was something she couldn't bring herself to say.
Simultaneously, a sense of anxiety began to heavily press down on Vanessa's shoulders.

"Is there perhaps something more?"

"Th-that..."

Karelia opened her mouth with a trembling voice.

"The military provisions and funds..."

"...What?"

"Lady Luna said that there might not be enough war supplies for the troops... so she said she would attack three territories simultaneously..."

Vanessa's complexion turned pale as she heard her lord's trembling voice.

"Don't tell me... you handed over all available resources except for the bare minimum?"

—Nod.

'...This can't be.'

It was the worst situation, but Vanessa couldn't carelessly say anything.
Allocating resources was naturally within the ruler's authority. Rather, reporting every such decision to her, the strategist, would not have been appropriate even in her own view, despite being the second-in-command under the absolute leader.
Although she had now been given military authority, it was only to handle the dirty work before the war to preserve Karelia's gentle charisma, her greatest strength. She had never intended to overstep her authority here.

So she couldn't criticize that decision now.

However, the thoroughness with which all resources had been drawn away suggested a plan to betray from the very beginning.
Lunarienne Iniang.
Beyond that innocent face, had she been sharpening her blade all along?

'...Is this truly her true nature?'

Vanessa, if anything, had anticipated this situation yet simultaneously couldn't fully accept it.
She had been wary of Lunarienne. From the time she had consistently shown exceptionally efficient results among the castle lords at Tepelo Castle, she had continuously monitored and observed her actions and movements.
As Karelia had said, she was a woman who greatly resembled Karelia. Someone who didn't know how to cut corners, was straightforward, and valued loyalty.
Vanessa had certainly noticed and been cautious of her overwhelming strength, which her lord Karelia lacked, and her sociability that made everyone think favorably of her.

That's why she knew.
Draining all efficiency like this and perfectly backstabbing them was too sinister a plan for the Luna she had observed so far.
Neither Tifa nor Kein, whom she had brought along, seemed like people who would come up with such a cowardly plan.
The officers reported to have participated in the betrayal were... at best diligent people, not particularly outstanding.

Could a woman capable of devising such a plan have hidden her true nature all this time?
If so, she herself would have noticed. Vanessa knew that she had quite a sinister personality. Because of this, she was usually excellent at identifying people of her own kind.

This was almost as if... yes.

'Is there... another person by her side?'

Someone I don't know.
Moreover, the shadow of someone extremely skilled at devising such plans, someone who thinks only of efficiency, someone incredibly cunning—
The thought that such a person was ensnaring her made Vanessa's body shiver momentarily.
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"If I were to add just one more person, I would completely understand Lunarienne's current actions.
Not Tifa or Kein, nor the other armed forces following her... If some other entity were attached to her side like a ghost, it wouldn't be unreasonable for her to devise such an incredibly sinister plan.

'I underestimated her too much.'

From the beginning, the plan to use Metz to provoke her, and to eliminate her if that didn't work, was formulated under the assumption that Lunarienne was thoroughly similar to Karelia.
If it were Karelia, she would try to maintain her loyalty until the end, even while being betrayed. So I expected Luna to act the same way, and thought that even if Metz betrayed us at the end, she would stubbornly take on her responsibilities.

Having thought that far, Vanessa closed her eyes and emptied her mind completely.

'That's not what's important right now.'

Regardless of what kind of person Luna was, and whoever might be by her side—in this situation, such matters were irrelevant.
What mattered was that she had captured Tepelo Castle, an extremely useful piece of land.
And that our Karelia forces had been robbed of all the war supplies we had accumulated over a long period.

The situation had become extremely unfavorable, but there was still a fundamental difference in our capabilities.
After all, the opponent had only captured one territory. The Ohana forces were concerning, but the Roland forces and Hesna forces above would be too preoccupied with checking each other and friction with the central continent to properly focus on our situation.

'I suppose we'll have to conduct additional conscription and respond quickly.'

Thanks to the strict application of military law that had made me mindful of public sentiment among the territory's residents, and because I hadn't pushed my opinions too forcefully, there were still young men available for conscription, which now felt like a lifeline.

As for resources, if the worst-case scenario came to pass...

'We might have to confiscate them forcibly.'

Until now, the Karelia forces, like most countries, had purchased all their military provisions using tax money.
Of course, they could plunder the territory if they wanted to, but if public sentiment among the residents collapsed that way, they would fall into a position where they'd have to worry about internal rebellion rather than achieving a unified state.
Even so, it was better than having the country perish because of insufficient provisions to feed the soldiers.

'Once the situation stabilizes and Lady Karelia takes control, public sentiment will naturally recover. It's just one territory... just one territory.'

Having organized her thoughts that far, Karelia spoke in a serious tone to her lord who was kneeling on the ground.

"My lord. We may need to take a detour. We might have to bend our principles. Would that be acceptable?"

"Bend our principles? What do you mean...?"

"I will proceed with additional troop conscription. Fortunately, we still have 30,000 troops remaining, excluding the minimum forces needed to defend the castle, but in the worst case, we cannot rule out the possibility that Lunarienne's forces might form a temporary ceasefire agreement with the Ohana forces and send 90,000 troops here at once. To prepare for that, we need to assemble an overwhelmingly larger force."

"..."

Even that figure of 30,000 was barely set aside because Vanessa had insisted that "it would be good to keep about 30,000 troops in reserve."
Given the current situation, Karelia could not possibly deny her words.

"And... along with conscripting troops, I believe we need to make a decision to replenish our war supplies."

"A decision...?"

"Yes."

Karelia stared blankly into Vanessa's eyes...
Then, with a pale face, she uttered "that word."

"Are you suggesting... that we should plunder the territory's residents?"

"..."

Vanessa remained silent, but that was as good as an affirmation.
It was the most realistic and only way to fill their war supplies.

And the moment she heard Karelia's words,
Vanessa closed her eyes tightly, sensing what would follow.

Then, she recalled why she had come to follow Karelia in the first place.

In Vanessa's opinion, Karelia was too bright a presence for this chaotic era.
She genuinely cared for the territory's residents, never did anything wrong even when no one was watching, and had never uttered a lie.
She valued each soldier and resident equally, and was a warm person who could sincerely empathize with the pain of the weak.
Vanessa herself had been captivated by her character, which was why she wanted to live in a world where Karelia became the unifying monarch, and had worked solely toward that goal.

But.

"That... cannot be done."

The upright character that had captivated her—

"No matter what happens, I cannot arbitrarily plunder the property of the territory's residents. Even if conscription is unavoidable... I will never resort to plunder, even with a knife at my throat!"

—was now quickly dragging the Karelia forces into the abyss.

* * *

Karelia merely deployed whatever troops she could gather at the border—without making any special moves first.
More accurately, she couldn't move first.
Since most of the supplies available for deployment, including provisions, had fallen into Luna's hands, it was inevitably burdensome to freely operate a large army.

The plan to use the Ohana forces was also very similar to Violet's prediction.
In fact, it wasn't difficult to recognize that this was the best option available now if one could think a little.
Honestly, Vanessa would feel more comfortable dealing with Ohana than Lunarienne, as they weren't such a threatening presence.

A few days later.
Additional troop conscription took place within the Karelia forces.
Since all able-bodied personnel had already been conscripted, this time even those less suited for war—boys who hadn't yet shed their youth, the elderly who couldn't properly wield a sword—were all mobilized as soldiers of the Karelia forces.

Naturally, this situation could only lead to discontent among the territory's residents—
But there was no other choice, as they needed to somehow match the number of troops or they would be at a disadvantage in the long run.

The problem was that Karelia truly refused to plunder resources.
Even though they had somehow gathered troops, they couldn't use them if they couldn't feed them.
With harvest time still far away and no additional resource supply possible, the Karelia forces found themselves in a position where they could do neither this nor that.
Especially when they couldn't even operate their existing forces properly.

There's a saying:
If you're going to do something, do it perfectly without hesitation; if not, don't even touch it.
Unfortunately, Karelia was doing neither.
Following her principles, she refused to plunder, but she proceeded with forced conscription by employing Vanessa.
This neither-here-nor-there situation could not possibly work to the advantage of the Karelia forces.

In this situation, Vanessa couldn't bring herself to push her lord any further.
If she really pushed her strongly here, the image of "Monarch Karelia" that she had desperately created would crumble as someone unilaterally swayed by a single strategist.
Karelia had a gentle personality. If Vanessa really pushed hard, she would eventually comply.
She also knew well that her absolute power came from Vanessa's thorough establishment of hierarchy, so if Vanessa demanded it with life-or-death determination, she would probably agree.

Vanessa thought for hours on end to somehow overcome this situation.
There was just one solution that would allow her to push through with her intentions without damaging Karelia's status.

'...It's my life.'

In the end, she would take everything upon herself and die.
Then, they could conduct forced conscription, plunder, and perhaps even more... while maintaining Karelia's status.

She vividly remembered when she first met Karelia.
She was convinced that only Karelia could heal the continent shattered by the tyranny of the Aingart Imperial Family.
Humans, once born, would eventually die and disappear. If the Karelia forces were to perish, she would clearly lose her driving force to continue living.
If she was going to give up her life anyway... it would be best to spend it in the most efficient way.
Vanessa truly thought so.

Yes.

If, as the religious people of the prosperous continental era had cried out, "God" truly existed.
And if He valued Lady Karelia, who willingly sought to achieve the greater good for everyone despite not fitting into this chaotic era.

Then, she thought, a situation would surely unfold that would allow them to overcome this predicament.

*

"What... did you say?"

A few days later.
In the audience chamber where she had been summoned, Vanessa's face turned pale as Karelia sighed deeply and said:

"You remember too, don't you? That man Kein... they say he's actually a member of the imperial family."

"That's...!"

"Kail von Aingart. That's his real name."

A member of the imperial family, which was thought to have been exterminated except for Serphina, had appeared.
That alone would hold great significance for the territory's residents across the continent who had nostalgia for the prosperous imperial era.

And of all people.

That person... was the old man who had been constantly assisting Luna by her side.
How could this be?
It felt like being prey that had wandered into a rigged gambling den.

It was as if God... was smiling not upon her lord Karelia, but—

"And he proclaimed before everyone that he would recognize Lunarienne as the next emperor to lead the continent."

—upon this person called Lunarienne.

Vanessa barely managed to prevent her body from going limp for the first time.

'No... let's calm down first.'

But.

"Vanessa..."

"...Yes."

"I didn't... summon you just to tell you that story."

Vanessa noticed that her lord's voice was trembling strangely and looked at her.
...Her green eyes were trembling.
Like someone who had realized that something that should never have happened had occurred.

"...Answer me honestly, Vanessa. Is there... something else... that I don't know about?"

—Ah.

Upon hearing those words, Vanessa tightly closed her eyes.

"At the same gathering where Kail made that statement, Metz, who betrayed us, also added something."

With a pale face, Karelia asked Vanessa once more.

"Is what he said... true?"

"..."

Very slowly, but surely—
Everything that Karelia had built up over a long period... began to crumble like a sandcastle.
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In front of Karelia who asked with a trembling voice, Vanessa bowed her head.
Eventually, this moment was bound to come.

She had two options.
To tell the truth, or to lie.
If she told the truth, Karelia, who valued loyalty above all else, would be shocked.
She was such a pure person that she wouldn't be able to accept the fact that even if Luna had chosen betrayal, it was this side that had encouraged it.
She might lose her will to fight, and in the worst case, there was a possibility she might surrender.

So, for Vanessa who dreamed of Karelia's dominion, there was only one thing she could say.
To tell a lie.

However.
Instead of lying... Vanessa casually made an even more shocking proposal.

"That's correct."

"What...?"

"I encouraged Metz. I wanted to eliminate Lunarienne Iniang one way or another—whether she betrayed us or not. It was all my unilateral scheme."

"H-how... how could you... Vanessa... what on earth...!"

Karelia trembled, her expression showing disbelief.

"If what Metz said is true... Luna didn't intend to betray us until the very end...!! How could you do something so vile... to someone who tried to keep her loyalty!!"

"Her very existence is a threat to our nation and to you, Lady Karelia. Even if my methods were vile, my conviction that she must be eliminated remains unchanged. Therefore—"

—execute me.

"What did you say...?"

Karelia's face turned pale at the word "execution," her trembling voice barely squeezing out a response.
Meanwhile, Vanessa's expression remained perfectly calm despite asking to be killed.

"I will take responsibility for everything. Cut off my head, detail all my crimes, and display it in the public square. I will take responsibility for implementing policies unsuited to Lady Karelia's strict military law and for encouraging Lunarienne to betray us. Then, you can offer the rebels another chance and ask them to reconsider."

Her choice was to throw away her life as she had planned.
After all, wasn't her life something she would have discarded once everything was settled?
Vanessa was willing to do anything if it meant safely eliminating Lunarienne.
Without changing her expression, she looked straight into Karelia's eyes and spoke.

"Vanessa... what on earth are you saying...?"

"After you publicly execute me and make a conciliatory gesture, our army will gain tremendously. Not only will we regain the support of territory residents that was somewhat lost during war preparations, but crucially, we can reclaim legitimacy from Lunarienne Iniang. While Lunarienne herself, having betrayed us and clearly shown her ambition, cannot return to our side, it's different for the generals who followed her. Since Karelia's generals value loyalty and legitimacy above all, this will certainly give us a great advantage in battle against her."

"I asked what you're saying...!"

"It's also entirely my fault that I failed to properly understand Lunarienne as a person, causing this disaster. Therefore, please severely punish me for acting on my own without your approval and ruining everything. This is the moment to show your resolve as a ruler."

"...Vanessa Trinity!!"

"Lady Karelia!!!!!!"

They both raised their voices, but once again, Vanessa's cry drowned out Karelia's plea.

"...Please, Lady Karelia. Don't give up on your dominion... like this. This is an opportunity. Eliminate Lunarienne Iniang, who poses the greatest threat to you, use that as a foundation to pacify the southern continent... and with your own hands, eliminate the utterly wicked Serphina. Aren't you the only one who can bring peace to the continent?"

Several minutes passed without any response.

"...I."

"..."

"I cannot kill you... not you."

Vanessa slowly looked up at her lord.
Karelia was crying.

"You, who have repeatedly bloodied your hands in my place... I cannot kill you like that... using you by shifting all the blame onto you."

"My lord..."

Vanessa slowly closed her eyes.
The intelligent woman could tell.

This was the critical turning point for Karelia's army.

If.
If Karelia had decided to kill her.
Luna's army, having lost its justification for rebellion, would have quickly become disorganized and collapsed.
While generals like Kail or Tifa who had been with Lunarienne from the beginning might be different, the generals who had belonged to our army would certainly waver. As Metz said, all the justification had been provided by herself, and our lord would be in a position to eliminate the cause and then persuade the generals despite being betrayed.
The anger accumulated among the territory residents would also be somewhat calmed by the disappearance of the cause—herself.
And within Karelia's army, showing that Karelia was not manipulated by Vanessa, contrary to appearances, would prevent the collapse of her charisma as a ruler.

In Vanessa's opinion, except for the fact that she would die, there was no more efficient choice for the current Karelia army.
Moreover, since ordinary people wouldn't think of devising a strategy that risked their own life, if Karelia kept quiet, the fact that everything was her design could remain a secret forever.

But.

Being intelligent, she knew.
That Karelia... would never use her in such a way.
That she was the type of person who could never seize an opportunity that shouldn't be missed... if it meant betraying loyalty.

"However..."

"I don't want to hear it... Vanessa. Say no more. No matter what happens, I will not abandon you. You too... are a precious subordinate to me. Just like the others... you too, Vanessa. In the world I envision, there is also a place for you..."

And this softness—
This was why Karelia could never catch up to Lunarienne, who could make the decision to betray if necessary.

That's why she had tried to eliminate Lunarienne.
She should have cut her lifeline earlier, even if it meant using more cruel tactics.

During the time she had worked under Karelia, admiring her...
Perhaps she had come to resemble her a little, she thought.

In any case.
If she couldn't make the decision, then so be it... she had mountains of work to do.

* * *

After the official rebellion attempt, Kein Nerkis—Kail von Aingart's declaration of support followed naturally.
As Metz revealed the secret orders given to him to everyone, a bright light green flag was raised on Tepelo Castle instead of the dark green one.
In the process, all the generals serving at Tepelo Castle pledged allegiance to Lunarienne's army, which was an excellent start for Lunarienne's forces.

However.

No matter how many supplies they had managed to take.
No matter how impressive their force of 90,000 troops was—
That didn't mean they could immediately overwhelm Karelia's army, which had several times their national power.

"You say they've deployed troops at the border?"

"Yes. It seems they've prepared a force of about 110,000 troops."

Forcing additional conscription was within expectations, but it always takes time to turn those conscripts into useful soldiers.
The current incoming forces were probably gathered from existing defense troops within the territory.

90,000 versus 110,000. Being on the defensive side was certainly advantageous, but... the big problem was that this wasn't the end.

"And it seems they've already been detected making movements to build fortresses around us."

"I see..."

A situation with restricted range of activity.
Even if they wanted to move troops first, finding the right "moment" was no easy task.
Moreover, from Luna's perspective, that wasn't the only problem.

"How are the negotiations with Ohana's army going?"

"It seems they have no intention of even coming to the negotiating table. Nothing we offer seems to matter."

The Ohana army behind them showed no interest in talking with them.

"The ruler of Ohana's army seems to be a very transparent person. It appears they're waiting to take advantage after we're weakened from fighting Karelia's army."

"Do you think Vanessa will just sit back and watch that happen?"

Hearing those words, Violet hesitated briefly before carefully speaking.

"This is just my speculation, but..."

"Go ahead."

"Perhaps making Ohana's army think that way... is part of Vanessa's strategy."

"By that reasoning, are you suggesting she's trying to lure them to attack us for their own benefit?"

"I think she believes it's more advantageous to borrow their hand, even if they're a potential enemy nation, rather than using all their resources to destroy us..."

"But then from Karelia's army's perspective, wouldn't they risk losing this territory... to Ohana's army?"

"I think they probably don't care about that."

Luna's eyes widened slightly at those words.

"They lose one castle, but if they can potentially eliminate you, Lady Luna, then they're probably fine with handing over one castle to Ohana's army."

"That's..."

"Honestly, if asked who would be more frightening with the same power, even someone as inexperienced as me can easily tell it would be you, Lady Luna. I don't think someone like Vanessa wouldn't know that. Ohana's army is unlikely to employ you after you've been labeled as someone who betrayed their lord once... they would probably execute all of us."

"..."

"From that perspective, Vanessa's strategy, though unfortunate, doesn't really conflict with their interests. It would be best if they could recover this castle themselves, but if they can't for various reasons... that's the situation."

After hearing Violet's explanation, Luna fell into thought.
So then...
Should they just wither away here?
It was important to fend off the first invasion and quickly seize at least one territory under Karelia.
But if Ohana's army rushed toward them in the meantime... if they couldn't somehow acquire territory during that time, the dream they had unfolded would crumble to dust. The heads of everyone who had trusted and followed her would be displayed, and they would certainly go down in history as nothing but cowardly traitors.

"What will you do, my lord?"

At Violet's question, Luna fell into thought.

Despite their strong start in the rebellion, they were at a disadvantage in many ways.
Nevertheless, Luna wasn't too worried.
Soon, Lord Swen would come.

'Lord Swen will come. He promised he would. When news of the rebellion spreads across the continent, he'll come right away.'

If Lord Swen were by her side at a time like this.
Surely, he would say, "This is the most efficient way," and present a solution she hadn't thought of.
So, Luna waited.
Firmly believing in his promise to return to her side.

"For now, there's no need to move first. Let's wait for the right time."

"...Understood."

Violet seemed concerned about something, but she didn't contradict her lord's opinion.
To break through 90,000 defensive troops, 110,000 wasn't enough. They would need a much larger army.
For Karelia's army, which had been robbed of almost all strategic supplies needed for conducting war effectively, launching an attack here right now would be a significant burden.

Considering the high defensive capabilities of Tepelo Castle, it wasn't our army that lacked time.
The Ohana army wouldn't think of deploying a large force first either. Hesna's army could suddenly turn their blades on them.

Of course.
In Violet's opinion, holding out until the end would be disadvantageous for us.
As time passed and supplies and troops gathered proportional to their vast territory... our side with smaller territory would certainly be at a disadvantage—
But as a novice who had just taken her first steps as a strategist, she didn't have any good ideas to break through this situation.

'It's fine. Lady Luna must have a plan. She's a cautious person.'

Thus, with somewhat different thoughts—
Time flowed endlessly, on and on.

* * *

Days turned into weeks.
Weeks turned into even longer periods.

And no matter how long they waited...
Swen, the white-haired strategist, did not appear before Luna.

Ch.218 - Chapter 218. Whether It Will Reach, Whether It Won't
Even as she waited endlessly for Swen, time continued to flow relentlessly.
How many days had she spent waiting with an aching heart?

"Today... there's still no news?"

"That's correct."

'Why hasn't he come...?'

Quite some time had passed.
By now, news of their uprising must have spread across the continent.
Yet despite this, there was no word from anywhere that the man... Swen... had arrived.

As far as Luna knew, Swen was likely serving under the Aishers army adjacent to the Brands army, or if the strange rumors were true, under Serphina's army.
Regardless of his location, enough time had passed that he could have arrived if he had ridden at full speed...
After all, hadn't he participated in the uprising most gloriously under the protection of Kein—no, Kyle von Aingart?

What should be done first after an uprising?
Engage in battle? Bide time and wait for the right moment? Or perhaps engage in diplomatic efforts?
For each of these options, Swen's advice was needed more than anything. Fortunately, they had time to wait.

So, Lord Swen needed to arrive quickly.
He had definitely promised to return.

In Luna's mind, it made no sense that Swen would know about this situation and not come, which naturally led her thoughts to—

'Could he be in a situation where he can't receive news?'

If some personal matter prevented him from hearing about the uprising...
Or worse, if something had happened to him?

Surely not.

'Did I... act too late?'

An unthinkable scenario flashed through her mind.

'...No. I must believe and wait. Lord Swen will definitely come. He will... definitely come.'

Luna steeled her resolve once more.
Firmly believing that Swen would arrive.

The soldier before her, unable to hide his concern at Luna's obvious disappointment, could only fidget uncomfortably.
Realizing his discomfort, Luna offered a light apology.

"I'm sorry. Please don't worry too much, Violet."

"Not at all, my Lord. I apologize for not bringing good news. If anyone comes seeking to serve, I will report immediately."

"Thank you."

While waiting for Swen was extremely important, she couldn't afford to waste time solely on waiting for him.

A few hours later.
Luna was receiving reports from Violet about the current situation in the surrounding areas.

"Are the Ohana and Karelia armies still showing no direct movement?"

"That's correct."

The one reporting these matters to Luna was Violet, who was essentially serving as the nation's strategist.
In any case, without Swen—the rightful and only owner of the strategist position—it hardly mattered who currently held the title.

'If they're not moving... it seems they're short on supplies as Violet predicted.'

As time passed, the harvest season would inevitably arrive.
When that happened, the Karelia army would surely launch their resource offensive.
Of course, our side wouldn't be idle either; we would continue recruiting and training troops, but... whether we could hold out until then remained questionable.
In this situation, what could I do without Lord Swen?
Unless it was a critical matter of national survival, she needed to rely on her own wisdom without depending on others.
Though Violet was by her side, she was still a novice strategist.

While lost in thought,
Violet broke her silence once more.

"We've finished discussing the political situation surrounding our army... now I'd like to talk about the continental situation."

"The continental situation?"

"Yes. I thought it would be good for you to know."

As a ruler, it was always meaningful to understand the broader political landscape.
In those now distant-feeling days at Jeilant Castle, Swen had said something similar.

Luna nodded in agreement.

"First, regarding the Brands army that split into three factions... it seems Kalinz's army successfully defended Anel Castle against Chel's forces. Lynn's original Brands army is holed up in the western part of the continent, showing no particular movement."

"How long do you think this chaos will last?"

"It seems it will be a longer conflict than expected. It's quite surprising that Chel's army failed to conquer Anel Castle."

"I see..."

The Brands army, where Swen was presumed to have been.
The chaos of its three-way split showed no signs of resolving quickly.

The complexity in the central continent was actually quite significant from Luna's army's perspective.
As long as that region remained in turmoil, the northern countries of the southern continent—the Roland and Hesna armies—would have their attention divided.

She had hoped this chaos would continue, so that when the Ohana army began to move against them, the Hesna army might strike them from behind... but with Hesna's expanded borders, it seemed unlikely they would bother attacking in this direction.

"The neighboring Aishers army appears to be reinforcing their troops while observing the situation. However, I suspect they may move soon. I've heard they rejected an alliance proposal from the Hesna army."

"What's next?"

"Finally... regarding the Serphina army."

Luna's eyebrows twitched slightly at the mention of Serphina.

"It seems they will focus on maintaining their current position, including the territories they've captured in the central continent, without initiating any new conflicts for the time being."

"Why is that?"

"The northern continent appears to be unsettled. There are reports of intermittent rebellions. Well, that's to be expected under the reign of an unpopular tyrant."

It was an unsurprising answer to why people continued to resist Serphina.
Simply because she was a tyrant. A witch without blood or tears who made the continent's people miserable and killed all her siblings for her own greed...that was the general perception.
This was especially true for people like Lunarienne, who had lost her sister to Serphina's hands.

Just then,

"However, there is one piece of news that concerns me."

"What is it?"

"It seems a magician, previously only rumored to exist, has appeared in Serphina's army."

"...!!!!"

Luna immediately stood up at the mention of a magician.
Violet remained calm this time. Considering Luna's reaction during their carriage ride back, such a response was expected.

"Was it... a young man with white hair who used magic?"

"No. The one who used magic was not a man, but a woman."

"What...?"

"There are many witnesses who saw her create flames from her hands. The magician is a young woman with pink hair. This seems to be firmly established as truth."

Not the white-haired magician, meaning Lord Swen... but someone else who could use magical powers?

What was this about?
Luna's mind became suddenly confused.
Hadn't the Aishers army supposedly sold the "white-haired magician"—Swen—to Serphina's army?
Was that just a false rumor spread by Serphina's side?

But.
If it was a false rumor, that would actually be fortunate.
It would mean Swen wasn't under the detestable Serphina.
Then where was Lord Swen?
It was certain he wasn't with the Brands army... was he still with the Aishers army?

Beyond that, the core of the rumor—the word "magician"—finally registered in her mind.
Yes. Magicians really did exist.
Was Lord Swen truly a magician after all? But the Swen that Luna had spent time with, while demonstrating some magical proofs, didn't seem to use actual magic.
Rather than magic, it was more like future prediction or prophecy... something in that realm.
Anyway, if magicians truly existed and happened to be in Serphina's grasp... what could they possibly do to stop her?

As Luna struggled to reach a conclusion with insufficient information, Violet carefully summarized:

"Since Serphina is in the north and we're at the southern edge, we probably don't need to worry too much for now... but it seems right to acknowledge that magicians do exist."

It seemed there was enough concrete evidence for even Violet to make such a statement.

"I understand. Violet, may I entrust you with gathering information about this magician?"

"Leave it to me, my Lord."

Luna replied and then fell into thought.

'That's right. Whether there are magicians or not, once Lord Swen returns, everything will be resolved. He will surely light our path.'

For Luna, the idea that Swen had changed his mind was inconceivable.
Since such a thing was impossible from the start, if he hadn't come, something must have happened to him.
But what kind of person was Lord Swen?
Wasn't he someone who always produced the right results, as if he knew everything that would happen in the future?
It seemed unlikely that someone who created miracles across the continent would find himself in a dangerous situation.

No, rather than a thought, it was a belief—a mindset approaching faith.

'Lord Swen. I'll wait for you forever. You will... you will definitely come... I'll endure somehow and keep waiting...!'

As Luna's wish, uncertain whether it would reach him or not, was carried away by the wind—

* * *

"Swen."

"...Huh?"

While I was momentarily lost in thought, Irene's concerned voice reached my ears.

"You seem troubled by something."

"Ah, well..."

"..."

Troubled.
Troubled... yes, troubled.

Perhaps this was—
The most significant concern I had faced since my possession.

Ch.219 - Chapter 219. First Encounter (1)
This is the mansion where Irene and I reside.
With Reika still away due to her library duties, dining face-to-face with just the two of us was something that hadn't happened in quite some time.

"If you have concerns, would you perhaps share them with me?"

If I had to worry alone, it might have been quite lonely.
But being with Irene gave me a sense of relief.

"I thought you might have some insight on this matter, Irene. What do you think?"

Hearing my words, Irene responded with a bitter smile.

"...Hmm."

After a brief silence, she finally broke it.

"It seems Luna has finally raised an army in the southern continent."

"..."

"I don't know the details, but it appears she committed some form of betrayal under someone else... though I don't intend to judge that. Such things are common in chaotic times."

According to Serphina, Luna's military uprising took the form of rebellion.
I'm not sure about the situation with Karelia's forces, but considering that Karelia herself and those aligned with her highly value loyalty, the chances of a successful rebellion should be extremely low...
For some reason, it seems quite a number of Karelia's military commanders have joined Luna's side.

"By the way, I never thought she would be under Karelia's command... Was this all part of your plan too, Swen?"

"My plan..."

"Seek refuge with Karelia."
That was all I said.
Whether she staged a rebellion or did anything else after that was entirely Luna's decision, having nothing to do with me.
Besides, at that time, I was merely giving advice based on my game knowledge, not something I'd interrogated my Intelligence 100 brain about.

Come to think of it—all I could do was figure out what the results would be.
Controlling those results was fundamentally impossible.
Of course, I did change outcomes to some extent by altering actions beforehand... but performing magical feats that make the impossible possible was beyond me.

That day.
When I instructed Tifa to focus on commerce, and she immediately produced a treasure chest full of gold coins.
When I put Kein in charge of the vanguard, and mercenary groups appeared to block Kalinz's attack.

Luna attributed these successes entirely to my "contribution" through advice...
But I had merely advised based on knowing which approach would be most efficient, without actually predicting such specific outcomes.

At first, I didn't notice how strange this was.
But as I spent time with the Brands army, the Aishers army, and finally here with Serphina's forces—I gradually began to realize how peculiar it all was.

"It wasn't my plan. I just..."

"Just?"

"I suspect it might have been my lord... Luna's destiny."

Yes. Destiny.
Just as Serphina seems to be hindered at every crucial moment by some worldly malice—perhaps past misdeeds—preventing her from becoming the unifying ruler despite successfully leading her exceptional nation...
Luna is the opposite—destined to become the unifying ruler.
Whatever she does ultimately works in her favor.
Whatever decision she makes, situations unfold to her advantage.
If the goddess of fortune truly exists, one could say Luna is thoroughly blessed by her love.

That must be how she managed to stage a rebellion in Karelia's army—a force that values loyalty—while maintaining legitimacy.
Without proper justification, she would surely have failed, especially in that particular nation.

So what should I do now?
Should I return to Luna immediately as I had planned?

Should I...
abandon Serphina—the unfortunate woman seemingly forsaken by the goddess of fortune?

"Swen."

"...Ah."

Irene's voice, now coming from right beside me, quickly brought my consciousness back to reality.

"Despite appearances, I've been traveling between three nations with you. I can tell what you're thinking about and why you're troubled... at least that much."

After saying this, Irene firmly held my hand between both of hers.
These are the hands of a woman who wields a sword. Naturally, they're rough and coarse... but to me, these hands felt softer and warmer than those of any saint.

"Swen. I don't care what decision you make. Take enough time to think and contemplate thoroughly. Contemplate again and again before deciding. Whatever the outcome... I will stay by your side forever."

"Irene..."

I slowly nodded, then placed my other hand on top of hers and said:

"Thank you, Irene."

A woman who would stay by my side no matter what decision I made.
Perhaps thanks to her encouragement, my complicated feelings seemed to calm somewhat.
Whatever happens, Irene at least will remain by my side.
That alone was enough to organize my thoughts.

Afterward, we spent a long time holding hands tightly.
Irene, this woman... was an incomparable sanctuary for me.

* * *

Time was flowing mercilessly.
Although Swen hadn't come, the fortunate thing for Luna was that nothing significant had happened in the meantime.
Karelia's forces had gathered their troops but continued to show no movement.
And renegotiations with Ohana's forces, though progressing slowly, were continuing under Violet's coordination.

During this process, fortunately, they discovered that Ohana's forces hadn't conspired with Karelia's forces beforehand.
It would have been strange for Karelia, who valued loyalty, to join hands with Ohana—rumored to be the most despicable of the four southern lords—but Karelia had already lost much of her shining justification while being manipulated by Vanessa.
With rebellion already occurring, there was no reason to hold back.
Yet the lack of news suggested that Karelia couldn't properly aim for either justification or practical benefit.

This was certainly good news for Luna's side.
Nevertheless, Luna's heart had been withering away since that day.

Why... hasn't he come?

Swen was most likely in the Aishers territory, the neighboring country to Brands.

Even if the rumors Violet mentioned were somewhat true and Swen belonged to Serphina's forces, enough time had passed for him to have heard the news and come down.
Sufficient time had passed for a single person to travel on horseback.

Given the situation in the northern continent, regardless of where he was, enough time had passed for him to arrive if he rode at full speed...
From Luna's perspective, it made no sense that Swen would know about this and not come, so her thoughts naturally led to—

'Could he be in a situation where he can't receive news?'

If he couldn't receive news, many things would make sense.
Could he possibly be detained in Serphina's territory?
If we assume he's being detained by Serphina for some reason, it wouldn't be strange that reports of seeing him in the northern region were coming in.
Moreover, it would explain why the Aishers forces had sold him out. Prisoners sold like that are typically locked in underground dungeons.
Given Swen's exceptional talents, Serphina might want to use him for her own purposes.

Even if that wasn't the case, if some personal issue prevented him from hearing about our military uprising...
No, what if something had happened to him before that?

At that moment, a chill more piercing than the winter wind ran up Luna's spine.

'Was I... too late?'

These were chaotic times.
A period of confusion where loyalty, trust, and human life were treated carelessly.
It wouldn't be surprising for a military officer to wander from place to place only to disappear like dew on the execution ground.

Thinking that far, a suffocating feeling began to overwhelm her again.

Did I... just keep waiting for opportunities?
Waiting and waiting to secure justification?
Believing irresponsibly that I would win if I held out until the end, did I drag things out too long... and end up being too late??

'No way...!!!!'

Just as that unthinkable situation flashed through her mind.

A soldier approached the audience chamber.

"My lord. A man has come seeking to serve under you."

"!!!!!!"

Hearing the soldier's words, Luna's face lit up as she sprang from the throne—formerly the seat of the castle lord.

"Is that true?!"

"What?! Ah, th-that... th-that—"

"Quickly! Bring him before me at once! Hurry!"

The soldier, startled and unable to properly respond, went to fetch the visitor, pushed by Luna's momentum.

'Lord Swen...!'



Ah...!!!

I knew it.
I believed in you, Lord Swen.
You've come to me.

I've been waiting for this moment all along.
I believed you would definitely come...!!!!
Because I never forgot the promise we made, not even for a moment.

Luna sensed her heart beating more fiercely than ever before.
Yes.
She needed that person.
It was true that she needed him as a strategist, and she had to meet him because of their promise and to repay her debt.

But... now she seemed to understand.
I just needed Lord Swen as a single human being.
The person who first acknowledged my potential when everyone else denied it and only mocked me.
The person who told me—a ruler of a pathetically weak minor nation—that I could "unify the continent."
She needed that person who always demonstrated miracles beyond explanation—as a human being, as a woman.

When they met again, she planned to first say... thank you for waiting.
And, I'm sorry for making you wait.
Thank you for surviving, thank you for meeting me again... probably even days of conversation wouldn't be enough to convey all her feelings.
But that was okay.
Because they had met.
Being together meant they could keep talking.

Until this moment, Luna—
had never considered that the man who came to serve might be anyone other than Swen.

But——

"This is the person, my lord."

"Huh...?"

The person the soldier brought was indeed a white-haired man.
But that's where the similarities with Swen ended.
A clearly aged man, who looked like he could be Kein's contemporary rather than hers... knelt before Luna.

"It's an honor to meet you, Lady Lunarienne."

"...?"

"I am Ginor Nighthart. It's an old story, but I once served as the chancellor of the Empire. If it pleases you, would you allow this old man to serve under you?"

——The situation had taken a turn Luna hadn't expected.

Ch.220 - Chapter 220. First Encounter (2)
Luna couldn't readily answer the old man who introduced himself as Ginor.
More accurately, she stood frozen in place—unable to comprehend why the person seeking her wasn't Swen.

"...Why...?"

"?"

Ginor studied Luna's peculiar gaze.
Though he had made a sudden request for an audience, her reaction seemed like... she was facing someone she hadn't expected at all.

Perhaps it would be best to mention Swen, the person who had introduced him to this place.
After observing Luna's reaction, Ginor cleared his throat a few times and spoke.

"I've heard much about Lunarienne from Lord Swen."

"!!!!"

Luna, who had been standing frozen while muttering something in a small voice, finally began to take interest in the old man before her.

"Lord Swen?! Are you acquainted with Lord Swen?!"

"L-Luna. Please calm down first."

Violet, who was standing beside her, tried to stop her, but there was no way someone who had merely read books could restrain Luna's physical strength.
Ginor might have been flustered by Luna's urgent expression as she placed her hands on his shoulders—
But surprisingly, he explained the situation in a calm tone.

"We worked at the same place. We went through quite a lot together. If I were to explain in detail, it might be a rather long story."

"That's fine. If you don't mind, please tell me what happened...!"

"Before that, I would appreciate if you could answer the proposal I made earlier. I can't explain everything in detail in a place like this."

Only then did Luna realize what she had done, and she bowed with a flushed face.
While she couldn't help feeling disappointed as someone who had been waiting for Swen all this time... the offer to join her service was still very much appreciated.

"Ah... I apologize for my rudeness. Um... you said your name was Ginor?"

"That's correct."

"Since you're offering to help me, I have no reason to refuse. However, we're just a newly established country, and... honestly, our situation isn't good. I'm truly grateful for your willingness to join us, but I may not be able to provide treatment befitting someone who rose to the position of Chancellor in the Empire... would that be acceptable?"

"I didn't come seeking comfort in the present, but looking toward the future, so it doesn't matter."

"..."

Luna nodded and extended her hand to him.

"Please rise, Lord Ginor. Though I am lacking, I look forward to working with you."

"The honor is mine, my Lord."

Ginor greeted Luna with proper etiquette, then—
He spoke the words she most wanted to hear.

"Then, if I may be so bold... would you listen to this old man's story for a moment, my Lord?"

"...I would be honored."

And so Luna followed Ginor, leaving behind Violet who was watching her with concern.

* * *

They moved to a small room near the audience chamber.
Seated at a table in the multipurpose space, Luna asked what she was most curious about.

"Lord Ginor—"

"You may speak comfortably, my Lord."

"...Did you come to me after hearing from Lord Swen?"

Ginor slowly nodded.

"That's correct."

"May I ask what kind of relationship you had with Lord Swen?"

"Of course. We once served the same ruler."

"The same ruler...?"

"You must know of the Aishers army, my Lord?"

'...So it's true.'

As rumored, he was with the Aishers army, not the Brands army.
Knowing this fact, there was something she couldn't help but ask.

"From what you're saying, it seems Lord Swen told you about me... is that right?"

"Yes. I came here because of his recommendation."

As soon as she heard those words, her heart ached again.
Lord Swen, even in his situation of being sold off, was still thinking about us, about the future of our army.
Yes. Lord Swen must have certainly intended to keep his promise. The person standing before her, Ginor, was the best evidence of that fact.

However.
Luna couldn't continue feeling grateful.
There was still a much more important issue remaining.

"But... why didn't you come with Lord Swen? Why did you come alone?"

"..."

If he received Swen's recommendation and was under the same country as Swen, shouldn't they have come together?
But Ginor had come here alone.
Unable to hide the strange anxiety rising within her, Luna urged him to answer. Ginor, sitting across from her, seemed to organize his thoughts for a moment before slowly parting his heavy lips.

"There were many things that happened... but."

"Take your time, please."

"To put it simply, I couldn't accompany him."

"...?"

"Because he is no longer part of the Aishers army."

"...Pardon? I don't quite understand with just that—"

And then.
With a deeply troubled expression, Ginor explained "what happened to him" in a dry tone.

"Lord Yuuri, the ruler, sold Swen to the Serphina army."

"!!!"

Thump!
Looking at Luna who had unconsciously stood up, Ginor once again fell into thought.

"I... I'm sorry. That... I... I don't quite understand what you're saying."

"One of our army's generals was taken hostage by the Serphina army. In that process... instead of the hostage, Swen, who was the envoy, was handed over to the Serphina army."

"What...?"

So.
That absurd rumor... was true?
The talk about selling off an envoy wasn't just matador nonsense spread by the Serphina army... but something that actually happened?

Luna clenched her fist.
It would be more accurate to say that strength entered her hand without her realizing it.

Rage.
An overwhelming rage that couldn't be described in words began to consume her.
It was so intense that she thought she had never felt such anger toward another person in her life.

'How... could they... to free a hostage, they sold off their own country's envoy.'
'And.'

'Not just anyone... but my Lord Swen...!!!!!!!'

She wanted to release the surging indignation right now—
But before that, there was something she absolutely needed to know.

"...Lord Ginor, may I ask you one question?"

"Please do, my Lord."

"Why... why did Yuuri... why did she sell off Lord Swen?"

This was something Luna's common sense couldn't comprehend.
That's why she didn't believe it. It would be foolish to fully believe rumors without seeing them with her own eyes.
But if it was true, there must be a reason, right?
Perhaps she was threatened by Serphina. That cruel witch was capable of any kind of scheme.
Even so, selling off Lord Swen would never be a forgivable act.

Ginor, as if understanding Luna's feelings, nodded slowly with a serious expression.

"For Lord Yuuri, the captured hostage was someone more precious than anything else."

"What? So... it wasn't because of threats—"

Nod.

"Lord Yuuri handed over Lord Swen to Serphina of her own will. Although it was the Serphina army that proposed it..."

"...A precious person..."

As if all strength had left her body, Luna collapsed back into her seat.

She sold him off for her precious person?
For such a reason... Lord Swen.
She treated my precious strategist, who was more important to me than anyone... like that?

The blood in her body grew cold.
Her mind became clearer than ever before.
This sensation. It was the first time she had felt this way since losing her only sister to Serphina.

Until now, she had only one enemy in her life.
Serphina von Aingart.
The worst tyrant who deserved to be driven out of the continent.
A witch who killed the entire imperial family with her own hands, solely driven by her desire to become emperor.
Her sister had been miserably killed by Serphina's hands just because she was associated with someone from the imperial family. They couldn't even find her body.
It was because she couldn't let such a cruel woman take over the world that she had raised her flag and stood up, even though she had nothing in her hands!

But.
From this moment on, Serphina was no longer her only enemy.

'Lord Swen... my Lord Swen, arbitrarily...! Not even understanding the gratitude for having Lord Swen by her side, how dare she... I... I——'



——Even though I wanted Lord Swen by my side... I couldn't have him...!!!!!!

Baranga Yuuri Aishers.
The talented female ruler leading the Aishers army, known for loving her comrades—no, none of that matters anymore.
She was the one who sold Swen to the witch Serphina.

Luna repeated her name more than three times.
She would surely never forget it for the rest of her life.

She hated her even more than Lynn, who had tried to take Lord Swen away from her, for daring to hand over Lord Swen to Serphina's clutches for the sake of a mere hostage.
Whoever that hostage was, it wasn't an important issue for Luna.
Because to Luna, Swen was more important than anyone else.

Never.
I will never forgive her...!!!!

At this moment.
Another name was engraved in Luna's heart.
One more name of a woman whose blood she must spill.

* * *

'It seems I've stirred up a hornet's nest.'

Though he wondered if he should have brought up the story, Ginor knew he had no choice but to tell it eventually.
All he could do was wait for her to calm down.
Since she was the ruler directly recommended to him by Swen himself, he was confident she would quickly make a sensible judgment.

And, as he expected—
Luna regained some composure, stood up from her seat, and bowed to Ginor.

"I'm... sorry."

Seeing this, Ginor immediately stood up and bowed as well.

"No. There's nothing to apologize for, my Lord. There's no need for you to bow before your servant."

"..."

After the brief storm had passed.

"I don't know the circumstances, but it seems you've been through quite a lot."

To Ginor, who spoke calmly as if he understood, Luna bowed her head and said,

"...Yes."

"Well, my Lord has her own circumstances. Just as I came here with my own reasons to serve you. So, there's no need to tell me everything."

At those words, Luna barely managed to gather her emotions.
Even if she wanted to maintain her composure... whenever the topic of Swen came up, Luna would easily lose that composure.

She had never forgotten the grace of Swen, who had sacrificed himself to save them from the boots of the Brands army.

In any case—
Now was the moment to hear more from this man.

—Even if the truth she was about to hear would be shocking.

"Then, where is Lord Swen now...?"

Ch.221 - Chapter 221. First Encounter (3)
"I presume he might be in Serphina's army right now... Though I've been living in seclusion recently, so I'm not well-informed about the details. Since he was essentially sold as a prisoner, he's most likely being detained. I apologize for not being more helpful to you, my Lord."

Ginor deliberately said that Swen was being detained by Serphina, choosing not to unnecessarily upset Luna's feelings.
Though he couldn't be certain, for some reason he felt that was what he should say in Luna's presence.

Luna, who had no way of knowing his intentions, slowly nodded as she processed this information.

"No. That alone... is enough."

Just knowing where Swen currently was felt sufficient.
I see.
So Lord Swen is now... being detained in Serphina's army.
If that's the case, perhaps the story Violet told me wasn't just a baseless rumor after all.

She couldn't understand what purpose Serphina had in exchanging a hostage for Swen.
But what else would you expect from a tyrant?
A moment's entertainment, some vile and dirty hobby, or perhaps she coveted Lord Swen's abilities and acted on her own whims.
Whatever the reason, Luna was satisfied just knowing he was alive.

At that point, another question came to mind.
Why had Lord Swen been in the Aishers army?

"Um... may I ask a few more questions?"

"Of course, my Lord."

"Why did... Lord Swen go to the Aishers army? I was certain Lord Swen would be with the Brands army..."

Ginor stroked his beard for a moment.

"I don't know the full circumstances, but..."

"That's fine. As I said, just tell me what you know."

"He betrayed the Brands army and defected to our side."

"...What? Betrayed?"

"That's right."

Lord Swen betrayed them?

Why?

No, from Lord Swen's perspective, betrayal would be different from her own betrayal of Karelia.
A proud woman like Lynn would never have treated Swen seriously, and the fact that Swen was with the Brands army in the first place was essentially the same as forcibly taking him away from her side.
But still, was there a reason he needed to go so far as to betray them and defect to the Aishers army?

Strangely.
Very strangely, she was intensely curious about "why Swen had betrayed them."

Was this a ruler's intuition, or—

"Do you happen to know the reason?"

—a woman's intuition?

"The reason... I'm not sure why Lord Swen himself betrayed them. He didn't defect alone. To be more accurate, he followed someone else who betrayed them."

"What? Followed someone...?"

"There was a female knight who defected with him."

"...What?"

Luna's eyes grew cold again at the mention of a female knight.

"I suspect he probably followed her. The two of them appeared to be quite close."

"...???"

Huh?

Quite close?
Close enough to betray together?

The reason he left the Brands army and betrayed them to join the Aishers army was... that?

Luna's fingertips grew cold.

Of course, it wasn't difficult to accept intellectually.
If it was Lord Swen's decision, there must be a reason, and she knew she had no right to question whatever path he took after being transferred to the Brands army.
Besides, betraying the Brands army was essentially the same as saying he would return to her someday.

It shouldn't matter whom he met along the way.
After all, her relationship with Swen was that of lord and subject.

So rationally speaking, this shouldn't be such a shocking revelation...

But why?
Why do I feel so dejected?
This emotion was different from what she felt when she learned that Yuuri had sold Swen.
If the previous emotion was pure anger, what she felt now was... something deeper and more intimate than anger.
Luna herself didn't recognize what this emotion was, but anyone observing what she was focusing on would easily identify it as a profoundly human feeling.

At that moment.
Her woman's intuition sent her signals more fiercely than ever before.

"Um... what is the name of that female knight?"

"She's a renowned general. You must know of Irene Juliet, the specialist in siege warfare."

"!!!!!!"

Irene Juliet.
Of course.
Of course she knew that name.

When Lord Swen went to negotiate with Lynn, with the fate of Jeilant Castle at stake.
Irene was the vanguard commander of the Brands army that invaded their forces.

But.
The female knight who seemed so special to Lord Swen.
The person he wanted to follow even to the point of betrayal, why did it have to be Irene, who had attacked their army?
There were so many things she couldn't understand, but what bothered her most was something else entirely.

Why did it have to be... a woman?

Why?

At this moment, the part of her asserting itself most strongly was her identity as a woman.

* * *

Similarly.
Ginor, who sat across from her and observed her constantly changing demeanor as he told his story, could now be almost 100% certain.

Her expressions that changed whenever Swen was mentioned, and her current attitude.
When all these were combined, there was only one conclusion.

This person, Luna... holds Swen in special regard.
Beyond that of a ruler caring for her subject.
That's why she's overly agitated by news of him, and unable to hide her emotions in front of someone she just met.

'...It seems this isn't the time for straightforward explanations.'

Whatever happened between them in the past, there was no need to make things worse.
Ginor cleared his throat a few times, then carefully spoke.
For now, he should try to calm her down.

"However, that's just this old man's speculation, my Lord."

"Speculation... you say?"

"Yes. The only truth is that the two of them defected together. The rest is all speculation, and I think it's best to understand that unless you hear directly from him, it's hard to know what the truth really is."

Everything was just his speculation—
That was the best Ginor could do.
From the beginning, this woman... his lord, had been calling Swen "Lord Swen."
It didn't sound like a ruler addressing a subject, but rather like a woman referring to her husband.
Though he didn't know the details, stories of women jealous of their husband's other partners weren't particularly unusual.
On a hunch, he had been right to mention Irene before Reika.

At first.
To gain her trust, he had considered hinting that Swen might become his son-in-law.
But after seeing her reaction, he was certain that bringing up that topic now would not be a good decision for their lord-subject relationship.
Besides, since nothing was confirmed yet, there was nothing strange about not mentioning it.

There was no need to provoke her further, so there was no reason to talk more about that female knight... Irene.

Especially.
It seemed best to keep secret forever what expression Swen had when looking at Irene.
Ginor, with his sharp mind, had grasped the core of the situation quite well.

Meanwhile, Luna's ruby-colored eyes wavered at Ginor's words.

'Speculation... speculation.'

Yes.
If it was just speculation.
No, even if it wasn't speculation... it wasn't such an important matter.
Lord Swen's words had always proven right in the end, so there was likely something she didn't know behind all this.
He must have his reasons. He must have his intentions... Thinking this way, she was finally able to compose herself.

Only then did Luna calm her trembling body and bow her head again.

"Ah, I... I'm sorry. I showed quite an emotional side... of myself."

"Not at all. As I said earlier, that's fine... but may this old man presumptuously ask my Lord a question?"

"Please go ahead."

"How did you come to meet Lord Swen?"

"Lord Swen is..."

Luna lowered her head and recalled when she first met him.
He only agreed to join her side after she visited him five times, and at every critical moment, he always guided their army to the optimal path with advice no one else could have thought of.
To Luna, Swen was a guide, their national strategist, a reliable political partner, the most trustworthy subject... and.

"...Lord Swen is the savior of my life."

"The savior of your life?"

"Yes. You may not know, but... I was once one of the minor lords ruling a small country in the western continent. If Lord Swen hadn't been there... I would likely have lost my life at the hands of Lynn Brands."

Ginor silently nodded.
And only then did he understand why Swen had sent him here.

'So, this place was Lord Swen's final destination.'

It was commonly believed that the Brands army, where he first distinguished himself, was his first official position.
But before serving Lynn, he had already been serving the woman before him—Lunarienne.
Even when he was with the Aishers army, and even after being transferred to Serphina, that thought probably remained unchanged.

After their conversation had somewhat concluded.

"Then, I'll take my leave now. Please call for me whenever you need to issue orders."

"I understand. Thank you for choosing our army. ...And thank you for sharing your story with me today."

At those words, Ginor bowed deeply, then looked straight into Luna's eyes and said:

"Not at all. I look forward to serving you, my Lord."

And so Ginor once again made his appearance on the continent by joining the newly formed Lunarienne army.
The pieces that Swen had laid across the continent gradually began to gather around her.

Ch.222 - Chapter 222. Why?
After leaving the royal palace.

Ginor reflected on what had just happened.

'That woman, Lunarienne... is she really the one destined to rule the world?'

Swen had said that the lord he served would be the one to grasp the world in their hands.
And as revealed in the letter—that person was the woman he had just met, Lunarienne Iniang.

Honestly.
At first glance, she appeared extremely fragile.
Throughout their conversation, especially when discussing Swen, she was so innocent that she couldn't hide her emotions and revealed them plainly.
It meant she was transparent enough that one could quickly determine she was someone who would lose her composure just by discussing certain topics.

To be even more honest—
If there were a threshold for someone Ginor could consider betting on in his lifetime, Lunarienne would be someone who struggled to cross it.
It's fine to be swayed by people. He knew that having someone who could love others on the imperial throne was better than a cold-blooded ruler.
In the end, though he eventually cut ties, he had placed his hopes in Yuuri because she was someone who could hold others in her heart while simultaneously leading exceptional talents around her.

But Luna was different.
Despite whatever circumstances existed, she had ultimately backstabbed Karelia, who was known for her popularity. She didn't have renowned warriors around her, and her current situation was extremely unfavorable.
If asked without any evidence whether "Lunarienne Iniang seems likely to become a unifying monarch," Ginor would have shaken his head without hesitation.

However, Ginor did have "evidence."
For some reason, it was the testimony of that man who seemed to see the future—Swen.
While it might seem insufficient as evidence, based on Ginor's experiences and the footprints left behind, Swen's testimony was something that absolutely could not be dismissed.

While he truly questioned whether that woman could grasp the world—
Since Swen had guaranteed it, Ginor knew well that doubting it here would only lead to loss.

'The man who can see the future wouldn't have spoken nonsense.'

What he needed to do now was help her achieve her grand ambition.
Given that Luna had asked "why hasn't Swen come," it seemed Swen would likely visit this place soon as well.

Come to think of it.
Suddenly, he recalled the news that "that man" had supported Lunarienne's uprising.

'While I'm thinking about it, I should go meet that man... Kail after all this time.'

A connection made during his time as chancellor of the former empire.
A man who lived quite a carefree life, staying a few steps away from central political intrigue.
Perhaps that's why he survived in this situation.
In any case, he was very curious about why someone who had seemed so nonchalant would issue a statement supporting Lunarienne.
Besides that, if Kail von Aingart was truly alive, there would clearly be quite a lot to discuss with him.

'Well then, shall I go?'

Ginor began walking slowly to meet Kail.
Perhaps because he was going to share stories that had been piled up over the years waiting for someone to unfold them?
His steps were lighter than usual.

* * *

After parting with Ginor.

Luna remained alone, continuously calculating in her mind the situation of "Swen having gone over to Serphina's army."

Of course, since the situation of Swen working for Serphina under her command was impossible in Luna's mind—naturally, there was only one conclusion.

'Swen must be... imprisoned in Serphina's underground dungeon right now.'

She didn't know why they had imprisoned him.
But what mattered was the result, wasn't it?
Ginor had also suggested that Swen might be detained.
Even if not in prison, it was certain that Swen's movements were being restricted somehow.

After all, if that weren't the case, there would be no reason for Swen not to have come here by now.

'Now that I know Swen is imprisoned, I can't just keep waiting for him forever.'

She had been waiting to ask him about the most efficient path in the current situation, but if he was imprisoned, she couldn't waste any more time.
Even if it was a bit frightening, she needed to start moving now.
After all, if she continued spending time like this, Karelia would be the one laughing in the end.

'Yes. I need to start moving little by little. Even without Swen, I must somehow succeed. Because Swen is, even now...'

At that moment, tears welled up in Luna's ruby-colored eyes.

'Even at this very moment... he must be groaning in pain under the violence of that witch-like Serphina...!'

What cruel fate had caused him to be dragged to the Brands army to protect us?
And of all people, after being handed over to a woman like Yuuri, he ended up being sold to Serphina—thinking about it made her heart ache terribly.
I, we were able to spend our time relatively peacefully in the southern continent.
While we were regaining our daily lives and moving forward, you alone shouldered everything and walked the path of hardship again.

Luna continued crying for a while after that...
Then she shook her head, vigorously wiped her tears with her sleeve, and said:

'Don't worry, Swen. I will rescue you. From the cruel clutches of Serphina who toys with you without reason... definitely...!!!'

As she composed herself again, she realized.

Under this sky.
Serphina von Aingart, and Baranga Yuuri Aishers.
She could never be together with those two women.

* * *

After that day.
While investigating about the magician, there was one more thing Luna had ordered Violet to investigate.

"A young man with white hair, you say?"

"Yes. Weren't you already investigating Serphina's army anyway?"

"That's true, but..."

"Any information will do. If there's any story related to him, I'd really like to hear it."

Violet was slightly taken aback by Luna's unusually firm demeanor.
But whatever the case, it was an order from Luna, her lord. Violet, having spent quite a long time in the same mansion with her, knew that Luna wasn't someone who would give meaningless orders.

"Understood."

After several days had passed.
Finally, Violet reported the simple results of her investigation.

"Are you saying it's impossible to use magic continuously?"

"This is still at the speculation stage, but it seems that way. After eliminating the rebels with magic, the whereabouts of that female magician became mysterious. It seems she's doing something inside Aingart Castle, but she doesn't appear in public places. Moreover..."
"If she could use such power without any restrictions, I would have definitely ordered the conquest of the central continent, but Serphina's army remains quiet without any movement."

"I think that makes sense."

"And..."

Gulp.
Violet, who hadn't been nervous at all when talking about the magician, visibly tensed as she carefully moved her lips.

"About the other keyword you mentioned... the young man with white hair."

Even Luna's voice trembled as she listened.
To anyone watching, it was clear they were discussing a topic far more important than something like magicians.

"Is there... any information that's come to light?"

"Is the name of that man possibly Swen, known as the white-haired magician?"

"...Yes, it is."

"I see..."

"What is it? Is he in Serphina's underground dungeon? Or has he been exiled to a small island in the northern continent...?"

"...Pardon?"

Violet couldn't hide her confused expression at Luna's question.
Seeing this, Luna sensed a strange chill.

"I... I'm not sure why you mentioned an underground dungeon, but... well."

"...?"

"Do you remember the story about the pink-haired magician?"

"Yes, but..."

"There was someone who appeared to be helping her, standing beside her..."

"?"

"That person was a young man with white hair."

"!!!"

Luna looked at Violet with a pale face and asked:

"Is that... really true?"

"...Yes. That young man with white hair... seems to be the same person as Swen, the man rumored to have dropped stones from the sky."

Wait a minute.
Then, is Swen part of Serphina's army?
Not imprisoned in an underground dungeon or detained...
But working under her... as a subordinate commander...???

"...If you don't mind, may I ask about this man called Swen? What kind of person is he that...?"

Violet, intimidated by Luna's expression she had never seen before, asked the question as if handling a glass that might shatter at the slightest touch—
But Luna ignored her words and instead asked about what was bothering her.
For someone who usually prioritized others' opinions over her own, this was quite unusual behavior.

Even so—now that it was almost certain that Swen was under Serphina's command.
There was something Luna needed to confirm above all else.

"...Did he help her?"

"Pardon?"

"That man... is it true that he helped the female magician in Serphina's army?"

"What do you mean...?"

"I mean... was he really there...? I'm wondering if his existence was just mentioned because of the use of magic, since he was previously known as a magician..."

That's right.
It can't be.
There's no way Swen would willingly work for someone as demonic as Serphina.
Especially the claim that he helped eliminate rebels—that was even more unbelievable.
You know, right? Swen also knows well how cruel a woman Serphina is.

And.
The answer that came was more shocking to Luna than any other news.

"While I'm only relaying rumors I've heard and can't confirm with certainty... it seems he is already serving in Serphina's army and has achieved various merits. This has been cross-verified."

"...What?"

What?
Swen is... really working as part of Serphina's army?

...Why?

"According to rumors—— during the process—— rebels—— the ruler's favor——"

After that, Violet continued to explain something, but... Luna's ears no longer heard her voice, as if it had been replaced by an unpleasant noise.

Her mind became complicated.
The things visible before her eyes gradually disappeared.
Her ruby-colored eyes became increasingly empty as time passed.

Why?
Wasn't Swen sold off?
That is, she already knew that Yuuri had sold Swen.
But if it were Swen, he would naturally have refused to work for her.
She had heard that Serphina was the one who first made such a proposal to Yuuri.
There's no way he would work for Serphina who had toyed with him like that.

So of course.
Of course... of course!

Of course he would have been imprisoned in an underground dungeon.
Of course his movements would have been restricted.
Because there's no way Swen would work for someone like her!

But.
My one and only strategist, my one and only Swen...
The one who should rightfully be mine, why, of all people, that hateful woman——

——why is he working under Serphina von Aingart, for her benefit?

Ch.223 - Chapter 223. The Thread Of Fate
As if the world had stopped, in Luna's frozen field of vision—
That man appears.

A white-haired man. The Strategist. The first person who joined our army when no one else cared.
The one who promised to give me the world—Swen.

Luna remembered every single word she had exchanged with Swen.
Of course, she also remembered exactly what she herself had said.

Swen knew.
That Serphina was her—Lunarienne's—enemy. He also knew that Serphina was the one who brutally killed her sister, who had been the crown prince's unofficial concubine.
So, knowing all these circumstances... there was no way he would be helping Serphina of his own volition.
After all, Strategist Swen was my strategist alone. It was contradictory for someone who existed solely for me to work for my enemy. At least, that's how it was in Luna's mind.
Wasn't he the one who promised to bring me the world? Didn't he say he would stay by my side forever, barring any unforeseen circumstances?

There's no way Strategist Swen could be wrong.
The idea of Swen willingly helping Serphina... makes no sense.
This wasn't just Luna being unable to comprehend the situation.
It was simply something too obvious. Like the sun rising in the east and setting in the west—that kind of natural phenomenon.
So, if Swen was truly helping Serphina, it would be as absurd as the sun rising in the west.

After thinking that far, the conclusion naturally condensed into one possibility.

'Strategist Swen... must be under threat.'

That's it!
If Strategist Swen is being threatened by that detestable woman.
If his life is in danger, then all of this starts to make sense.

'Strategist Swen...!!'

Thud.

Luna collapsed to the ground.

'Because Strategist Swen would never help someone like Serphina of his own accord... He must be under threat of death, or something equally severe. He has no choice but to cooperate with her.'

Thinking this way, everything seemed to fall into place with surprising clarity.
But at the same time... there was nothing she could do about the ache in the corner of her heart.

'Strategist Swen... for me, for our army, you sacrificed yourself alone, and now... you're suffering under that utterly wicked woman.'

And I didn't even know.
I was just wondering why you hadn't returned, such a foolish thought.

Perhaps.
The thought that being imprisoned in an underground dungeon might have been better than working under her brought tears to her eyes once again.
After all, from Strategist Swen's perspective, working for Serphina must have been an enormous humiliation.
But Strategist Swen had to survive. Because he had promised me. Because he was the one who swore to keep that promise.
Just as I've always thought of Strategist Swen... he must have been thinking of me too.

It was too late.
She felt that the timing of her uprising was far too late.
She should have revealed herself sooner, even if it meant using more vicious methods, abandoning honor and trust long ago.
While Strategist Swen endured humiliation beyond description working under Serphina... she had been waiting for the right justification as if she were some noble swan. The thought made her feel utterly pathetic.

'This can't go on...!'

"...Violet."

"!!!!"

Violet, who had been unable to say anything, involuntarily took a step back, feeling a chill unlike anything she had ever experienced in her life.
Luna's eyes... were dead.
The woman who had always looked at her, at everyone, with warm eyes... now seemed like a different person, as if possessed by something.

"This is no time to be standing around. Let's prepare for war. We can't... keep him waiting any longer."

"Pardon...? Waiting... no, who, who shouldn't be kept waiting?"

"..."

At that moment.
Tears began to flow from Luna's eyes.

"Lu-Luna, my lady...?"

"Strategist Swen is... even now, even now... under that devil of a woman."
"Suffering in pain... being threatened and forced to do work he doesn't want... groaning under Serphina."
"So... I, I can't... I can't waste any more precious time. Even at this very moment... with each passing minute and second, the pain Strategist Swen must be feeling is immense...!"

"Ah... I..."

Honestly.
Saying anything to Luna in her current state was quite difficult for Violet, who was still a novice strategist—
Nevertheless, she had to speak up. After all, she couldn't quite understand Luna's words.

"May I say something, if you don't mind...?"

"...?"

"That... is it really so painful for this Strategist Swen to be under Serphina's command?"

"Of course it is!!"

Before Violet could finish speaking, Luna shouted angrily.
Luna screaming at her like that. It was an incredibly disheveled appearance that she had never seen before.

"I... well, that..."

However.
No matter how strange her lord's behavior might be, she had to say what needed to be said.
That was what she believed to be the right path for a strategist.

"This person called Swen is currently in Serphina's army... um..."

"..."

"He... seems to be doing quite well, from what I hear...?"

"..."

"I've heard that he's receiving considerable favor from Serphina..."

Violet closed her eyes and bowed her head, simply waiting for Luna to respond.
How long the silence continued.

Finally, Luna's ice-cold voice struck her ears like a blow.

"That's just a false rumor."

"...Pardon? May I ask what evidence you have for that?"

She thought that Luna would explain the evidence in an easy-to-understand manner, but.

"It just can't be true, can it?"

The words that came were too frigid.
Luna, who had always looked at her with warm eyes... now spoke with a sharp tone that seemed like it would cut if touched, her eyes lifeless.

"Of all people, there's no way Strategist Swen could be happy under that cursed Serphina."
"Favor or whatever... it's all just wordplay. A form of cruel torment. She intimidates people, brings them under her control, manipulates them as she pleases, and enjoys it. Strategist Swen just got caught up in it. By spreading such detestable false rumors, Strategist Swen will only be put in a more difficult situation."
"She's vicious. To an unspeakable degree... the lowest of humans."

After saying that much, Luna let out a short sigh.
A glint flashed in her ruby-red eyes.
Violet... faced with this sight, couldn't bring herself to explain more of what she had investigated.

"Violet. I understand you believed those things because you didn't know better. But, the feelings with which Strategist Swen left our side. The feelings with which he..."

At this point, her tears were now falling in drops onto the floor.
It was a first. Luna, who had always possessed a gentle but undeniable charisma, crying so sorrowfully.

"The feelings with which... he's working under that woman who is like an enemy, if you knew... you would never believe such things."

"My lord. I was just—"

"They're all false rumors."

Luna cut off Violet's words.

"I don't know what you've heard, but they're all just false rumors. I hope Violet will learn the wisdom to filter what she hears from now on. Understood?"

Whether it was fortunate or not, Luna's voice became affectionate again.
No, the voice was indeed that of the affectionate Luna... but she seemed like a different person.

This person is—


"Do you understand?"

—frightening...!

"...Y-Yes, my lord. I... I apologize for my rudeness."

"It's alright, Violet. As long as you understand. We're going to be quite busy from now on, so Violet should prepare herself well. Understood?"

"Yes, yes ma'am."

"Good."

Watching Luna's back as she silently rose and walked away, Violet was lost in thought.

As soon as Violet heard the keyword "young man with white hair," she immediately sought out veteran warriors who had spent time in the northern continent.
Fortunately, she was able to meet an elderly man who had worked for Serphina's army until recently before retiring and returning to his hometown, and heard the detailed story.

The man said that since he was just an ordinary general not particularly involved in central politics, it was all just rumors, but—
It seemed certain that the man called Swen was indeed receiving Serphina's favor.
No, it was beyond mere favor. There were even rumors that Swen, a handsome man, had ensnared Serphina like a fox.
Not only that. The female knight who had defected to Serphina's army with Swen had received an exceptionally high rank at an unprecedented speed.
So... according to Luna, this man Swen was being threatened and forced to work under Serphina.
But would someone normally show favor to such a person and keep them close? If the goal was to torment him, would it be possible to give a high position to someone he brought along?

Unable to voice the questions arising in her mind, she recalled Luna's unprecedentedly cold expression just moments ago.

Why?
Who on earth was this white-haired magician... this man called Swen?
What was he to Luna that he could so thoroughly disturb her, who always maintained her gentleness and dignity?

At that moment, the young Violet sensed it.
If her lord Luna—Lunarienne—were to go astray, it would almost certainly be connected to that being called Swen.

And.
Luna, leaving Violet behind, wiped away the tears flowing down her sleeve as she left the palace, making another vow.

I was foolish, Strategist Swen.
So.
I won't leave you in pain and suffering any longer.

'I'll deal with Karelia's army as quickly as possible.'
'Somehow unify the southern continent... then advance to the central continent.'

The Aishers army, which is presumed to have sold out Strategist Swen.
And the Serphina army, which is forcibly threatening Strategist Swen...

Luna slowly opened her hand.
A pale white hand. A delicate hand that had not yet been stained with much blood, unbefitting of a lord.

She thought.
That meeting Strategist Swen was fate.
After all, he was the one who had bet everything on her from the moment they first met. More than Brands, more than Aishers, and more than Serphina, he believed that I could unify the continent.
He was the one who showed me that hope.

In Luna's hand, there was still—clearly present.
The thread of fate connecting me and Strategist Swen.
Although invisible to our eyes, she had never forgotten for a single moment that she had been connected to him since the moment they parted.

Yes.
What's lacking... might be blood.
Only after thoroughly staining her hands with red blood... would the "fate" connecting her to Strategist Swen reveal itself, dyed bright red.
So, I will, by any means necessary, deal with them with my own hands.

'Strategist Swen. Please wait just a little longer. I, Luna... will save you...♥'

So.
Please, just wait a little longer...!

* * *

At the same time as Luna and Violet's strange conversation, at Aingart Castle.

"However, there is something I wish to ask of you."

Serphina opens her mouth in an incredibly gentle tone, her golden eyes sparkling brightly toward Swen.

"Become my husband, Swen."

—Although it was quite different from Luna's expectations, he was indeed in a rather troublesome situation.

Ch.224 - Chapter 224. Nothing Special
# Chapter Translation

After carrying out Serphina's orders, I was slowly organizing my complicated thoughts during my journey to the royal palace.

Lunarienne's army had mobilized.
Luna, whom I had been waiting for so desperately, had once again revealed herself on the continent.
As promised to her, I should naturally return to her side... but I couldn't bring myself to take that step.

...I simply couldn't tell Lady Serphina that it was time for me to leave.

Lady Serphina had become extremely dependent on me lately. If I suddenly told her, "I'm just going to leave"... it would likely cause severe damage to her mental state.

If I were to leave her side in this situation.
If I were to coldly abandon someone who had saved Lady Irene, whom I cherished above all else... the shock she would receive might be beyond what I could imagine.
Perhaps she might recklessly hand over her throne to someone else... or in the worst case, make an extreme choice.
If Serphina were to step down from the throne, the fate of the unified empire would rest entirely with whoever inherited the crown. Having been verified twice, this could be considered an indisputable fact.
After the assassination attempt, I could easily sense that she had become increasingly dependent on me.
Not only had the frequency of her summons increased, but she also seemed to maintain quite a close relationship with Lady Irene, who was technically a temporary knight.

Right. There was one more thing I couldn't overlook.
My departure would also mean the departure of Irene and Reika, who had recently been rising in status within the nation.

What I learned while staying with Serphina's army was—
There weren't as many people on her side as I had thought.
It wasn't long ago that she was nearly assassinated by the very knight she had trusted so much.
Although it was for Luna's sake, I felt that perhaps... I might be the only outsider who genuinely wanted to protect Lady Serphina's life.
For me, her survival was also the way to keep my promise to Lady Luna.

Of course, there was also the option of leaving without saying anything to her.
If I told her that stationing myself, Lady Irene, and Miss Reika at the lower border to prepare for war would be the most effective strategy, Lady Serphina would probably listen to me without any suspicion.
Then I could cross the border smoothly and return to Lady Luna's side without any risk.

But.
Above all else, as a human being, I simply couldn't choose that method.
Apart from how well Lady Serphina treated me, she was the savior of Lady Irene's life. How could I be so heartless when I hadn't even properly repaid that debt?
I didn't want to act cowardly in front of her. If I had to leave, the least I could do as a decent human being was to tell her I was leaving.

When I abandoned Lynn, I had sufficient reason. She repeatedly attempted to take Lady Irene's life, and Lady Irene was far more important to me than Lynn.
As for Yuuri, there's nothing to say. It wasn't me who abandoned her; she unilaterally abandoned me. It was she, not I, who made the unprecedented decision to sell out the Death Messenger. Well, I had planned to abandon her eventually anyway, so I didn't particularly feel any regret toward her.

And Lady Serphina... she was different from Lynn. Different from Yuuri as well. She was the most excellent and wise ruler I had met since Lady Luna. A fragile yet warm-hearted person who carried too many burdens alone while wearing the armor of a tyrant.
One might say what use is morality in chaotic times, but I was too much of a modern person with contemporary sensibilities to casually betray someone who trusted and relied on me so much.

Even setting aside the moral aspect, considering the shock Lady Serphina would receive if I left and the repercussions that shock would bring—
Perhaps I shouldn't leave this place, even for Lady Luna's sake?
Or rather, wouldn't this be the very path for Lady Luna to conquer the world?
Besides, if there's no problem, Ginor would approach Lady Luna. Perhaps he might be more helpful to her than me, who can only know the correct outcomes.
So without me... couldn't she manage well for the time being?

If I could use my Intelligence 100 brain, it would be efficient—
But aside from having to receive questions, what questions should I receive?
And even if I received those questions, it was unclear whether answers would emerge.

"...Right. Let's stay here for now and observe the situation. At least, before leaving, I should achieve some military merit. That would be my duty to Lady Serphina."

At least for now, that's what I was thinking.

* * *

"Thank you for your hard work today, Swen."

I bowed my head as usual in response to Serphina's words after I finished my report.
Today, the order I received from her was to compile reports on the activities of the occupation forces spread across the northern continent, including Irian.

"I was merely doing my duty, my Lord."

"..."

Serphina maintained silence for a moment, then asked me in a cautious tone.

"You look troubled."

"..."

"Well, this isn't something I should be saying to you."

It was true.
Since that day, after Karl von Aingart widely announced that he was alive... the national situation had become somewhat unsettled.
Of course, he was clearly from a collateral line, and Serphina still possessed the most noble bloodline, but... going from "the one and only noble existence" to "the most noble among them" was inevitably a minus for her.

"What do you think?"

"...Are you referring to Duke Karl's country?"

"Yes. The Lunarienne army."

"..."

I close my eyes.
Yes. The Lunarienne army. The nation founded by Lady Luna, where I once belonged—destined to unify the continent.
From what I heard, it seemed she had betrayed the Karelia army where she had been serving until now.
Due to her experience governing as a lord, she wasn't completely without justification... but in any case, making the decision to betray must have been quite difficult for someone with such an upright and straightforward character.

I answered, pretending to be nonchalant.

"They only possess one territory so far. Even with Karl von Aingart there, it's at the southern end of the continent... perhaps it would be best to just observe for now."

"Indeed, there's nothing I can do right now."

Dealing with her wasn't our role.
It was the job of the surrounding Kareliya army, Ohana army, Roland army, or Hesna army.
The problem was... since she was destined to unify the continent, she probably wouldn't be destroyed by such countries.
She would likely continue to triumph. For me at least, it wasn't difficult to imagine her nation overcoming seemingly impossible situations.

"Swen."

"Yes, my Lord."

"Can you tell me your story now?"

"My story?"

"Didn't I mention earlier? That you look like you have many worries."

"Ah..."

"Tell me. If it's a concern I can resolve, I'll take responsibility and solve it for you."

Strangely comforted by those words, I smiled and joked.

"What if it's something you cannot solve, my Lord?"

"You say such things with a smile before me. Hehe... put aside such worries. There's nothing I cannot achieve."

Even after hearing me say multiple times that "she cannot become the unifying monarch"—words she herself believed were absolutely correct—she still spoke with such confidence.
She was a strong person. Serphina. Regardless of what she might think of herself.

"However, there is something I'd like to ask of you."

"What is it?"

Serphina opens her mouth in an incredibly gentle tone, her golden eyes sparkling as she looks at me.

"Become my husband, Swen."

"...Pardon?"

Surprised by the unexpected words in such a serious situation, I saw her blush as if amused.
The absurd thought crossed my mind that she seemed less like a nation's ruler and more like a childhood friend who enjoyed playing pranks, accompanied by the scent of citron.

"Give yourself to me, Swen. If you do that, I will do everything for you. Your worries, anything at all... everything."

"...My Lord. That's—"

"I won't listen to your answer. I already know I'll be rejected. I'm not the type of person who continues to fight battles I know I'll lose."

Saying that, she once again stole a smile at the corner of her mouth as if amused.

"Yet I can't help but continue to speak. It's too frustrating not to express these feelings. Please think of it as the whim of a woman who is sincere about you."

She's such a lovable person even when saying such brazen things.
However, I couldn't give in to her words just because she was lovable.
After all, I was someone who would eventually leave.

"It would be better not to give too much affection to someone as lowly as myself."

"Is that advice as a strategist?"

"I suppose it could be seen that way."

Serphina stared at me intently, then slowly nodded.

"You are truly a kind person, Swen."

I tilted my head slightly at the unexpected words.

"Pardon...?"

"Because I can feel how many times you've tried not to hurt me."

I don't answer, just bow my head.
My heart aches.
Hearing such words... strangely stirs my heart.

"It's alright."

"...?"

"In whatever form, if you can stay by my side... that's enough."
"So."
"You don't have to marry me."
"If you can just stay by my side..."

The moment I heard her ask me to stay by her side.
Her sincerity approaches me.
Various images of her flash before my eyes.

The moment she took me to her siblings' graves to pay respects together, the emotions when she first opened her heart to me, and even her fragile expression as she sobbed toward me while lying in bed...

This feeling.
I think I now understand the feeling I'm experiencing.

I... Lady Serphina.
That woman who seems like she might collapse at any moment, who shoulders everything alone, who continues to struggle forward with hope despite knowing her predetermined failure.

...I didn't want to leave Serphina von Aingart here alone, to leave her side.
I wanted to keep my promise to Lady Luna while simultaneously saving that woman.
It was the first time I'd felt this way since I wanted to save Lady Irene, who had lived a lonely life without recognition from anyone.

In any case, I—
I couldn't betray either Lady Luna or Lady Serphina.
And only then did I accurately realize the current situation.

If nothing unusual happened, I had planned to return to Lady Luna's side immediately—

—but something unusual had indeed happened.

Ch.225 - Chapter 225. Decision, And Decision (1)
# * * *

As I was leaving the royal palace, I encountered a now-familiar face.

Irian Al Kaski.
A tall, black-haired lance knight who was one of the few people in Serphina's army with whom I maintained a relatively close relationship.

"Coming from an audience with our Lord? You've worked hard, Sir Swen."

I nodded slowly as I replied.

"Not at all. If anything, you're the one who deserves praise for making the journey to the capital."

"I merely did what was expected of me. It doesn't warrant any thanks."

Since Irian's report had been included in the briefing I'd just received, we had already discussed matters moments ago.

"By the way, there's something I forgot to ask earlier."

"What is it?"

"When do you think the Strategist will return to the capital?"

"It's been quite some time since I last saw her... I imagine she'll return to the capital soon, but I can't say for certain."

"I see..."

Hearing my response, Irian placed his hand on my shoulder and said:

"It seems you're having a hard time filling in for her position."

"Well, it's better than sitting around doing nothing."

"Let me tell you something right here."

Irian spoke with an extremely serious expression.

"I believe you would make an excellent National Strategist."

"Haha, Irian. Flattering me won't get you anything in return."

"No. I'm being sincere."

Irian spoke earnestly, without a hint of playfulness in his tone.

"Jena certainly has insight... but truthfully, she doesn't possess abilities that surpass our Lord. Of course, our Lord is exceptionally extraordinary... But Swen, you possess a remarkableness that can't be found even in our Lord. I may not have lived that long, but I can certainly tell that you are no ordinary person."

I slowly bowed my head and replied.

"I still have much to learn. I appreciate your high evaluation, but I believe the most ideal arrangement is for Jena to continue supporting our Lord Serphina, as she has been steadily guiding state affairs until now. Besides, our Lord would likely feel burdened if someone with too strong a personality were by her side."

"So you at least acknowledge that you have a strong personality?"

"Excessive modesty can be rather unsightly at times."

Hearing my words, Irian laughed heartily a few times, then lowered his hand from my shoulder and said:

"Swen. I'm convinced you will become an essential piece of our Serphina army. Please continue to work for our army. I too will prioritize your orders regardless of command hierarchy."

"Thank you for your words."

"Well then."

After sending Irian off,
I could finally let down my guard and heave a long sigh.

'An essential piece... is it?'

Somehow, even apart from Serphina, the number of people viewing me favorably was increasing.
If I had to name reasons, it would be Irene's achievements and Irian's protection.
In a situation where influential generals who formed factions were all dying off due to successive rebellions, I had become close with the outstanding general Irene and had a good relationship with Irian, who already held considerable influence and now had an even more solid boundary since there were no longer powerful generals to compete with him for that influence. Meanwhile, my perception as a traitor was gradually fading.
The decisive trigger was magic. Everyone knew I played a crucial role in Reika's appointment. After all, I was the one who fought alongside her.

In reality, as the perception of me improved, the malicious rumors about how I had bewitched Serphina were slowly disappearing.
All things considered, this was definitive evidence that people's dislike toward me had decreased.

I recalled the conversation I had just had with Serphina.

"In whatever form, if you could stay by my side... that would be enough."
"So."
"You don't have to marry me."
"As long as you can stay by my side..."

Somehow, I had become an indispensable existence to Serphina.
Regardless of whether this was right or wrong, it was the reality that had unfolded before me.

I pondered Irian's words and, closing my eyes, asked myself that question again.

'Will Lunarienne Iniang become the ruler who unifies the continent?'

[Yes.]

'...It's still fine for now.'

If I were to leave, Serphina would likely fall apart.
And Luna, the ruler of the country I would eventually return to.

For both of them, what I could do was...

# * * *

"So you're saying you'll stay here for the time being?"

"Yes."

That night.
After finishing dinner, I briefly explained the situation to Reika and Irene.
What I announced was my future whereabouts.
Though not particularly grand, I simply stated that I wouldn't immediately return to Lunarienne's army but would remain with Serphina's forces.

Irene thought for a while, then took a sip of the black tea she had poured and said:

"Is Lady Luna alright with this?"

"What do you mean?"

"Unless you're operating in secret, Lady Luna will hear news that you're here... If you continue not to visit her, might she misunderstand? Perhaps sending a letter would be—"

"No. As long as I'm affiliated with Serphina's army, there's nothing good about exchanging letters with someone who has become the ruler of another country."

It wasn't particularly wise to do anything that might make others suspicious.
I could only predict responses to questions I received; I didn't have the ability to detect dangerous situations in advance.
There was no need to increase variables and fan the flames of danger.

"Well, that's true."

"Besides, it'll be fine without such things. Lady Luna will understand."

Because she has always believed in me.
I remember her eyes that steadfastly believed in me even when no one else did.
Lady Luna... will surely be fine.

"Well, as I've said before, I'll follow your will, Swen."

"I-I also... don't know the details, but I think Sir Swen's decision is right... After all, I haven't properly repaid Lady Serphina for her kindness yet..."

Reika also nodded in agreement.

I felt a bit sorry toward Lady Luna for not returning immediately...
But as I thought earlier, with Ginor there, she should be able to manage somehow. Even if I went down right now, since she was destined to unify the continent, everything would work in her favor anyway, so there might not be much I could do directly.

Right now, staying by Serphina's side and assisting her—
I still believed this was the decision that would benefit Lady Luna.

"I'm glad both of you agree. Especially you, Reika, since you don't know the full circumstances... Are you really okay without an explanation?"

Hearing my words, Reika carefully nodded and said:

"I've decided to follow you, Sir Swen. I'm just thinking about helping you and Lady Irene... so it's fine."

Irene knew who Lunarienne was. She had even met her directly.
But Reika didn't. She didn't even properly understand why we needed to return to Lunarienne's army.
It would be natural for her to have questions, but deliberately not asking them was quite characteristic of her.

"I understand. Thank you."

"It's nothing. Hehe..."

I gently patted Reika's head as she laughed shyly.
She didn't reject my touch and accepted it as it was.
At times like this, I thought she had dog-like qualities.
She enjoyed being petted and was faithful to the words of the person she followed.

At that moment.

"Um... Swen."

"Yes?"

Irene, who was sitting beside me, was staring at me with a slightly flushed face.

"Well... um... uh..."

I easily understood her intention and said with a smile:

"Come here too, Irene."

"..."

She silently brought her head closer to me.
I raised my hand and gently stroked her red hair.
The feel of the silver circlet she always wore reminded me once again that I was patting Irene's head.

"Irene. Thank you for your hard work today as well."

"Mm."

She responded with a faint smile, closing her eyes and slightly swaying her head as if to focus on my touch.
Now as before, Irene was someone who couldn't hide her emotions well.
It made me think how remarkable it was that such a person had endured such harsh humiliation under Lynn.

'...'

Suddenly, Lady Luna's face came to mind.
I had promised to return to her. I had also promised to give her the world. I still had no intention of breaking that promise.
After all, the very reason I remained by Serphina's side was ultimately for Lady Luna's path to ruling the world.

However, what was certain was that I didn't want to exclude her... Serphina... from this process.
I didn't want to create a world solely for Lady Luna while excluding Serphina as a person.
I didn't want to abandon her as she whimpered that she hadn't killed anyone.

'There must be a good path.'

If there was even the slightest possibility, I would walk that path.

Nevertheless, I believed this path would ultimately be right for Lady Luna as well.
After all, Serphina needed to maintain her throne for Luna to become the unifying ruler.

Then what I had was the time until Lady Luna pacified the southern continent.
I planned to find a way somehow during that time.

A path that would keep my promise to Lady Luna while not betraying Serphina.
It seemed impossible, but perhaps with my... with an intelligence of 100, a path that seemed nonexistent might open up.

For a future where both Lady Luna and Serphina could smile.

It will be fine.
Lady Luna is someone who believes in me, so it will be alright.

'Lady Luna. Please trust me and wait just a little longer. I'll somehow... figure it out.'

And so, hoping that my thoughts would reach my lord—
I sent my wishes up to the sky.

'Take care, Lady Luna.'

Until the day we meet again...
Please, stay well.

Ch.226 - Chapter 226. Decision, And Decision (2)
"Thank you for your hard work, Strategist."

"Not at all. If anything, Lord Merlen, you're the one who's been working hard. I'll make sure all your military achievements are properly recognized, so please don't worry and continue focusing on your duties."

"Leave it to me."

With Merlen's report—the lord of Gran Isle Castle located at the westernmost point of the Northern Continent—Jena's mission had passed the eight-tenths mark.
All that remained was investigating Kelstein Castle and its surroundings.
It wasn't ideal for a national strategist to be away from her post for so long, but Serphina herself was an exceptionally intelligent person, and Jena's own work was focused on thoroughly supporting her, so she wasn't overly concerned.
Rather, what worried her was a different matter... though that situation had begun to develop in a different direction.

"Strategist."

A female general approached Jena as she was leaving Green Isle Royal Castle.
It was Meri, a new female general who had only recently begun working with her.

"Have you been waiting long?"

"No. Oh, I've completed everything you ordered. Please check it!"

"I'm sure Meri has done an excellent job."

Originally, the general who assisted Jena in these situations was Erin.
But Erin had recently been exposed as a participant in the rebellion and was executed.
Not only Serphina but even Jena herself had been forced to realize just how hated her lord was.

"Are you heading straight back to the castle now?"

"No. I still have places to investigate. I need to visit Kelstein Castle."

"Ah..."

Meri hesitated for a moment before carefully asking Jena:

"But, is this really all right?"

"What do you mean?"

"About... Lord Swen."

Hearing those words, Jena easily understood the true meaning behind Meri's question.

Indeed.
Until quite recently, Jena had been wary of the rise of Swen, the traitor.
She had judged that if her lord Serphina approached outside personnel without prejudice, then she as the strategist should apply even more stringent standards when dealing with external forces.

From long-serving members to those who had only recently arrived, everyone in Serphina's army seemed prone to rebellion, making Swen's existence quite unique.
It was unusual enough that he had passed through several countries after being abandoned by the Aishers army before coming here, but what concerned her most was how strangely he seemed to enjoy Serphina's protection.
Jena had initially been suspicious of him. In a situation where Serphina trusted him excessively, if he were to betray her, the impact could be incomparably more devastating than any previous rebellion.

However, recently.
After hearing that he had brought a pink-haired magician to Serphina—Jena completely retracted her previous thoughts.

"Lord Swen will be fine."

"Is that so...? But you said earlier that it wasn't good for him to be absent for so long..."

"That was true then, but not anymore. It would be more detrimental to antagonize Lord Swen by being needlessly suspicious of him."

Even without considering the magician incident, if one thought about how the highly accomplished female general Irene was essentially one with Swen...
The conclusion was inevitable.
Being hostile toward Swen and risking offending him would now cause greater losses to their army.
In Serphina's army, already devastated by rebellions, Swen's value could only increase with each passing day.

Rather.
Lately, Jena had been seriously considering that perhaps arranging a marriage between him and Lady Serphina might truly be the best path for her lord.

In any case—Jena's stance toward Swen had changed.
From being wary of him to trying to get as close to him as possible.

"Well... if the Strategist says so, then it must be right."

Meri didn't press the matter further.
At least from Meri's perspective, apart from their lord Serphina, there was no one in their army with a sharper mind than Jena.

"Shall we get going then?"

"Yes, let's go."

And so, Jena set off for Kelstein Castle with Meri.

Even the national strategist of a nominally powerful country was making her own decisions to survive.

* * *

Valharat Castle, the capital of the Aishers army.

"Really? Ginor has shown himself again?"

"Yes."

"And he appeared with... Lunarienne's army, which recently rebelled against the Karelia army?"

"That's what they say."

Yuuri fell into deep thought at Anima's report.

'Why on earth...?'

Leaving our army only to join a group of rebels?
There were too many strange points about this choice for someone as intelligent as Ginor.
Though she didn't know the details, the rebels apparently had their own justification for the uprising.
Moreover, with the declaration of support from Kail von Aingart, who was thought to be dead, they had gained name recognition comparable to a powerful lord, despite being rebels.
But still, it didn't make sense that he would join them based on just that. After all, they remained a candle in the wind with only one territory, liable to be suppressed at any moment.

"Do you know what kind of person Lunarienne is?"

"I'm not sure. She doesn't seem to be very well-known."

"Then why would Kail join someone like that...?"

Anima answered Yuuri's question with an uncertain tone.

"I can't be sure... but I think Kail might be the real power."

"Huh?"

"The value of Kail's bloodline, despite being from a collateral branch, exists only because Serphina killed all his brothers and sisters with her own hands. Plus, given his age, he might find it burdensome to establish and run a country directly. So he probably just put forward someone who would listen to him well as a figurehead, while he rules from behind."

"Would he take such a risk at his age?"

"It's just speculation. I'd need more information to be certain. But there must be something to it. After all, it's a country chosen by none other than Ginor."

Anima said this and then fell into thought.

"I'm thinking..."

"...Yes?"

"Could it possibly be related to that man... Swen?"

"Huh?"

Anima explained to the confused Yuuri, though her tone remained uncertain.

"Well... Lord Ginor left our army because of that incident, right?"

"...Yes."

"And Swen was most deeply involved in that incident. Of course, if you ask what that has to do with anything, I can't really explain, but since nothing else comes to mind..."

'Joining a newly formed rebel army because of Swen...'

Yuuri tapped her fingers on the armrest of her chair, lost in thought.

"But if that's the case, shouldn't Swen also have gone over to their side? According to recent reports, Swen belongs to Serphina's army."

"Well, that's true. Honestly, I don't know either. Maybe it's just the whim of an old man, or perhaps he's placing his hope in Kail von Aingart rather than that woman."

"..."

"Or do you have some basis for believing that Ginor should be in the same army as Swen?"

"Not exactly a basis..."

Since Ginor's adopted daughter Reika—the magician—was with Serphina's army, Yuuri had naturally assumed Ginor would go there too.
But to bring this up, she would have to mention how she had personally gotten rid of the magician, so Yuuri let her words trail off without further explanation.
She thought Anima would understand her, but there was no need to bring up something that would only lower morale.

"It's okay, Yuuri. I don't think we need to think too deeply about this at this stage. No matter how much support Kail has, they're still just rebels. From the looks of it, they'll probably be dealt with by either the Karelia or Ohana armies."

"I suppose so...?"

"Yes."

Despite the confident answer from her trustworthy friend and national strategist Anima, Yuuri couldn't shake the anxiety in her heart.

Swen, who was active in Serphina's army with the magician.
Ginor, who had abandoned her and joined a rebel army led by a lord who would be nameless without Kail's backing.

She couldn't understand why she felt so uneasy, but it was actually instinct.
An uneasiness that only Yuuri, among all the lords of this continent, could feel. To explain it—

—It was the intuitive sense that only someone who had once held both men in the palm of her hand could experience.

"So cheer up, Yuuri. We have a lot to do ahead of us."

"I understand..."

Yes.
Whatever happened, at least she had been able to save Anima, who stood before her now.
All she could do at present was take comfort in the fact that Anima was alive.

A life satisfied with the knowledge that her peaceful haven remained intact.
Content that this miniature garden world hadn't been shattered.

"Anyway, that's not what's important."

"Huh? Oh... yes, that's right."

Indeed.
She hadn't called Anima to discuss people who used to be in their army.

"I'm ready. Just give the order whenever you want, Yuuri."

"..."

After Swen left, Irene departed, and several officers and soldiers had gone.
Following a rather long period of turmoil, the Aishers army had accumulated strength for quite some time while the Brands army split into three factions and Serphina's army remained inactive.
Being ready meant it was time to spread their wings again.

For Yuuri, the moment of decision had come once more.

Certain that now was the time, Yuuri slowly rose from her throne.
Then, looking at her strategist whom she wouldn't give up for all the gold in the world, she spoke.

"Summon everyone, Anima."

"Understood."

Yuuri, Emma, Erinandorf, Epinel, and Anima.
The will of Aishers had once again begun to extend its hand across the continent.

Ch.227 - Chapter 227. Because I Never Forgot, Not Even For A Moment
# Meeting in the War Room

In the conference room within the Balhart Royal Castle.
The five heroes representing the Aishers Army—Yuuri, Epinel, Erinandorf, Emma, and Anima—gathered together in one place after a very long time.

Emma was the first to speak. Since the expansion of their territory, she had primarily focused on external activities, making this face-to-face meeting with Yuuri quite rare for her as well.

"Yuuri. Seeing that you've called all of us together, it seems you've made up your mind?"

"Yes."

As Yuuri nodded, Emma smiled as if finding it amusing.

"Right. Even I could tell it was about time while looking at the map and assessing the situation. I thought everyone was being too quiet—especially Epinel and Anima."

"So, where are we headed?"

At Erinandorf's words breaking his silence, Yuuri fell into thought for a moment.

"Before I share my thoughts, would you all like to give your opinions first?"

"I think we should target Serphina's territory."

As soon as Yuuri finished speaking, Epinel raised her hand to offer her opinion.

"Why?"

"Because even if we go to war with Serphina's forces, the current Brands Army has nothing to gain from it. Or rather..."

She rested her chin on her hand, speaking indifferently.

"Should I say the Chel Army or the Kalinz Army, who potentially share borders with us?"

The collapse and division of the Brands Army.
The essence of Epinel's suggestion was that since the three factions still couldn't reach a conclusion and were wasting time, they wouldn't be able to interfere if we targeted Serphina's forces now, making this the perfect time to deal with Serphina's army.

"What about the Hesna Army?"

"Hesna? Ha..."

At Emma's question, Epinel shook her head.

"If they could do something, they would have done it already. They'll probably just watch nervously, looking to the Ohana Army or Roland Army for cues. They can't even properly manage the territories they took from the Brands Army."

"Hmm..."

"Any other opinions?"

This time, Anima answered.

"I think we should attack the Hesna Army."

"...Huh?"

Attack the Hesna Army?
Everyone looked at her with puzzled expressions, not having expected this suggestion at all.

"Considering that Serphina's forces haven't made any significant moves so far, there must be some complicated internal affairs we're unaware of... Shouldn't we take this opportunity to conquer the southern continent first? If we take down the Hesna Army, we can also subdue the Chel Army and Kalinz Army at the same time. That way, hegemony over the central continent would fall to our army."

While we compete with Serphina's forces for the northern continent, there's a possibility that the chaos in the southern continent might settle.
Therefore, the state strategist Anima's opinion was that we should use this chaos to our advantage first and secure hegemony over the central and southern continents.

"What if Serphina's forces move south while we're busy? This 'complicated internal affairs' is just speculation, isn't it?"

"But we can't rule out the possibility of another country taking advantage of this chaos while we're dealing with Serphina's forces. Let me be honest. With the Brands Army split into three, this is a golden opportunity—there's no country in the south capable of defeating our army."

Anima spread out the map and enthusiastically explained the situation with her one remaining hand.

"Of course, if the four countries in the south get organized, they might become stronger than us. That's why we should move before that happens."

"In my opinion, that chaos won't be easily resolved even while we're at war with Serphina's forces. If it was going to be resolved, wouldn't it have happened already? The same goes for the southern continent. They'll just continue fighting localized battles while being hostile to each other. Unless some of them join forces, I don't think it will be resolved quickly."

"Epinel, I understand what you're saying, but... there's already a crack in the south."

"A crack?"

"The rebel army. The independent state backed by Kail von Aingart that broke away from the Karelia Army."

"Hmm... I wonder if that can be considered a crack? It just looks like some lucky surviving royalty trying to do something before they die."

Epinel responded skeptically, but Anima shook her head and spoke in a serious tone.

"No. Considering that the rebellion occurred in none other than the Karelia Army, and it's the first major anomaly in the southern continent where there have been virtually no changes... this rebel army might have a greater impact than we think."

"That seems like an overreaction. Your evidence is flimsy."

"..."

Clearly recognizing that her evidence was indeed weak even by her own standards, Anima closed her mouth and looked at Yuuri.

"Yuuri."

"Yes?"

Erinandorf, who had been silent and just listening, once again urged Yuuri to make a decision.

"What are you going to do, Yuuri? I'll follow whatever you decide."

"..."

As soon as he finished speaking, everyone in the room turned to look at Yuuri.
Though their opinions might differ, the quiet conference room was filled with a resolve that they would all follow whatever decision their leader made.
And their decision-maker was... Yuuri, the ruler of the Aishers Army.

"I..."

Yuuri stared at the map for a long time, deep in thought, and then carefully opened her lips...

# A Memory That Cannot Fade

A memory of a moment that can never fade, that can never be forgotten.
Several months after Fiviola Academy was literally "erased."

"Yuuri."

Anima, who had lost one arm, called out to Yuuri, who was recalling the corpses of her friends with empty eyes.

"Anima..."

As soon as she saw Anima's face, tears that she thought had dried up began to well in her eyes.

"Sigh."

Anima let out a deep sigh and stopped Yuuri from saying anything.

"Enough of that. That's not what's important now."

"But, but..."

"Don't cry, Yuuri!"

"Hiik."

"You're going to be a ruler now. How can you be so shaken like this?"

"B-but..."

"Tonight, we're going to enter Balhart Castle."

"...!!!"

"Professor Epinel... no, Epinel seems to have succeeded in hiring mercenaries by using all our capital. If we can just remove the wandering bandits occupying the castle now, we can really establish a country."

As the empire began to fragment, proper territory management started to fail.
In a situation where most territories were occupied by wandering bandits, they chose Balhart Castle.

"So steel your heart. For the sake of revenge against those imperial bastards someday... understand?"

"Can I... really do it?"

"Of course."

Anima took Yuuri's trembling hand with her remaining one.
Her hand was warm. Blood was still flowing vividly through her remaining hand.

"We... you can do it. Got it?"

# The Decision

Why was that scene flashing through her mind now?
No, Yuuri already knew the reason.
She no longer wanted to stand by and watch the tyrant who had spilled countless blood to monopolize everything of the Aingart Imperial Family.

"...We will invade Serphina's forces."

After saying this, Yuuri looked at Anima and said:

"Anima, your point is valid. Perhaps this timing is indeed an opportunity to organize the central and southern continents. However, I don't think Serphina's forces will remain idle. If they start attacking our territories while our troops are mobilized, our army's capacity won't be enough to defend. Conversely, if the Hesna Army attacks our country while we're fighting Serphina's forces? Blocking their offensive would be much easier than blocking Serphina's."

"..."

"And I... I still haven't forgotten the conversation we had back then. So, this time I'm going with Epinel's opinion. Actually, that was my opinion from the beginning."

After hearing Yuuri's words, Anima slowly bowed her head and said:

"...I am just the state strategist. I'm not someone who can be above the ruler. If you, the ruler, decide on something, I will follow your will."

"Yes. Thank you for understanding."

After responding, Yuuri looked at Epinel and said:

"Let's gather all the troops we can mobilize. We'll invade Serphina's territory immediately."

"Everything is already prepared."

"Emma. Gather all the troops in the rear as well. Understood?"

"Leave it to me!"

"Good. Everyone... this time, we'll properly take revenge on that hateful woman. I haven't forgotten for a single moment—that moment when blood was spilled at the academy, the sight of our comrades dying. This is the perfect opportunity to make that wicked witch understand exactly what she has done."

Her voice, filled with determination, no longer trembled.
If one considered why the Aishers Army raised its flag in the first place... this moment of pointing swords at Serphina on a large scale felt almost like destiny.

"If we can subdue Serphina's forces, the unification of the continent by our Aishers Army won't just be a dream. Understood?"

At Yuuri's words, the four founding contributors knelt in unison.

The five of us.
Because we have never once forgotten that moment when Fiviola Academy was trampled under the boots of the Aingart Imperial Family and bled.

Yuuri approached them, drew the sword at her waist, raised it to the sky, and shouted:

"After we win the war, we'll slowly organize the central and southern continents... and paint this sky with our blood, with our deep, intense red color!"

Long after the dangerous battle where they almost lost Anima—
The Aishers Army once again bared its teeth toward Serphina's forces.
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# Enhanced Translation

***

A few days before the Aishers army began to move.
Lynn, the ruler of the Brands territory that had been split into three parts, was hearing an unbelievable story from Farfalle.

"The leader of the rebel forces within the Karelia army... is Lunarienne...?"

"...Yes, that's correct."

"The one Kyle von Aingart declared support for... is that woman?"

Regardless of the actual situation—
Publicly, the one credited as the leader of this rebellion was not Luna the ruler, but Kyle von Aingart.
After all, Lunarienne was an unknown lord whose name wasn't even recognized, while Kyle von Aingart was an elderly man born with the bloodline of Aingart, of which few remained, including Serphina.

But Lynn knew.
She was one of the few lords who knew what kind of woman Lunarienne was—perhaps even the only one among the lords remaining on the continent.

She... was Swen's first master.
Under the unknown Luna existed a nameless jewel called Swen—and the one who first recognized his value was none other than herself.

"How could this be..."

The fact that the one who made such a splendid debut under the imperial family's protection was none other than Lunarienne.
That fact itself became a dagger, piercing Lynn's heart.

Lynn collapsed weakly onto the throne.
What surprised her most wasn't just Lunarienne's existence...

"Would you like to organize a pursuit team?"

"A pursuit?"

"Yes. I'm concerned about leaving Lunarienne alive..."

Only that child had spoken like that.

"No. There's no need to pursue. The prey seems to be right here anyway."

"But there's only that one man in the royal castle, isn't there? That means Lunarienne is still on the run, so I think it would be better to pursue and capture her. If you entrust me with minimal forces, I can pursue and capture Lunarienne as soon as possible—"

"Why are you telling me what to do? I said there's no need to pursue. Are you defying my orders? Are you bored because your sword hasn't tasted blood today? Should I let it taste yours?"

"...No. I apologize."

Irene was right.
Lunarienne was a dangerous woman. She was certainly not someone I could dismiss as pathetic.
She noticed everything. That's why she said those things to me.
And I, without even considering what thoughts led her to say such things, simply hated her, hated her so much...

"Hic... hnngh."

Though she thought she would be fine by now—
Once again, tears streamed down Lynn's face.

"Farfalle. Why... why didn't I know?"

"My lord..."

"Why did I... ignore Irene's advice?"

Irene's advice at that time was truly a turning point.
The proof was that Lunarienne had now made the most splendid debut of anyone.

It was impressive enough that she successfully incited rebellion in the fiercely loyal Karelia army, but the very fact that an elderly man of imperial descent had become her closest aide, as if everything had been planned...
No, even before that... wasn't she Swen's original master who recognized at a glance that he was exceptional?

Lynn sensed it.
The Lunarienne army would not fall easily.
If she continued to dream of continental unification that had already slipped away... Lunarienne would become a threat on par with Serphina.
Lynn, who was originally a sharp woman, could accurately read the flow of the times.

There had been an opportunity.
A chance to prevent this from happening.
If only she had listened to Irene then.

Suddenly, the story of a magician who recently appeared in the northern continent flashed through her mind again.

If I hadn't looked down on Irene...
I wouldn't have lost a general like Irene, who was more loyal to me than anyone else.
Swen might have remained with the Brands army too.
Seeing that the Lunarienne army had eventually reappeared, the possibility that he would leave couldn't be ruled out... but whatever the case, it would have been much better than the current situation where the country was split into three parts.
I wouldn't have worried even if a magician appeared. After all, Swen was a man who used something close to magic himself.

"Why... why did I..."

"...My lord."

Farfalle slowly approached, firmly grasped Lynn's hand, and said:

"You must become stronger, my lord."

"I know... I know that. But."

Now I understand.
What a foolish thing I did.
From being the ruler of the central continent and Serphina's only rival, to losing territories one after another, and failing to control even my brothers, causing the country to split into three parts.
It's no one's fault but mine.

"It's all my fault... all because of my foolishness."

"Even so, we can move forward. The fact that we are here now is the most certain proof of that."

"Farfalle..."

"It's alright. We can slowly rebuild. You've done it once before, haven't you? You can certainly do it again."

Lynn wiped her tears with her sleeve.

"I know. I don't deserve to indulge in childish behavior... But today, just... it's too hard. I'm... too exhausted..."

"My lord..."

Instead of making her speak further, Farfalle simply watched her cry quietly.

At first, he wanted her to succeed, if only to affirm his choice of selecting her among countless lords...
But from the point when she began to change from how she used to be, he genuinely wanted to stay by her side.
This wasn't just Farfalle's thinking.
All those who had chosen Lynn over Kalinz or Chel were sincerely dreaming of the Brands army's second rise, dedicating their loyalty to her.

After losing the incredibly loyal Irene, Lynn belatedly came to her senses and thought all her actions were merely desperate struggles—
But ironically, the number of people as loyal as Irene, who had been few even in her heyday, was gradually increasing.

***

Arriving at Aingart Castle as usual, I heard quite an interesting story from Serphina.

"The Aishers army, you say?"

"I've received reports that they've been spotted deploying troops to the border."

'So they've finally started to move.'

It wasn't unexpected. Rather, I'd been wondering why they hadn't moved yet.

The fact that they had been quiet for so long meant they had been focusing on internal affairs, reinforcing and training their troops.
In these chaotic times, they couldn't remain peaceful forever—the time to wage war had come again.

"Swen, what do you think?"

"You're asking about the direction of the Aishers army's advance, aren't you?"

"Hohoho... I like how you understand without explanation, Swen."

"Well, there's not much else you could be asking about."

After answering, I examined the map.
The countries bordering the Aishers army were Serphina's forces and Hesna's forces.
Even so, this wasn't really something to worry about.

"We should gather troops and deploy them to the border, my lord."

"So you think the Aishers army's destination is our country?"

"Yes."

Serphina tilted her head with amusement and said:

"You can assert that without a moment's hesitation? I know your abilities, but I'd still like to hear your reasoning."

"I don't even need to use my ability. This can be resolved with just one question to you, my lord."

I looked at her with a confident tone and asked:

"If the Aishers army mobilizes their forces to invade Hesna's territory, what would you do, my lord?"

As soon as she heard my question, her eyebrows twitched slightly.
Yes.
This is what I meant when I said it wasn't even worth thinking about.

Lady Serphina would probably...

"...I asked a foolish question."

She would immediately raid the Aishers army's main base while it was empty.
She had been holding back due to all the rebellions and assassination attempts, but now that another opportunity had presented itself, she couldn't miss it.

"If Yuuri is someone who can't read the situation this much, I might as well finish her off right here. If she can read the situation, then from that point on, she'll be at war with our country."

"War... perhaps this isn't a bad timing for us either."

After suppressing the last rebellion.
In addition to demonstrating overwhelming power by using 'magic,' the national strategist Jena had been traveling around to gauge public sentiment.
The reports from the generals, including Irian, were also satisfactory without any issues.

No matter how I thought about it.
The possibility of another rebellion occurring at this moment was extremely low.
Of course, Serphina was an unlucky person who seemed to be hated by the world, with strange things always happening at suspiciously good timing... but considering that she had recently managed to lead a campaign to the central continent without issues, there was no need to think negatively.

"Even so, there's no reason not to use your ability, is there?"

Serphina looked at me with an amused smile.
My ability. Serphina was the woman who could utilize my Intelligence 100 ability better than anyone else at this moment.

"Do you think it's right to prepare for war with the Aishers army from now on?"

I closed my eyes as if thinking about something.
Then I quietly entered her question—[Is it right to prepare for war with the Aishers army?]

[Yes.]

'As expected.'

Without needing to think, it seemed Yuuri was pointing her blade at us, just as I had predicted.

"It seems to be as we thought, my lord."

"I see."

Upon hearing this, Serphina rose from her throne, looked at me, and asked:

"Then I'm thinking of immediately gathering troops and deploying them to the border. What do you think?"

Again, without much thought, I entered her question directly.

'Is gathering troops and deploying them to the border with the Aishers army the most efficient approach?'

And.

[No.]

'...?'

For the first time in a long while, I recalled that sensation I had momentarily forgotten.
The sensation of the answer to my question mocking me.

'...What nonsense is this, again?'

The time had come once more to fight against the conclusion I had reached.
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"Preparing for the Aishers army is the right approach.
In other words, it's a well-known fact that the Aishers army is targeting our forces.

But, at the same time—
It's not right to deploy troops to the border?

I was momentarily dumbfounded by these two contradictory pieces of advice.

"Huhuhu."

Before I could say anything, I heard Serphina's laughter.

"It seems the results are confusing you once again?"

"Ah..."

Serphina was someone who knew I could only deduce the correct answer when given proper questions.
I naturally nodded.

"It seems that way."

"If I had to guess, considering the situation, deploying troops to the border might not be such a wise idea."

Every time this happens, I'm reminded of how perceptive she is.

"...Truly, nothing can be hidden from you, my Lord."

I looked at Serphina's face and wondered.

Is she in danger again?
If we deploy troops to the border, will rebels rise up at the worst possible timing and put our army in a difficult position?

The thought crossed my mind momentarily—but with a bit more serious consideration, I could easily realize that wasn't it.

'If Lady Serphina were in danger... the answer wouldn't be "inefficient."'

So.
If deploying troops to the border would cause a rebellion that endangered Serphina... the prediction would have shown the fate of the Unified Empire shifting.
After all, my prediction wasn't about Serphina as an individual but about the Serphina army—this nation.
The only reason the Serphina army couldn't become the Unified Empire was because Serphina sat on the throne. So from a national perspective, removing Serphina couldn't possibly be considered inefficient.

Then what could it be?
As I pondered this, Lady Serphina's voice reached me.

"Why are you brooding alone, Swen?"

"Ah... my Lord."

As soon as I looked up at Serphina, she smiled again as if amused.

Then, from where the throne stood—
She walked steadily toward where I was standing.
When I came to my senses, I realized she was suddenly right in front of me.
She was so close that not only could I smell the citrus fragrance emanating from her body, but her soft form was stimulating my physical senses to the point of distraction.
As my head began to spin... my lord was proving with her entire body that she was of a different gender—unmistakably female.
This proximity... if intentional, was honestly frightening.

And then.
She once again uttered a sentence that could sound quite vulgar with those beautiful lips of hers.

"Why not use this body?"

"...Pardon?"

"You may use it freely as you wish. This body... as you desire... anything, everything, I will accommodate you...♥"

For a moment my face nearly flushed, but I easily caught her true meaning.

"You mean you want me to ask you questions?"

"Huhuhu."

She slowly nodded.

"Why not find the 'real answer' by repeating questions multiple times? Just as I use you as my strategist, shouldn't you use me to find the 'perfect answer'?"

"I think it would have been better if you had said so from the beginning..."

"I don't know what you mean. Huhuhu..."

I thought about how to respond but decided to let it go.
Honestly, I didn't have confidence in winning a war of words against Lady Serphina.

Anyway—if she didn't know my ability, it would be one thing, but since she did, continuing this back-and-forth would eventually lead to a solution.
It was an overwhelmingly convenient method for using my ability.

But... the important question was what exactly I should ask.

"Then from now on, I'll ask several questions."

"Come anytime, Swen. I can receive anything from you."

Seeing her use that tone that could easily be misunderstood again, I was 100% sure she was doing it deliberately.
Without getting caught up in it, I began asking her questions.

"Please ask me, 'Is recruiting troops directly from territories located at the border the most efficient method?'"

"Do you think recruiting troops directly from territories located at the border is efficient?"

Question input.
The answer immediately rolled in.

[It is not.]

In this manner, we exchanged several questions back and forth.

From 'Would it be efficient for Serphina herself to take command and march out?' to asking whether each potential commander, including Irene, would be efficient as the commander-in-chief.
Of course, the answer to all questions was [It is not.]

I asked various other questions as well, but couldn't find any pointed solution. Only 'It is not' kept flowing out.

In other words—no matter what I asked, only 'It is not' came out.
It was nearly impossible to deduce a plausible conclusion in this situation.
Well, I needed some material to make deductions, but what more could our army do when nothing was coming out?

'Hmm...'

Just as I was struggling to grasp something, she spoke to me first.

"Swen. May I ask you something this time?"

"You wish to ask me something, my Lord?"

"Yes."

With my questions running dry, her taking the initiative was welcome, and I had no reason to refuse.

"Please go ahead."

"Do you think doing absolutely nothing would be most efficient?"

"...Pardon?"

"I mean, is it most efficient to make no battle preparations whatsoever? You've been asking questions continuously, but it seems you're not getting a proper answer. Am I wrong?"

"Ah..."

As expected of Lady Serphina, she had noticed I wasn't finding any answers.
Doing nothing is efficient... this was certainly a question worth trying.

'Is doing nothing before battle the most efficient?'

And the answer came quickly, as it had been doing.

[It is not.]

'Hmm...'

If the answer had been yes, that would have been troublesome in its own way, but it seemed doing nothing wasn't the right answer either.
As I was lost in thought, Serphina's voice came from nearby.

"It seems that's not the right answer either."

"Well... it's fine. If we keep eliminating options one by one, we'll eventually reach the correct answer."

"Yes. I'll stay with you as long as it takes, Swen."

Serphina said this and gave me a slight smile.
I was momentarily tempted to lean into that smile, but I shook it off and thought of another question.

'But if doing nothing isn't the right answer either, then what is?'

I thought we had already input almost everything we could do.
Preparing for war was correct, but everything we could do was inefficient, and even doing nothing wasn't the right answer.
So what are we supposed to do? Is the answer to just run away from battle altogether?

'...Huh?'

Wait a minute.

Suddenly, cold sweat ran down my spine.
If nothing is the right answer, not even doing nothing...

"It seems something has occurred to you, Swen."

"Ah..."

I slowly nodded and carefully posed the question.

"Lady Serphina."

"Speak."

"Would you ask me, 'Is it most efficient to move all remaining troops at the border to the fortresses in the northern continent?'"

"...!"

At that moment.
Serphina, who had been calmly accommodating me regardless of the questions, showed surprise for the first time as her pupils slightly contracted.

Let me organize based on the questions that have come up so far.
It's certain that the Aishers army is targeting us. We must prepare for 'war' with them.
Going deeper, under the premise of preparing for 'battle' at the border, nothing we do works.
Even doing nothing and staying still without preparing for battle doesn't work.

One thing we can learn from these questions:
We need to do something, but actions that appear to prepare for battle are not efficient for our army.

Then... my thought was that perhaps we should thoroughly avoid battle.
Completely withdraw troops and give up on fighting.
Giving up on battle essentially meant surrendering territory to the opponent. If our army were in a difficult situation, it might make sense, but even though the Aishers army had completed their preparations, they were still a medium-sized nation one tier below our Serphina army—how many people would understand fleeing without fighting?

But.
In the end, after eliminating everything else, this was all that remained.

Serphina stared at me with a surprised expression without speaking—
After a while, she slowly asked me the question.

"Do you think it's most efficient to move all troops remaining at the border to territories in the northern continent?"

And the answer flowed out as casually as it had been doing.

[It is.]

Seeing the answer, I exhaled deeply.

We... had to abandon the border territory.

"...My Lord."

I spoke to her in the most serious tone I had ever used.

"Will you be able to do exactly as I say, no matter what I tell you?"

"Swen, since it's your words, the possibility is high... but I don't want to make irresponsible promises."

Reading her implication that she wanted to hear me out first, I spoke in a calm tone without changing my expression.

"Please move all border troops upward."

"...?"

"In other words... I'm asking you to move all troops to the northern continent."

"Oh?"

Serphina traced her lips with her snow-white finger, as if amused.

"Are you claiming that's the most efficient method?"

"Yes."

"By withdrawing troops from the border, you're essentially saying we should completely withdraw from Hispil Castle, which was the result of our army's hard-fought advance into the central continent?"

"Yes. That's correct."

If the Aishers army were to invade us, Hispil Castle would be the frontline. Other routes would be extremely inefficient.

"You understand this is virtually no different from giving up the battle and essentially surrendering the territory?"

"I'm well aware."

"I see..."

Serphina listened to my words and fell into thought.
She already knew to some extent that my words were absolutely correct.
Rather than demanding evidence from me as before, she seemed to be thinking with the absolutely correct conclusion as her reference point.
From my perspective, not having to worry about how to explain things wasn't a bad thing.

Anyway.
I too turned my thoughts toward reaching a conclusion while watching her.

Truthfully, I don't know why this is the right answer.
It just says this is the most correct. I don't know what's going to happen, but withdrawing our troops is the right answer.

"..."

Wait.
What did Lady Serphina just say?
Giving up the battle, essentially surrendering the territory.
And that being the most efficient method...

'Is something happening at Hispil Castle?'

If our occupation of Hispil Castle itself is the problem, the conclusion I can think of is—

There's only one, isn't there?

"Swen."

"Ah..."

Lady Serphina's voice reached my ears as I was concentrating on my thoughts.

"Is it only our army's troops that must be withdrawn?"

"Pardon?"

"I'm asking if that's all there is to it."

Wait.
The fact that Serphina just asked me this question means—

"Are you... thinking the same thing I am, Lady Serphina?"

"Swen, if you believe your 'mind's eye' ability is infallible, then there's only one thing that could emerge from this situation."

"That is—"

—Plague.

My voice and Serphina's overlapped as one.
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"Heh."

As Serphina let out a slight chuckle, I felt my tension ease away as well.
Well, since she's a quick-witted person, I should be satisfied that I don't need to explain things in a complicated way.
I looked straight into her golden eyes and spoke.

"...I believe it might be a malignant plague spreading. Other than that, while meeting the conditions of preparing for war—"

"It wouldn't make sense to withdraw troops without engaging in battle at the same time."

That's right.
If a plague—an epidemic—were to spread, the garrison soldiers would collapse at an alarming rate.
Based on my gaming experience so far, within the same country where borders weren't sealed, the infection rate was unbelievably fast.
Considering how the "meteor" mechanism recently followed the game's exactly, it's not difficult to predict that things would work similarly in this world where the game has become reality.

But... if my thoughts were limited to just the troops—
Serphina seemed to have taken her thinking one step further.

"In that sense, I'm considering relocating the residents of Hisfil Castle and its surrounding territories to the undeveloped lands of the northern continent. What do you think?"

"What? Um..."

I was momentarily dumbfounded, but I tried inputting the question I'd received.

The answer was simple.

It was [Unknown].

'Is it because relocating territory residents for pioneering has nothing to do with military strategy, so no answer comes up...? No, that's not the important part—'

"However, my Lord, if you issue a forced mobilization order against the territory residents—"

"Are you saying I'll lose the people's hearts?"

"Yes. I believe it will also affect the morale of your commanders."

In this world, while monarchs were the heads of each country, they were merely feudal lords.
Serphina, with her legitimacy as the imperial bloodline, had somewhat more influence than others.
Moreover, she wasn't the only one claiming the Aingart name now. With Karl von Aingart, who had been living in hiding under the alias Kein Nerkis for a long time, having revealed himself, Serphina's influence had diminished somewhat.

Therefore, arbitrarily pushing around territory residents would not be well-received.
This had created a culture where, unlike commanders, soldiers who frequently surrendered to enemy forces weren't particularly treated as criminals.
After all, the source of military power was the residents living in the territories, and they were always in a situation where their lord could change.
If one were to wipe them out for providing labor to other armies, they would immediately become a worthless tyrant with no redeeming qualities.

In such a situation, issuing a forced mobilization order?
Strategically, it wasn't a particularly good move.
Territory residents typically had great pride in their homeland.
This would probably add a few more lines to her reputation as a tyrant.

Of course, I understood why she had reached such a conclusion.
Beyond her own soldiers, she—

'She wants to save the territory residents living there.'

Otherwise, there would be no need to issue such a cumbersome mobilization order.

"My Lord, while I understand your intentions..."

"If there are lives that can be saved, isn't it right to save them?"

In this situation, I offered the advice that a strategist should.

"I'd like to oppose this for two reasons, if that's alright with you?"

"Hehehe. Come at me anytime, Swen."

Setting aside her strangely competitive words, I pointed out the extremely practical aspect.

"This is all based on our hypothesis that 'a terrible plague will spread around Hisfil Castle and the border area'... but as long as we don't know the exact cause of the plague, while we might not worry about our soldiers, moving territory residents who might be the source of the plague to the northern continent is an extremely dangerous choice."

Serphina's choice could be seen as idealistic.
But if the results weren't good, no matter how idealistic her intentions, it would be meaningless.
Bringing the seeds of plague to the northern continent in an attempt to save everyone was certainly not a wise action.

Serphina seemed to understand this point as well, nodding slowly before asking.

"First, Swen, I'd like to ask you a question."

"Ask me anything."

"Where is your 'Mind's Eye' pointing?"

"...Pardon?"

"If, as you say, this decision would bring a disaster of plague to our army, wouldn't your 'Mind's Eye' indicate this as an inefficient method? So, it seems I should hear the answer to the question first."

"Um..."

While advice to withdraw troops might make sense, the answer to the question about relocating territory residents was 'Unknown.'

"Does your Mind's Eye evaluate this as 'inefficient'?"

"That... that's not it."

When I mentioned that the Mind's Eye couldn't provide an answer to that question, she smiled even more amusedly.

"Swen. Your ability becomes more fascinating the more I learn about it. I'm beginning to understand why you haven't already ruled this continent with such an ability."

Well, that's because its scope is narrower than you might think.
I can't demonstrate an ability as omnipotent as Ginor expected, and perhaps as Serphina expects...

'...Wait?'

Hold on.
Maybe I could find out through a different method.

"My Lord."

"?"

"Could you please make a decision in your mind first?"

"Make a decision?"

I nodded.

"Please decide now that 'We will relocate the territory residents of Hisfil Castle and the northern continent to the northern continent.'"

"I don't quite understand what you mean by 'decide.'"

"Just make up your mind to do it, regardless of my answer."

Back then, when Serphina was trying to make a peace treaty with Lynn.
At the moment she decided to go to Lynn herself, the result of the advice changed.
That's how we were able to save Lady Serphina's life.

I'm applying the same principle now.
If the result changes when I ask the same question after Serphina has made up her mind, the answer will be different.
Since it's unlikely that a plague spreading among our troops would be efficient, if the answer changes to [No], it would mean all my predictions are correct.

She looked confused for a moment—
Then, slowly nodding her head, she said.

"I have done so."

"Please ask me again. 'Is it most efficient to withdraw all troops from the border?'"

"Do you think it's efficient to withdraw all troops from the border?"

And the answer came.

[Yes.]

'...It doesn't affect it.'

Even with a mobilization order, not everyone would move without exception.
Probably quite a few people would remain due to various circumstances.
What was certain was that even if territory residents were gathered, the hell that would unfold there wouldn't be transferred here.

At that moment.

"It seems that issue has been resolved."

"...Pardon?"

I was startled and responded without thinking, but she spoke in a calm tone as if wondering why I was surprised.

"The corner of your mouth moved. As if you were relieved."

"Ah..."

...Really, hiding anything from this woman is an incredibly hardcore challenge.

"Even if that point is resolved, my Lord gains nothing from this decision. To others, all of this will just seem like a coincidence."

My point was simple.

A plague at Hisfil Castle!
Lady Serphina forced mobilization to save us! ...Such fairy-tale events wouldn't unfold.

In conclusion, even if she saved more lives—
Rather than her reputation improving, she would only reinforce the image of a willful tyrant.

If we were to consider efficiency, it would be better to leave the territory residents be.
No one would blame her for not helping them avoid the plague.

"Well. Your words might be right."

Serphina, as she had always done, displayed the seemingly shameless smile of a tyrant and spoke in a confident tone.

"Shouldn't someone who aspires to be the ruler of the continent carry out their will regardless of whether anyone acknowledges it?"

"..."

"I don't mind if I gain a few more stigmas. What's important is that more people can continue to live."

When I heard those words.
Something welled up inside me.

To the outside world, she's known as the victor of the Crown Prince War, including the Piviola Academy massacre, and as a tyrant.
Even though no one would appreciate her doing this...

Suddenly, the image of her sobbing, claiming she hadn't killed anyone, flashed through my mind.
I found myself clenching my teeth without realizing it.
Why can't she... become the unifying monarch?

Noticing the change in my expression, Serphina slowly approached me.

"And didn't I tell you, Swen?"

Then, looking into my eyes.

"You would know."

"Pardon...?"

"It's the same as before. When I made a bet with Yuuri about you. Even if no one acknowledges all my decisions—"

Then, stroking my cheek with her pale hand.

"Swen, at least you will see everything with those eyes of yours and know."

"My Lord..."

"Therefore, I think I gain plenty just from that. It's not an inefficient decision at all."

She said that, then took another step back and smiled like a fox.

As for me...
Just before my thoughts deepened, I barely broke the chain and bowed my head, saying.

"Then... I'll leave the aftermath to you."

It might seem like I'm backing out of a battle that's worth fighting, out of fear.
In such a situation, convincing the ministers... that was her role, not mine.

"Don't worry, Swen. As long as you're behind me, I'm confident I won't lose to anyone."

Watching her golden eyes sparkle, I thought.

No matter what anyone says, she is no tyrant.
In fact, she might have revitalized the empire far more than Algot or Sidmid, and would surely be a great ruler who would be remembered in the Aingart imperial family... that's what I found myself thinking.

At least in this moment—
I was curious about the world under her rule.

Ch.231 - Chapter 231. Anti-Aeshus Army, Retreating To Border (2)
"You're saying there was an order to withdraw all troops?"

"That's correct."

Kransis, the commander-in-chief of the occupation forces and current temporary lord of Heisel Castle, replied in a tone of disbelief.

"Didn't I clearly inform our Lord that the movements of the Aishers army were suspicious?"

"Well, I certainly delivered that message, but..."

"And the response was to withdraw our troops?"

"That's correct."

"Hmm..."

Kransis sat down in the lord's seat with a very serious expression.

'I know our Lord wouldn't give meaningless orders without reason. However...'

Ordering a retreat from a defensive battle with sufficient chances of victory?
Does this mean... our Lord doesn't trust me?
If I consider that she issued such an order because she doesn't find the current castle lord trustworthy, it wouldn't be strange.
But this hypothesis falls apart ridiculously.
If she didn't trust him, why would she place him as temporary lord at Heisel Castle, the most critical stronghold?

If we lose Heisel Castle, we'll have to retreat northward.
Considering that the territories above were small and difficult to defend... we could be pushed back to Kelstein Castle in no time.
Wouldn't that mean everything would revert to how it was before we advanced into the central continent?
The advance into the central continent had been achieved with countless lives as sacrifice. No matter how many times Kransis thought about it, he didn't want to retreat like this.

'Or is it because of that white-haired man again?'

Swen, the white-haired strategist who had recently become very close to Serphina.
Since he joined our army, Serphina's inexplicable directives had increased.

Swen was a man Kransis knew personally. He had opposed the invasion back then.
While that was understandable given the rebellion that had occurred, it seemed like mere coincidence, and seeing him oppose invasion again made it appear he had little interest in continental unification.

From the beginning, Kransis was among those who didn't trust Swen.
How could one trust a man who had changed lords multiple times?
Moreover, he clearly remembered the battle at the northern fortress of Kelstein Castle—the decisive event that led to Julian's retirement after becoming too devastated to continue as a general.
It was that man who had dropped the boulder in that battle.

Of course, changing sides in chaotic times wasn't necessarily a flaw, but how could one fully trust him?
A man who came to our army and consistently advocated for defending only the northern continent.
Frankly, Kransis didn't believe he was working for Serphina.
With his constant delaying of continental expansion, Kransis suspected he might be serving another lord entirely.

It wasn't that he hadn't tried—he had investigated whether there might be evidence of secret communications, but—
Swen was so averse to contact that he didn't even exchange letters with the outside world.
Without any evidence, the female knight Irene who came with him and the magician Reika whom he seemed to have discovered became key figures in Serphina's army.
Though it felt suspicious... Kransis was in no position to say anything about it.

'I'd like to consult with the Strategist about this...'

While Kransis was deep in thought,

"Ah, and there's another message to deliver."

"What is it?"

The soldier before him bowed his head deeply and answered.

"There was also an order to mobilize not just the troops but also the territory's residents to relocate them to the undeveloped lands of the northern continent."

"...What?"

The moment he heard those words, all his previous thinking became meaningless.
Was her order not about avoiding battle?

"Did you hear the reason?"

"Well, all that was said was that it was for developing the undeveloped lands..."

"Hmm."

Moving territorial residents who had put down roots and were living well would inevitably cause a significant drop in civilian morale.
Of course, it wasn't without benefit for our side. The new owners of this land would feel empty seeing the depleted population. Strategically, it wasn't such a foolish choice. Assuming we were abandoning this castle and fleeing.

'But there's too much to lose for that...'

Could this incomprehensible directive also be related to that man Swen?
After thinking a bit more but realizing he couldn't solve this problem with his own mind, Kransis immediately asked the soldier:

"Where is the Strategist now?"

"I believe she should be at Kelstein Castle by now..."

Fortunately, she wasn't too far away.

"I'm sorry, but could you head directly to where the Strategist is? If possible, I'd like you to tell her I want to meet immediately. I'll respond to our Lord separately."

"Yes, understood!"

After sending the soldier away, Kransis stopped thinking and leaned back on the throne.

What was Serphina's true intention...
At some point, Kransis had begun to find it difficult to read Serphina's thoughts.

* * *

Several days later.

"I heard you were looking for me, Lord Kransis."

"You've arrived, Strategist."

After greeting the national strategist Jena who entered the audience chamber with a handshake, Kransis consulted her about his concerns.

"You're saying our Lord ordered all troops to withdraw behind the border?"

"That's right. And not only that—"

"She also ordered the relocation of territorial residents, correct?"

"...That's right."

"..."

Jena fell silent in thought.
As far as she knew, there was no need to relocate people to the undeveloped northern lands. They were undeveloped precisely because they were barren, and there was no point in settling people there when the land was unsuitable for farming.
It wasn't appropriate for establishing mines either.
While she was thinking about this truly inexplicable directive, Kransis's voice broke in.

"Could it be Swen's influence?"

"You mean Lord Swen?"

"You know it too, Strategist. How strangely our Lord keeps Swen as her closest confidant."

There was no way Jena, as the national strategist, wouldn't know about Swen and the rumors surrounding him.
Yes.
When he raised this question, Kransis firmly believed he and Jena would discuss how to persuade their Lord to engage in a defensive battle ahead of the Aishers army.
But the answer he received was completely different from what he expected.

"Then we have no choice but to withdraw the troops."

"...Pardon? Strategist, what do you—"

"Lord Kransis."

Jena nodded as if she understood what he was trying to say.

"I understand. But now is not the time to check him. It's time to thoroughly use him."

"Use him? But... is this really using him? Retreating from a battle with good chances of victory, and handing over Heisel Castle—which we barely acquired with the blood of our comrades—to the enemy without a single fight?"

"I can't explain with clear evidence, but... based on my experience so far, I don't think he's deliberately acting this way to harm our army. Rather, if he wanted to cause harm, wouldn't there be more definitive methods than giving up a territory or two?"

"Definitive methods?"

"If we assume Lord Swen truly has a hostile stance toward our army, and Serphina is being manipulated by his silver tongue and following all his words, don't you think you could easily come up with more certain ways to bring us down rather than these ambiguous methods?"

"Well... you're right about that..."

"Additionally, both General Irene and the magician Reika maintain close relationships with him. In this situation, rather than needlessly provoking him, actively supporting him and making him recognize that he's essential to Serphina's army would be much more beneficial for our forces in the long run."

"Even so, is it right to abandon the battle?"

"No."

Jena answered firmly.

"If it were just about abandoning the battle, I would think the same as you, Lord Kransis... but hearing about relocating the territorial residents changed my mind."

"What...?"

"Our Lord's true intention may not simply be about abandoning Heisel Castle itself."

"...???"

"I apologize. I wish I could explain in detail, but at this stage, things aren't clear enough. Still, I don't think you need to worry too much."

He wanted to probe further, but... well, it wasn't Swen but Jena, the national strategist who had consistently dedicated herself to our army, so he could trust her.

"...I understand. Then I will act as our Lord commanded."

"Please do."

It was only because he suspected Swen's involvement that he felt uneasy; Kransis had no intention of continuing to defy Serphina.
He knew well how diligently she was fulfilling her duties in her position.

As Jena left the audience chamber, she was deep in thought.

'Perhaps...'

Perhaps Serphina was once again creating a miracle that no one else could imagine.
And if, as Kransis suspected, all of this was not from their Lord Serphina herself but truly related to Swen—meaning she was acting based on his advice—

'...There's no need to speculate yet. First, let's see the results.'

Having toured all the way to Kelstein Castle, it was time to return to Aingart Castle.
Like it or not, once she returned to the castle, she would be able to understand what was happening.
Having been away for so long, there would be much to hear.

"Ah, Strategist."

As she left the castle, Meri was waiting to greet her.
She seemed to have been waiting here the whole time while Jena was having her discussion with Kransis.

"Sorry for taking so long, Meri."

"Not at all. It's my duty."

"Shall we go then?"

"Yes!"

And so Jena finally completed her lengthy dispatch mission—
Taking steps to return to where a national strategist should be, right beside her Lord.

Ch.232 - Chapter 232. Anti-Aeshus Army, Retreating To Border (3)
After a while.
At Heisel Castle, a large-scale mobilization order was proclaimed, commanding people to migrate to the unexplored territories of the northern continent.

"Does it make any sense to suddenly order us to relocate?"

"What can we do? We don't have any power..."

"I can't go even if they put a knife to my throat. My family has been rooted here for generations!"

As expected, public opinion wasn't particularly favorable—
But surprisingly, quite a few people seemed to think that going to the northern continent, where only one nation was located, would be better than staying in the central continent which was likely to become a battlefield in these chaotic times.

"It's all the same—we have nothing left either way. Might as well go."

"Can old folks like me go too?"

In conclusion—roughly 50%, or slightly more, gradually began migrating under the pretext of pioneering the unexplored territories of the northern continent.
This approach of "prioritizing those who want to go" was Swen's suggestion.
Even with a forced mobilization order, if they truly had to drag every single person along, the backlash Serphina would have to bear would have been tremendous, so she accepted his opinion.

Thus, the troops guarding Heisel Castle and more than half of the territory's residents began moving toward the northern continent.
It was a mass migration unprecedented in the continent's history.

* * *

While people were being evacuated from near the border, she finally reappeared at the royal castle.

"My Lord. I, Jena, have completed my mission of patrolling the northern continent under your orders and have just returned to Aingart Castle."

The nation's strategist Jena, undisputedly the second-in-command of Serphina's army, had finally returned to Aingart Castle.
She had been away from the castle even during the assassination attempt on Lady Serphina, meaning she had been absent from her side for a truly long period.

"You've worked hard, Jena. Thanks to you, I was able to focus on executing official duties without worry. I will never forget your dedication."

"Not at all. Do you have any special instructions or anything I should know about?"

"Nothing urgent, so please rest and recover from your journey for the time being."

"I accept your kindness, my Lord. Thank you."

After saying this, Jena approached me as I stood beside them with my head bowed.
I felt a bit tense... but surprisingly, what I sensed from this brown-haired female strategist wasn't wariness.

"Sir Swen, you've worked hard as well."

"...?"

I've worked hard?
She must have known that I essentially served as the strategist in her absence. Rumors about Serphina keeping me very close had long since spread far and wide.
Her saying that... was she telling me she had no particular complaints about my actions?

In any case, there was no need to say something stupid that would make me look bad in front of the strategist.

"I only did what needed to be done."

"I look forward to seeing you again soon. Well then."

Watching Jena's back as she turned away, I became more certain.
At the very least, she no longer seemed to be wary of me.
During that national council meeting, I definitely felt she was guarding against me as an outsider...
I don't know what changed her mind, but even someone completely oblivious could tell that what I sensed from her wasn't wariness.

In any case.
Serphina, who had accepted my opinions at face value, continued to seek my advice afterward.

"Do you think it would be efficient to withdraw troops from Jelin Castle as well?"

Jelin Castle was a small territory located north of Heisel Castle.

[Yes.]

"I believe... that would be the case."

"I see. Very well. We'll do as you say."

In this manner, we continued to abandon all the territories in the central continent that had been painstakingly recaptured from the Brands army.
There could have been resistance, but since we had already given up Heisel Castle, the core territory, the remaining peripheral territories were either less necessary to defend or too difficult to protect. As a result, matters proceeded surprisingly smoothly without much trouble.

What was unexpected... was that the national strategist Jena, who had officially returned to duty, didn't say anything and simply followed her lord Serphina's opinions.
Moreover, she apparently helped persuade senior officials who were dissatisfied with these decisions.
In truth, without her, it would have been impossible to push things through so smoothly.
Even though Serphina was an extremely charismatic monarch of an autocratic nation, there was bound to be a huge difference between pushing through an opinion alone versus doing so with the support of a respected national strategist who had shared in their struggles.
Especially when taking actions that seemed strange to anyone—like now, when we were abandoning territories that had been so difficult to obtain.

I didn't know what change of heart Jena had experienced or if she had some ulterior motive, but I had no reason to complain when she was helping me without saying much.

After continuing to issue mobilization orders and bringing as many territory residents as possible in this manner, one day:

"Swen. What do you think about withdrawing troops from Kelstein Castle?"

That day too, I was receiving the same type of question as usual.

'Would it be most efficient to withdraw troops from Kelstein Castle to the northern continent?'

And once again, an answer came back.
The fact that an answer came back was the same, but—

[No.]

"...!"

The answer I heard was somewhat different.

I looked up at Serphina and said:

"My Lord."

"...Oh?"

Serphina nodded as if she understood something just from my saying "My Lord," and then asked a different question.

"Swen. Do you think stationing troops at Kelstein Castle would be most efficient?"

As expected of Lady Serphina, she asked exactly the question I wanted.
If I said we felt like perfect partners at times like this, would that be an exaggeration?

'Would stationing troops at Kelstein Castle be most efficient?'

[Yes.]

'This is it.'

We had finally found the standard point for withdrawing our troops.
Kelstein Castle. The first territory of the Brands army that Serphina's forces recaptured, the entrance to the central continent—and simultaneously a fortress-like castle located on the path to the northern continent.
It was such an important place that one couldn't find a territory with higher locational value in the vicinity.
If the correct answer had been to withdraw troops even from here, I was a bit worried about how Jena, who had been going along with us until now, would react.
Fortunately, it seemed we weren't that hated by the heavens this time.

Hatred from the heavens.
Being by Serphina's side seemed to be making me think of such superstitious things.

"Yes, it is."

"I understand. Then... it seems the plague is beginning to spread in the central continent. Many will die once again."

"It depends on how we respond, but..."

"..."

Serphina fell into thought for a moment, then asked me a simple question.

"What's the scale of territory residents migrating to the northern continent?"

"More than half from Heisel Castle, and about 30-40% from the other territories."

"I see..."

I thought her golden eyes seemed to sink.

Her reputation among the territory residents would have fallen again. The mobilization order itself must have been like a bolt from the blue for them.
Even though it wasn't forced, territory residents would inevitably feel pressured by their monarchs, who ranked above their own lords.

But Serphina didn't care about bearing such additional burdens—she wanted to save as many people as possible.
She believed my prediction about the plague... that's why she could take such actions.
If no disease were to spread, she would simply be a tyrant who threw her territory residents into unexplored lands.

"...Lady Serphina."

"Speak."

"We can't save everyone. I believe you've done your best."

Serphina didn't answer for a long time, then slowly nodded.

"You truly are a kind person, Swen."

"..."

"Do you have any special plans today?"

"No. Do you have something you wish to command?"

"Well, rather than a command, it's a purely personal request."

Serphina looked at me with the corners of her lips turned up.

"Would you keep me company for drinks tonight?"

Throughout this whole process, she must have had many thoughts of her own.
If I could be her support, sharing drinks with her wouldn't be difficult.

"I would be delighted to."

"Thank you, Swen."

Gradually, slowly, but very surely.
Just as I was becoming an important person to her—
Serphina was becoming an irreplaceable person to me.

Ch.233 - Chapter 233. Flowing Sincerity
I went to the same annex with Serphina.

"It's been a while since we came here together."

From the day Serphina challenged me to a duel to test my abilities.
To the first day we drank together—we spent quite a lot of time here.
Looking back, so much has happened.

"Make yourself comfortable. I'll bring some drinks."

Something I learned recently:
This annex used to be a storage building during the time of the Aingart mansion, which burned down during the "Crown Prince Conflict."
It's now the only space that wasn't destroyed, and Serphina still tends to it, maintaining the surrounding garden.

What must it feel like to spend time alone in a place where your siblings died?
Suddenly, her abrupt confession comes to mind.

'I didn't kill anyone... huh.'

I almost got lost in sentiment.
But Serphina's voice quickly brought me back to my senses.

"I wish I had some food to go with this."

She held wine and two glasses in her hands.
They looked extremely expensive at a glance. Of course, someone of Serphina's stature wouldn't drink cheap liquor.

"That's fine. I like drinking straight."

"Straight?"

"Ah... it's just a term for drinking alcohol without any side dishes."

She sat down and handed me a glass.
As I took it, I heard her voice.

"That's a term I haven't heard before."

"It was commonly used where I was from."

"Where you were from? Do you mean your hometown?"

"Hometown..."

Serphina skillfully uncorked the wine, took my glass, and filled it with ruby-colored liquid.
The glug-glug sound echoed through the desolate room.

"I suppose it is my hometown."

"Come to think of it, Swen, I don't think I've ever asked where you're from."

I accepted the wine glass she offered.
Just holding it close, an indescribably luxurious aroma sharply hit my nose. It seemed slightly sweet... perhaps this was Serphina's preference?

"Are you from the central region?"

Where I'm from.
I didn't need to be honest, but...
As if drunk before even taking a sip, I felt a stubborn desire not to lie to her.

"I'm from somewhere a bit different."

"Different?"

"Yes. A place unrelated to this continent, somewhere a bit further away..."

She might have thought I was talking nonsense.
But instead of prying into my circumstances, Serphina filled her own glass with wine and then slightly aimed it toward me.
I lightly tilted my glass in response.

"It must be hard for you, living in a foreign land, Swen."

"Not really. Humans are destined to endure hardship no matter where they live."

After saying that, I took a sip of wine.
Indeed, it wasn't just the aroma—it was sweeter than most red wines.
Come to think of it, the drink I had when serving her last time was also on the sweeter side.
It seems Serphina prefers sweet alcohol.

"Hardships come in different forms. Isn't surviving day by day beside me one of the hardest things? As you know, I'm the continent's worst witch... a tyrant."

She said this with a smile.
I didn't bother to correct her.
The cross of Aingart that she chose to bear, whether willingly or not—the mask of a tyrant would certainly help her carry that burden.

So we shared our drinks in silence.
Refilling each other's glasses when they emptied, taking sip after sip.
When I came to my senses, I could feel my face growing hot.
I could also see that her face had turned red.

"Swen."

"Yes, my lord."

"I want to hear about your lord."

"Pardon? By lord, do you mean yourself, Serphina?"

At my words, Serphina let out an amused laugh.

"Huhuhuh, Swen. I've thought this before, but despite your brilliant wit, you're quite poor at deflecting questions."

"..."

Well.
There would be no need for her to ask about herself. She wasn't the type of person who sought validation in that way.

My lord... Lady Lunarienne.
After briefly wondering where to begin, I parted my lips.

"...She's a person of integrity."

She didn't respond but looked straight into my eyes.
I could easily tell this was a signal for me to continue.

"She's someone who genuinely loves her territory's people. Someone who knows when to make decisions... someone with an aura different from others."

As I talked about Lunarienne, I naturally realized something.
It was surprisingly difficult to explain her in detail.
And that a really long time had passed since we parted.
Though we spent time together, it wasn't particularly long, and the harsh situation Lunarienne's army faced at the time made it difficult to learn more about her human side.

Certainly, I felt something in her that other rulers like Lynn or Yuuri didn't have—
But truthfully, my judgment of Luna was based more than 90% on my Intelligence 100 predictions.

[Can Lunarienne Iniang become the ruler who unifies the continent?]
[Yes.]

These two questions and answers were, in a way, almost the entirety of my image of Luna.

But that wasn't all, of course.
There was something even more important.

"And... she believed in me."

"Believed in you?"

Serphina, who had been listening silently, finally spoke up with a question.

"Yes. She listened to everything I said, no matter how absurd. Without demanding any evidence, she simply believed my words at face value. Looking back, I think that's what stands out most in my memory."

"Believing in you... I see."

After finishing her words, Serphina quietly looked at me, then filled her glass again with the glug-glug sound.

"...!"

She downed it in one go.

"...Swen."

"Yes?"

"Someday... you plan to return to your lord, don't you?"

Serphina's voice trembled slightly at the end.
Her reddened face was now staring at the table rather than my eyes.
It was a demeanor unlike the charismatic ruler who always spoke with a confident tone while looking people straight in the eye—more like that of a young girl.

"Someday, when the time comes... you will... return to the lord who believes in you, won't you?"

"..."

When the time comes...

That was the plan, Serphina.
And actually, the time has already come. Because Luna has raised her army. Because she has revealed herself. So, I was planning to return, but...
I'm concerned about you, Serphina.
Things like your eyes and your citrus scent. The way you sobbed toward me. Your profile as you paid respects at the grave. How you risked your life for Irene...
I'm worried about all of it, and I simply can't leave you alone.

These sentences wandered near my tongue, unable to leave my mouth.
I didn't speak. No, I couldn't possibly speak. I couldn't burden her with any more weight.

Serphina was about to say something more but hesitated—
Then, after drinking more wine, she sighed briefly and said:

"...You don't have to answer, Swen."

Serphina, who had been staring at the table, slowly raised her head to meet my eyes again.
...Her golden eyes were wavering.

"I'm just... envious. The very fact that someone could have you as their lord... I'm truly envious."

I didn't think it would comfort her, but seeing that expression, I couldn't stay silent and opened my mouth.

"But I'm serving you now, Serphina."

"You were merely brought from Yuuri through a bet."

"Even so, you're special to me, Serphina."

"What...?"

...Maybe I'm a bit drunk too.
Words I should have kept hidden flow out of my mouth, like items leaking one by one from an overstuffed, tightly closed storage room.

"Lynn Brands and Baranga Yuuri Aishers. People I once served. Each had their strengths and weaknesses. Lynn was arrogant but certainly capable. In her prime, she could match our Serphina's army, couldn't she? Yuuri maintains stronger bonds with her comrades than any other ruler. Of course, she might have been dragged along because of that, but having friends who would never betray you no matter what happens in these times is certainly a great asset. But—"
"—Beyond all that, I never gave my heart to any of them. To be honest, I didn't consider them my lords. Just people I was passing through with, people I'd eventually never see again. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say they were people I'd turn my back on once I'd done my duty."

Why am I telling her this now?

Perhaps because of Serphina's expression that looked like she might cry at any moment, or maybe because I'm truly a bit drunk.

"You're different, Serphina."

I confess the truth that bloomed in my heart.

"I truly thought... you were a lord worth serving."

"Swen..."

Only after saying that much was I able to put the brakes on my tongue.
I couldn't give her false hope that I couldn't fulfill.
It wasn't a lie... she was closer to the word "lord" than any ruler I had served before.

"..."

Serphina silently looks into my eyes.
She's beautiful.
Like a sculpture.
Judging solely on appearance, I had never seen a woman more beautiful than her.

We stared at each other in silence for a long time—

"...Really?"

Finally, Serphina broke the long silence.

"That's... enough."

Instead of adding more words, I slowly picked up my wine and offered it to her.
She smiled, extended her glass, and filled the empty glass again.

"For now, this is enough."

And once again, she moistened her throat with wine.

...Indeed.
I find myself thinking again that I want both this person and Luna to be happy.
Can I make that happen?
I can't be certain of anything, but...

For now, I just enjoyed this time of sharing drinks with her.

Ch.234 - Chapter 234. A Heart Becoming Aware
"...Ah."

The sunlight hitting my eyes gradually brings me back to consciousness.
A bed. I was... lying in bed.
This scene feels strangely familiar.

"Are you awake?"

Serphina's voice reaches my ears, making it easy to grasp the situation.
...It seems I took off my outer clothes and fell asleep.
The last thing I remember was continuously drinking with her, so it wasn't hard to guess how I ended up here.
Well, it's not the first time, but the second.

This place looks familiar too.
It was her bedroom, wasn't it?
I get up and look around. Indeed.
Serphina was wearing clothes truly befitting a bedroom space.
Though as a ruler she always wore military uniforms like those of officers rather than flowing dresses... in the bedroom, she wore such feminine negligee.

"I apologize, my Lord. I've imposed on you again."

"Hehehe..."

"?"

I tilt my head at Serphina who laughs, finding something amusing about me just waking up.

"When you first came here, you were greatly flustered and said you would take responsibility, but now you speak so casually about it. Swen, you've become quite worn down."

"...Well, I didn't do anything that would require taking responsibility, did I?"

"What if you had?"

"That would be a lie."

Even if my memory is hazy, I can tell what happened based on my clothes, her attire, and the state of the bed.
She laughs again, finding my reaction amusing. What does she find so entertaining?

"Well, if I did something that required taking responsibility, I would certainly do so, but..."

"Don't worry. You simply fell asleep peacefully."

"Did you help me to bed, my Lord?"

"Yes. Just like that other time."

"..."

I might be weaker to alcohol than I thought.
Or perhaps that sweet drink had a higher alcohol content than expected.
Actually, I only started drinking more after meeting Serphina. When I was with Irene, I drank tea more often than alcohol.

"Swen."

"Yes, my Lord?"

"If you're weak with alcohol but drinking to keep me company... you don't need to force yourself next time."

I was momentarily confused by her sudden comment, but quickly realized it made sense.
This was already the second time I'd lost consciousness and spent time in her bedroom.

"No, it's fine. If anything, I should be the one apologizing. It feels like I keep stepping into places where I shouldn't..."

"My goodness. While it's true this is a space no one should enter..."

Serphina brought the tip of her snow-white finger to her lips.

"For you, it's not a place you shouldn't step into."

"..."

Feeling my face grow hot at her words, I instinctively looked away and tried to change the subject.

"So how does it feel?"

"What are you referring to, my Lord?"

"The life of a man who wakes up to see my face first thing."

"..."

Serphina smiles brightly as if finding this whole situation amusing.
I have the foolish thought that it's quite like her to say such things without changing her expression, maintaining her brazenness.

"It must be quite an honor, I suppose. Though it's silly for me to say this myself, there's something I've heard since I was young."

"What you've heard, my Lord?"

"Ridiculous stories about my beauty."

Ah.
I understood. She was beautiful, after all. Honestly, any aesthete would find it impossible to simply pass by that face.
Golden hair like a field of wheat, golden eyes that shine brighter than a heart, features perfectly positioned where they should be, large breasts and hips reminiscent of a woman built for childbearing.
I'm used to being with Irene, but Serphina's size was nothing to scoff at either. So full that her negligee could barely contain them. Probably slightly larger than Ms. Reika's.
Someone more sensitive to body proportions than large breasts might prefer Serphina over Irene.
As for me... I was the type who thought the bigger, the better.

I'm not sure if this is the right expression, but to modern sensibilities, it's like looking at a well-crafted beautiful figurine. A life-sized one with skin that feels soft and realistic.

"Despite appearances, I'm quite confident in my face. I've heard it since I was young. Even the maids would praise my appearance. I couldn't help but know I was born beautiful, unless I were a fool."

She says this and approaches me with a seductive smile.

"What do you think, Swen? Isn't it a shame you didn't make a move? If you had taken just one step forward with courage... you might have been able to embrace this body. As a man, wouldn't your heart naturally be moved by such thoughts? You can be honest. Don't you want to come over to me?"

Her chest sways slightly just from her walking slowly. ...I wonder if she's not wearing a bra, such an irreverent thought crosses my mind.
If I were someone who knew nothing about her, I might have been so captivated by her beauty that I couldn't speak.

"Well, certainly, Serphina, you are beautiful."

Without needing to think about my answer.
I simply voiced what came to mind.

"But if I were to fall for you, I don't think it would be because of your beauty."

"...?"

"I think I would want to stand by your side."

"What...?"

My answer seemed unexpected, as her previously composed expression wavered slightly.

"Because you carry so much on your shoulders. So if I were to fall for you... I think more than anything else, I'd want to share that burden with you."

The most profound thing I felt after joining Serphina's army was—
that no one existed by Serphina's side.

On the surface, she was the absolute ruler and tyrant of Serphina's army, the legitimate successor state to the former Unified Empire that commanded the northern continent.
Someone who couldn't place anyone above herself, combative, the type who might even enjoy solitude.

But the Serphina I observed was far from enjoying solitude—she was terribly lonely.
Perhaps it was because she was so lonely that she could share her embrace with outsiders.
Perhaps it was because she was so lonely that... she could give trust to people like Irene and me.
How long someone had served her meant nothing to her. It felt like no one would remain by her side until the end.
The relationship between ruler and subject, but one where they could turn their blade on her at any moment.

So if.
If I had wanted to cross the line with Serphina, I would surely have wanted to share her burden somehow.

Serphina looked into my eyes for a long time, slightly surprised—
then turned her face slightly to the side and said:

"You are... like that."

"?"

"Someone who shakes people's hearts while maintaining a nonchalant expression. That's who you are."

After saying that, she briefly meets my eyes.
Is it my imagination? Her face seems slightly flushed.

"Did you speak to Irene in the same way?"

"...Pardon?"

Suddenly?

"Otherwise, I can't explain the look in Irene's eyes when she gazes at you. You must have whispered such sweet words to her too? You have quite a shameless side to you, Swen."

"...I'm not sure I understand the point of this conversation."

"..."

She seems to want to say something, but deliberately doesn't open her mouth.
I didn't press her either. It would be ridiculous for a subject to rush their ruler anyway.

After some time of silently reading each other's expressions:

"...I should leave soon. If rumors spread that you and I were absent at the same time, it could become troublesome in many ways."

"As for rumors, they've probably already spread as much as they can. What matters is the truth."

She smiles again at my words.

"Yes. ...I think so too, Swen. Still, I don't want to worry Irene."

Once again, Irene came up in conversation.
Does Irene's existence hold significant meaning for Serphina as well?

Anyway.
Waking up to the sound of birds, smelling the citrus fragrance that filled the room, seeing Serphina in her slightly transparent negligee as soon as I opened my eyes, and having this idle chat with her... I quite enjoyed it all.

"Go ahead first. I'll follow slowly."

"Understood."

I gathered my clothes lightly and left her room.
Even as I walked down the corridor, I could still smell the citrus fragrance from her body following me.

* * *

"..."

After Swen left the bedroom.
Serphina, despite saying she would prepare and leave, simply sat down and did nothing but bow her head and stare at the floor.

'Swen...'

Thump, thump.
Her heart was beating as if it would burst.
Serphina stroked her forehead with her hand. It was hot. Her cheeks were also very hot. Though she didn't realize it, her face was already much redder than a radish.

"Because you carry so much on your shoulders. So if I were to fall for you... I think more than anything else, I'd want to share that burden with you."

'How can you... say such things without changing your expression...?'

It might be laughable, but confident in her appearance, she had wanted to somehow stir Swen's heart.
Instead, it was her own heart that was shaken without rest.

At first, she was interested in him as the man from her dreams.
Later, she was captivated by his almost prophetic advice.
When she possessed the ability of the "Mind's Eye," she wanted him more than at any other moment. Though perhaps not 100%, that feeling was closer to that of a ruler.

But somehow she found herself truly envying Irene, a woman who was merely her subject—
And just from talking with a man... she felt as if she might burst at any moment.

She had been terribly lonely.
Though it was her own will to bear a burden she couldn't speak of to anyone, willingly choosing to become a tyrant.
Every time those she had trusted turned their blades toward her, the faces of the deceased Sidmid and Algot would appear in her mind.
Yet she couldn't mention her loneliness. Because she had decided to live the life of Serphina von Aingart, not just Serphina.

And she realizes.

When she was with Swen... she wanted to be Serphina herself more than at any other moment.
She wanted to stay by his side as her complete self, removing everything else like being a ruler or bearing the Aingart name.

This emotion.
It wasn't a particularly efficient emotion for a ruler who should lead a country.

'...'

Serphina takes the pillow where Swen had lain, spreads her arms, and hugs it tightly.
She can smell his scent. It felt as if he were beside her, which made her happy.
She wished he would invade her world a little more. Even now, she wishes he would take one more step toward her.

Only then does she realize.
The reason she desires him so intensely isn't just because he's the strategist of the Mind's Eye—
Perhaps that reason isn't even that important.

Until now, her life had been one of constantly moving forward with the sole goal of becoming a king who could unify the continent.
But now, she plants a slightly different dream.

I want to stand side by side with Swen.
No matter what happens, I want to do that... she found herself thinking.

* * *

And a few days later.

The Aishers army finally began to move in earnest.

Ch.235 - Chapter 235. Anti-Aeshus Army, Retreating To Border (4)
# Inside the Royal Palace of Aingart Castle, Capital of Serphina's Army

"So they've declared war, you say?"

"Yes. Just as you predicted, they seem to be targeting our Serphina army."

After hearing Serphina's words from her throne, I nodded and offered my suggestion.

"Please issue a blockade order to Kelstein Castle immediately."

"A blockade order?"

"It should prohibit all continental citizens, our army's generals, and soldiers from entering or leaving the area."

"..."

Understanding perfectly what I meant, she slowly nodded her head in agreement.

"Will that be enough?"

"Fortunately, the area around Kelstein territory has rugged terrain. If we block the passages around it, we can effectively prevent influx from the central continent. And—"

"And?"

"Once the disease begins spreading in earnest, please don't forget to order people to refrain from going outside as much as possible."

"Very well, I understand."

It's probably an epidemic. Considering how things were unfolding according to plan, the possibility of it being anything other than an epidemic was slim at this point.
The question was how severe this epidemic would be. At least "our army" should be safe. If we weren't going to be safe, there's no way this would have been concluded as "the most efficient method."

"Ah, and may I make one more request?"

"Speak your mind."

"Please appoint General Irian as the temporary lord of Kelstein Castle."

Several months ago.
Irian had managed to contain a terrible crisis early on based on my advice. Since that incident had deepened Serphina's trust in me, I couldn't possibly forget about it.
If my memory serves me correctly, that terrible crisis was an epidemic. I don't know what methods he used, but I judged that his wisdom would undoubtedly be helpful to us.

"I'll arrange it. I needed to reorganize the troops anyway as we withdraw all forces from around the border."

"Thank you."

Like it or not, the die has been cast.
All that remains now is to intuit exactly what's going to happen that makes "this the most efficient" method.

Well.
What are you planning, Lady Yuuri?

# * * *

At the Aishers army base camp.
Epinel, who led the vanguard, had returned to camp on horseback and was now reporting to Yuuri.

"Is that true?"

"Yes. Not only were there no troops, but there was just a white flag fluttering on top of the tower."

"They're surrendering? The Serphina army?"

Epinel scratched the back of his head in response to Anima's question.

"That's what I'm saying!"

"..."

Everyone knew how important Hisfil Castle was.
Even after Serphina's army had stopped advancing, they had been able to avoid battles at the border partly because Hisfil Castle itself was in a position highly advantageous for defense, though not quite on the level of Kelstein Castle or Anel Castle.
That's why she herself had struggled desperately to capture that castle.
Of course, the result wasn't... particularly good, but still, it was only natural to be suspicious when someone like Serphina was seemingly giving away territory for free.

'A trap... perhaps?'

But what kind of trap would use an entire important territory as bait?
At least in Anima's mind, she couldn't easily come up with an answer.
Not just Anima—even the smartest person wouldn't be able to deduce "a trap with Hisfil Castle as bait."

"What should we do? Just enter as is?"

"There's a possibility... it could be a trap, right?"

Yuuri turned her head toward Anima and asked.

"It certainly feels suspicious, but... if it's a trap, it's impossible to predict what kind it might be. No, from Serphina army's perspective... would setting a trap even make sense at the point of losing Hisfil Castle?"

"Did they definitely declare war?"

"Yes."

"...What? Then, did they really abandon the territory?"

"Haah..."

If it had been any ordinary lord, one could easily conclude they had abandoned the territory out of fear of us.
But since the opponent was Serphina herself, it wasn't easy to make that determination.

'Something feels off... but is it right to push our forces in like this...?'

Just as Anima was struggling to make a decision—

"Why don't we just push in?"

Yuuri tilted her head at Epinel's words.

"Push in, you say?"

"Yeah. They've raised a white flag, so they won't start a fight. So we should take it. What if Chel's army or Kalinz's army grabs it instead of us?"

"But no matter how I think about it, this whole situation seems too strange..."

Looking at the hesitant Anima, Epinel spoke in a serious tone.

"Anima. I understand why you're hesitating. But unless you can provide specific reasons for your concerns, it's hard for me to follow your thinking—you as a strategist should know that best."

"...Hmm..."

"If this is Serphina's trap, you need to explain exactly what she gains by setting such a trap."

Epinel's argument was sound.
An enemy force waving a white flag right before our eyes. It won't stay that way forever if we don't invade.
Moreover, this was Hisfil Castle. The very place she had risked her life trying to capture but failed and had to taste humiliation!
We couldn't rule out the possibility that Kalinz's army, Chel's army, or perhaps even Hesna's army within striking distance might take Hisfil Castle if we didn't.

"Anyway, the decision is Yuuri's. If you think the same as Anima, then we won't enter."

"..."

In the end, the decision-maker who had to take responsibility for all decisions was Yuuri, who stood above everyone else.
After pondering for a moment, she slowly nodded and said:

"Let's go in."

"Yuuri..."

"Anima, as you said, Serphina might have prepared something. But if she has, I want to face her head-on rather than run away."

Yuuri looked at Epinel and Anima each with a very serious expression.

"If we can't defeat Serphina, we won't be able to conquer the world anyway. If this is her trap, I'll face her directly."

Why was it?
Looking at Yuuri speaking so confidently, Anima thought that perhaps all her worries were meaningless.
Yes. What was there to fear when the five of them were together?
If Serphina's trick was truly something that could be logically deduced, it would be foolish not to avoid it—but in the current situation, it was impossible to reach a conclusion.

"Alright. Then we'll enter as planned. No objections?"

"Yes. Tell Erinandorf too."

"Got it. See you later then."

With those words, Epinel mounted his horse and quickly disappeared from view.

Hisfil Castle.
The territory that once pushed Anima to the brink of death but couldn't be captured was finally about to fall into the hands of the Aishers army.

# * * *

When Epinel led his troops through the wide-open castle gates and entered the royal castle, there was no sign of anything suspicious.
Of course, this lack of suspicion was only in the context of whether the situation itself was part of a trap, not that there were no abnormalities at all.

"The territory's residents... were forcibly mobilized for northern continent development?"

"Yes..."

Inside Hisfil Castle, there wasn't a single Serphina army officer.
Not just officers—not even a single soldier remained.
The white flag had apparently been hastily put up by the remaining residents when they heard that the Aishers army was advancing.

"So this castle is empty?"

A man who appeared to be a resident bowed his head and answered Epinel's question.

"Effectively, yes. I don't know the details myself, but..."

'...What's going on?'

Was she planning to abandon this land?
It was strange enough that all officers and soldiers had been withdrawn, but the fact that residents had been forcibly relocated made it impossible to guess what she was thinking.

'Whatever. It wouldn't be the first time Serphina's actions made no sense.'
Thinking it would be foolish to try to find meaning in each action of this abnormal tyrant, Epinel let out a hollow laugh.

In any case, after taking control of the castle, she reported this to Yuuri and Anima who had entered from the base camp.

"What do you think, Anima?"

"What do I think..."

The one reason Anima couldn't organize her thoughts:
There seemed to be nothing Serphina could gain from all these actions.
Forcibly relocating residents to undeveloped northern territories was itself an action with no practical benefit.

Crucially, no matter how arbitrary a tyrant she might be, it was incomprehensible that Serphina would make such a foolish decision.
While she still hated Serphina, she didn't think of her as a common thug.

"It's fine."

Yuuri's hand came to rest on Anima's shoulder as she was lost in thought.

"Whatever she's plotting, we've taken Hisfil Castle. We'll continue fighting against Serphina's army. And we'll win. When we win, everything will be resolved."

Hearing Yuuri's words, Anima hesitated for a moment before nodding.

"...Yes. I'll always follow your decisions, Yuuri."

"Thank you."

And so, she once again suppressed the inexplicable anxiety that continued to rise in a corner of her heart.
Along with the hope that all of this would prove to be just needless worry.

Ch.236 - Chapter 236. Retreating To Border, Aftermath (1)
After taking control of Hispil Castle, Yuuri spent time preparing for various scenarios with Anima, but contrary to their worries, nothing unusual happened as peaceful days passed.

Even after strengthening their vigilance and waiting longer, several more uneventful days went by before scouts began reporting back one by one. The information they brought was different from what had been anticipated.

"There are no troops detected at Jelin Castle either?"

"That's correct. And that's not all. The scout reports that Jelin Castle also underwent a major evacuation recently."

"This truly... doesn't make sense. Are you certain?"

"How could I possibly lie to my Lord?"

Watching the soldier kneeling before her, Yuuri gestured lightly.

"Alright, I understand. Tell the scout he can rest well."

"Yes!"

After the soldier withdrew, Yuuri slowly approached the lord's chair and asked Anima, who had been standing silently beside it.

"What do you think, Anima?"

"One thing is certain."

"What's that?"

"Serphina has completely abandoned the territories near the border, including Hispil Castle."

"Do you have any idea why she might have done this?"

At Yuuri's question, Anima shook her head with a bitter smile.

"If I did, I would have explained it first."

"I suppose you're right."

Perhaps concerned by Yuuri's slightly deflated voice, Anima quickly added a few more words.

"But honestly, it was strange that they were even concerned about Jelin Castle after abandoning Hispil Castle."

Since we had recaptured Hispil Castle, from our perspective, Jelin Castle could be taken without much difficulty. Abandoning Hispil Castle like cutting losses, only to face us at Jelin Castle where defense would be difficult, would have been an even stranger decision.

"I've been thinking that something might have happened in the Northern Continent."

"Something happened?"

"Yes. Maybe they don't have the resources to focus on this border..."

After days of contemplation, this was the only reasonable conclusion Anima could reach to explain the current situation: 'Something has gone wrong in the Northern Continent.'
Due to some issue, they couldn't focus on this area, so they withdrew all troops and abandoned the territory.
In the Northern Continent, intermittent rebellions continued due to Tyrant Serphina's past actions. Even recently, there was a commotion when a magician appeared during the suppression of rebels.
So perhaps they abandoned the territory and forcibly mobilized the residents to send them to the Northern Continent to simultaneously reduce the productivity of those territories... That was the best hypothesis she could come up with.

It was somewhat concerning, but there weren't enough clues to come up with anything better, and she definitely didn't want to miss another golden opportunity by overthinking things all day.
Sometimes the simplest answer is correct. Actually, rather than "sometimes," it's probably true most of the time. The world tends to be relatively simple.

Anyway, Yuuri organized her thoughts and briefly briefed Anima. After hearing Anima's general explanation, Yuuri nodded and asked a question.

"If that's the case, can we now occupy the territory without worry?"

"Yes. I think we should hurry."

In any case, if Serphina had some urgent matter to attend to, this would be a golden opportunity for us. If they abandoned the territory, we should move quickly.

"Tell Epinel and Erinandorf to advance immediately to Jelin Castle. And..."

"And?"

"I'm thinking of calling Emma here. What do you think?"

Emma was currently managing their existing territories in the capital, Valharat Castle.

"Having Emma would certainly help, but... wouldn't it be better to have someone remain at the capital castle?"

"No. If Serphina has truly abandoned the territories along this border, we need to mobilize our forces as quickly as possible to secure them. It's a waste to keep someone of Emma's caliber stationed for capital defense. Territory management can be left to Mileina or Beliel."

"Hmm... alright. Anima, I'll do as you say."

Yuuri quickly called over a nearby soldier.

"Go to Valharat Castle and tell them I'm looking for Emma. Take any horse from the stable, just get there as quickly as possible."

"Yes, understood!"

Watching the soldier leave, Anima spoke with determined eyes.

"Yuuri. Let's move first. We've already wasted too much time preparing for traps, so we can't afford to waste any more. Next is Jelin Castle! Let's fly the Aishers army's flag across the Central Continent!"

"Yes!"

And so, their occupation of the Central Continent—
The answer they had initially chosen, "invade Serphina's army," was beginning to seem quite correct.
At least up to this point.

* * *

After successfully capturing Jelin Castle, appointing a suitable lord, and managing it...
Until this point, everything had been progressing very smoothly.

But.

"...Huh?"

Things started to go awry when they sent troops to invade Alcanwood Castle, one of Serphina's border territories located northwest of Jelin Castle.

According to the scouts, there should have been only white flags fluttering there.

"That's..."

Epinel, who was at the vanguard, confirmed the flag waving on the spire of Alcanwood Castle.
It wasn't white. It was... a sky-blue flag with a brown X drawn on it.
She was familiar with sky-blue flags—the Brands army's flag. But that wasn't the Brands army's flag.

Recently, the Brands army, which had been practically the second most powerful force on the continent, had split into three different countries.
The original Brands army led by Lynn still used the sky-blue flag.
The Brands army led by Kalinz, who had swept up valuable territories including Anel Castle, used a sky-blue flag with a yellow cross.
And the flag of the Brands army led by Chel, which contained the most outstanding generals of the Brands army...

"...Chel Brands?"

The flag fluttering on the spire of Alcanwood Castle was the flag of Chel's army.

* * *

Turning back time, a few days earlier.
At the royal castle of Heisel Castle, the temporary capital of Chel's army.

"Damn it!"

BANG!

Chel roughly threw the helmet he was holding.

CRASH!

The helmet, surely made of metal, split in two.

"Does it make any sense that we still haven't been able to capture even a single Anel Castle until now?!"

"B-but... they're concentrating a lot more resources on defense than expected, and my lord, you're well aware of Anel Castle's defenses."

"...Haah."

The plan had been perfect.
Take over Anel Castle, which his foolish younger brother occupied, then capture Lynn and establish himself as the true legitimate heir.
At some point, Lynn Brands had become so broken that she could no longer be considered the wise sister he once knew. He had followed her because she was worth following, but that was no longer the case.
As for Kalinz, well, he had always been the inferior student of the Brands family, unable to keep up with him in any aspect.

So.
He thought this would be the perfect opportunity to prove that his father's judgment had been wrong.

"...Get out."

"B-but... my lord."

"It would be best if you weren't in my sight right now. I might kill you. ...I don't want to do that."

"...!!"

"Leave. Now."

The general who had brought Chel news of their third defeat bowed his head apologetically without saying anything and hurriedly left the royal castle.

Setting aside the goal of capturing Lynn Brands to claim legitimacy for the Brands army.
This situation—being unable to subdue even that fool Kalinz, wasting time and depleting troops—was extremely difficult for the proud Chel to bear.

'I can't even take the field myself.'

Though he wanted to take direct action, honestly, his body was quite different from when he was called the First Sword of Brands.
The demanding duties that came with becoming a ruler and the stress from situations not going his way made it nearly impossible to spend all day training his body without worry.
Like an unused sword that dulls, Chel's body had no choice but to gradually forget the sensations of a warrior.
While it was disappointing not to be able to go to the battlefield, he understood. After all, it wasn't particularly desirable for a ruler to always lead from the front lines.

'How frustrating, truly.'

One day, as he was spending time unable to defeat his younger brother whom he had always dismissed, or more precisely, always considered pathetic:

"Is that really true?"

"Yes, it is. How could I possibly lie to my lord?"

From a scout who had gone to patrol the eastern area, he heard very unexpected news.
Word that Serphina's army was withdrawing troops from near the border.

"...What do you think, Daltrick?"

"Well..."

Daltrick, who had once served as the lord of a small castle but now somehow found himself as the national strategist for Chel's army, bowed his head deeply and spoke in an uncertain tone.

"I suspect something unusual must have happened in the Northern Continent."

"Something unusual?"

"There would be no reason to withdraw troops otherwise."

Daltrick, who was considered quite talented within the Brands army but objectively closer to an ordinary person, gave his answer quickly without much deliberation.
Chel didn't ask for additional explanation either.
After all, why would anyone do something as crazy as abandoning territory if that weren't the case?

'...Then...'

Could this be an opportunity?
Instead of the stagnant siege of Anel Castle, they could focus on expanding their territory.
In a situation where extensive territory equaled national power, he thought that perhaps he could overwhelm his siblings from a completely different angle.

"Go and call everyone, Daltrick."

"What do you plan to do?"

"I'm thinking of setting out right away. And also."

Chel spoke with a confident expression he hadn't shown in a while.

"This time, I shall participate directly."
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* * *

Chel quickly organized his troops and immediately arrived at Mirage Castle, which was the closest location.

'There really is a white flag fluttering?'

As soon as he recognized that a white flag was waving where Serphina's yellow flag should have been planted, he became certain that she had indeed abandoned her territory and withdrawn her troops.

"What shall we do?"

"What do you mean what shall we do? We must occupy it immediately."

"......"

A few of the armed officers tilted their heads as if feeling uneasy about this situation that seemed too easy. But for commanders who had been working in the Brands military, which operated under the strong charisma of its ruler, nothing was more difficult than offering direct criticism to the person in the position of authority.

After subduing Mirage Castle, Chel left only the basic personnel needed to manage the territory and shouted to the troops who remained armed without even receiving orders to disband.

"We don't have time for this. We're heading straight to Alcanwood Castle."

"Alcanwood Castle, sir?"

Alcanwood Castle was a territory belonging to Serphina's forces, located directly below Mirage Castle.

"With Mirage Castle empty like this, there's no way troops would remain at Alcanwood Castle. It's possible that Jelin Castle or even Hisfil Castle might be unoccupied as well. If we secure these four territories, our forces will definitely establish dominance within the Brands faction!"

"But sending scouts first would be..."

"We'll be too late if we send scouts! What are you thinking? Do you want to ruin our army?"

"No, that's not what I..."

"Then stop arguing and follow my orders!"

With that, he led the hastily organized army at the vanguard and charged straight toward Alcanwood Castle. Indeed, as Chel had predicted, Alcanwood Castle was also completely empty of troops.

The moment he planted his flag on the spire of Alcanwood Castle, Chel sensed it.

'Has my time finally come?'

Until now, things hadn't gone well simply because he lacked opportunities. Though he didn't know what the situation was, perhaps the evil Serphina's withdrawal of troops from the border had finally brought an opportunity to their forces?

The fact that such a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity had fallen into his lap like a windfall must be proof that the true legitimate succession of the Brands army belonged to him, Chel Brands, the eldest son!

Was it because he had been anxious when his rebellion, launched with high spirits, hadn't gone as planned? Or was he simply prone to such fanatical superstitions by nature?

Either way, for Chel, all of this came to be seen as one massive "opportunity that absolutely must not be missed." And his actions began to grow increasingly bold.

"Good. We'll depart for Jelin Castle immediately! We'll advance all the way to Hisfil Castle, so order everyone to prepare for a forced march!"

Just as he shouted with such momentum—

"My lord!"

A soldier rushed urgently to Chel.

"What is it?"

"There are troops coming up from the south!"

"What?"

From the south? The south is where Jelin Castle is located...

"Which faction do they belong to?"

"Judging by the red flags... they appear to be Aishers forces!"

'Aishers forces?'

The fact that Aishers forces had emerged from below meant only one thing: they had taken Jelin Castle and possibly Hisfil Castle beyond it. Given the situation, it seemed Serphina had withdrawn all her troops from that area as well, and we weren't the only ones taking advantage of the abandoned territories.

"Ha!"

As expected, things never went smoothly for him—but this time, he was confident. He had near-absolute confidence that he was the one who could seize this opportunity!

"What shall we do, my lord?"

"What shall we do, you ask?"

Chel spoke with an arrogant smile on his lips.

"Isn't it obvious?"

We will—

* * *

'It seems Chel has begun to move personally.'

Epinel let out a deep sigh.
Once they recognized that Serphina had retreated, they needed to occupy the territories near the border as quickly as possible... But while they were hesitating, wondering if there might be some trap, it seemed Chel's forces had already occupied the territories above.

"What should we do, General?"

"Let's go back. We don't have enough troops to engage in battle."

They had rushed forward with a formation specialized only for mobility, with the intention of occupying castles as quickly as possible. Forcing a siege battle in this condition would be quite challenging for him, unlike for the female general known as a siege specialist.

"Relay this to Erinandorf at the vanguard as well."

"Yes!"

Just as Epinel was preparing to retreat—

"Hey!"

"What's happening?!"

"...?"

Suddenly, a commotion arose at the vanguard.
And what appeared before her eyes was...

"...!!!"

A rain of arrows pouring down from the walls of Alcanwood Castle.

"Argh!"
"Dodge! Move to the sides!"

'Could it be... they're attacking us? Without even a declaration of war?!'

Even though they were Brands forces, it was Lynn's faction that had crossed swords with us before. Since Chel had become the ruler, his group was treated as a kind of independent state, so she hadn't expected them to attack.

They should be able to tell from our flags that we're Aishers forces, not Serphina's, so it couldn't be a case of mistaken identity. Just as she was thinking this—

The gates of Alcanwood Castle opened—
And unlike our forces, which had focused solely on arriving quickly, properly battle-ready troops began pouring out.

Only then did Epinel fully grasp the situation and immediately shouted to her soldiers:

"Everyone, form up! This is battle! The battle has begun!"

Without any information about how many enemy troops remained or who their commander was—
The Aishers forces found themselves crossing swords with an unexpected opponent in an unexpected place.

* * *

"A battle...? With Chel's forces...?"

"Yes...! You must organize reinforcements right away!"

Facing the messenger who had rushed to deliver the news, Yuuri immediately fell into thought.

'Wait... why is Chel's army attacking our forces?'

She could understand if they had learned that Serphina had withdrawn her troops from territories near the border and had preemptively occupied Alcanwood Castle. But what would they gain by engaging in battle with us in this situation?

From Chel's perspective, the best course of action would be to establish a stalemate at the border with our forces and then focus on subduing Kalinz Brands and Lynn Brands. There would be no greater loss than wasting time and troops in a war with us, only to lose hegemony within the Brands forces.

So, if she were Chel, she would have negotiated with the completely external Aishers forces, established something like a temporary alliance, and dealt with Kalinz first. But he had attacked us. For reasons unknown, he had chosen the path of antagonizing us.

'We can't just sit back and take this.'

This was a golden opportunity to occupy Alcanwood Castle, Mirage Castle beyond it, and perhaps even Kelstein Castle above that. Since they had just taken possession of castles that were not only empty but had also lost many of their residents, she thought a siege battle would be quite feasible.

"I understand. Then I'll immediately organize reinforcements—"

"Wait."

"...Anima?"

"I understand how you feel, but engaging in an all-out war with Chel's forces might not be a good decision."

"What do you mean?"

Anima spoke in the calmest tone possible.

"If Chel's forces collapse, inevitably Kalinz's forces or the Brands forces will benefit. With the balance maintained by the three factions broken, the Brands forces will quickly reintegrate. Then we might end up fighting the Brands forces again instead of Serphina. And the one who would laugh in the end would be Serphina. Since we've decided to fight Serphina... it's not good to move rashly."

"But they attacked first!"

"In the grand scheme of things, it's just a minor skirmish that occurred. You know well that war and battle are different concepts, Yuuri."

"...So what do you think we should do?"

"Let's send reinforcements for now. But prioritizing retreat and avoiding further confrontation with Chel would be best. And we should postpone our attack on Serphina."

"What? You mean..."

Anima looked straight at Yuuri's face with gleaming eyes.

"Let's attack the Hesna forces."

"......"

"Different situations require different approaches. If we could have stably pushed all the way to Kelstein Castle, we might have been able to fight Serphina's forces, but the situation has changed now. Let's think long-term, Yuuri. To unify the continent, we'll have to cross swords with Serphina eventually. You know that I harbor more hatred toward that woman than anyone else."

Hearing those words, Yuuri let out a short sigh.
Thinking about it calmly... she acknowledged that in matters like these, Anima was far superior to herself.
Even if the resolution she had made for the decisive battle with Serphina ended up deflating somewhat, she felt that Anima's judgment would ultimately be correct.

"Alright. Then... I'll try to arrange for a retreat first."

"Good. You've thought well, Yuuri."

Yuuri immediately organized her troops and, following Anima's advice, gave instructions to retreat as quickly as possible.

'Chel Brands...'

Anima sighed briefly as she mulled over that name.
A truly unexpected individual had become an obstacle, but compared to Serphina, he was ultimately just a small fry that would eventually fizzle out.
The Brands forces, now split into three, were nothing more than entities to be temporarily dealt with, nothing more, nothing less.

Both Anima and perhaps Yuuri as well—
That's what they thought at the moment.

* * *

However.

"Epinel...?"

A few days later.
Epinel, who returned with news that 80% of the initially dispatched troops had been killed, stood before Yuuri with her head bowed, unable to say a word.
It was an uncharacteristically poor performance for her, but Yuuri could understand. She was well aware that an army focused solely on mobility for quick territory occupation couldn't fight properly.

"Epinel, what's wrong? This isn't like you. It's okay. The army wasn't organized for battle. I think it's fortunate that you've returned alive like this, so don't blame yourself."

"......"

Seeing Epinel still not responding, Yuuri carefully asked about the "sense of unease" she had been feeling since Epinel had entered.

"By the way... where is Erinandorf...?"

"...Yuuri."

And at the same time, Epinel looked at Yuuri with blazing eyes and said:

"Erinandorf... has been captured by Chel."
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# # #

In the royal hall of Alcanwood Castle.
Chel, seated in the lord's chair, wore a rare, broad smile of satisfaction.

"So? You succeeded in repelling them?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"Well done."

The painful memory of defeat at Balhart Castle, which had brought him such humiliation.
Chel hadn't forgotten that moment for a single instant.

'Come to think of it, Irene was there.'

Looking back, the Brands army began to crumble from the moment Irene betrayed them.
That was also when his brilliant sister began to lose her mind.
He'd heard rumors that she was no longer affiliated with that place, but... that didn't mean he could coexist under the same sky with Aishers forever.

It was ultimately just a matter of time.
Eventually, they would have had to cross swords with Aishers too.

Of course, at this point, he didn't harbor particularly strong personal grudges against them.
Thinking about it, wasn't it because Lynn went mad that he was able to ascend to the position he rightfully deserved—the position of ruler?
A life dedicated solely to battle wasn't bad, but now that he held even a modest amount of power, he could certainly understand why humans became obsessed with it.

"Good. What's the status of the prisoner we captured?"

"He was quite difficult to subdue due to his extraordinary strength... but we somehow managed to restrain him."

Indeed, Erinandorf Arisian, was it?
Even Chel hadn't imagined capturing such a prominent figure as a prisoner.
Chel had certainly known the name for some time. Among the heroes of the Aishers army—Epinel, Emma, Erinandorf, Anima, and Yuuri—he was a man who proudly stood as one of the pillars.
Ever since hearing about this man with tremendous strength, Chel had wanted to face him in battle, but he never expected their meeting to happen like this.

"Bring him here immediately. We can't just keep him as a prisoner."

The soldier, understanding the implication behind "can't just keep him," swallowed hard and bowed as he replied.

"...Yes!"

# # #

"..."

A peculiar atmosphere filled the audience chamber.
Soldiers lined up on both sides, and the blue-haired handsome man with sharp features, Chel Brands, sat in the lord's seat with his chin resting on his hand.
And before him... Erinandorf knelt with his head bowed, his body covered in wounds.

"Raise your head, Erinandorf Arisian."

"...!"

Erinandorf slowly lifted his head to meet Chel's eyes.
No, not meet—he glared at him with unmistakable hostility, as if he would devour him.
Chel found this amusing and let out a slight chuckle.

"You can glare at me for a hundred days, but you can't defeat me with mere looks. Surely you're not stupid enough to not understand such a simple fact?"

"Shut up, Chel Brands."

Upon hearing those words, Chel burst into laughter loud enough to shake the audience chamber.
In this silent hall where only Chel's laughter could be heard, the soldiers could only bow their heads slightly and exchange nervous glances.

"You understand what it means to be summoned here rather than kept in prison, don't you?"

Though no particular answer came from Erinandorf, Chel continued speaking indifferently, as if he didn't particularly care.

"Yes, Erinandorf. It means your fate will be determined by your choice."

"..."

"Help me rebuild the Brands army, Erinandorf. I highly value your talents. If you use your strength for me from now on, I promise not to hold any grudges over our past conflicts. No, Erinandorf. I'll even make you the commander-in-chief of our army. I promise you the highest treatment, on the honor of House Brands. Whether you choose to survive and write a new legend with us, or end your life's journey here... the choice is entirely yours."

From an ordinary perspective, Chel's offer was certainly tempting.
It was rare for someone to offer such exceptional treatment when recruiting a prisoner.
Even though Erinandorf was an S-class general, they had been crossing swords until very recently from the Brands army's perspective.
Even if Chel's army had become an independent state with no connection to the original Brands army, he couldn't control the emotions of his people.
From his position, it was an offer made with the confidence to suppress any internal opposition.

"...Is that all you have to say?"

"It is."

"..."

Erinandorf slowly closed his eyes.
And he pondered Chel's final words.

'Either survive and write a legend together, or...'

—end your life's journey here.

Erinandorf wore a bitter smile on his face.
If his soul companions saw him now, they would be shocked and alarmed. Especially since he rarely showed any change in expression.
Particularly Emma, who was closest to him, would probably make a fuss for a day and a half, saying something trivial like, "So even you can make such expressions."

Yuuri. Epinel. Anima. And... Emma.

I'm sorry.

I wanted all five of us to see the Aishers flag flying over every castle on the continent together.

"..."

Chel looked at Erinandorf's face once more without saying anything.
This time, his face didn't show particular hostility. Instead, the emotion he conveyed was—indifference.
A bored expression that seemed to ask what kind of answer he expected to hear.

"...Ha."

Naturally, Chel could precisely understand the meaning of Erinandorf's non-verbal expression.
He thought it wouldn't work, but it was as expected.
He had made a big decision to try persuading him, thinking that if Erinandorf joined his forces, he might be able to deal with Kalinz Brands... but Chel could tell.

His eyes were those of a warrior.
The eyes of a loyal hound who would never betray any lord.

Having someone like that under his command would be reassuring—
Conversely, having such a person under his enemy's command was not good at all from his perspective.

'A valuable man, but this is as far as it goes.'

If Chel had been seriously educated in politics rather than being a warrior to the bone, he might have calculated the maximum benefit from using Erinandorf as bait, as Serphina would have done—
But he too had been a warrior who had poured his entire soul into the battlefield until just recently.
On the battlefield, the victorious side claims glory. The defeated side—death.

"You there, come forward."

"Y-Yes, sir!"

A soldier who received Chel's order slowly took his place beside the bound Erinandorf.

"Behead this man and display his head on the castle wall."

"Yes, sir!"

Even after hearing those words, Erinandorf showed no shock and merely let out a short sigh.
The emotion he felt now wasn't fear or terror, but simply regret.
Regret that he couldn't stay with them until the end.

But in a way, it was fortunate.
Among the five, he had been the least valuable.
Compared to the intelligent Anima, the versatile Emma and Epinel, and their lord Yuuri, he was just a general with some strength.

He had only one wish.
Please, please... that Yuuri wouldn't make wrong decisions for the sake of revenge.
In this matter, there was nothing he could do except hope.

'...I leave the rest to you, Yuuri.'

Erinandorf, led by the soldier's hand, walks somewhere.
To a dark place where light doesn't reach, a place of no return—

—he calmly accepts his fate.

That day, one of the five stars of the Aishers army fell to earth.

# # #

In the royal hall of Jelin Castle.

"What do you think? Would 8,000 gold be enough? Shouldn't we offer at least 10,000 gold to safely get him back?"

"That should be fine. Unlike Serphina, gold must feel extremely precious to Chel."

Yuuri and Anima were, quite naturally, preparing negotiations for the prisoner exchange.
Of course, they had never once considered it. The death of one of the five.
So they naturally thought he would be imprisoned as a prisoner. It was only natural to think about getting him back as soon as possible.

In Anima's opinion, while Chel did have a somewhat hot-headed, reckless tendency—
There were far more ways to utilize him than simply killing him, so he judged that Chel wouldn't have killed him.
Rationally speaking, Anima's thinking might have been correct, but—

"Then I'll send this as is. Who do you think would be good as a messenger?"

"Schultz or Elisia, and if both find it difficult, I wouldn't mind going myself."

As they were discussing the future situation.

"M-My Lord!"

A soldier rushed into the royal hall with an urgent expression.

'What is it? Could they be invading again so soon?'

They hadn't thought Chel would immediately invade Jelin Castle, no matter how reckless he was, but as they were considering this—

"It's..."

From the soldier's shocked expression, they noticed an emotion different from usual.
Yes, this sensation. The moment they faced the soldier, both Anima and Yuuri felt this sense of unease.
It wasn't a rational judgment based on intelligence, but something rooted more deeply in human nature—instinct.

"...What happened?"

After hearing Yuuri's question, the soldier hesitated for a long time before finally squeezing out an answer in a trembling voice.

"General Erinandorf..."

"What about Erinandorf? What happened? ...Tell me quickly."

"..."

The soldier couldn't say anything, just bowed his head deeply and shed tears.
And at the same time...

Yuuri and Anima, who realized what it meant when he couldn't speak, turned pale.

"...!!!!"

...No way.

Yuuri jumped up from his seat, ran to the soldier, put his hands on his shoulders, and demanded desperately.

"What happened? Tell me properly! I, your lord, am ordering you to speak!"

"T-That... the G-General..."

Anima, barely holding back tears, closed his eyes tightly and looked up at the sky.

...Ah.
That day. The image of Erinandorf, who fought alone against numerous soldiers of Serphina's army to save him when he was severely beaten by Serphina due to his own misjudgment...

For Anima.
And for Yuuri.
A truth too cruel... was approaching without any warning.

"...He has fallen."
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# # #

After taking extensive measures at Kelstein Castle, several days had passed.
There was still no news of an epidemic breaking out, but thanks to Ian and Jena taking my side, there was no problem managing internal complaints about abandoning the territory outright.
To be precise, rather than taking my side, they simply followed Serphina's orders without any objection... well, in the end, it amounted to the same thing.

And today, like any other day, I made my way to Aingart's royal castle.

"You're here, Swen."

Looking around, I noticed that Jena, who usually kept her position beside Serphina, was nowhere to be seen.

"Where has the Strategist gone?"

"I had some tasks for her regarding the unexplored territories in the northern continent, so she's probably examining that area now."

"Ah..."

The only problem was the territory residents we had relocated.
It sounded nice to call it "pioneering unexplored territory," but in reality, we had moved residents to barren land where hardly anything could grow.
Serphina claimed she was providing various benefits, and those benefits were indeed quite exceptional compared to the standards of this era, but from my perspective as a modern person, they didn't seem particularly generous.
If no epidemic broke out and some other outcome occurred, we would end up having only lost the people's trust—

'Well, it should be fine.'

There was still plenty of time to observe the situation.
It was too early to say there were definite results, as nothing had happened yet.

Just then.
My ears caught the voice of my current lord.

"Swen. I have something to tell you."

"What is it?"

Serphina, in her usual emotionless tone—

"Erinandorf Arisian is dead."

"...!"

She delivered this shocking news.

Erinandorf Arisian. A name I knew. No, I even knew his face.
From my days in the Aishers Army, now just a distant memory.
One of the five heroes who silently served as pillars of the Aishers Army.
I still vividly remember his impressive figure—solid muscles, an expressionless face, and empty-looking eyes.

But he was dead?

"What happened?"

"It was Chel's army."

"Pardon?"

"Swen. As we expected, Hispil Castle and Jelin Castle seem to have been taken by the Aishers Army... but it appears Mirage Castle and Alcanwood Castle were seized by Chel."

Did Chel make his move while we were withdrawing our troops?
Well, it's not like the Aishers Army was the only force in the central continent, and we weren't only facing the Aishers Army at our borders.
It seemed that territories that originally belonged to the Brands Army at the border had now become Chel's territories.

"For some reason, the two forces engaged in battle, and in the process... it seems he was killed."

"So Chel killed Erinandorf?"

"That would be the case."

"Was he taken prisoner? Or on the battlefield...?"

"From what I've heard, Chel personally ordered his execution, so he was probably captured."

"Is that really true...?"

I recalled the Chel I had seen during my time with the Brands Army.
He was certainly hot-blooded and knew nothing but battle, but if he had captured someone of Erinandorf's caliber, there would have been better options than simply killing him.
Did he just act as he always had on the battlefield, rather than thinking carefully about what he could gain?

Serphina, as if understanding what I was thinking, brought up exactly what I wanted to hear.

"They say he cut off his head and displayed it on the castle walls."

"If he went so far as to display it on the castle walls..."

"This is clearly—"

"—a provocation, isn't it?"

After our conversation flowed like a well-rehearsed duet, Serphina looked at me with an amused smile.

"Every time this happens, I feel as though you are like my own limbs. There's no one else in our army who can see through my thoughts as you do."

In truth, I almost said I felt the same way, but it seemed unnecessary, so I kept quiet.
Afterward, I felt somewhat awkward and couldn't respond, but Serphina didn't mind and asked me the question she wanted to ask.

"So, what do you think will happen?"

"I think we can afford to observe the situation for now. The Chel Army and the Aishers Army will now enter into full-scale war."

"But at this point, with our attack route blocked, wouldn't the most rational choice be to target Hesna's forces below? Unless they specifically want to create a favorable situation for her. I can't imagine Yuuri would hold her in such high regard—if anything, she would hate her."

"With Erinandorf being the one who died, everything has already been decided."

"..."

Probably no one in the Aishers Army could stop Yuuri's decision.
Far from stopping it, all the most influential figures in the Aishers Army would be unanimously calling for a fight to the death against Chel.

During my time with the Aishers Army, when I realized that the five founding heroes wielded influence beyond even Ginor, the national strategist, I had wondered:

'If something were to happen to one of the five, what choice would they make?'

All five possessed exceptional abilities. If one of them was endangered or lost, it meant an extraordinary situation had occurred.
I thought about offering advice, concerned that letting emotions take over could lead to greater damage than expected—
But Yuuri had never personally sought me out, and I was also busy spending time with Reika at Ginor's residence, so I never brought it up.

Ginor probably wasn't there anymore either... so Yuuri would have only one path to choose.

"Perhaps the Aishers Army will lose its driving force... in a most unexpected way."

Serphina smiled with interest.

"Indeed. I seem to have forgotten for a moment how you came to be here, Swen."

"..."

That's right. Even in that moment, Yuuri remained consistent.
She sold me out to save Anima, who was more precious to her than anything.
An absurd action that no ruler would normally consider.
While the one who brought me might have had her reasons, what crime had I committed to be sold? Considering that the general who was sold was also her own general, it was certainly an irrational decision.
The reason I hold no grudge against Yuuri isn't because I've forgiven her... it's simply because I never really considered her my lord in the first place.
As for any personal debts, I've already repaid them with Lady Irene.

Anyway—what would someone who acts outside common sense regarding prisoner exchanges do when she hears news of a death?

Just then.

"I have a question, Swen."

"Please go ahead."

"You must have heard that Ian is currently controlling the entrance to Kelstein Castle as its lord."

"Ah..."

Indeed, Ian had managed to prevent a potential outbreak.
It seemed that as soon as he heard the order to "block the entrance," he sensed something and had been preparing various countermeasures.

"Is your conclusion still the same?"

"..."

The last question I had interpreted—
'Is it most efficient to concentrate troops at Kelstein Castle?'—I input it once more.

[Yes.]

The answer remained unchanged.
I slowly nodded.

"Yes, it is."

"...I see."

Serphina nodded and didn't ask me any further questions.
I also remained silent, slowly reviewing the situation.

'There's still plenty of time left.'

Rather than having reached a conclusion, we were in a situation where something was just about to begin.
What we needed to do now was to observe the movements of Chel's and Aishers' armies while holding our "guaranteed winning hand."

What would happen next?
By now, I should be used to interpreting situations based on infallible predictions... but even the most experienced shaman feels tension when walking on knives.
Still, time would bring a conclusion. We could decide what to do next when that time came.

'I should inform Lady Irene and Reika as well...'

Since both of them had been with the Aishers Army, it would be good to let them know.
With that thought, I spent the rest of my time assisting Serphina with her duties.

# # #

Jelin Castle's royal palace.
A blue-haired female knight was rushing with an urgent expression.
Seeing her clearly distressed face, several soldiers approached her.

"G-General Emma. Please calm down..."

"Get out of my way!"

The female knight, Emma, roughly pushed the soldier aside and rushed toward the audience chamber where her lord, Yuuri, was.

'It can't be... it can't be true.'

The devastating news she had heard upon arriving here.
Her head was spinning.
She could feel her breathing becoming more ragged.
What she needed to do now was... confirm with Yuuri.

To ask if this was really true.

'Please, please...!'

And so, holding onto a fragile hope that seemed about to shatter at any moment... Emma rushed to the audience chamber.
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Like that, I continued running, shaking off a few more soldiers.
Finally, the door to the audience chamber came into view, and Emma roughly flung it open.

"Ah..."

As soon as she arrived, Emma's eyes fell upon her eternal companions—
Epinel, Anima, and Yuuri came into view.
But one person was missing. The man who always seemed to stand firmly in his place protecting them was nowhere to be found.

"...Yuuri."

Emma asked with a trembling voice.

"Where is... Ern?"

"..."

"Don't tell me... it's true?"

Emma slowly approached Yuuri while asking,

"Is it... is it true that... Ern... died...?"

The moment the word "died" left her lips... she felt her suppressed emotions surging.
Beyond her trembling voice, tears began to flow from her eyes.
Neither Epinel, nor Anima, nor Yuuri could properly answer Emma's desperate question.

"Why won't anyone answer...?"

Step, step.
Emma silently moved closer to Lord Yuuri.
Before she knew it, she was standing so close that she would fall right into her face if she stumbled.
It would be considered unforgivable disloyalty for a subject, but at this moment, their relationship was more than just that of ruler and subject.

"...Answer me, Yuuri! Is it certain that Ern is dead?!!!!"

Emma grabbed Yuuri by the collar.
Though absurd things were happening one after another, Yuuri didn't get angry and simply allowed herself to be grabbed by Emma's hands without saying a word.

"E-Emma! Calm down...!"

Anima and Epinel, who had been watching with sad eyes, tried to stop her, but Yuuri, the one being grabbed, stopped them with her hand.
Then, she sent a silent signal. ...Let me handle this, please.

"Emma."

Facing Emma, who was expressing her anger without restraint... she barely managed to answer in a small voice.

"...I'm truly sorry."

"Ah... aah."

Thud.
As soon as she heard Yuuri's apology, Emma's strength left her, and she collapsed to the floor, beginning to wail.

"Why... why... why did this happen...!!!"

The relationship among the five was exceptionally close, but there were particularly special bonds among them.
For example, Yuuri and Anima, who had been through thick and thin since their academy days like real sisters, and Emma and Erinandorf, who were like that as well.
The two former private soldiers who once served Yuuri together had been comrades who trusted and relied on each other until this very moment.
When serving the Aishers family, when belonging to the Aishers army established by Yuuri, the sole survivor of the family, and even in the future... they thought they would be together forever.
The battlefield was both unfair and fair at the same time. Anyone could become a hero, and anyone could lose their life in an instant.
Considering Erinandorf's fighting style of always being at the forefront, the thought that his survival until now might have been a miracle only crossed her mind now.

"Uwaaaaaaaah!!!!!"

Yuuri watched Emma wailing, silently closing her eyes and waiting a long time for her to calm down.
Epinel turned her head to look away, and Anima discreetly wiped her flowing tears with her sleeve.
He was dead. Erinandorf. That man who was like a symbol of immense will was no longer with them.

Anima stole a glance at Yuuri's expression.
Looking at her deeply sunken eyes, she was certain. Perhaps now, the one suffering the most was Lord Yuuri.
After all, it was she who had made the decision to send minimal forces to quickly capture the castle, appointing Erinandorf to the vanguard and Anima as commander-in-chief.
Even if she hadn't made that decision, she was the ruler. It meant she was in a position where she had to take responsibility.

How much time had passed like that?
Finally, when Emma's crying subsided, Yuuri slowly opened her eyes.

"Emma... wait just a little. I will surely avenge your enemy, and our enemy..."

Her eyes, containing two different colors, were burning fiercely as if they would devour someone at any moment.

"Wait."

At the mention of revenge, Anima, who had been silently wiping her tears, interrupted.

"Are you... thinking of an all-out war with Chel's forces?"

"Is there anything else we can do?"

"..."

Anima was about to say something to Yuuri, who seemed to be barely maintaining her composure, but then swallowed her words.
Yes. She understood her feelings. She was angry enough herself.
But the most correct course of action now was not to wage an all-out war with Chel, but as mentioned earlier, to turn the helm and fight against Hesna's forces.

"What, do you have something to say, Anima?"

A low, cold tone. Unlike the always kind Yuuri, it was a question that seemed like it would cut if touched.
Anima... couldn't say anything.
In fact, she could have spoken. It wasn't that she was afraid of her. It was just that her own guilt was desperately preventing her from conveying her message.
...After all, it was Yuuri who had saved her life at the cost of tremendous losses.
If it hadn't been for her, she couldn't rule out the possibility that her head would have fallen at the hands of the villainess Serphina. She was a terrible woman whose fickleness and vileness were unmatched by anyone, and she would have used my life like a chess piece to deal a blow to Yuuri in every way possible.
The reason she could escape that fate was because Yuuri had thrown away all her dignity and sacrificed her subordinate general, and the beneficiary was... none other than herself.
No matter how much she herself didn't want it... as long as she was safely breathing here now, how could she ignore that grace?

Therefore, Anima couldn't say things like 'Erinandorf wouldn't want this either. Right now, instead of seeking revenge, let's move for the long-term benefit of the Aishers army. If we prepare, a chance for revenge will surely come.'
Yuuri's actions, taking on everything to save Anima... had ironically become shackles controlling Anima's actions.

"...Never mind. Now is not the time to talk slowly."

Yuuri looked at Anima's face, who couldn't bring herself to speak, and then slowly turned her head to extend her hand to Emma, who was kneeling.

"Emma, stand up."

"*sob*"

"Let's avenge him. Erinandorf's enemy. And, Chel Brands..."

Yuuri's eyebrows twitched.
A level of anger she had never felt before.
At least from this moment on, the existence called Chel Brands would inevitably become more hateful to her than Serphina.

"Don't you think we should clearly show him what he has done?"
"We'll behead him with our own hands, display his head at Valhart Castle... and honor Erinandorf's spirit. Understand?"

After murmuring that, Yuuri turned to Epinel and said,

"Epinel. I need you to prepare for deployment right away."

"You're thinking of invading immediately?"

"Yes."

Epinel fell into thought for a moment, then slowly nodded.

"...Alright. Leave it to me. I have a debt to settle with that bastard too."

"Thank you."

Anima looked at Yuuri, who was forcing a smile while saying thank you... and slowly closed her eyes, bowing her head.

—There's nothing I can do.

Despite knowing that something was going wrong, the cruel reality that there was nothing she could do in this situation—
was tormenting Anima, the survivor, more than ever before.

* * *

"I see. So General Erinandorf... is dead."

Having arrived home, I was relaying the news I had heard from Serphina to Irene and Reika.

"That... Lord Erinandorf..."

Both of them must be acquainted with Erinandorf.
Ms. Reika had stayed at Valhart Castle for quite a long time, and Lady Irene had worked under Yuuri with me before.
Perhaps Lady Irene, being a fellow military officer, would have had more points of contact with Erinandorf than I did.

"So it seems that the Chel army and the Aishers army will be waging a major war for the time being."

Hearing my words, Irene poured tea into my empty cup and spoke.
Though it wasn't intentional, it was the same tea leaves we often drank during our time living together in the Aishers army.

"That's probably what will happen. Lord Yuuri was someone who greatly valued the founding contributors. The proof is that you, Swen, are here."

"One way or another, it doesn't seem like there's anything to gain from confronting the Chel army, but she's not the type to change her position."

"That's true..."

Irene probably knew it too. That the best choice for them now was not an all-out war with Chel.
In any case, this decision could cause the Aishers army to meaninglessly waste the potential they had built up until now.

"Um..."

At that moment.
Reika, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, raised her hand to join in.

"Ms. Reika, do you have something to say?"

"Well, I had a conversation with Lady Serphina..."

"?"

"..."

Reika hesitated for a moment, then bowed her head several times and said,

"I-I'm sorry! Somehow, I... I'll tell you after I organize my thoughts. When I try to speak, I feel overwhelmed..."

"No, it's okay. Please take your time to organize your thoughts."

"Ugh... I'm so sorry..."

"Not at all, Lady Reika. If it's not urgent, time to think is important."

"Lady Irene..."

Saying that, Reika leaned her head on Irene's shoulder, who was sitting next to her.
Irene blushed a little embarrassedly but didn't push her away.
Although I was curious about what Reika was trying to say, I now knew well that she needed time in situations like this.
Rather, something else caught my attention.

'...They've become quite close?'

I was curious about when they had become so intimate, but from my perspective, it wasn't a bad thing that they got along so well.
At that moment.

'...!'

Why was it?
The images of Lady Serphina and Lady Luna, who weren't here... momentarily flashed before my eyes.
The image of them sitting in the empty seats, mingling with these two.

I blinked several times. ...Was it a hallucination?

"Swen...?"

Noticing something strange, Irene looked at me with a worried expression.

"Ah... it's nothing. I just feel a bit tired today."

"Is that so? Well, if you're okay then..."

"If, if you need any help... please make sure to tell us...!"

As Ms. Reika seemed flustered, I smiled to reassure her.

"I will."

Actually, it's not a troubling matter.
I don't know why such an image appeared momentarily, but...

In reality, if those two could face each other and smile, that would be a wonderful thing for me.

And so, I spent time with the two people who were currently by my side.
...There was still so much left to do.
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# After That Day

After that day, Yuuri entered into a full-scale war against Chel's army.
All the forces she had gathered to seize control of continental unification were, naturally, deployed in the war against Chel's army.
Likewise, Chel had no choice but to expend all the troops he had accumulated for the unification of the Brands forces on defensive warfare.

The first round was a victory by decision for the Aishers army.
The Aishers army was, literally, achieving remarkable results. Not only had they captured Alcanwood Castle, but they had also succeeded in occupying Langbow Castle, which was originally Chel's territory located west of Alcanwood Castle.
Although Chel's army was known to have gathered the most excellent generals within the Brands forces... in reality, there was no one in the country more skilled than Chel, and there were no generals capable of stopping Emma and Epinel of the Aishers army, let alone Chel himself.

Hearing the repeated news of defeat, Chel sighed deeply and thought.

'Perhaps I've done something unnecessary.'

He had heard rumors about the "internal solidarity" of the Aishers army, but he hadn't expected them to pursue this matter so persistently.
He had judged that deciding to fight to the death with his army wouldn't be particularly beneficial to them, and that should have been the case—but now Yuuri seemed less like a ruler with a broad perspective and more like an avenger.

An ordinary ruler—even if it were Kalinz—might have not only regretted this decision but perhaps even proposed a humiliating peace treaty.

"...Ha!"

Chel was a born fighter.
To be honest, this was far more stimulating and made his blood boil compared to the drawn-out siege warfare with Kalinz.

'Throwing everything away and charging at our army over the death of just one founding contributor—that's such a pure-hearted thing, almost unsuited for this era. Yes, I acknowledge that.'

Not long ago, on the day when Erinandorf's head was displayed on the castle wall.
After seeing the look in his eyes just before death, Chel had gained some insight and began training his body again, just like in his days as a general.
Although it was still lacking compared to his prime, he was confident that he could perform like before if he returned to the battlefield.

At this rate, our side, with its relatively inferior national power, would only be pushed back by the Aishers army.
To face a stronger country, this kind of all-out war was insufficient.

If there was one thing he regretted, it was the lineup of generals.

'If a general like Irene could back me up, it might be different... but since there's no one of that caliber in our army now, I'd better create a breakthrough on my own.'

Back then, when he was expanding the Brands territory with Irene.
Chel, a natural warrior, was perceptive enough to notice how significant Irene's role had been.
On the other side were Epinel and Emma. They were worthy opponents for him, but a 2:1 situation would inevitably be disadvantageous for someone past his prime.

'...Enough.'

Thinking unnecessarily about various things like this was something his sister Lynn or strategists like Farfalle would do.
What Chel was good at was different. Going to the battlefield and clashing swords.

Chel immediately began preparing for deployment.

The commander-in-chief was himself, the ruler... Chel Brands.
The man once called the First Sword of Brands began to point his blade in earnest toward the Aishers army.

* * *

Perhaps thanks to Chel's direct involvement, the landscape of the battlefield began to shift dramatically.
Chel's first action was to boldly abandon Langbow Castle and launch a surprise attack on Alcanwood Castle.
It wasn't just Langbow Castle he was giving up. He was essentially abandoning Jog Castle as well, which the Aishers army had immediately charged toward.
Abandoning Jog Castle was quite a significant decision. If they succeeded in conquering that place, they could advance unhindered to Heisel Castle, the capital of Chel's forces.

As a result, Chel's strategy was successful.
With Alcanwood Castle falling into Chel's hands, the Aishers army's supply line from their main base was cut off, and naturally, their rapid advance began to slow down.

Even after that, small-scale local battles between the two countries continued to break out.
Every other day, if soldiers died, they would draft more—and the fighting continued... continued relentlessly.
The blood that flowed from the end of Erinandorf's neck formed a pool, and the central continent began to reek of blood.

Both Chel's army and the Aishers army continued their drawn-out battle... without gaining anything significant.

* * *

"Then, good luck to both of you today."

"Hmm, Swen. Let's meet in the evening."

"S-see you in the evening...!"

After parting with the two of them, I immediately headed to the office.
The one who greeted me was not Serphina but Jena.

"Lord Swen, you've arrived."

"Strategist...? Where is our lord?"

"I was about to tell you about that... but before that, I'd like to ask you a question."

Saying that, Jena approached me closely and looked straight into my eyes as she asked.

"Is it your will to appoint Lord Irian as the castle lord, and to issue the blockade order along with a series of other actions?"

"......"

Momentarily taken aback by such a direct question, I considered just making something up—

'Eventually, someone of the national strategist's caliber would find out anyway.'

Instead of covering up the situation with lies, I chose to be honest with her.

"Yes. It was my advice."

"...I see. Then, Lord Swen, you believe that is the correct answer?"

As a timely question came in, I carefully entered that question.

'Is appointing Irian as castle lord and issuing a blockade order the most efficient method?'

And the answer was somewhat strange.

[I cannot know that far.]

'...???'

What?
Not "I don't know," but "I cannot know that far"?
Is something different?

'Come to think of it, the question about who should be placed in the castle lord position... didn't it answer that before?'

It definitely did when I appointed Irian as castle lord in a similar situation before.
While it might not know whether a plague would occur, it could make inferences based on who the castle lord was.

Then should I ask just that question separately?

'Is appointing Irian as the lord of Kelstein Castle the most efficient?'

[It is somewhat efficient.]

...I see.
So it can answer who should be appointed as castle lord, but not whether the blockade order is right or wrong.
Rather, "somewhat efficient" means... Irian isn't the best answer.
I'd have to move past this point for now.
At least I've gotten somewhat closer to the basis of my decision to place Irian there—"a plague is spreading."

After thinking it through, I waited patiently for Jena's response.
Unexpectedly, I heard something surprising from her.

"In that case, I will take it upon myself to persuade those who oppose. Would you please relay that to our lord?"

"...Pardon? Those who oppose?"

"The public sentiment among the territory residents is not so good regarding the unexplained major blockade in Kelstein Castle. Many of the generals under Serphina's command also claim that we are wasting administrative power on meaningless endeavors."

"Ah...."

Come to think of it, there have been no reports of a plague spreading in the central continent yet.
We've heard that Chel's army and the Aishers army continue to fight... but that alone isn't grounds for blocking the exchange between territory residents.

"However, Lord Swen. I judge that if it is your will, there must be a reason."

"Strategist...."

Could it be that the reason we haven't heard direct complaints against Serphina and me is because she's been blocking them?
For whatever reason, she has been extremely cooperative with me from some point on.

"So, I will cooperate. Please don't forget that we are on your side."

After saying that, Jena bowed her head slightly to me and began to walk away, then turned her head and said:

"Our lord is in the annex. She is waiting for you."

Then she gradually disappeared from my sight.

Half-dumbfounded, I headed toward the annex, mulling over her last words.

'Please don't forget that we are on your side.'

'......'

Strangely enough, as soon as I heard those words, Lady Luna's face came to mind again.
...No. Since I've decided to find another path that can satisfy everyone, there's no need to think about it further.
I cleared my head lightly and headed to where Serphina was.

*

As soon as I arrived at the annex, Serphina welcomed me.

"Welcome, Swen."

"I met the strategist on my way here. According to her... she asked to leave the 'persuasion' to her."

"Is that so?"

Serphina simply nodded without much response and changed the subject.

"You must be well aware of the situation between Chel's army and the Aishers army?"

"Yes. Although it seems they've entered a stalemate for now... many people are dying."

Hearing my words, she fell into thought for a moment, then reached out her hand to me and asked:

"Swen. Is this outcome the result of your 'mind's eye'?"

"......"

"If so, I may have done something unnecessary to the territory residents."

Serphina said with a bitter smile.
By "unnecessary," she must mean the forced relocation to the barren northern continent.
If they could have stayed in their homeland and if there was no plague, they could have managed reasonably well even during the battle between Chel and Aishers. Neither Chel nor Yuuri were foolish enough to directly harm territory residents who were essentially civilians during wartime.
If this were the real outcome, then she would have acted like the tyrant others describe her as—taking meaningless actions.

Perhaps she read my thoughts.
Serphina spoke in a somewhat uncharacteristically urgent tone:

"Swen, I'm not blaming you. All decisions were made by me. So, I hope you won't burden your heart."

Looking into Serphina's eyes, I thought:

Is that really all there is to it?
This wasn't the first time this had happened. There were many cases where, contrary to my expectations, things turned out completely differently but ultimately benefited our army.
If Chel's army and the Aishers army antagonize each other and lose strength, that would indeed benefit our army, so she might be right—

'...Something's missing.'

To give up all the territories we had barely managed to advance into in the central continent for that purpose seemed too costly to be "the answer that provides optimal efficiency."
To begin with, the fact that we stopped our retreat at Kelstein Castle, which was essentially the gateway to the northern continent, was also telling.
Wasn't the answer from Jena's question just now somewhat evidence of this?

"My lord. I cannot say with absolute certainty... but in my personal judgment, I believe this is not the whole story."

"Then...?"

"I still think—no, I am certain—that a plague will spread."

No matter how I thought about it, nothing but a plague would be a suitable answer to the question of "the most efficient answer."
We gave up four territories, after all.

"I'm not lying to reassure you, my lord. So, please trust me and give us a little more time. In the end, if we go all the way, we will win."

"...!!!"

Seeing Serphina's surprised reaction to those words, I realized what words I had just uttered.
The talk of winning if we go all the way... it didn't seem like something I had only told her.

'...No.'

Now was the time to think about the Serphina army, rather than such things.
Whether this is the final outcome or if there's something more—depending on the situation, the more Plan Bs we prepare, the better.

"My lord. There are a few things I'd like to discuss. Would you have some time?"

"That's an interesting question, Swen. I sit in this position to discuss state affairs with people like you. If I don't spend time with you all, what reason would I have to be in the position of ruler?"

Serphina said, and then answered with a bright smile.

"Come at me as much as you want, Swen. I'll keep you company all day."
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# Jeilant Castle

Located at the easternmost point of Lynn Brands' territory, Jeilant Castle was an unremarkable fortress that had suddenly become a crucial strategic position after the Brands territory split into three separate states. Originally just a castle along a route, losing the territory seemed inevitable, but fortunately for Lynn, while Kalinz and Chel were busy watching each other, she managed to establish defenses, organize troops, and secure the border.

And now, sitting in the lord's seat receiving reports was not the original castle lord Rem, but the ruler Lynn herself.

"My lord. As you commanded, we've issued the blockade order for the eastern region."

Lynn nodded with satisfaction at Rem's words.

"Good work. What about Farfalle?"

"She hasn't returned from the blockade site yet. She mentioned she might be late because she's attending to various details..."

"Is that so?"

If it's Farfalle, I can trust her.
As Lynn relaxed, Rem hesitantly spoke up.

"Um... my lord."

"What? Do you have a question?"

"No, well... you don't have to tell me if you don't want to."

"What is it?"

After hesitating for a long while:

"May I ask why you've taken these measures?"

"Oh, was that all? I thought you were going to say you wanted to quit or something."

'I couldn't bring myself to ask because I was afraid you might accuse me of questioning your orders...'

Rem swallowed these thoughts as Lynn gave a dejected smile.

"It's nothing special, but Serphina's forces have been doing something similar."

"...Pardon?"

"You know that Chel's forces are currently at war with Aishers, right?"

"Yes, I've heard that much..."

"Think about it. Why are those two at war? What do you think?"

"Well... isn't it because Chel Brands killed one of the founding contributors of Aishers' forces?"

Lynn nodded at his answer but wiggled her finger as if it wasn't the perfect response.

"That's actually the result of the war, not the cause. What I mean is, how did they meet in the first place? How was Chel able to kill a founding contributor of Aishers' forces?"

"Uh..."

As Rem worried about saying he didn't know, fearing Lynn might scold him like she used to, Lynn spoke in an extremely gentle tone.

"It's okay to say you don't know. I'll tell you."

"...I don't know."

Gulp—Rem tensed momentarily, but Lynn didn't get angry or rebuke him. Instead, she simply shared her thoughts.

"In my opinion, the root cause is that Serphina's forces withdrew from the border. Think about it. If they hadn't pulled their troops, would Chel's forces and Aishers' forces have ever met?"

As she said, while the war was triggered by Chel killing Erinandorf, a founding contributor of Aishers' forces, this situation unfolded because Serphina abandoned her territory in the central continent. Otherwise, the two nations wouldn't have needed to cross swords in earnest.

"Ah... I think you're right, my lord."

"Right? And I've heard that Serphina's forces, which caused this war, have issued a blockade near Kelstein Castle, thoroughly preventing outsiders, including territory residents, from entering."

"So, simply because Serphina is doing it, you've also issued a blockade...?"

"Exactly."

Lynn slowly began twirling her blue hair with her finger—a habit that emerged whenever she was deep in thought.

"While people are talking about the war between Chel's forces and Aishers' forces, Serphina, who engineered this mess, is busy blocking entrances to her own country. So, abandoning the border wasn't because of a rebellion in the northern continent as rumored... I think it might be to prevent some calamity from affecting the central continent."

"When you say a calamity that could affect the central continent, could it be...?"

Hearing Rem's question, Lynn's blue eyes sparkled with vitality, just like when she had first taken the crown, pushing aside her two grown brothers to become the successor.

"I think it might be a plague."

"...!!"

"Why else would I issue a blockade?"

Lynn continued with a grin:

"That's probably why she abandoned her territory in the central continent. Otherwise, it doesn't make sense. From the perspective of the greedy Serphina, giving up hard-won territory in the central continent just to pit two countries against each other? No matter how you look at it, it's still a loss. Even if Chel or Aishers is destroyed, it only shifts the balance of power—it doesn't benefit Serphina at all. I think the war between the two countries wasn't even on her radar."

"Well, if everything you say is true, that makes sense... but how would Serphina know whether a plague is spreading or not? Objectively speaking, Serphina's actions seem like nothing more than the capricious behavior of a notoriously cruel witch..."

"..."

Lynn fell silent at Rem's question, her previously uninterrupted flow of words halting. She slowly closed her eyes.

"...It's not Serphina I trust."

"Excuse me...?"

"Why would I trust that insufferable woman? She killed her own blood with her own hands for the crown prince position. ...Well, I suppose I shouldn't be saying this, considering our territory has also split."

Lynn said this, gave a brief bitter smile, and then:

"There's someone trustworthy there."

"...?"

What Lynn trusted wasn't Serphina.
It was likely someone who had directly advised Serphina on this seemingly incomprehensible action—a problem-solving approach that wasn't unfamiliar to her.
A white-haired strategist who was once in her hands, who always spoke the truth...

Lynn opened her eyes and smiled again.

"Well... there's no point in dwelling on the past, right?"

"Y-yes..."

Although his curiosity had intensified due to the interrupted explanation, Rem decided to keep quiet instead of prying further. He didn't want to irritate Lynn and face her wrath.
In fact, even this riddling conversation was quite a challenge for Rem. Having risen to the position of castle lord in Brands territory, he knew all too well how difficult it was to please the arrogant and capricious Lynn.
Of course, he had heard that Lynn had changed significantly and become a completely different person... but human nature is such that one can't believe it until seeing it with their own eyes.
It turned out that his cautious questioning wasn't in vain after all.

Indeed, Lynn seemed like a different person compared to before.
She didn't get annoyed by questions, didn't ignore him when he said he didn't know, and instead of rebuking him, she kindly explained things.
While her manner of speaking and tone were similar to the old Lynn... any adult could tell that the emotions behind them were different.

'Has my lord truly changed?'

The Strategist had said it too. The Lynn before the country's division and the Lynn after were completely different people.
Seeing it firsthand, he could somewhat believe it, but... rebuilding broken trust is difficult.

'She's probably just lowering her guard because the situation is difficult. I shouldn't expect too much.'

Lynn looked at Rem, who had bowed his head to her.
She had already noticed that Rem harbored such thoughts.

The way he watched her reactions while speaking was familiar. It was how her subjects used to behave during the time when she was convinced no one stood above her.

'There's no need to explain everything in detail...'

Lynn wore a bitter smile.
All she could do was consistently show her changed self to the subordinates who remained by her side.

Anyway, if her prediction—or more accurately, the prediction of the man she trusted—was correct, the central continent would fall into unprecedented chaos.
It wasn't time to step forward yet. Just a little longer... accumulating strength and waiting.

'The time will surely come.'

Lynn decided to hunker down even more.
For the day when the sky-blue flags of Brands would once again cover the central continent.

# * * *

Aishers Forces' Field Base Camp.

"...You're saying we lost?"

"Yes. I am deeply ashamed. ...Please execute me."

To the commander bowing before her, Yuuri spoke in a cold tone.

"Listen. There's nothing to gain by killing you, so what's the point of saying that?"

"B-but..."

"...Enough. If you truly want to show your loyalty, pull yourself together first. Go to the battlefield and achieve merit. That's all I want."

"..."

"What are you waiting for? Go."

"...Understood."

After dismissing the commander, Yuuri heaved a deep sigh.
She had thought conquering Chel's forces would be easy... but things weren't going as smoothly as expected.
With consecutive forced marches, repeated battles, and continuous siege warfare, the fatigue of Aishers' soldiers was reaching its limit.
The commanders were equally strained, making it impossible to engage in battle with the same condition as before.

"...Damn it."

Yuuri slammed her fist on the desk with a loud thud.
Even now, Erinandorf must be suffering in the afterlife.
Until she took the head of that hateful Chel, she couldn't spend a single day in peace.
As the commander-in-chief, capturing Chel, who had entered into full-scale war, was proving more difficult than anticipated.
Though dulled, he was still the First Sword of Brands. Despite Emma and Epinel's hard work... they lacked a decisive blow.

'...I should consider recruiting mercenary groups.'

If things continued like this, they would just repeat the same war of attrition. Better to create a clear difference in military strength and conquer decisively.
In the process, she might spend a tremendous amount of gold, making it impossible to implement Plan B as planned...
But right now, nothing was more important to her than erasing the existence of Chel Brands from the map.

'Yes. I'll talk to Anima when she arrives.'

As she thought this, she suddenly realized the source of the strange unease she had been feeling.

Why...
Why hasn't Anima arrived?
She should have arrived long ago.

'...Is she still sleeping?'

No.
Anima, who was the least likely to oversleep, still sleeping at this hour was strange.

Yuuri slowly rose from her seat and headed to where Anima was staying.

Something was wrong.
She didn't know why... but she felt extremely anxious. This was an instinctive unease.

And finally, reaching Anima's quarters, Yuuri cautiously asked:

"Anima, are you there...?"

No answer came.
Unable to wait any longer, Yuuri pushed open the door.

And...

"...!!!!"

What entered her vision was—

Cough, cough... COUGH!!

"Yu...uri."

With an extremely pained expression, lying in bed, repeatedly coughing and sweating profusely, was Anima.
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"......Anima?!"

Yuuri rushed to Anima who was lying down and breathing heavily.

"Yu......uri, d-don't come close."

"What on earth is this...... Are you okay?!"

"I'm fine......"

Cough, cough!
After a few loud coughs...... red blood came from Anima's throat.
Yuuri's eyes widened in shock at the sight.

"Th-this is......!"

"Don't worry. It's just...... I've been pushing myself too hard lately. After resting for a few days, I'll be...... fine soon, so don't worry about someone like me......"

"What are you saying?!"

"It's a critical time...... We don't know when Chel might appear again...... We need to, make the first......"

Cough, cough!

"Let's return to the royal castle first. Wait here."

As Yuuri said this and took a step, Anima grabbed her sleeve, squeezing out what little strength she had left.

"No...... If we waste time here, we'll be giving Chel more time...... Somehow, we must act... Otherwise, Ern's spirit who died......"

"Anima."

Yuuri looked at her with the most serious expression she had ever shown.

"I cannot lose you too."

"Yu......uri."

"......Wait here. I'll be back soon."

Yuuri gently laid Anima down on the bed before quickly walking away.

* * *

Mirage Castle, once territory of the Chel Army, now territory of the Aishers Army.
After admitting Anima to the hospital, Yuuri was hearing unexpected news from the doctor in charge of her.

"Did you say epidemic......?"

"Yes, that's right. The symptoms of the disease that seems to have broken out about a week ago match almost exactly with the Strategist's symptoms. I think it's reasonable to consider it an epidemic now......"

"What are the details?"

"I cannot explain with certainty about its contagiousness or danger. However, given how similar the symptoms are, it's reasonable to consider it an epidemic. Currently, there are about twenty reported patients in our territory, including the Strategist......"

"......"

Yuuri almost demanded to know why she hadn't been informed earlier, but held back.
She knew herself. After losing Erinandorf, she had neglected internal affairs and marched like a war demon to annihilate the Chel Army.

"Though we can't definitively call it an epidemic yet, I would advise that my Lord keep distance from the Strategist for the time being."

That's right.
If this was an epidemic, and she got sick too...... that would be when she couldn't face Anima.

"But why...... why suddenly, an epidemic...... why?"

"Well...... I cannot say for certain."

The doctor fidgeted nervously, sweating.

"In the recent conflicts across the central continent, numerous bodies have accumulated...... perhaps the inability to dispose of them hygienically might be the reason......"

"......What?"

"No, no! I'm not saying that starting the war is the cause......"

Of all the bad timing, an epidemic now...... and it's spreading because of the war?

"......Are you sure?"

"No! I'm not sure. It's just speculation...... just in the realm of conjecture, I should say. After all, we don't even know if this is truly an epidemic yet......"

"......"

Yuuri said nothing and quietly walked away.
After leaving the hospital.
She closed her eyes, opened them, and carefully looked up at the sky.

'Erinandorf.....'

She hadn't even avenged Ern yet.
Though the war was dragging on longer than expected, their Aishers Army was stronger, so it was just a matter of time.
If she could take just a few more steps forward, she could have displayed Chel's head on the castle wall.

'I can't be held back here......!'

Yuuri lowered her head from looking at the sky, closed her eyes, and prayed to someone.
Though after the massacre at the academy, she had vowed to trust her comrades rather than any god, in this situation, all she could rely on was a god whose existence was uncertain.
A ruler begging a god in these troubled times when no religious facilities remained and only a handful of priests survived...
She found her own situation quite ridiculous, but still sent her wishes to the high heavens.

'Please, let this pass without harm...... Please, don't let it be a major epidemic......!'

If the Aishers Army had been destined to unify this continent, her wish might have been granted.
But...... she was not a chosen one who could be that fortunate.
The cold fact that such a person could not defy "absolutely correct predictions"...... Yuuri continued to pray meaninglessly, unaware of this truth.

* * *

Naturally, Yuuri's wish was not granted.

"Over 300 infected people......?"

Yuuri's expression crumbled at the bad news that came in just one day.

"Yes. I think it's best to consider it definitely an epidemic now."

"What about a cure?"

"There isn't anything specific yet...... Many herbalists are gathering to discuss based on previous epidemics, so please wait a little longer. And, I recommend setting up separate wards."

Yuuri accepted the suggestion and followed the doctors' advice as much as possible.
But once an epidemic spreads in this era, it begins to spread quite rapidly.
The one fortunate thing was that this wasn't just a problem for the Aishers Army. And the infection rate was much lower than diseases recorded in history books.
At least, the transmission speed wasn't that fast. It spread frighteningly quickly up to about 2,000-3,000 people, but after recognizing it as an epidemic and making preparations, the increase in infections noticeably slowed.
Crucially, Yuuri, who had close contact with Anima when she first fell ill, did not contract the disease.
And as mentioned earlier, epidemics know no borders. The Chel Army also had the epidemic spread within their territory, so the ongoing battles naturally entered a lull. This also meant they could somehow prevent further spread of infection.
Of course, this didn't mean the end was in sight or that the outlook was full of hope.
Right now, the Aishers Army, which had been forcibly continuing battles with the Chel Army, was suffering devastating damage.

"You're saying the infection is mainly among soldiers?"

"It's just a trend, but...... from what we hear, the Chel Army is in the same situation."

Whether because their physical condition had weakened due to the ongoing war, or just by coincidence - the regular soldiers were suffering the most from the epidemic within the Aishers Army. They clearly had more sick individuals than the territory's civilians.

After the doctor left.
Epinel, who was temporarily serving as strategist in place of Anima, carefully spoke.

"It seems there are epidemic patients in the Kalinz Army too."

"Really......?"

"Yes. I think for a while...... we won't be able to do anything. No war, no conscription, no internal affairs."

"How is Anima's condition?"

"The same. The doctors say they're prioritizing testing various treatments...... but there's no sign of improvement."

Epinel said this while resting her forehead on her hand.

"Yuuri. Can we overcome this? Can we...... avenge Ern?"

Epinel, who always showed a positive attitude, was uncharacteristically shaken.

"Shouldn't we just...... abandon the territory and return to Valhalat Castle now? If we continue like this, the foundation of our army might really crumble."

"But...... I haven't avenged Ern yet."

"I know that. Of course, I'm not saying to end the war with the Chel Army. Just to take one step back. It's already established that they can't do anything because of the epidemic either."

"But the path back goes through Chel Army territory."

"We can take it!"

"How?"

"......"

Epinel sighed deeply upon hearing those words.

"Anima might have been able to tell us something plausible...... but I don't know."

"Then at least-"

At that moment.

'......!!!'

"What's wrong, Yuuri?"

Epinel questioned Yuuri, who had suddenly stopped speaking with wide, shocked eyes.

"......It's nothing. I think I'm just a bit tired. Anyway...... I understand. I'll consider your opinion. Epinel, could you check on the ward area? ......You can switch with Emma."

"......Alright."

Epinel seemed concerned about what Yuuri had been about to say.
But she didn't press further and quietly walked away.
And Yuuri, leaning against the nearby wall as her strength drained...

'I was.'

She reflected on what she had been about to say.

-Then at least, could you be quiet?

'What was I...... about to say to Epinel.'

Tears began to flow from Yuuri's eyes.
Although she had barely stopped herself from saying it out loud...... for Yuuri, the very fact that she had unconsciously almost said such a thing to Epinel, one of her most precious comrades, was shocking.

'Calm down, Yuuri. You shouldn't take out your frustration on your comrades...... above all, on your precious family.'

Losing Erinandorf, Anima falling ill, the troops gathered for their great cause scattered without significant results...
Though she hadn't expressed it, she too was pushed to the extreme.
But how could she take out her frustration on Epinel, whom she valued as much as her own blood?
Yuuri lightly bit her tongue. She had considered biting hard in anger...... but that too would just be venting her frustration.

'......Think positively. It's an epidemic, but the infectiousness is low. There are no deaths yet. So, with time, we'll surely get through this without major issues. Revenge...... can be prepared again later. The Chel Army is probably in the same situation as us anyway.'

Thus, Yuuri gathered her almost-crumbling heart once more.

And, after a few more days.

Finally, the epidemic claimed its first victim. He was a young soldier. After suffering from coughing and high fever, he eventually passed away, it was reported.
His body was immediately cremated. Though they called it cremation, it was more like quickly burning and disposing of the body. It couldn't be helped. It was a corpse that died with the epidemic agent.

And, starting with that soldier's death—

—they came to realize, whether they wanted to or not, that while this disease had low infectiousness, it had a high mortality rate.

Ch.244 - Chapter 244. The Inevitable
# The Unfavorable Turn of Events

The unfavorable turn of events wasn't limited to the Aishers army alone.

"Jest is dead...?"

"Yes. After contracting that plague, he showed no signs of improvement and eventually..."

Chel, who had somehow managed to continue fighting by catching the tail of the Aishers army as they repeatedly launched frontal assaults blinded by revenge, also found everything coming to a halt.

"I see..."

"What do you think we should do?"

"What else? Burn the body with minimal contact. This is no time to worry about proper rites or anything like that."

"Yes, understood."

Jest was one of the adjutants who had acted as Chel's shadow since their time in the Brands army.
It wasn't that Chel didn't care for him, but he judged it better to violate human ethics than to be stabbed in the back by not disposing of a plague victim's body quickly.
These were chaotic times anyway. Things like human ethics had become lighter than a bird's feather long ago.

After sending the soldier away, Chel sank into thought.

'Seeing how quiet the Aishers bastards are, they must be in a bad situation too... Perhaps it wouldn't be bad to negotiate a ceasefire agreement at this point.'

Take back Jog Castle near the capital and Rainbow Castle connected to it from the Aishers army.
In exchange, offer bait they would certainly covet—Alcanwood Castle and Mirage Castle. Anyone would see this as a beneficial trade.
Jog Castle and Rainbow Castle, currently under the Aishers army's control, were practically border territories from their perspective. The reason his relatively weaker forces had been able to hold out against the Aishers army was because they had successfully created these border territories.
Moreover, neither Jog Castle nor Rainbow Castle were particularly impressive domains. From his country's perspective, they felt like blades pressed against the capital's doorstep, but in the current situation where proper battles couldn't even continue due to the plague, he was certain that these border territories would only feel troublesome from the enemy's perspective as well.

'It's unfortunate that we end up gaining nothing from our perspective... but to receive two castles, we'd have to give up two somehow for them to even consider it.'

Overall, Chel's army was definitely at a disadvantage.
Mirage Castle was one of the castles leading to Kelstein Castle in the northern continent, making it strategically valuable, and Alcanwood Castle would be essential for the Aishers army given the current border territory situation.
Compared to Jog Castle, which was merely in front of our temporary capital, it was an extremely expensive price to pay—

'If I have a fault, it's that I didn't expect them to go berserk and charge at us just because we killed one of their comrades.'

Even now, he didn't regret killing Erinandorf. He thought that releasing such a person after capturing him would have been one of the stupidest things he could have done.
Maneuvering to gain advantages wasn't something he felt was his job anyway.

'Fine. We can just take them back after the plague subsides.'

Having organized his thoughts, Chel immediately addressed a soldier.

"You there."

"Yes, my lord."

"Arrange for anyone from the castle, it doesn't matter who, to come here immediately."

"Yes!"

Let's try to patch things up first.
We can think about the aftermath later.
Chel thought about the "aftermath" far too lightly...
The one thing he failed to consider was—

* * *

The royal castle of Rangwood.

"A ceasefire agreement?"

At Yuuri's voice, the military officer from Chel's army who had come as an envoy bowed and said:

"Yes. On the condition of exchanging Jog Castle and Rangwood Castle for Mirage Castle and Alcanwood Castle... our lord wishes to establish a ceasefire agreement."

"..."

Yuuri looked at the envoy slowly, without any change in expression.
Anima, whom she would normally consult about what to do, was fighting for her life after contracting the disease. Here, she had to decide based on her own choice.
...No, that wasn't right. Even if Anima were present, Yuuri herself knew she wouldn't make any decision other than "that decision" which she had immediately thought of when she heard about the envoy's arrival. That's what she herself believed.

"...Hah."

Seeing Yuuri let out a scornful laugh, the envoy broke into a cold sweat.
...What was this?
An overwhelming sense of discomfort that the envoy had never felt before enveloped the royal castle of Rangwood.

"Is that all you have to say?"

"Yes. I only hope that you will make a wise decision for the future of both armies."

And so, silence fell once again—
Finally, Yuuri carefully parted her lips.

"Tell me something."

"Please speak."

"From your perspective, was killing Erinandorf a wise decision?"

"..."

The envoy knew, of course, that a prisoner had died, that the prisoner had been an extremely important figure to the Aishers army, and that this had led to war.
But knowing didn't mean he could make decisions or do anything about it.
For an envoy, all the choices made by those above him were like a whirlpool. Something that would inevitably suck you in whether you wanted it or not.
He couldn't dare make value judgments... but nevertheless, hadn't Chel ordered him? To return successful in negotiating a ceasefire.
Therefore, the envoy bowed deeply again and said:

"These are chaotic times, Lady Yuuri. Many have died in this war. Moreover, with the plague spreading, the groans of the domain's people grow louder by the day. Don't we all wish for peace on this continent? I implore you once again to set aside your anger and join us in making a decision for the future."

"...Is that all you have to say in response to my question?"

"..."

The envoy remained silent.

"Peace. Wanting peace... what beautiful words."

Yuuri continued to mutter the word "peace" for a while... then rose from her seat.
She approached the envoy with heavy footsteps.

'...!!'

At that moment, the envoy instinctively realized.
That this might be the last moment he could speak.

"L-Lady Yuuri. Please calm—"

——After that, the envoy's final sentence was never completed.
Instead, thud, his head rolled on the floor.

"...There's no place for you in my peace, you fool."

Yuuri spat out an answer the envoy couldn't hear, and while wiping her sword stained with his blood, she called for a soldier.

"You there?"

"Ah, I... yes, y-yes...!"

"Send this man's head to Chel. And include a letter saying that I hope he never mentions the words 'ceasefire agreement' again."

"Ah..."

The soldier trembled at the sudden turn of events.

"What are you doing? Not following orders."

"Ah, ah, understood...!"

A ceasefire agreement?
Not for a single moment had she considered such a thing.
Many had died because of the ongoing war, but the Aishers army was still overwhelming Chel's forces.
If only this cursed plague would pass. If Anima recovered safely, and as the days grew warmer, bringing some respite... they planned to recapture Alcanwood Castle to secure supply routes and then charge straight for the capital.

'Erinandorf... I will, I will definitely let you rest in peace. Just wait a little longer...'

Thus, she honed and rehoned the blade of revenge once more, but——

* * *

——Despite her wishes.

Tragedy continued to visit her without pause.

"What... what are you saying, Epinel?"

"Exactly what I said. Emma..."

Epinel swallowed her tears and spoke with a trembling voice.

"Emma... has started showing symptoms of high fever. Three hours ago, she coughed up blood."

"Why Emma suddenly? She was healthy! She wasn't even in contact with patients, let alone Anima...!"

"I don't know either. Just... the doctors say she's definitely showing symptoms..."

Following Anima who was fighting for her life—
Emma, who had been working harder than anyone to avenge Erinandorf, had contracted the plague.
Unfortunately, despite the infection rate not being that high.
And of all things, a disease with a high mortality rate.

Two of them now.

'Ahhh...!!!'

Thud.

"Yu-Yuuri...!"

Yuuri, with dead eyes, lost strength in her legs and collapsed.

Their vows. Their resolve. Their memories.
The world of the five of them... was crumbling beyond control.

* * *

"That damned woman!"

Upon confirming the envoy's severed head, Chel struck the armrest of the throne with an angry fist.

'To suffer the humiliation of having an envoy killed... and yet unable to do anything because of the plague...!'

He had tried to resolve things as wisely as possible, but from his perspective too, the golden time had long passed.
His pride simply couldn't tolerate just taking this lying down.
Who was at fault first, who provided the cause—these were secondary issues now. Just like Yuuri, Chel too was in a state of rage where he couldn't bear to live under the same sky as someone like her.

'Once the plague subsides, I will personally lead as commander-in-chief and take that damned woman's head.'

At that moment.

"M-My lord...!"

A soldier rushed to where Chel was with an urgent expression.
Chel immediately frowned and shouted:

"What is it? Have you forgotten my order not to disturb me unless it's important?!"

"It's...!!!"

Chel's angry eyes began to tremble and turn pale as soon as he saw the soldier.
It wasn't the soldier that shocked him. More precisely... it was the red armband he wore on his right arm.

A messenger.
The fact that a messenger, of all people, had rushed in urgently meant only one thing.

"Kalinz's army... is advancing towards Heisel Castle with 60,000 troops...!!"

'Kalinz, you stupid bastard...!!!'

Chel lowered his head in disbelief.

'With the plague spreading... he's initiating combat? Has he gone mad with a death wish...!'

When they should be taking all possible measures to prevent the spread of the plague, mobilizing troops en masse for an assault was nothing short of suicidal!

'Kalinz... you've finally... against me...!!!!!'

But— there was nothing he could do.
Just like Yuuri, all he could do was swallow this humiliation and somehow manage the situation.

Chel, who had been blindsided by an unexpected situation.
And Yuuri, who had already lost two precious comrades just for deciding to attack Serphina's army.

They could never have known.

That all of this had started from just one question a ruler had asked their strategist, a question with an infallible answer——

[Is withdrawing troops from the border to Kelstein Castle the most efficient method?]
[Yes, it is.]

——And from the moment that prediction was made by the strategist with an intelligence of 100, which could not be defied and was always correct... no country except for the strategist's affiliated "Serphina Army" could achieve anything.

Ch.245 - Chapter 245. Are You Satisfied, My Lord?
# The Old Capital of Brands Territory, Now the Capital of Kalinz Territory - Anel Castle's Royal Palace

In the royal throne where Lynn once sat, her second older brother Kalinz was now seated, with several armed men kneeling before him, pleading desperately.

"Lord Kalinz! Please reconsider... Launching an attack now is too dangerous! The plague has already spread to the outskirts of Anel Castle... If we're not careful, all our troops could be at risk—"

"Silence! How many times must I tell you that now is our opportunity?! If we can just subdue Chel's forces who have been eyeing Anel Castle, then Lynn's territory, filled with nothing but corpses, will easily crumble! This is our chance to truly rebuild the Brands territory—why can't you understand that?!"

"It's not too late, my lord! Please issue lockdown orders like Hesna, Roland, and Lynn's territories have done. We may have lost the outskirts of Anel Castle, but the central area is still safe. For the future of our Kalinz territory, I beg you to reconsider...!"

"...For the future, you say?"

Kalinz asked in a sharp tone after hearing those words.

"So you're saying my decision won't benefit our future?"

"No, that's absolutely not what I meant..."

"In the end, you don't trust me either. It's always been this way. Whether it's Lynn or Chel... you all think I can never catch up to those so-called great people! Even when Lynn fell, you think I don't see the looks in the eyes of those who defected to Chel because they couldn't trust me, Kalinz?!"

"My lord...!"

In truth, it shouldn't have been cause for such agitation, considering they had remained under Kalinz's command. But unfortunately for Kalinz, he continued to act in ways that only proved right those who had chosen Chel or Lynn over him.

"My name is Kalinz Brands! The blood of the Brands family flows through my veins too! I've heard this plague has a low infection rate. If we wait for this situation to calm down, we'll just end up continuing the past pattern of locking our gates and remaining on the defensive. The opportunity is now, right now!"

Kalinz pointed his finger at the armed men as he looked down at them.

"Withdraw immediately and prepare for war! Anyone who refuses will be charged with insubordination, and I will personally execute them on the spot!"

In this situation, there was no one who could stop Kalinz's rampage.
All the people with upright character or exceptional abilities had remained with Chel's forces.
The naive ones who couldn't calculate gains and losses had stayed with Brands forces—that is, Lynn's forces.
Those who remained here in Kalinz's forces were the ambiguous ones who belonged to neither category.

They knew Kalinz's choice was reckless. As long as their own lives weren't in danger, they would have been willing to dissuade him.
But when a blade was at their own necks, it was a different story. From their perspective of valuing stability and self-preservation above all else, why would they risk themselves?
Fortunately for them, Kalinz would be the commander-in-chief himself, and only a few warriors would be dragged along. Most of the generals would simply try to hold out within the walls of Anel Castle.
Honestly, they didn't care if Kalinz's forces collapsed. They could just serve another lord if that happened.

So they stopped offering any more risky advice.
They fell silent, as if they'd done enough.

And so, Kalinz Brands personally led an army of 60,000 men to march against Chel's forces, whose national power had rapidly declined due to the plague and war.
And then...

* * *

Some time had passed since I boldly told Lady Serphina, "In the end, we will win."
As both Serphina and I had predicted, the plague began to spread throughout the central continent.
The situation was made worse by Kalinz's forces invading just when things were starting to calm down, resulting in more casualties and increased chaos—a true vision of hell.
If there was any silver lining, it seemed the epidemic didn't have a particularly high infection rate. Instead, it had a high mortality rate.
While the central continent was turning into a wasteland, the northern region enjoyed a period of peace.
The strict lockdown orders at Kelstein Castle had proven effective.

There was no way that continued chaos between nations could be "the most efficient method." Surely there must have been far more efficient approaches.
But quite paradoxically... the reason why this turned out to be the most efficient method was beyond my comprehension.
All I had predicted was the plague. How could I have possibly predicted that three nations would simultaneously begin their path to downfall because of it?

Even she, Lady Serphina standing before me, couldn't have imagined—

"Your advice has always felt this way, but this time the results are truly frightening, Swen."

—such an outcome at all.

The first shocking news we received was, of course, Erinandorf's death.
This led to a massive war between Chel's forces and Aishers' forces. As the battles continued, the Aishers forces, which had been steadily gaining power in the central continent, began to decline at an alarming rate.
The potential that had once allowed them to declare war against our Serphina forces was now more than 80% depleted in a meaningless war with Chel's forces.

In this situation, if Aishers' forces had devoured Chel's forces, or conversely, if Chel's forces had defied expectations and subdued Aishers' forces... perhaps that wouldn't have been the "optimal outcome" for us.
After all, the emergence of a dominant power in the central continent would not benefit our forces.

Yes, indeed. Almost as if planned, the plague began to spread at just the right time.
This terrifying plague, which killed most of those infected, spread so quickly that it turned even the potential gains from the previously meaningless war in the central continent to dust. It was fortunate that the infection rate wasn't particularly high; had it been higher, even our forces might have been at risk—at that moment, I thought:

"...No, perhaps this thought is meaningless."

If our forces had been endangered, the outcome would have been different. We would have retreated our borders further or employed some other extraordinary method.
This was the power of Intelligence 100. I had simply said "do this," but the results were often beyond what an ordinary person could predict.

"Didn't I tell you? In the end, we will win. My lord's decision... was correct."

"..."

This was somewhat of a personal thought, but...
When Serphina made the decision to relocate her territory's residents, prepared to bear the infamy herself.
It would be a lie to say I didn't hope, even a little, that her actions wouldn't be in vain.
If the plague was inevitable anyway, wouldn't it be good if her actions to save people had meaning?

"Are you satisfied, my lord?"

At my question about satisfaction, Serphina gave a bitter smile.

"Satisfaction..."

Serphina couldn't answer for a while...
Then, slowly running her fingers through her golden hair, she said:

"I just feel... regretful."

"Regretful, you say...?"

I wondered if she was unsatisfied with the situation where "three powers in the central continent had fallen into ruin without our forces lifting a finger."
But her answer was the exact opposite of what I expected.

"If it was indeed going to be a plague, I wonder if I should have brought more people... even if it meant using more forceful methods."

"Ah..."

"If I had done that, I might have earned more resentment... but in any case, wouldn't more lives have been saved? They were once under the banner of Serphina's forces, after all."

Serphina... didn't seem to be lying.
A tyrant regretting not saving more territory residents?
Based solely on the character settings I knew, it was as if Karelia, not Serphina, was saying these words.
Though I don't really know what kind of person Karelia is since I've never actually met her.

"...Well, still."

After saying that, Serphina looked at my face and smiled.

"I am satisfied that at least those people were able to escape the disaster. I didn't do this expecting anyone's recognition."

"..."

"I know that regardless of what thoughts a ruler has, they inevitably end up with blood on their sword. I'm aware that all of this is close to self-satisfaction..."

As I stood by her side without saying anything:

"...Swen."

"Yes."

And once again.
As always... the citrus scent she emanated seeped in from places I hadn't thought of.

"Thank you for your advice."

"...Pardon?"

"All of this is thanks to your counsel."

I briefly lost my words and slightly bowed my head.
As an intelligence-type advisor serving as a strategist, giving counsel to the ruler was my role.
Like eating when hungry, it was something completely natural in this world.
But hearing her thank me simply for giving advice... it made me feel a bit strange.

"...Not at all. I was merely doing what I needed to do."

"I see."

Serphina extended her hand to me as she spoke.
When I first saw her stretching out that snow-white hand while giving orders, she seemed like a being above me. A lofty existence perched somewhere unreachable, difficult even to address.
When I felt she was clinging to me excessively, I even felt anxious that I might not be able to leave her side of my own will.

But now it's a bit different from back then.
It feels like I could reach out and take her hand if I wanted to... that kind of feeling.
As if I could also reject that hand of my own will.

The sense that the decisive choice in our relationship had shifted from her to me—

"Someday, you will leave. And that's alright. Until then, I ask for your continued support, Swen."

—was not just my imagination, as I realized again from Serphina's words.

* * *

After that, time continued to flow endlessly.

Ch.246 - Chapter 246. Proof (1)
First, the situation in the central continent, which had been reduced to ruins.

Chel's army somehow managed to defend the capital city of Heisel from Kalinz's advancing forces.
Kalinz, as he had done throughout his life, once again made the wrong choice at the most critical moment.
Fortunately or unfortunately, due to the plague, no one in the central continent could move around freely.
In a situation where no cure existed for this plague—which had a low infection rate but high mortality—the people of the central continent nations had grown quiet, as if they had tacitly chosen the most "efficient" method available to them.

Isolating all those infected, waiting until they died... and then disposing of the bodies.

In fact, both Chel's army and Kalinz's forces, which had become entangled in the conflict, had recently been implementing these measures.
Giving up on recovery from the infection and simply waiting for it to subside with time.
Whether one wanted it or not, when faced with an insurmountable situation, there was no choice but to accept it.

Those who managed to avoid the falling blade of the plague were Serphina's northern forces, which had preemptively blocked the spread of the infection; the southern continent nations, which were distant enough to have sufficient time to respond; and the Brands army, which, despite being located in the central continent, had observed Serphina's actions and wisely followed her example.

As more time passed, a tremendous number of people died.
By this point, they could compile some statistics. The mortality rate was about 10%. A terrifying plague that killed one out of every ten people.

In this situation, there wasn't much that humans could do.
They could only... hope for all of this to pass.

* * *

"...Yuuri."

In the royal palace of Rainbow Castle.
Yuuri sat in a chair with her face buried in her hands, her head bowed deeply.
Even after Epinel called her name several times, she didn't lift her head.

Understanding her feelings, Epinel didn't rush her... instead, she slowly sat down next to the throne where Yuuri was seated.

"I understand how you feel... but you need to cheer up, Yuuri. You need energy to be able to do anything."

"..."

"What would you like to hear first? The hopeful news, or the less hopeful... no, this isn't the time for wordplay. There's some not-so-good news."

After asking this question, Epinel waited silently for Yuuri to answer.
How many minutes passed?
Finally, Yuuri spoke in a barely audible voice.

"...The hopeful news."

Hopeful news, huh?
Well. She had to speak eventually. Epinel had a duty to report what she had newly learned to Yuuri.
So perhaps starting with the hopeful news wouldn't be a bad idea... thinking this, she carefully shared what she had heard and seen.

"Anima's condition is improving significantly."

"...!!!!"

As soon as Yuuri heard those words, she rose from her seat and turned to look at Anima.

"R-really?"

"Why would I lie to you? It's true. The attendant said her high fever has almost subsided, and she can now hold conversations for more than three minutes. The blood coughing has also diminished significantly."

"Thank goodness... truly."

Hiccup.
Tears began streaming down Yuuri's eyes.

"I couldn't do anything for her. I wish I could suffer in her place, but I couldn't even do that... sob."

They had lost Erinandorf. And now they couldn't even avenge him.
In such a situation, if they were to lose Anima too... if Anima, whom she had tried to save even at the cost of abandoning her duties as a ruler, were to die from the plague... she might truly fall apart.
Though five people together made up the Aishers, to Yuuri, Anima was as precious as her other half.

"I'm really, really relieved..."

"I told you, didn't I? That she would be fine. Some people die from the plague, but... more people survive."

"Yes..."

After crying for a while, her thoughts naturally drifted to "that point."

"Epinel. What about Emma...?"

"..."

"How is Emma doing...? Is she getting better?"

Epinel, who had been explaining about Anima without difficulty, became silent as soon as she heard about Emma.
Yuuri slowly studied Epinel's face. Her complexion had visibly darkened.

"...Epinel...?"

"Yuuri..."

Before she could wonder why Epinel wasn't answering, Yuuri recalled what she had said earlier.
Hopeful news. And... the opposite, not-so-good news.

"...No way..."

"Yuuri."

After being unable to answer for a while, Epinel seemed to steel herself. She placed both hands on Yuuri's shoulders as her eyes trembled incessantly—
With the most serious expression she had ever shown. Yes, with that strict expression from her days as an academy teacher, she said:

"Whatever I say, listen carefully and don't be shocked."

"Why...? What is it? T-tell me quickly..."

"...Emma is in danger."

"Ah...!"

She had expected it.
It was an answer she had fully anticipated, but even so, her body went limp upon hearing it.
However, she didn't collapse. Epinel supported her, giving her strength so she wouldn't fall.

"Listen carefully, Yuuri. It's certainly a critical moment right now, but Emma's symptoms appeared later than Anima's, right? Just like what happened with Anima, this might just be a passing phase. So you shouldn't think too negatively... you know that, right?"

Even though the mortality rate was high, there was still a chance of survival.

"...Sob."

Epinel comforted Yuuri as she cried by her side.
From her appearance, on the verge of collapse, Epinel could once again realize how serious the situation was.

'Sigh...'

From what she had heard, the next three days would be critical for Emma.
After pressing the reluctant doctor for information, she learned that Emma's chances of survival were... extremely slim.
Among those infected with the plague, nearly 90% of those who died experienced a symptom—rapid necrosis of the fingers.
The fact that three of Emma's fingers had already necrotized was the basis for this explanation.

In Anima's case, she hadn't experienced this symptom. But Emma's situation was different.
Currently, she was in a state where she couldn't even talk to people—that was all Epinel had heard, along with the suggestion that they should prepare themselves mentally.

So, she needed to properly explain the reality to Yuuri.
But the unbearably heavy weight of reality didn't seem like something the fragile Yuuri could bear right now.
Epinel swallowed the cruel reality without being able to explain it.

Erinandorf's death. And now, Emma's death.
No one had expected that two out of the five heroes would die during this expedition.
And not in battle against Serphina's forces. They hadn't even reached that point. To die in a meaningless battle against Chel's army... and then from a plague—what a futile end.

'If only I could do something...'

Of course, there was nothing Epinel could do in this situation.
There was no one who could make infallible predictions, nor anyone with comparable abilities.
Results were the product of a series of choices.
If this was the result of the "choices" she had made at crucial moments... there was nothing to do but accept it.

The only fact that might provide some comfort to Yuuri and Epinel was that they couldn't even know that this was the result of their "choices."

Hoping, please, for a miracle to happen.
Other than murmuring such an unattainable wish... there was nothing else they could do.

* * *

And.
Contrary to Epinel's wish, a few days later—

"..."

The doctor silently covered Emma's pale face with the blanket she had been under, as she lay with her eyes closed.
Then, slowly... he spoke to the attendant standing nearby.

"Tell the Lord."

"Ah..."

"General Emma... has passed away."

Emma Adeline.
Without being able to avenge her closest friend Erinandorf, she ended her once-brilliant life here in such a futile manner.
Two of the five heroes of Aishers... abandoned their lives in a place they never expected.

* * *

After some time had passed.
The plague was beginning to subside.
The number of newly infected people was rapidly decreasing, and even in the central continent where it had originated, things were becoming quite calm.
Yes.
If things had continued to flow well like this, I too could have been at ease, but—

"Please don't worry too much, my Lord. Didn't I tell you that this outcome was already within the range of what I had anticipated?"

"..."

The day before departing for Kelstein Castle.
To the disheartened Serphina, I answered with the best smile I could muster.

"Please focus on internal affairs for the time being. The moral obligation lies with us. So, this is just a storm in a teacup that will pass."

"Swen..."

At that moment.
Serphina approached me closely, grasping my hand tightly as she spoke.

"Did I... do the right thing?"

"Of course."

Not only did she do the right thing.
She also made the best decision for her country.

"But it has always been this way. My life... the more I try, the more it seems to run in unexpected directions, as if I were harming someone I deeply resent."

I could feel her voice trembling as she spoke.
Now I could understand what she meant. When no achievement is acknowledged, and every decision is met with pointing fingers and hatred, anyone would become withdrawn like that.

"So, rather than having you caught up in some strange reputation—"

"My Lord."

I looked straight into her eyes and said:

"In the end, sincerity prevails. And unlike before, I am by your side now, aren't I?"

"...!"

"So, please believe me. I will prove that my 'mind's eye,' which illuminates the path favorable to you, has not been wrong."

Why had the situation become like this—
This required some explanation.
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# Turning Back Time

At the point when the plague had just begun to subside.
Some soldiers of the Aishers army were burning the bodies of their comrades who had died needlessly for reasons other than war.
Grimacing at the stench of rotting corpses had now become something that felt like a daily routine.

"Everyone! In the end, it's God. God will save us. This tragedy has befallen us because our faith has grown lax. That's right! All of this ultimately means that God exists! Let's rebuild the cathedral. Let's worship God one day every week. Even during war, we can only be saved if we don't abandon our faith! Everyone! Let's proclaim to God that we still have faith!"

The piercing stench of corpses.
The acrid smoke and stench of burning flesh.
Land shattered by endless small-scale local conflicts before the disease spread.
Fanatics, like flies swarming to the smell, trying to climb onto the thin authority of the already dead church.

Is there really a separate place called hell?
This place where we're breathing right now is hell.
A hell where we're being punished for the crime of "not dying" in a time when everyone else is dying.

"Looks like Dave finally died."

One of the soldiers spoke to the man who was disposing of the bodies.

"Really? That bastard was always going on about women, and in the end, he died without even losing his virginity."

"I guess he'll have to live as a playboy in the afterlife, what else can he do?"

"Fuck. He should've just paid for a prostitute. Why did that horny bastard keep holding back?"

"He had someone back home. A girl he'd liked since childhood."

"...That's fucked up. No, I guess Dave is more fucked up, dying without ever properly using his dick."

"What nonsense are you talking, you bastard."

They forced their lips to curl into smiles while making jokes that weren't even funny.
If they didn't do this, if they maintained their sanity and became aware of what they had been doing for days... it would be much harder to endure.

"What can we do? Even healthy people are dropping dead."

"Haah..."

"If it weren't for the war, we could have dealt with this."

"What's the point of saying that now? You know as well as I do that it's unreasonable to hope for no war in times like these."

"Well, that's true... fuck."

Silence fell again.
The man wasn't particularly interested in continuing the conversation, but he was blurting out whatever came to mind because he felt like he would go insane if he didn't speak.

"What about Dave's body?"

"I guess they'll burn it. I don't know what happened after he went to the quarantine ward."

"I see."

How many more lives would it take?
Could we... ever get our old lives back?

Of course, even a soldier could easily predict that they would eventually return to their old lives. After all, history books showed that diseases with much higher mortality and infection rates than the current one had eventually disappeared.
It was just the reality right in front of him, the fact that he was currently in this situation, that made him feel suffocated.

"By the way, have you heard the news?"

"Which one?"

"General Emma. She passed away."

"Ah... yeah. I heard."

Emma Adeline.
He had never fought in a unit where she was the vanguard commander. He was mainly a soldier who fought under General Epinel.
Of course, working in the Aishers army, he knew who she was and what she looked like, but she probably wouldn't know him, just an ordinary soldier.
He didn't particularly regret that fact. Given the situation, although the aristocratic system seemed to have collapsed, he had lived in a rigid class society until the division, after all.

"They still haven't disposed of it, I hear."

"Huh?"

"The body, I mean."

"Really? Why? Diseased bodies should be burned as soon as possible."

"It's the Lord's orders, they say."

"..."

For an order, didn't they just burn General Heinrich's body when he died recently?
Even to a soldier like himself, Heinrich wasn't the most reliable general, but he had still worked hard as a general under her.

The soldier frowned briefly, but then relaxed and let out a long sigh.
There's nobility even in death.
It's not like he had any affection for Heinrich anyway.
What could he, a mere soldier without the energy or quality to have rebellious thoughts, possibly do?

As they continued burning bodies, something suddenly occurred to him.

"Come to think of it, this disease didn't spread to Serphina's side, right?"

"They imposed a blockade over there."

"A blockade?"

"Yeah. I heard that because of the blockade imposed even before the disease spread, it didn't even enter the north."

"Why did they impose a blockade?"

"I don't know either. Serphina isn't the type of person who thinks and acts."

The soldier who heard this fell into thought and said quietly.

"Isn't that... a bit strange?"

"What is?"

"They imposed a blockade before the disease even spread... and now they're safe? Does that make sense? Serphina may be a tyrant, but she's still a member of the imperial family, and judging by how she killed all her brothers, she's not that stupid."

"So what? What are you trying to say?"

"She... don't you think she knew the plague was coming?"

"...??"

The soldier who had been talking replied with a puzzled expression.

"Hey, does that make sense? Serphina isn't a god, how could she know that?"

"No, think about it. You know, the magician!"

At the words of the soldier burning the bodies, the eyes of the soldier who had been half-heartedly agreeing widened in shock.

"...Huh?"

* * *

A plague swept through the central continent.
The northern continent was spared because they imposed a blockade early on.
Recently, a mysterious being known as a magician appeared in Serphina's army in the northern continent.

It wasn't just the soldiers of the Aishers army who noticed something strange about these three truths.
The territory residents who had lost family members, the generals of Chel's army, and those in Kalinz's territory were also gradually realizing it.
And finally, one conclusion was drawn.

—Serphina deliberately used the magician to spread the plague.

If one thought about it seriously, it was nothing but an absurd sophistry, but for people who had lost loved ones to a natural disaster and wanted to direct their anger at someone, Serphina was too perfect a target.

The infamous villainess who destroyed her own flesh and blood with her own hands.
A tyrant without blood or tears.
The original cause of this continent falling into chaos!

Since there was no better target to throw stones at than her, this cruel rumor began to spread at an unprecedented speed.

* * *

And eventually, this rumor reached the ears of Yuuri, who had stopped eating and drinking after losing Emma as well.

"It can't be... that's impossible. How could someone do something so cruel..."

"It's still just a rumor, but the possibility is very high."

"Serphina... I'll never forgive her... the enemy from the academy... and now, even Emma's life...!!!"

Epinel looked at the sobbing Yuuri with a composed expression and spoke with an angry voice.

"Yes. In the end, it was that woman's doing. Think about it. The seemingly meaningless blockade was as good as a divine move from their perspective. From the moment she decided to withdraw her troops, she intended to kill everyone in a cruel way...?"

Epinel, who had been explaining in agreement with Yuuri, suddenly fell silent and bowed her head.
Her anger began to cool.

'Wait. Didn't Serphina relocate her territory residents...?'

Why did she do that?
Thinking about it, doesn't it contradict the idea that she did such a thing to kill everyone?

Something... was strange.
There was something she didn't know.
Although she wasn't sure exactly what it was... her "intuition" was warning Epinel more strongly than ever before.

"...Epinel."

"Y-yes?"

"I'm going to make an announcement."

Yuuri wiped her tears with her sleeve and spoke with a determined voice.

"I'm going to say that Serphina's army's magician is the cause of the plague."

"Wait. By announcement, you mean..."

"I'm going to inform the continent. Since we're already enemy states, there's no need for a declaration of war."

An announcement carried great significance.
Just like when Lynn and Serphina's alliance was publicly declared... the news would quickly spread to neighboring countries.
In this case, if Serphina really did spread the plague, our army might gain the goodwill of neighboring countries. There was also a possibility of improving public sentiment among territory residents. In the worst situation, after a long war and a plague, if we could direct the blade at Serphina's army, it might be a divine move for our army.

But what if Serphina didn't do such a thing, or there was no evidence for it?
There was a possibility that the position of the Aishers army would rapidly diminish among territory residents and other countries on the continent.

"Calm down, Yuuri. It's not certain yet."

At that moment.

"...What?"

Yuuri looked at Epinel with an expression of disbelief.

"...Epinel. Are you serious? In a situation where we clearly know what the enemy of Erinandorf... and Emma, of all of us, has done... you're saying we should just take it lying down?!"

"No, that's not it. Anima will be back soon. Her condition has improved, and she's past the critical point... so, at least after hearing Anima's opinion-"

"Epinel."

Yuuri cut off Epinel's words with a colder tone than ever before.

"I am the ruler of this country."

"...!"

"Do you have any complaints, Epinel? You said it yourself. I am the ruler of the Aishers army. The one who acts, the one who takes responsibility... is me."

"T-that's..."

Yuuri turned away from her.

"...For Emma's sake too, don't hold me back. ...Understood?"

With those words, she left the palace with a colder expression than ever before.

Epinel silently watched Yuuri's retreating figure.
In a situation where 2 out of 5 had died, there was no way for her to stop Yuuri.

'...Anima, please come back quickly...!'

* * *

"Ah, hello...!"

To Reika, who was bowing her head toward me and looking flustered, I spoke with a smiling face.

"We ate breakfast together this morning too. You don't need to greet me again."

"Ah, no...! B-but... since this is a consultation... I thought it would be better to greet you."

Hesitating and shrinking back to the point where it was frustrating to watch, but.
Perhaps because we had spent a long time together, even such behavior of hers seemed quite cute to me.

"It's okay."

I lightly patted Reika's head.
She silently bowed her head and quietly accepted my touch.
And then, in a very small voice, she unconsciously let words slip out.

"...Nice. Hehe."

"Pardon?"

"Huh? Ah, n-no, it's nothing!"

Although I had already heard everything, I thought about pretending not to have heard and sat down on the sofa facing her.

"So, what do you want to consult about?"

"Well... do you remember what happened recently?"

"Recently?"

"When you talked with Lady Serphina."

"Ah."

It was around the time not long after the news of Erinandorf's death had arrived.

"I remember."

"I wanted to talk about that a bit."

"Talk?"

Reika took a light deep breath.

"...Master!"

After a long time, she called me by that title.

"Is there... perhaps, magic that can cure diseases...?!"

That was what she asked.
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"Healing magic for diseases?"

"Yes...!"

Though it seemed a bit out of the blue, I knew she wasn't someone who would spout meaningless nonsense, even if her question was sudden.

"Let's sit on the sofa first."

* * *

I was able to hear the details from her.

"The Lord asked you about that?"

"Y-yes...! Well, she... asked if there was any magic effective against diseases."

Reika's explanation was as follows.
Recently, just as there had been magic that healed her, Serphina had asked if there was magic effective against diseases.
It seemed Reika didn't know of such magic, but having been asked, she came to me, who was essentially her magic mentor.

"I thought that maybe Swen... my master might know... Since you've helped me in various ways when I was stuck."

Come to think of it, we met because she mistook me for a magician and I became her mentor.
Actually, I was just making things up back then.
After pondering for a moment, I decided to tell the truth to the hesitant Reika.

"To be honest, I don't know the details."

"R-really...?"

"Yes. I only vaguely know that there's a power called mana... but I don't know how to handle it or how to amplify it. In other words, it was all your talent blooming. I didn't do anything."

There was no reason to keep hiding or deceiving her.
Now that Reika had emerged as a magician, other magicians would surely appear elsewhere, so continuing the deception would be meaningless.

"Ah..."

Her voice trembled slightly, making me feel guilty.

"I'm sorry if you're disappointed."

I bowed my head, but Reika waved her hands in panic.

"N-no...! D-disappointed... I'm absolutely not. Still, just as you said, by going to the mountains to meditate... I was able to feel and handle mana better, and the number of spells I could use increased... It was plenty helpful to me. You're still my one and only master...!"

"Reika..."

"S-so... there's n-nothing to be sorry about... I think..."

I let out a small laugh watching Reika fumbling for words.
Right. If she's going to say that much, it would be strange for me to insist otherwise.

"Alright. Anyway... I don't know much about magic that cures diseases. Rather, I'd like to ask you."

"M-me?"

"Yes. Do you feel anything, like a sudden insight?"

As far as I knew, she was a woman who had discovered everything from ice magic to the healing magic that recently saved Serphina purely through her own intuition.
If there was magic that could cure diseases, she would surely have sensed it.

But—

"Well... I haven't felt anything like that yet..."

"I see."

I had a bit of hope, but it seemed not.
Of course, if she had already realized it, she wouldn't have asked me about this in the first place.

"I-I'm sorry... for being incompetent..."

"Incompetent? That's not something the continent's first magician should say. Excessive modesty isn't a virtue, you know?"

"M-modesty...! S-someone like me..."

Anyway—it seemed there was no magic to cure diseases.
Here's one important fact.

Why did Serphina ask Reika about this?
The answer was obvious. She wanted to save people. That's why she ordered the forced relocation despite knowing it would damage her reputation.

"So how did the conversation end?"

"Well, just... I told her that while there's magic that can temporarily boost immunity to prevent illness by strengthening the body... there's no magic that can cure diseases."

"I see... Wait, what?"

What did she say?

"...?"

"What did you just say?"

Reika blinked at me in surprise.

"W-what...? I... Did I misspeak? If I did, it's definitely my fault, not Swen's—"

"No, no. That's not it. You can temporarily boost immunity? Enough to prevent illness?"

"Ah... this is an application of the magic I used to heal Serphina recently..."

Reika slowly raised both hands and began waving them around.

"So, in Serphina's case, I concentrated mana on the wounded area to make that part especially strong... In this case, it's like spreading mana's energy throughout the body to prevent disease...? Like... well..."

It wasn't a proper explanation, but that couldn't be helped.
Reika didn't learn magic from someone else. She learned almost all magic on her own. Just as humans naturally try to breathe and walk after being born, she discovered it naturally.

"So this prevents people from getting sick?"

"Huh? Oh... yes... The magic's effect should last at least a week... so they won't get sick for a week. Maybe... they'll become healthier?"

"Healthier?"

"Well, um... how should I put it... Strong people might become even stronger...? Since I'm spreading mana's power widely throughout the body's energy...?"

Her explanation was still a mess, but that wasn't important.
The point was that she could cast a kind of "buff" that enhanced physical abilities!
And it seemed that while under this buff, one wouldn't get sick. I don't know if medicine in this world had discovered this yet, but considering that diseases break through weakened human immunity, her words were probably correct.

"Reika. How did you figure this out? That it would work this way."

"Huh? Well, I just... thought of it while healing Serphina...? I realized I could apply it this way..."

'My goodness...'

One fact I always forgot due to her usual clueless appearance and lack of confidence:
The woman before me, Reika Nighthart, was the continent's greatest magician. The first to appear and the best—the pinnacle of the magical world!

"But... for people who are already sick, gathering magical power won't solve the problem... so I can't cure them. So, in conclusion, I wasn't much help—"

"No, Reika!"

Before I knew it, I was holding her hands tightly.

"Ah...!"

"I think that's a significant discovery on its own. You're truly amazing. Really... so amazing that all this modesty seems ridiculous!"

"O-oww..."

Reika blushed deeply and lowered her head, seemingly embarrassed by my praise.
Well, it might not help immediately... but now that I know she essentially has buffing abilities, there will surely be opportunities to use them.

"I'm counting on you in the future, Reika."

"Huh? Oh... y-yes, yes...!"

She tilted her head side to side, not knowing how to react.
Then, smiling, she nodded repeatedly while looking at me.

Seeing Reika smile, something efficiency-focused within me began to feel guilty.

'Actually, it would be nice if she could just live peacefully without having to use magic...'

But what can we do?
Those born with talent in turbulent times are destined to shine, dragged to bloody battlefields because of their abilities.
Nevertheless, I hoped there wouldn't be a need to use her again anytime soon—

* * *

"An epidemic... Serphina?"

"That's how it appears."

I sighed deeply as I watched Serphina smile bitterly.

"Well, it can't be helped. She abandoned her territory and pulled back her troops without any reason. And conveniently, an epidemic started in the territory she abandoned. Coincidentally, a magician recently revealed herself in our army. And coincidentally, the one who did all this is none other than that woman—"

—Serphina von Aingart.
The notorious villain and tyrant who plunged the world into chaos, who should never have reappeared.

"But in the end, it's just a rumor, isn't it?"

"A rumor... Yes. That's all it is. But what can we do, Swen? You may not know, but... this is a very familiar situation for me."

That's what she told me.
That she always feels all the world's malice pointing at her.
What kind of life is it when everyone you trusted betrays you and aims for your head?
The depth of it was surely much heavier than the weight of the words she had spoken so far.

"And, as if on cue, someone has ridden the wave of those rumors."

"Could it be... Yuuri?"

"Oh?"

"In this situation, I can't think of anyone else who would benefit from spreading such rumors about us."

As far as I knew, Yuuri had already lost Erinandorf in a meaningless war.
The battle with her mortal enemy, Chel's army, had fizzled out due to the epidemic.
By blaming our army for a natural disaster that couldn't even be blamed on anyone, she calculated she could regain the hearts of the territory residents who had left her...

"She told me she would avenge Erinandorf and Emma."

"...What? Emma?"

"Emma Adeline. You know her too. It seems she passed away after contracting the epidemic."

...As soon as I heard that, I sensed it.
She might not have had any serious calculation. Yuuri was just genuinely angry and charged ahead without thinking.
But... if she thought about it a little, wouldn't she know that making such an open declaration would only increase the risk?
If it were just rumors among territory residents, she could have just stayed quiet and it would have been advantageous for her.

'Besides... Serphina relocated her territory residents. Just thinking about this, it seems like there should be plenty of ways to break through...'

'...'

"So... what do you think?"

"About what?"

"Whether the rumors will die down."

"I see. Die down..."

Serphina slightly lowered her eyes, then smiled again.
That smile that looked like it would crumble at any moment, the same one Irene had when she was abandoned by Lynn.

"What can we do?"

"...Pardon?"

"This isn't the only malicious rumor that follows me. I must accept it."

Hearing those words, I felt a surge of emotion and raised my voice before her without realizing it.

"But my Lord. For Yuuri to prove that rumor is true, she must explain why you forcibly relocated your territory residents. Unless she can refute that, the claim that you used magic to spread an epidemic cannot stand!"

The strongest logic supporting the thesis that Serphina spread the epidemic was that she was a notorious villain and tyrant.
But would such a notorious tyrant forcibly relocate territory residents before a disease broke out?
Wouldn't that make it seem like... she was trying to save these people!

"I've thought about that too. However..."

"...?"

"You may not know this, but the sentiment among the territory residents who relocated to the undeveloped northern region isn't that good."

As she explained, there were people who resented Serphina instead of being grateful because they had family members still in the central region where the epidemic was spreading.
Even when she issued the blockade order, those who had family members who hadn't yet crossed over from the central region were dissatisfied with her.
It was a measure taken to save as many people as possible, and she was prepared for them not to appreciate it—but it seemed the receipt this world demanded of her was beyond what she had prepared for.

"That's..."

"Perhaps nothing I say will get through."

Is it going to be dismissed as just a coincidence?
She had an amazingly good sense. Even if someone pointed out this contradiction, they would probably dismiss it by saying "it's just a coincidence."

"It's alright. It's not something I'm unfamiliar with. My life has been..."

...always like this.

"After all, I am... a tyrant who shouldn't exist on this continent."

Looking at Serphina's profile as she concluded like that, I could feel anger rising within me for the first time in a long while.

'What is this...? She made a decision for our army and actually saved many people who were about to die... yet Serphina's reputation is worse than ever. And it's because of a problem that wasn't even her fault.'

Is this really the best outcome?
That from a strategic perspective, it doesn't matter if she's torn to pieces as long as we gain an advantage?



—That's when it happened.

'!!!!!!!!!'

Like being struck by lightning, I realized.
The meaning of "the most efficient answer" predicted by my Intelligence 100 brain.
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No way.
I was so shocked by the thought that had just occurred to me that I couldn't hide my expression and lost my words.

"...Swen?"

Serphina was someone who could read my mind like a ghost even when I wasn't trying to show anything.
And now, I hadn't hidden my thoughts at all.
It wasn't strange that she was looking at me with a puzzled expression.

"I... please wait a moment, Lady Serphina."

Instead of answering or responding to my words, she slowly nodded.
I needed to organize my thoughts.
To confirm whether the idea that had struck me like lightning was true, I needed a few pieces of information.
What question could I ask to extract those "pieces"?
Something within the scope that a mind with 100 Intelligence could answer, related to military strategy, that would confirm my suspicions...

"...My lord. Could you perhaps ask... if it would be efficient to immediately organize troops to provide relief efforts for plague victims near Kelstein Castle?"

Kelstein Castle was near the border. While it might be unclear for soldiers, it would certainly be helpful for the civilians in our army.
She looked at me worriedly as I suddenly asked this seemingly random question, but then without questioning my motives, she repeated exactly what I had asked.

"...What do you think about organizing troops to provide relief efforts for plague victims near Kelstein Castle?"

The mind with 100 Intelligence.
Just as it had always done before, it casually conveyed the position of my affiliated country.

[It is a decision that offers absolutely no benefit in any aspect.]

—Ah.

Now I understood.
Why such terrible rumors had spread about Serphina.
And why, even though she had made the decision to save her people, the atmosphere suggested those rumors couldn't be contained.

Well, the moment the answer included "in any aspect," the outcome was essentially predetermined.
If such actions were taken—if it became known that the rumors about Serphina spreading the plague were false, and that despite her country not suffering a major outbreak, she was dedicating efforts to humanitarian aid—there was a possibility that Serphina's damaged reputation might improve somewhat.
If improving the people's evaluation of their ruler benefited the country, such a definitive answer wouldn't have come out. It would have been more diplomatic, like "Not particularly."
But the fact that the result came out as sharp as a knife meant...

Yes.
My prediction represented the position of my affiliated country, not my own.
We lost four territories. In exchange, the Aishers army, which had the potential to grow into a dangerous rival, collapsed. Additionally, with the Chel army being swept up in the situation and the plague spreading, the central continent was becoming a wasteland.

'That wasn't all.'

And.
The public opinion of Serphina—the biggest obstacle to our country's unification—was being torn apart by misunderstandings that seemed impossible to overcome.

With a feeling like I was about to vomit...

'This was all part of the prediction result...!!!'

I accepted my prediction.

* * *

We stood silently in the royal palace for a long time.
My prediction was the best decision for Serphina's army—but it wasn't for Serphina as a person.

As the prediction result hit me like a blow to the head, I sank into thought again.

'Should I think... that I was naive?'

No matter how objectively I tried to think about it, noticing this would have been in the realm of gods, not humans.
While blaming oneself rather than others before taking action was certainly constructive, excessive self-blame wasn't always the answer. Like right now.

I had to protect Serphina.

That was meaningful to me in two ways.
First, it was the way to keep my promise to Luna.
Second, it was what I wanted.

It meant I didn't care if Serphina's army as a country got closer to continental unification.
What meaning would there be in unifying this country by sacrificing Serphina?

I just... felt wronged, even though none of this had happened to me personally.
A ruler who tightens the noose around her own neck the more she follows her strategist's efficient plans.
She had tried so hard. She was someone willing to save people even knowing she would be covered in filth for it.
And this was her reward?

"...Swen."

"Ah..."

Serphina's voice coming from close by finally brought me back to my senses.

"My lord...?"

Only after hearing my voice did I notice. That I was trembling.
And then—

Serphina reached out her snow-white hand and gently brushed my cheek.
No, she wasn't just brushing it. She was—

"Why are you crying, Swen?"

She was wiping away tears I hadn't even noticed myself.

"...My lord."

"Why do you have such a sorrowful expression?"

Consumed by the whirlwind of thoughts, I hadn't even been aware of what kind of face I was making, and only now could I assess my situation.
I had thrown out one question, suddenly made a serious expression... and then trembled while shedding tears.

I.
What should I say?
As soon as I realized I was crying.
As soon as I recognized that Serphina had come close before me.

As if it were the natural thing to do.

"...!!!"

I embraced her.

"...Lady Serphina."

I, so fearlessly.
Committing the grave offense of embracing my lord without permission or consent, an act for which I could rightfully lose my head.

"You are not wrong, Lady Serphina."

I blurted out the words boiling up from my chest, without filtering them.

"You... are not some tyrant who shouldn't exist."

I tightened my grip on her.
These words... were directed at her and at myself simultaneously.

"No matter what, a ruler who uses their position to try to save people... could never be a tyrant."

"Swen..."

She called my name once, then said nothing for a while.
Then, slowly... she buried her head against my chest.
And raised her arms to embrace me back.

"..."

I could feel her body trembling.
I sensed something hot touching my chest.
She was... crying.
Just as I had burst into tears, she too was crying.

I slowly accepted her, resting my face against her head.
It's warm.
She smells like yuzu. A scent that warms the heart.
I... have to protect her.
At this moment, that was the only thought in my mind. Nothing else mattered. If only I could protect her.

As for why I wanted to embrace Serphina in this moment... honestly, I didn't know.
Perhaps even after days or years passed, I would never have the chance to understand exactly what I felt at that time.
Nevertheless, I wouldn't regret this action. Probably until the day I died.

Afterward, we spent time together, holding each other like puzzle pieces that had finally found their match.
The fact that no one entered the royal palace was truly fortunate for me.

* * *

Time passed.
Having regained some composure, Serphina and I were sitting comfortably with our backs against a pillar in the royal palace.
While it might be acceptable for me, the sight of a ruler sitting on the floor rather than on the throne would be problematic in many ways if seen by a third party.
But well, both she and I knew that such matters of appearance weren't important right now.

"Swen."

"Yes, my lady."

"About the question you asked me to pose earlier... can you tell me why you wanted me to ask that?"

"..."

I fell into contemplation for a moment.
If I were to be honest, it would mean telling her with my own mouth, "Lady Serphina, you yourself are the biggest obstacle to Serphina army's unification."
So, I brazenly lied.

"Because that would be the most efficient method for our army."

"...Why is that?"

"Perhaps because it could somewhat suppress the rumors?"

I could assert this based on the prediction result from earlier.
The statement "no benefit in any aspect" meant that Serphina's reputation would improve.

And my assertion was confirmed by her next words.

"...Didn't I tell you, Swen? In a situation where even the northern territory residents have a low opinion of me, if I mobilize soldiers who would clearly fear contracting the plague to conduct such relief efforts... far from suppressing rumors, I would only hear more negative stories. Regardless of what you think..."

—Ha.

Swallowing what almost came out as a bitter laugh, I once again realized the weight of what 100 Intelligence meant.
That it truly... produces only frighteningly accurate statements.

"No. The soldiers will be fine. And this will solve everything."

Saying that, I smiled at Serphina.
With the most confident tone I could muster, as if to say, why worry about such things?

"Have you forgotten, my lord? I have—"

—the power of the Mind's Eye.
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After that incident.

I was dispatched to Kelstein Castle on the frontlines with Reika.
My dispatch request was approved with unprecedented speed, and within days, my departure date was right around the corner.

"My Lord. I, Swen, wish to depart early tomorrow morning for Kelstein Castle to carry out the mission you've entrusted to me."

After finishing my formal greeting, I looked at her face and saw she still couldn't shake off her worries.

"So today is your departure day, Swen."

"It has come to that already."

I tried my best to show a composed smile.
During the time that passed—rumors had begun to spread worse than expected.
For starters, the northern territory residents' opinion of Serphina had fallen to levels similar to when she first took power.
When the youngest daughter suddenly ascended to the throne instead of Algot or Sidmid, how many rebellions broke out from those who couldn't accept it?
If her current reputation is similar to that time... it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it had hit rock bottom.
My Intelligence 100's most efficient answer was certainly doing its job thoroughly.

"..."

I was worried about leaving Serphina, who was looking at me so precariously without saying anything.

"My Lord. While I'm gone, you can rely on General Irene."

As long as the most trustworthy Irene remains by Serphina's side, nothing serious should happen.
From the beginning, what I was trying to do was an action that would [bring no benefit to Serphina's army in any aspect].
The fact that this paradoxically guaranteed Serphina's safety almost made me laugh bitterly, but I swallowed those feelings.

"So please don't worry too much, My Lord. Didn't I tell you this outcome was already within the range of what I expected?"

"..."

"Swen..."

At that moment.
Serphina came closer to me, grabbed my hand firmly, and spoke.
It felt like she was asking me not to go, and I could neither tighten nor loosen my grip on her hand.

"Did I... do the right thing?"

"Of course."

"But it's always been this way. My life... the more I try to take action, as if I'm trying to harm someone I deeply resent... it rushes off in unexpected directions. So rather than having you caught up in strange rumors—"

"My Lord. In the end, sincerity prevails. And unlike before, I'm by your side now, aren't I?"

"...!"

"So please trust me. I'll prove that my 'mind's eye' that illuminates the path beneficial to you hasn't been wrong."

Only then did Serphina slowly release her tight grip.

"I'll be back."

"...Come back safely. I will be waiting for you."

For a moment, I wanted to pat her head.
But no matter how much she cared for me, I thought it wouldn't be good for either of us if I casually placed my hand on the dignified body of my lord. So I bowed respectfully and slowly left the royal castle.

When I exited the castle, the sky was exceptionally high and blue.
How could I protect Serphina?
What should I do to go against the 'most efficient' method?

Actually.
The answer came more simply than expected.

'Can't I just not do what I'm told?'

They say don't do this? Well, I'm going to do it.
With my Intelligence at 100, it was obvious that the consequences of doing exactly what I was told not to do would apply directly.
So this time, I'll use my "always correct predictions" in reverse. To ensure Serphina safely keeps her throne, I'll continue down the path that "brings absolutely no benefit."
Whether Serphina's army can achieve unification or not isn't my concern. My concern is Serphina's life. Serphina's safety. And Serphina's smile.

'Let's give it a try.'

To keep my promise to Luna.
To protect Serphina's life.

From this moment on—
I will gladly become a strategist with Intelligence 0 whose predictions all miss the mark.

* * *

On the day of departure.

"I entrust the Lord to you, Lady Irene."

"You needn't worry too much, Swen. I will protect our Lord from all threats with my life."

"No, you don't need to risk your life. Please don't overdo it."

As long as my predictions exist, Serphina won't be in serious danger anyway.

"..."

Afterward, neither of us spoke.
I... understand what this silence means. I don't want to pretend I don't notice and act cowardly.

"Lady Irene."

"...!!"

So I take the first step forward.
And embrace her tightly.

"I'll be back soon. You have to wait for me. Understand? This... is the only place I can return to."

Saying that, I slowly stroke her red hair.
Her scent, now somewhat familiar, gently soothes my heart.
The firm sensation, distinctly different from when I embraced Serphina, strongly asserted that she was a woman who lived on the battlefield.

"Um, you know..."

"Yes?"

"Parting like this feels somewhat regretful... but since you'll return... I'll wait patiently... you must come back, okay?"

"..."

—What was I thinking?
As soon as I heard her words about not wanting to part like this, it felt like a switch flipped in my head.

Without thinking, I kiss her on the cheek.

"...?!?!"

With a soft smack, Irene looked at me in great surprise.
Her face turned completely red with embarrassment... but she didn't seem displeased.

Today was somehow a strange day.

I became a bit bolder, you could say.
Wanting to tease her, I deliberately pouted my lips.

"...Did you dislike it?"

"Huh? N-no, n-not at all! I-I didn't dislike it..."

"Then will you give me one too?"

"What? Um... y-yes...?"

"Here."

With an excited heart, I slowly closed my eyes.
And soon after, her breath came very close—

Smack.

The sensation of her lips brushed against my cheek.

When I opened my eyes, there stood Lady Irene, her eyes cast downward, her face completely flushed, unable to speak and fidgeting nervously.
Come to think of it, since my possession, hasn't my life been one grand epic of protecting her? Meeting her because of Lynn's mischief, then abandoning Lynn to go to Yuuri for her sake.
And she, for her part, willingly becoming a traitor because of me after I was abandoned by Yuuri.

Through all those moments, that she and I... could safely exchange greetings like this was nothing short of a miracle.
Especially considering her position as a general who goes to the battlefield.

"..."

As I silently looked at her with these thoughts, perhaps she misunderstood.
Irene mumbled awkwardly, as if not knowing what to do.

"Um... p-perhaps... if it wasn't e-enough..."

"Not enough?"

"B-but...! Swen, you're not saying anything... so, well..."

She who showed such strength when leading everyone.
The voice she made now was so delicate it could hardly be considered a general's voice.
A female voice. Though somewhat vulgar, there was no more suitable word to describe Irene right now.

"S-sorry... I... I'm new to this. All of this is new to me... I don't know what men like, or how they..."

"This is exactly what I like."

"...Huh?"

"Men. They like this kind of behavior. So, you can be confident."

I said with a smile.

"R-really? Is that so...?"

"Of course."

"I see... Then... what about you?"

"Me?"

"You... since you're a man too... do you like this kind of thing?"

...Ha.
I unconsciously let out a deep sigh inside.
If we continued talking, I might not want to leave.
I should wrap this up.

"...Of course."

Only after speaking did I notice my voice trembled slightly.
Being always close to her, I had forgotten. That she was an extremely beautiful woman.
Even beside Serphina, whose facial beauty was unmatched, Irene never fell short, and in terms of feminine features like her chest and hips, she even slightly surpassed Serphina.
I had always found her merely cute... but when she approached me sincerely like this, my tongue got tied without me realizing.

"Really? Oh... that's a relief."

"So don't worry and wait for me. I'll take responsibility and bring Reika back safely too."

"Yes. Alright. Since you said you'll return safely, I'll believe those words."

"Good."

After parting with Irene.
Only then could I face Reika again, who was waiting in the carriage.

"Let's depart now."

"Yes!"

Finally, in the moving carriage, Reika, sitting across from me, tilted her head slightly and asked.

"Um... did something happen?"

"Huh? To me?"

"Yes."

"Why? Nothing happened."

"Is that so...?"

She seemed very puzzled, so I asked what was wrong.

"Swen... your face seems very red... are you feverish?"

"...Me?"

"Yes. Oh, I..."

Reika rummaged through her belongings and then pulled out a small hand mirror and handed it to me.
Looking into it... I saw my flushed face.

'...'

I thought I had handled Irene quite composedly...
But this is how I must have appeared in her eyes.
Thinking about it made me chuckle involuntarily.

"...Swen...?"

"It's nothing. Just found it funny."

"Huh? Oh, I see..."

Reika looked at me a bit strangely, but it wasn't an unpleasant feeling.

At that moment.

"Anyway, if you're tired, would you like to sleep a little...?"

"I have trouble falling asleep while sitting. I'm fine."

"You can lie down...!"

"In this cramped space? How?"

"Well..."

Reika shifted her body slightly, pressing herself as far into the corner as possible.
Then she patted the area where her knees were.
Her voluminous chest swayed nicely with her gestures.

"Here...!"

"...?"

Though I understood what she meant, I simultaneously didn't understand—
Reika said with an extremely bright expression.

"You can lie down comfortably here...!"

...Today was definitely a very strange day indeed.
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# "...What? You want me to lie down with my head on your lap?"

The situation was so surreal that I asked Reika once more, but she nodded with an incredibly serene smile.

"I-It's okay...! Especially since it's you, Lord Swen...!"

"Um..."

Honestly, my first thought in this situation was overwhelming awkwardness.
Why is the usually shy Reika suddenly acting like this?
We've been talking more lately, both with me and Lady Irene, but... I don't think she's ever been this bold before.

While I was unable to respond, caught in indecision...

"Um... perhaps you don't like the idea...?"

When she spoke in a voice that sounded like she might cry, I instinctively waved my hands in denial.

"What? No. How could I dislike it?"

"Y-Yes...!"

Reika seemed relieved after hearing "How could I dislike it" and smiled again.
With a strangely confident expression, she patted her lap once more.
My heart wavered. I realized how easily a man's gaze could be captivated by those soft curves.

"Then... excuse me."

After clearing the turmoil in my mind, I laid my head on her lap.
...It was soft.
Reika gave off a pleasant sweet scent.
Like cake fragrance reduced to about 1/10 strength... that kind of sweet smell that's difficult to describe.

"There. Lord Swen... please relax and rest comfortably."

I wanted to look up at her face, but because of her chest, I could only see her eyes peeking out.
Still, from what I could tell, she didn't seem extremely embarrassed.
...If anything, I seemed to be the one more conscious of the situation.

Her chest, hidden beneath her pure white outfit, bounced slightly right before my eyes as the carriage shook.

'...They're large.'

Somehow I've been having days very closely acquainted with women's chests lately.
With Lady Serphina, my lord, having such an impressive size, I couldn't help but notice.
And Lady Irene... well, that goes without saying. I've never seen a woman with a larger chest than hers.
Recently, since Reika was always with Lady Irene, I naturally thought of her as "average," but seeing directly with my own eyes... I realized she only seemed smaller by comparison, a fact that burned into my mind along with her sweet scent.

'...Lady Irene, Lady Serphina... then her.'

Having thought that far, I couldn't help but chuckle.
Here I was having such carefree thoughts while heading to do something completely unhelpful to the nation.
Anyone watching would think we were going on a pleasure trip.

"Um... Lord Swen, are you uncomfortable...? You were shifting around..."

"What? No. I'm fine."

"Really? That's good..."

Reika said that, let out a small sigh, and then...

"E-Excuse me...!"

Then... slowly, she brought her hand to my resting head.
And then.

"Lord Swen. You've worked so hard... I hope you can rest well."

Gently stroking my head, she continued to say things like "You've worked hard" and "Thank you for your efforts."

Wondering if something was wrong, I carefully asked her.

"Did something happen?"

"What? No... It's just that... Lord Swen, you've looked really tired lately."

"Me?"

"Yes... You've had dark circles under your eyes. And it seems like you haven't been sleeping properly..."

"...How did you know?"

"At night... haven't you been wandering around the mansion...?"

...That's right.
Ever since hearing the news that Lady Luna had raised an army, I hadn't really had peace of mind.
When I couldn't sleep, I would walk around the mansion quietly lost in thought, and it seems she had heard me.

"I hope I didn't disturb your sleep, Reika."

"N-No...! I just have sensitive hearing... that's all. You didn't do anything wrong, Lord Swen."

After saying that, she carefully expressed her true intentions in that shy tone again.

"So... I wanted to help you somehow... I thought it would be nice if you could relax and rest well, even just a little."

"Reika..."

"So... right now, you don't need to think about anything. Helping your lord, doing things for Lady Irene and me—it's all good, but... right now, I'd like you to rest while thinking only of yourself."

I didn't answer, just enjoying the comfort of her lap.
When I remained silent, she asked again in a slightly trembling voice.

"Um... was this... a bother to you?"

"Not at all. Thank you, Reika."

Honestly, I felt genuinely grateful.
If anything, her words helped me realize what situation I was in.
It seemed that during the time I was struggling to save Lady Serphina instead of returning to Lady Luna, I had been unknowingly consuming a tremendous amount of my inner energy.

"Since we're here, I should rest properly. Is it okay if I fall asleep here?"

"O-Of course...! I don't mind. Since it's you, Lord Swen..."

"Then please continue stroking my head."

"Ah, yes...!"

Reika obediently did as I asked and resumed stroking my head.

"Rest well, Lord Swen..."

Though the carriage continued to jolt as it traveled over rough roads,
lying on her lap felt more comfortable than any bed.
Breathing in the pleasant sweet scent that tickled my nose, I was able to get a good night's sleep for the first time in a long while.

* * *

'To visit this place again,'

As soon as we arrived at Kelstein Castle, I got out of the carriage and briefly looked around.
I felt immersed in various emotions.

...Nothing has changed. Or perhaps everything has changed so much that it feels like nothing is left.

When I first came here, the emblem on my cloak was that of House Brands.
Now I stood here wearing the emblem of House Aingart.
Until the sky-blue flag of the Brands army fluttering on the spire changed to Lady Serphina's yellow flag—truly, quite a lot of time had passed.

Before long, several soldiers recognized us, approached, and greeted us formally.

"Welcome, Lord Swen. Lady Reika."

"Ah, hello..."

Reika bowed slightly beside me.
The more I saw her, the more I thought she didn't seem suited for places with strong hierarchies.

"Where is the castle lord?"

"Waiting inside. Please follow us."

"Understood."

Just as I was about to take a step...

"...?"

"Ah, um... I'm just... n-nervous."

Apparently quite tense about visiting a new royal castle, Reika was looking around anxiously and trembling.
It was quite adorable how someone who had been so confident while offering her lap as a pillow earlier was now shrinking back in front of others.

Instead of saying anything, I took her snow-white hand.

"Ah...!"

"Let's go, Reika."

"Ah... y-yes...!"

And so, holding Reika's hand, I walked toward Kelstein Castle.

* * *

Upon arrival, we were greeted by someone I hadn't seen in a while.

"You've arrived, Lord Swen."

"I am honored to meet you, Lord Kransis."
"K-Kransis... I-I-I am h-honored to meet you...!"

Kransis didn't respond to the stammering Reika behind me and looked in my direction.

Kransis, the man who once opposed my opinions.
I heard he had been acting as the lord of Hispil Castle before troops were withdrawn... but after being pushed back to Kelstein Castle, it seemed he had continued to spend his time here without any new assignment.

Looking at the empty lord's chair, I asked.

"Where is the castle lord?"

"He stepped out briefly. But I have something I'd like to ask you."

"Please speak freely."

"What do you mean by conducting relief activities? As I understand it, the plague hasn't penetrated the northern continent due to our lord's blockade order."

"It means exactly what it says."

I briefly explained the significance of this "relief activity" to Kransis.

First, I explained that "there is very strong discontent among territory residents who temporarily went to the central region and couldn't return to the north, or those with family or relatives in the central region, so we need to quell this public opinion."

"And as you know, Lord Kransis, since Yuuri has provoked us with absurd claims, I believe our army needs to take direct action."

Of course, I added that this was only targeting residents near Kelstein who had family in the northern continent.

After silently listening to my explanation, Kransis nodded, but doubt still lingered in his eyes.

"I understand. However... for relief activities, wouldn't it be better to just send supplies to that area...?"

"To another country? I question whether that would work well..."

"But according to what you're saying, you'll need personnel to establish relief centers and receive central region patients who might have the plague, correct?"

As he said, that was indeed the biggest problem.
Even if it was just a few people, given the nature of the plague, there was no guarantee it wouldn't spread to the north if we were unlucky.

"That's why I brought her."

Saying that, I placed my hand on Reika's shoulder beside me.
Reika, not knowing what to do, kept bowing her head.

Yes.
This was the decisive reason I chuckled at the intelligence 100 result when I heard Serphina say "If we mobilize soldiers who fear catching the plague, bad rumors will inevitably spread."
That reason was Reika.

"...Are you Lady Reika?"

"Ah, y-yes...! That's right..."

"You're aware of what abilities Reika possesses, I'm sure, Lord Kransis?"

Without needing to explain in detail, Kransis seemed to understand what I was getting at and nodded before asking a question.

"But the question is how much we can trust this magic."

"Haven't you heard the news from the northern continent?"

"No, that's not what I mean."

Kransis waved his hand as he spoke.

"What I'm saying is that whether I trust it or not isn't the important thing."

...Ah.

"If I order, 'The power of magic will protect you, so focus on relief activities without worry,' of course the soldiers will have to follow. But whether that's truly the best approach... that's what I'm talking about."

He's touching on quite a sharp point.
From the perspective of soldiers who only heard about it from a distance, even if they're told about magic, it would still feel like being sent to their deaths.
If there were soldiers who felt forced to participate reluctantly, there could be some discord in the relief activities, so it was necessary to gain their trust.

'How should I persuade him?'

As I was pondering this...

"I'll do it."

Hearing a familiar male voice from behind, I turned my head.
A man with a familiar face was walking toward us.

"If I personally participate, wouldn't the soldiers involved in the relief activities have no complaints?"

The owner of the voice was the temporary lord of Kelstein Castle—
Irian Al Kaski.
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Commander Kransis bowed as he saw Irian.

"Welcome, Lord."

"Commander Kransis. As I mentioned before, there's no need for such formality."

Though it was temporary, becoming the lord meant he was essentially the ruler of the territory, so Kransis's response was textbook perfect.
From Irian's perspective, however, it would be difficult to treat Kransis with anything less than respect, given that he was the commander-in-chief of the occupying forces.
Office politics are complicated no matter where you go.

"I cannot, my lord. How could I, as your subject, break protocol?"

Irian didn't press the matter further and gave a slight nod before looking in my direction.

"So, Swen. I'm thinking of joining the workers distributing aid. What do you think?"

Having the highest-ranking person directly participate in relief efforts, rather than just sending ordinary soldiers—this should be enough to quell the soldiers' discontent.

"It would be excellent if you could participate directly, Lord Irian."

"Then we'll proceed that way. Additionally, I'll grant you full authority over the relief efforts."

I bowed my head to express my gratitude.

"I accept your kindness, my lord."

"Very well. Now, let's see..."

After acknowledging my greeting, Irian approached Reika, who had been standing awkwardly to the side.

"It's been quite some time, Lady Reika."

"What? Oh, y-yes, yes!! H-hello!"

"Thanks to your efforts, Jenis is doing well. I'd like to express my gratitude once again."

"No, well, th-that's... j-just my d-duty...!"

Ah, she bit her tongue again.
From the context of the conversation, it seemed she wanted to say, "I was just doing what I had to do."
Irian continued the conversation as if nothing had happened.

"Now that you're an official mage in our army, I want to tell you that we have very high expectations for you, especially regarding this matter. I look forward to working with you."

"Yes... I look forward to working with you too."

When their exchange concluded, I judged it was an appropriate moment to interject, bowing my head.

"My lord, if I may, would it be acceptable for us to take our leave now? I'd like to work out the details of our plans."

"Please do."

With the lord actively supporting me, I could probably do whatever I wanted.
It occurred to me that saving Jenis back then wasn't just a romantic decision after all.

"Come, Reika. Let's go."

"Oh, yes...!"

I slowly led Reika out of the royal castle.
It was time to set up the relief camp.

* * *

In the audience chamber of Kelstein Castle, after Swen and Reika had left.

Kransis approached Irian and asked in a cautious tone.

"Um... my lord."

"Speak, Commander."

"Are you certain this is wise? I understand that magic is real, but there's always the possibility of something going wrong. If that female mage's magic doesn't work properly, it could be dangerous for you to participate directly..."

Hearing this, Irian shook his head.

"No. If that were the case, that man would have stopped me."

"That man...?"

"I'm referring to Lord Swen."

Once again, Swen's name came up.
From Serphina herself to Jena the national strategist, and now Irian—all influential figures in Serphina's army seemed to be drawn into a vortex, taking a friendly stance toward this man named Swen.

"...You seem to trust him greatly."

Irian, noting something in Kransis's words, looked at him with a serious expression.

"In many significant ways, he is an indispensable talent for our Serphina army. Didn't you once tell me that it's the virtue of a superior to give appropriate trust to those who deserve respect?"

After saying this, Irian gave Kransis another slight bow.

"I understand your concerns, Commander, but with so many rebellions, we severely lack people who can provide stability to our army. I intend to make Swen a cornerstone of our forces. I hope you'll give it serious consideration as well. Now, if you'll excuse me."

Kransis watched Irian walk away and let out a short sigh.

'It can't be good to have all power concentrated in someone who isn't the sovereign...'

Of course, the current situation wasn't so dire that Serphina's authority had completely collapsed.
Still, with ongoing rebellions, it was concerning that this man Swen was gaining too much authority.
Both Jena and Irian seemed to think they could fully incorporate Swen into their army and use him as a resource for their forces, but...

Kransis recalled the look in Swen's eyes during their private conversation earlier.
Though his physique might not be particularly imposing, his eyes were as sharp as a wolf's—the eyes of someone who would never be content remaining subordinate to others.

'...No.'

His thoughts were about to become complicated, but he stopped himself.
Both Irian, a junior colleague he greatly cared for, and Jena, whom he deeply trusted, had faith in Swen.
Especially after a hundred considerations, it was clear that Jena, as the national strategist, had a better eye for people than himself, who had merely spent a long time on battlefields.
If Swen truly harbored hidden ambitions, Jena would surely have drawn a line.
Most decisively, he knew better than anyone that his lord, Serphina, was not someone who would be swayed by a single man.

'It's fine. As a warrior, I should follow my lord's will no matter what. And if my lord's will is to support this man Swen...'

Kransis put his thoughts aside and walked in the direction Irian had gone.

—In truth.
His assessment was closer to Swen's true nature than anyone else's, except for the fact that the ambition Swen harbored was of a completely different kind than what he imagined.

* * *

Several days later.
The relief camp began operating in earnest.
With hastily constructed temporary buildings and guards strictly controlling entry, the total personnel at the camp numbered about 12.
Since it was a facility for distributing supplies rather than for war, not many people were needed.
Of course, more personnel would have been better, but this was the limit of what Reika could stably maintain with her magical power on a weekly basis.

"Now, please close your eyes...!"

Reika said this and then cast buff spells on the soldiers and Irian in turn.
With this, everyone present, including myself and Reika, would be completely immune to disease for a week.
If it had been someone else, I might have doubted it, but with my basic knowledge of this world, I could be certain that what she said was true.

"This is... truly remarkable. It feels different from just hearing about it."

Irian expressed his amazement as he flexed his hands and did light stretches.

"Well, yes."

I understood what he meant.
When affected by magic... literally, your physical abilities get "buffed."
According to Reika, all she was doing was spreading mana floating in the air onto our bodies, but still.

"Good. Starting today, we will begin relief operations for those suffering from disease. We have the mage's blessing spell on us, so everyone can work with peace of mind!"

"Yes, sir!!"

The soldiers responded enthusiastically.

Blessing spell.
That's a pretty good name. It certainly sounds much more impressive than "buff spell," which earns it extra points in my book.

"Let's move out. Six of you follow me, and those assigned to guard duty, head to your designated areas!"

As Irian busily moved about, I approached Reika, who was nodding off in her chair.

"Reika, are you alright?"

"Ah... yes? Oh, I-I'm fine. I can... handle this much."

I'm not sure if this analogy works in this world, but—
Magic isn't like turning a faucet and having water gush out.
Even if mana floats in the air, as long as Reika is the caster, there's no way to avoid putting strain on her body, which meant she would ultimately bear all the responsibility.
To bear all that responsibility alone... the woman sweating before me seemed too pitiful.

"Still, please tell me if you feel you can't continue. The plan is for about a month, but I'm fine with shortening the period if needed."

"No...! I want to... help Lady Serphina, my lord... and you, Lord Swen. I won't... back down. Besides."

Reika looked up at me with a bright smile.

"I was the one who suggested twelve people in the first place. I want to take responsibility for what I can handle...!"

If she's going to put it that way, there's not much more I can say...
Besides, she often mentions wanting to "be helpful," both now and before.
So now was the time to say what she wanted to hear.
Instead of expressing concern, I firmly held Reika's hand.

"Alright. I'm counting on you, Reika."

Reika no longer flinches when I hold her hand.
Instead, she squeezes my hand back tightly.
With her eyes curved into crescents, she gives an incredibly radiant smile.

"Hehehe... l-leave it to me...!"

"..."

At that moment.

...Thump, thump.
I felt a powerful heartbeat.
The sweet scent from her body that I couldn't ignore brushed against my nose.

Somehow... I felt my face growing hot.

Since giving her that lap pillow a few days ago, I'd been noticing things about her that I hadn't seen before.
For example, her bluish thighs or her large chest. Her cute voice and her gentle, feminine tone.
From that point on, Reika as a person began to approach me very much as a "woman"—not in the dictionary sense, but in a somewhat different meaning.

Strangely.
Lately, the concept of "woman" has been clouding my thoughts.
I thought I had been managing myself quite well until now.

'...Have things been... building up recently?'

I briefly thought about it and then let out a hollow laugh.
This was too luxurious a concern for these chaotic times.
Now wasn't the time to be swayed by temporary hormonal tricks.
I cleared my mind and focused on the task at hand.

'I should know in about a week.'

Anyway, the die had been cast.
Now it was time to question Yuuri, who had spread the rumors.

—While we risked our lives to help diseased territory residents out of humanitarian concern, what were you doing?

* * *

It didn't even take a week—just three days—
Before our actions began to create ripples.
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The first to react were the residents living below Kelstein Castle.
Most of them were people currently residing in the territories of Lord Kalinz and Lord Chel.

"Is it true that Lady Serphina from the north is conducting relief efforts?"

"They say you need to have family there?"

"I have relatives at Utiner Castle! If I go there, I'm sure I can get help."

For people devastated by the epidemic, news of relief camps felt like rain in a drought.
Neither Kalinz nor Chel had taken any action to provide aid to them.
Of course, not everyone received the news optimistically.

"Wait. That witch is providing relief? Does that make any sense?"

"Don't you remember the rumors from a while ago? They said that cursed woman was the one who spread the disease using magic."

However.
Given the unusual circumstances, such typical accusations no longer resonated with the territory's residents.

"So what is this Yuuri woman doing for the territory's people?"

"Whether it's a trap or not, it's worth checking out. Dying of starvation or dying of disease—we're dead either way!"

Someone who silently helped the territory's residents.
And someone who claimed "there must be some ulterior motive" but offered no help.
For residents facing immediate survival concerns, the gap between these two figures was inevitably enormous.
How could their hearts not be moved when a lord completely unrelated to them offered help, while they could do nothing but smell rotting corpses and pray for the plague to pass?

Of course, the positive opinions were only coming from those living in the affected central continent regions.
Residents of the southern continent who had avoided the disease, or those in the west-central region who had narrowly escaped the plague thanks to Lynn's early lockdown, unanimously refused to believe that Serphina was performing acts of kindness without ulterior motives.

Nevertheless, public opinion at the grassroots level was, for the first time in history, siding with Serphina—
The weight of this fact began to bring about consequences beyond what any of the lords had imagined.

* * *

"Thank you so much."

"I will never forget the kindness Lady Serphina has shown us."

By the third day, many people began visiting the camp.
Among them were some with no connections to the northern continent, but we didn't bother with thorough screening.
There was a physical limit to how far people could travel to reach this place, and Ian's judgment was that those who made it here during an epidemic had essentially prepared themselves for death, so we wouldn't be overwhelmed by visitors.
His judgment proved correct, and throughout our camp operations, we never struggled with shortages of supplies.
After all, our army had occupied the entire northern continent and stockpiled considerable resources.

Ian was also the most enthusiastic participant in this entire process.

"Here you are. Please take this."

"Thank you so much. May I know your name...?"

"There's no need to remember our names. Just remember Lady Serphina's name. And remember that she is not someone who harms territory residents with magic for no reason."

"Oh my, of course! I will never forget her kindness for as long as I live..."

With the lord himself actively engaging with residents from the central region, offering words of encouragement and distributing supplies, the soldiers also participated enthusiastically in the relief efforts.
If they had shown reluctance in distributing supplies, it might have been difficult to counter the public opinion Yuuri had spread, but this level of engagement was more than sufficient.

"I didn't expect you to participate so actively."

I approached Ian casually and spoke.

"Oh? Swen."

Seeing me, he smiled warmly and then said:

"Didn't you say that after receiving the blessing magic, one absolutely wouldn't contract the plague for at least a week?"

"That's true, but I thought it might be hard to believe."

"No. I trust you, Swen."

I couldn't read any ulterior motives in Ian's eyes as he said this.
Well... though it's awkward to say it myself, his family would have been wiped out if not for me, so such trust wasn't strange.
So there was no need to be suspicious.

"I'm grateful for your trust."

"Good. I'll get back to work now. Why don't you look after Miss Reika?"

"Miss Reika just fell asleep. So shouldn't I also help with the work, as is proper?"

"Is that so? Well, I won't stop you, but..."

At that moment.
Ian paused briefly in thought, then looked at me with a very serious expression.

"Swen. I have a question."

"Please go ahead."

"What is your relationship with Miss Reika?"

"...Pardon?"

His expression was so serious that I momentarily tensed up, expecting something grave like "I've received information about rebels planning to defy Lady Serphina." The question was so unexpected that I couldn't hide my bewilderment.

"Well, watching you two these past few days, you seem to be quite close."

"...Is that so?"

"Swen, I'm curious about your relationship. Are you perhaps lovers?"

"No, nothing like that... I'm not married yet."

"Really? Speaking of marriage, now that it's come up... I don't think I've heard your response yet."

"What?"

What is he talking about now?
Seeing my confused expression, Ian tilted his head slightly and asked:

"Haven't you heard from General Irene?"

I hadn't heard anything.
But I didn't want to speak ill of Lady Irene, so I decided to play dumb.

"Ah... my memory isn't very good. I tend to forget things."

"Is that so? That doesn't sound like you... though I suppose it's rather silly to define what is 'like you' now that I think about it."

Ian continued in a completely serious tone.

"I'd like to know what you think about our Iolline."

Iolline. A name I hadn't heard in a long time.
The twin sister of my roommate Jenis, and a woman with whom I once spent a night in the same room.
Having seen her change clothes, she was, along with Irene, one of only two women whose undergarments I was aware of.
It felt a bit inappropriate to remember someone by such details, but—

—Wait a minute.

"What? By what I think... do you mean marriage?"

"That's right."

Marriage with Iolline?
While I was momentarily stunned by this unexpected topic, Ian continued with a completely unperturbed, serious expression.

"Swen, someone like you would be most welcome in our family. Iolline misses you terribly. It may sound odd coming from me, but I believe Iolline's beauty is not inferior to most women. Moreover, she has spent a considerable time studying to become a virtuous bride. I'm certain she would be an excellent companion for you."

"Well, that's..."

"If you have someone else in mind, even a concubine would be acceptable. I would even be willing to pass on the Al Kaski name if you wish. I hope you'll consider it positively."

His rapid-fire delivery left me unable to respond properly, but Ian seemed fine with ending the conversation there.

"Well, take your time with your answer. Don't feel pressured. If I don't hear back, I'll take it as it is. Of course, refusing won't disadvantage you in any way, so don't worry about that. Now, if you'll excuse me."

After Ian left.
I briefly recalled Iolline's face.

She was certainly beautiful.
She had a very well-balanced, beautiful figure, and her personality... was quite modest, making me think she would indeed be good at supporting her husband, as Ian had said.
But... I couldn't marry yet.
Protecting Lady Serphina and keeping my promise to Lady Luna.
These two tasks alone made my head complicated enough that I couldn't even imagine putting down roots somewhere.
Besides, if I were to marry, my honest feeling was that I would want to marry Lady Irene first.

"Haven't you heard from General Irene?"

Ian's words made one thing clear.
Lady Irene had not conveyed Ian's—or more precisely, Iolline's—marriage proposal to me.
I could pretend not to know why, but... I don't want to do that.

The reason she didn't tell me...

"...Haa."

I let out a small sigh and covered my face with my hands.
It's hot. My face is burning. Lady Irene's face appears in my mind.

'I miss her.'

...Anyway, the marriage proposal isn't something I need to think about right now.
In this world, a man could have up to four wives, so there was no need to make a hasty decision.
It was a matter I could think about and decide on slowly.

After cooling my face a bit, I followed after Ian.

* * *

In the royal castle of Rambow Fortress, under the Aishers army.

"...A relief camp?"

"Yes. They say Serphina's army has set up and started operating a camp for the central territory residents below Kelstein Castle."

At Epinel's words, Yuuri, sitting on the throne, snorted in disbelief.

"Ha!"

Then she slowly rose from her seat, trembling as she spoke.

"That detestable woman. Does she think such meager actions will cover up the fact that she used magic?"

"..."

And then, a few days later.

"The camp operations seem to be going very smoothly. The territory residents closest to Kalinz's domain are practically worshipping Serphina like a goddess."

"...Forget it. It's just something she made up to save face anyway."

"If it were just to save face, she would have simply sent supplies rather than going through the trouble of running a camp. Actually, the very idea that she would try to save face is strange, isn't it? Would someone who cares about such things act like this?"

"What are you trying to say, Epinel? Are you suggesting that Serphina is a good person?"

"..."

Normally, Epinel would have responded with some appropriate remark, but—
This time, she couldn't just let it go.
She felt obligated to explain the current situation to Yuuri.

"Yuuri. We've been played."

"...What?"

"If she really intended to spread disease using magic, there are too many actions she didn't need to take."

"..."

Yuuri bowed her head and remained silent.

In truth.
She had vaguely noticed it too.
If Serphina's goal had truly been to kill people, she wouldn't have forced them to relocate. And then to operate a relief camp on top of that—objectively speaking, what reason would she have to go that far?

Even so, there was no room to back down.
She had already boldly proclaimed that Serphina was the culprit behind the disease.

"What... should we do now?"

Epinel sighed in relief seeing Yuuri like this.
She had been worried about how to handle the situation if Yuuri had stubbornly insisted despite everything.

Perhaps Anima, who hadn't fully regained consciousness, might have given a more plausible answer...
But Epinel was more of a general figure. She knew her own weaknesses—while she excelled at defeating enemies on the front lines, she struggled with seeing the bigger picture.
So, despite knowing she could only offer the simplest answer... now was the time to speak up.

"For now... don't make any additional statements about it. Just stay quiet. Serphina already has a bad image, so rather than reacting further, if we just pretend not to notice, it might pass without much issue."

"...Haa."

"It can't be helped. We'll have to look to the next opportunity. ...Everyone makes mistakes. I think you know that self-reproach is a luxury we can't afford right now."

"I know. I know..."

Yuuri closed her eyes and once again prayed to the heavens.
For the plague to pass as quickly as possible. For the repercussions of her claims to be minimal, as Epinel suggested.

* * *

However, a few days later.

"They're demanding that our army operate a relief camp...?"

The soldier reported to Yuuri with a troubled expression, barely managing to continue.

"I'm very sorry to say this... but people are asking why the Aishers army isn't doing what Serphina's army is doing."

Making her prayers seem futile, the time for decision came all too quickly.
And it was a "zugzwang"—a situation where any choice she made would inevitably be a bad move.
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Yuuri quickly racked her brain.

Running a relief camp might not be that difficult in itself. But this wasn't the north or even the central continent—this was right in the middle of where the plague had swept through most violently. Finding volunteers in this situation was nearly impossible, and if she forced the operation... she would certainly lose the trust of soldiers who feared catching the plague.

She knew all too well that troop morale was lower than ever. Her instincts as a lord told her that upsetting them further would lead to unpleasant consequences.

That wasn't the only problem. With supply lines to the mainland cut off by Chel's forces, Yuuri's army was in no position to claim their resources were adequate, even as a polite fiction. The complaint that "supplies that should rightfully come to us are leaking to territorial residents in areas that weren't even part of our military domain until a few months ago" might sound extreme, but in this resource-scarce situation, it was a grievance that could easily emerge.

But what about not running the camp?
In truth, this was closer to the correct choice. The plague was simply a natural disaster, and no one could really be blamed for it.
—If only she hadn't let her mouth run so freely.

She wasn't stupid enough not to understand how politically disadvantageous it would be if "Serphina, who is accused of causing the plague, runs a relief camp while I do nothing."

"...No."

I find myself thinking that perhaps I am stupid after all.
Who created this situation where I'm forced to make such a choice?
Was it Serphina? Or perhaps one of my two remaining comrades?

It was myself.
I was the one who brought all of this to this point.
Her thoughts were so complicated that she even wondered if the loss of her comrades to war and plague might somehow be her fault.

"Um, my Lord...?"

"...I'll answer later... please leave me."

Yuuri barely managed to swallow something rising from deep within her heart before speaking.
The soldier responded loudly and then tactfully slipped out of the royal castle.

'Emma... and Erinandorf... what should I do now...? What should we... do?!'

No matter how long she clutched her head and silently questioned her departed comrades, no answer came.

* * *

What does it mean to hover between life and death?
For many people, it might have different meanings, but for Anima—it meant repeatedly experiencing hallucinations of a specific moment from the past.
That very moment when she made an unchangeable promise with the five survivors of the academy tragedy long ago.
That moment when she swore with her childhood friend to put their souls into a red flag... that scene kept repeating over and over in her vision.

She had regained consciousness briefly a few times.
She vaguely remembered fragments of speaking or eating, but looking back, everything was still filled with noise, and she couldn't tell what day it was or what time it was.
After an indeterminate amount of time had passed...

"...Ah."

At the very moment when she reached out her hand again to grasp Yuuri's extended hand—
She properly realized for the first time that she was lying in bed.

"...Where is..."

Once her mind returned, she began to grasp the situation with surprising speed.
She had caught the plague. That's why she was bedridden.
Doctors had visited her intermittently to tell her various things, but she couldn't remember the content of those conversations.
Still, her body felt light. The experience of her head burning as if she had swallowed a pit of fire was vivid, but now... she could breathe properly.

Anima slowly sat up, then opened and closed her remaining hand—

"...Is anyone there?"

"Strategist...?"

Anima's perception began to flow normally once again.

* * *

Epinel was the first to visit after hearing that she had properly regained consciousness.

"Are you really okay now, Anima?"

"Yes. My physical condition is fine, but... are you sure it's okay to come so close to me? Even though I seem to be cured, you never know."

"It's fine. Seeing how the cured patients and their families are doing well, I don't think you pose any threat once you're healed."

"...Really?"

Anima sighed briefly, then asked with a slightly tearful voice:

"Emma is... dead, right?"

"Yes... she caught the plague and passed away."

"Hah..."

Tears streamed down her cheeks once again.

"I thought I'd heard about it before... so Emma really is dead."

"She was in very bad condition... Anima, it's a miracle that you survived so well. This plague has an incredibly high mortality rate."

"I know..."

Anima knew that it could easily have been her who died.
...Continuing to wallow in grief over Emma's loss wouldn't be what the deceased would want.
Anima quickly wiped away her tears, composed herself, and moved on to the main topic.

"What's happened while I was out?"

"The front line is at a stalemate. The plague has spread to Chel's army and even Kalinz's forces. The plague itself seems to have peaked somewhat... but honestly, I don't know when it will enter a lull."

"Has anything else happened?"

"Anything else... I suppose Serphina's army setting up relief camps for plague victims would count."

"Serphina's army?"

Noticing Anima's voice trembling slightly at the unexpected name, Epinel slowly nodded.

"Yes. She's probably conscious of the rumors that she spread the plague."

"...Wait. She spread the plague? What are you talking about?"

"Ah, that's right. You haven't been fully conscious all this time..."

Epinel explained in detail what had happened. How Serphina had issued a blockade order as if she had anticipated the plague, and how based on that, Aishers' army had made a kind of declaration against Serphina's forces.

"What? You're saying our army publicly claimed that Serphina spread the plague...?"

"...Yes."

Anima struck the bed with her fist and exclaimed:

"What nonsense is that! If she deliberately spread the plague, then she also saved the lives of the territorial residents in the central continent! The claim doesn't make sense from the start. Besides, how could anyone spread something like a plague?"

"Well, Serphina's army does have a magician..."

"Even in historical records about magicians, there's nothing about them directly creating plagues. Hah... anyway, so she's running relief camps? Her soldiers don't have any complaints?"

"It seems that way... I don't know if they were threatened or what, but they're actively dedicated to relief efforts as if they don't care about their own lives."

Threats.
While Anima thought Serphina was certainly capable of such things... somehow, she couldn't read what the woman's true intentions were.
Epinel seemed to feel the same way, shaking her head slightly as she said offhandedly:

"Well, how would I know what's going on in that woman's mind?"

Anima put her hand to her head and sighed deeply.

"Whoever it is, if someone put ideas into Yuuri's head—they deserve immediate execution and even that wouldn't be enough."

"...What?"

"The public opinion has turned in Serphina's favor as if she and that person were in cahoots. If we had just kept quiet, it wouldn't have gotten this bad... Think about it, Epinel. If the territorial residents in our domain ask, 'Why isn't Aishers' army running relief camps?' what could we say?"

"That's..."

"If nothing had been said, it might be different, but given what's already been said, how will the territorial residents view our army if we don't run camps? In the long run, losing the trust of the continent's residents is the worst choice a lord can make. But pushing soldiers into what is essentially a death trap under the pretext of relief camps? Anyone can see that would destroy the soldiers' trust."

Who had put such misguided ideas into Yuuri's mind while she, the strategist, was absent?
There might be faces that came to mind... but it was difficult to pinpoint anyone specifically.

"So, who was it? Who brought this up?"

"..."

Epinel kept her head down in deep silence for a while.
Then, as if she had made some kind of resolution... she answered in a very serious tone:

"...It was Yuuri."

"What...?"

"The person who planned to directly declare against Serphina's army to corner her... was Yuuri herself."

...Thump.
Her arm, which had been tense, fell limply onto the bed sheet.
Her mind, which had just begun to warm up, started to cool rapidly again.

"Yuuri did that?"

"Yes..."

What overcame Anima after understanding the situation from Epinel's story was a deep, sticky despair she had never felt before in any circumstance.
Not when she lost an arm, not when she was imprisoned by Serphina and her life was threatened, not when she lost Erinandorf in battle, and not even when she just heard that Emma had died...

Anima lowered her head with her eyes tightly closed.
The strategist's instinct was whispering fiercely to her.
So, she couldn't help but notice.
From the point that the person who made a decision with no benefits was the ruler Yuuri herself—

—the dawn of Aishers' army had begun racing toward its final curtain.

* * *

Quite some time had passed since we started operating the camp.
Fortunately, Reika was able to cast buff spells on us periodically, and thanks to that, none of us had become infected with the plague.
Given that there was a very high possibility that at least one of the people who came for aid was carrying the pathogen, it was fair to say that the magic was working properly.

Quite a lot had happened during this time.
Crucially, the plague had entered a lull. The number of deaths had been reduced to a quarter, and confirmed infections had noticeably decreased.
The relief camp was becoming increasingly quiet. The plague that had seemed endless was finally heading toward its conclusion.

"We should be able to close the camp soon."

"I'm so glad nothing happened..."

"It's all thanks to Reika."

I said this while stroking Reika's head.
Of course, this wasn't just empty words. Without her, we couldn't have boldly operated the relief camp.
If even one person on our side had fallen ill, it would have only reinforced the image of Serphina as a tyrant who forced soldiers into danger through threats, rather than restoring her image.

And as Reika said, that wasn't the only fortunate thing.

The reputation of Aishers' army, which had essentially targeted our forces, was plummeting.
They probably wanted to run relief camps like us.
Obviously, they didn't have someone like Reika. That meant their soldiers would inevitably be exposed to the danger of the plague.
If even a few more soldiers actually caught the plague, it would create its own problems, leaving them unable to act either way. As a result, trust in Yuuri was being shattered throughout the central continent.
A ruler who loses the hearts of their territorial residents can never achieve great things.
If unifying the empire was the goal of this race—she had stepped out of bounds.

Meanwhile, rumors about Lady Serphina were flowing in the direction we expected—"not good for the country but good for Serphina personally."
Beyond the relief camp itself, people seemed to be noticing the contradiction between "forcibly relocating territorial residents" and "spreading the plague to kill territorial residents" after we started operating the camp.
This was a historic moment for her, who had been branded a tyrant, as it was the first time she received positive evaluation.
Serphina had said she didn't need to gain anything from relocating the territorial residents... but in the end, that action helped her escape from absurd rumors.

'Good. Going forward... actions that don't help the country but help her personally would be best.'

At that moment.
Irian entered the base camp where Reika and I were resting, with an urgent expression.

"Swen, there you are."

"What's the matter?"

His voice sounded unusually urgent, which made me tense up as I asked him.

"Well, it might just be a rumor, but... I've heard something we can't ignore."

"Something we can't ignore?"

Irian slowly nodded and said:

"News that a magician has appeared."

"...What?"

"There's a rumor that someone using magic has appeared in the southern continent."

He was bringing me news of something I had momentarily forgotten, but could never truly forget.
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# Going Back in Time

Just as the Aishers army was beginning to stretch its reach toward the Serphina army once more, war clouds were slowly gathering over the southern continent, which had maintained peace for a long time.

In Tepelo Castle, the capital of the newly formed Lunarienne army, everyone had predicted that "something would happen soon" when the rebellion first broke out. The Karelia army had indeed deployed numerous troops at the border—but surprisingly, a long period of quiet had passed without any war, battle, or even skirmishes that could be called localized conflicts.

Of course, this was merely in the external sense—referring to whether any nation had moved its military forces. The systems needed to lead the new nation were being built slowly but steadily.

Today was the day to announce the key figures who would lead the national affairs going forward. Luna was slowly rising from her seat and approaching Tifa, who knelt with her sword drawn, to perform a kind of "ceremony."

"Tifa, I hereby formally appoint you as the Commander-in-Chief of our army."

"I humbly accept, my Lord."

This was a formal exchange and ceremony that the two would never normally engage in—but Swen had said, "Showing authority to subordinates in some way is also a virtue of a superior." So Luna silently followed his words.

"And..."

After finishing the ceremony with Tifa, Luna slowly approached the old man kneeling beside her.

"Ginor, I hereby formally appoint you as the National Strategist of our army."

This decision was quite a bold personnel choice from the Lunarienne army's perspective. Of course, if one considered ability alone, no one was more outstanding than Ginor, but he wasn't someone who had joined when the rebellion first began—he had requested to join midway. From the perspective of the current Lunarienne army, which had many generals from the Karelia army who valued loyalty, everyone had expected that Violet, the young female strategist who had supported Luna from the beginning, would take that position. Those expectations had been completely overturned.

"I promise to fulfill my duties with utmost dedication."

Ginor was not unaware of this atmosphere. After all, he had originally been with the Aishers army. No matter how important loyalty might be to the Karelia army, the situation was much better than in that country, which showed extremely exclusive reactions to anyone outside the Five. Besides, from his perspective, he wasn't without the desire to observe Luna from a close position—so there was no reason to refuse the position given to him.

After all the ceremonies were completed, Ginor headed to the audience chamber at the appointed time, as he had been told before the ceremony.

"You called for me, my Lord."

"You've come, Sir Ginor."

He was about to say "you don't need to use honorifics with me," but then stopped himself. For whatever reason, she maintained formal speech with all her subordinates. If that was the culture of this country, it was a matter of him adapting. More importantly, it was time to get to the point.

"May I ask why you've summoned me?"

"It's not a particularly critical matter. However, since you'll be taking the position of National Strategist for our country going forward, there are a few things I need to tell you."

"Please speak."

"First of all, I will not be addressing you as 'Strategist' from now on... but this absolutely does not mean that I don't acknowledge you, or that I'm trying to diminish your authority. I wanted to make sure you don't misunderstand this."

Ginor wasn't particularly bothered about not being called "Strategist." What mattered more than what he was called was how he was actually treated. A ruler who only called someone "Strategist" in public places but didn't actually consult them on important matters, instead discussing them only with those they trusted, was far worse than a ruler who willingly discussed all state affairs, big and small.

Nevertheless, if he was going to ask a question, now was the only timing.

"I don't mind, but... may I ask the reason?"

Luna pondered for a moment after hearing his question.

"...I think I can explain that along with the second reason."

Ginor silently nodded slowly. Luna could easily tell that this meant he was waiting for her answer.

"Secondly... I plan to change the National Strategist in the future."

With a very resolute voice, she confronted him with her true intentions without avoiding his gaze.

"This doesn't mean it might happen... it means it will definitely happen. However, this isn't just about you, Sir Ginor, but about anyone... even if Violet had taken that position, it would be the same."

"That means..."

Luna nodded slowly, looking at Ginor with very straightforward eyes.

"The person who will become our country's Strategist... the person I will call 'Strategist'... there is only one such person in this world."

At those words, Ginor's eyebrows twitched slightly. And in his mind flashed the face of a man he knew—a strategist with white hair and gray eyes who seemed to use the ability of the "Mind's Eye" through magic.

Changing the position of National Strategist would be an extremely sensitive and delicate issue for the person appointed as Strategist. Nevertheless, Lunarienne was strongly asserting that "it will definitely be changed." It was essentially a bombshell declaration that "you are a Strategist with an expiration date," but Ginor, who heard this, wasn't particularly emotionally affected. Rather, how he approached it was—well, if there was someone more capable than himself, he could willingly hand over the position of Strategist. And if the man she claimed as her Strategist was that person, then he was certainly more outstanding than himself.

"I understand."

Hearing this, Lunarienne bowed deeply with an extremely apologetic expression.

"...I'm sorry for telling you this right after your appointment. However, I thought it would be deceptive toward you, Sir Ginor, to expect only your duties as Strategist without mentioning this when my mind is already made up."

Ginor quickly bowed in response.

"Not at all, my Lord. The right to appoint a Strategist is entirely at your discretion. Please don't worry too much. I will strive not to burden the Strategist you have in mind."

His words weren't empty. Sincerely, someone like Swen would surely show much more outstanding insight than himself.

Luna offered him a respectful handshake and said:

"I look forward to working with you, Sir Ginor."

***

After finishing his conversation with Luna and leaving the royal castle, a familiar face was waiting for him.

"...Kail?"

"Haha, it's hard to get used to, isn't it? It seems like just yesterday that you were calling me 'Your Highness Kail.'"

"I don't think you were waiting just to say such nonsense."

Kail, who had been joking, soon spoke with a very serious expression.

"What do you think?"

"About what?"

"About our Lord."

"...I don't think I've gathered enough information to judge her yet."

"There must be some first impression, after all."

"..."

He was about to give a vague answer, but thinking it would be better to be honest here, Ginor lightly shared his thoughts.

"She doesn't seem like a ruler who will achieve unification."

"Why?"

"Whether a tyrant or a wise ruler, the position of a monarch is ultimately one that must willingly bear the blood of people. I can highly appreciate her strong will, but... I don't really see the somewhat cruel aspect commonly found in rulers."

"Well, our Lord is the type who does what needs to be done when necessary. That's the difference from Karelia."

Ginor easily understood those words. If it were Karelia, they would never have rebelled no matter what happened. Even if unjust things occurred, bearing everything alone was an admirable spirit, but... it wasn't a virtue of a ruler seeking unification.

"You'll probably find out soon enough. That our Lord is someone who will achieve greatness."

Instead of agreeing with that opinion, Ginor continued the conversation they were having earlier.

"Objectively speaking, I wonder what can be done with just Tepelo Castle and about 90,000 troops. I honestly think we could never win if war broke out with the Karelia army tomorrow."

"That's quite a cold assessment."

"Isn't it an obvious result? I think even you would easily come to the same conclusion."

After hearing this, Kail laughed loudly a few times, then asked an interesting question.

"Then why did you join our army?"

"Well, that's..."

"Yes. I know too. It was because of Swen's recommendation, wasn't it?"

Yes. The reason he willingly took on the position of National Strategist for this precarious nation—a rebel nation where he would certainly be executed if captured—and even accepted it as temporary, was all because Swen had said, "Lunarienne Iniang will become the ruler who unifies the continent."

"...By the way, what was Swen like when he was with the Lunarienne army?"

"I can explain it very simply. He... achieved impossible miracles, over and over again."

In Kail's eyes as he described Swen, there was a boyish heart sparkling that belied his age.

"The battle with the Brands army, and then the agreement... asserting his own will and proving it right. He kept repeating this very simple proposition. It's the same now. Didn't our army finally get another chance?"

According to Kail, it was Swen who had advocated recommending Luna and her group to the Karelia army. If one saw it as an opportunity that a once-fallen lord had somehow declared his own country again in these chaotic times... then his words were proving correct this time as well.

"However, there is one thing that concerns me..."

"Tell me."

"The fact that Swen hasn't returned here."

Swen was currently working under Serphina. This was almost certain based on what Ginor had seen and heard, and rumors circulating near the north that he had cross-verified. If he had decided to come down after hearing the news of Lunarienne's uprising, enough time had passed for him to have arrived long ago, so it wasn't strange for Kail to have doubts.

"..."

Hearing this, Ginor fell into thought. Ginor was the person who had most recently been in contact with Swen among them. The reason he had gone to the Serphina army was because of Lord Yuuri's incomprehensible strange "exchange," but... such a situation had unfolded essentially because Swen had gone to the Serphina army as an envoy. And considering that it was none other than Swen who had volunteered to be the envoy—

"It seems he has something to do within the Serphina army."

Since he had recommended the Lunarienne army to me, he must also think of Luna as the lord he should serve. Considering that, isn't the conclusion easy to reach?

"Well, being Swen, he must have some plan."

Ginor nodded at Kail's words. Yes, he probably had something to do there for the great cause of the Lunarienne army... Though he couldn't know what it was, Swen had the ability to always find the right answer, so it was clear that the continent would be shaken again in ways no one could imagine.

[He is staying with the Serphina army because he has something to do.]

Just up to here. This was the optimal conclusion Ginor could reach with the information he had.

Anyway, what he needed to do now was to solve the immediate problems in front of him.

"Well, I hope we have a long period to consolidate our internal affairs."

Since there was no clear prospect of victory yet, he hoped nothing would happen until a situation arose where they could gain the upper hand—

***

But situations don't always move as one wishes.
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* * *

This is the grand mansion where Lunarienne resides.
In a corner of a small reception room, Tifa and Violet sat facing each other across a desk.

"Thank you for making time for me today, Miss Tifa."

"No, no. I had to come just out of curiosity since it's you, Violet, of all people seeking me out. You don't use swords or anything. Or are you thinking of following the path of martial arts like your sister and brother?"

"It's nothing like that... I just have something to ask you."

Violet said this while skillfully brewing tea.
Tifa boldly drank a hot cup and remarked with a subtle expression.

"Ugh... it's just hot, I really don't understand what tea is supposed to taste like. Next time, feel free to prepare something like beer instead."

"If I prepared alcohol in the morning, Luna would scold me."

"Ahah!"

After exchanging a few trivial words.

"Um... this might seem like an out-of-nowhere question, but could you tell me about the person who was the Strategist at Jeilant Castle in the past?"

"Huh? You mean Swen?"

"Yes."

Tifa was one of only three people who knew about Swen, along with the ruler Luna and Kein—Kyle.
While Ginor was also acquainted with Swen, from Violet's perspective, it was much more comfortable to ask Tifa, with whom she had spent considerable time, rather than asking someone who was a complete stranger to her.

"I don't mind telling you... but why so suddenly?"

She briefly considered being honest and saying "Because Luna seems overly conscious of Swen"—
But Violet, despite her young age, instinctively sensed that bringing up such a topic openly in the current situation wouldn't be a good idea.

"From what Luna told me, he seems to be an extremely important figure for our Lunarienne army... but I realized I only know fragments about him. I thought learning more about what kind of person he was would be educational."

Someone a bit more perceptive might have questioned why learning about a subordinate rather than the ruler would be educational—
But Tifa was the type who acted rather than thought, so she naturally took Violet's words at face value.

"Swen was... how should I put it? He was truly remarkable. The kind of person who could make everything he said come true?"

"Make everything he said come true?"

"Yeah. For example... he would say things that made no sense. Like, the Brands army would be marching toward us with enough forces to easily capture our castle, and he'd just say he'd go negotiate and ask us to hold out until then. And then he'd actually return with a successful negotiation. Oh, you know what's really amazing?"

Tifa's face showed particular animation when explaining about Swen.
In fact, Luna was the same way. Those who knew him would always get excited and speak passionately when describing him, as if they had encountered someone truly extraordinary.

"He managed to get money from the Brands army during the negotiation process."

"...What?"

"Exactly what I said! We packed gold from our castle for the negotiation, right? Naturally, since we were the ones begging for peace. But Swen managed to get money from the Brands army. He succeeded in getting payment from them rather than us paying for the agreement!"

If true, it was an unbelievable achievement. And it probably was true. While Tifa was a simple person, she wasn't the type to spread exaggerated tales.

"When I think about that time... I used to think that in war, you just needed strong people, but it seems that in warfare beyond just battles, you really need someone who knows how to use their head."

"I see..."

"If we could have continued with that guy, we could have seen so many more amazing things. I wonder where he is and what he's doing that's keeping him away..."

"Um... isn't Swen working under Serphina's army?"

Violet cautiously probed, mindful of Luna's reaction earlier, but Tifa didn't overreact like Luna had.

"Well, that's just a rumor, isn't it? I'm the type of person who doesn't believe even the most plausible rumors unless I confirm them with my own eyes."

"I see..."

Violet slowly lowered her head while observing Tifa's reaction. This seemed fine.
While Tifa clearly showed goodwill toward Swen, she didn't display the same level of obsession as Luna, the ruler.

She briefly considered asking questions about Luna but quickly abandoned the idea.
Tifa was a good person, but she didn't seem suitable for this kind of conversation.

"Oh, right. I almost forgot this."

"What is it?"

"You know. About Swen."

Suddenly speaking with a serious face, Violet tensed and swallowed nervously.
But what actually came out of Tifa's mouth was—

"He's incredibly handsome."

"...Pardon?"

"It's true! Hey, when Luna suddenly brought in someone claiming to be a Strategist and started following everything he said, I initially thought she might have been lured in by his looks!"

Feeling slightly deflated, Violet let out a small, hollow laugh and replied.

"Is he that good-looking?"

"He really is! Look, your brother Francis. He's definitely good-looking. I've heard that all the men of the Aingart royal family are handsome, and he's certainly quite presentable. But you know what? Even your brother would have to concede to Swen. Seriously."

"...Is he really that handsome?"

This time, even Violet couldn't help but be a little curious.
She knew her brother was handsome... but someone even more so?

"I'm telling you, he is!"

Though she was receiving education as a Strategist, she was still an adolescent girl who should have been attending the academy, so she briefly showed interest—

"...What am I doing?"

What importance could someone's good looks possibly have in times when people were constantly dying?
Still, Violet didn't dislike these conversations with Tifa.
Though she was an intimidating woman who brandished a massive axe-like weapon with gleaming eyes on the battlefield, when actually talking with her, she was the type of person who made conversations enjoyable—
And in times like these, seemingly frivolous jokes and banter had their own value.

Afterward, Violet continued to hear various stories about Swen from Tifa for a while.
Except for the ruler Luna's excessive fixation on him... he seemed like a genuinely good person.

* * *

As rebels, everyone was prepared for the fact that peace couldn't last forever—
But witnessing that reality firsthand was certainly a shocking experience.

"You're saying the Karelia army... has mobilized?"

"Yes. The total force is estimated at 203,000 troops."

The soldier with a bright red armband on one arm reported the situation with a grim expression.

A massive force that had literally scraped together every soldier in the entire country.
To stably occupy Tepel Castle, which had just over 90,000 troops, they needed to bring exactly twice that number of forces.

Luna let out a small sigh and turned to Ginor standing beside her.

"It seems the rumors about them signing a non-aggression treaty with the Roland army were true after all."

"I believe so. Having brought such a large force all at once, their remaining territories would essentially be left empty."

As Ginor said, the Karelia army would have necessarily had to form some kind of non-aggression treaty with the Roland army.
Though it would cost them, from their perspective, there was no better way to eliminate the Lunarienne army in one fell swoop, according to Ginor's assessment.

"What about the possibility that they didn't make a treaty with the Roland army...?"

"It's best to assume they did. Karelia is a cautious character."

"Then, what do you think about the possibility of the Roland side ignoring the treaty and attempting to take Karelia's territories?"

"That possibility is also extremely low. From Roland's perspective, the best move is to gain as much as possible through diplomacy with the Karelia army. Directly moving their troops would only increase the chance of losing their homeland to the Hesna army, making it neither a positive nor negative decision for them."

"I suppose you're right..."

Luna quickly accepted Ginor's explanation.
She felt that even if she were in Roland's position, she would find it more beneficial to secure what she could through agreements rather than recklessly moving troops to covet Karelia's territories.

In any case, they now had to prepare for battle.
And it would be the first spark to end the long period of peace in the southern region.

"Lord Ginor."

"Yes?"

"Do you think our army has a chance of winning this battle?"

"..."

Ginor hesitated briefly, then looked directly into Luna's eyes and asked.

"Would you like me to give you an honest answer?"

"I brought you to the position of Strategist, even temporarily, because I wanted an honest answer."

"..."

Ginor remained silent for a moment with his eyes closed, then, as if having made up his mind, delivered the harsh reality.

"Based on the information I have, the possibility of our army winning this battle is... nonexistent."
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Ginor's words were incredibly resolute.
Luna maintained her silence without answering, then carefully parted her lips.

"...Is that so?"

"Yes. I simply cannot imagine us winning."

90,000 versus 200,000 troops.
Even with the advantage of defending a fortress, such a difference in numbers was nearly impossible to overcome.
Moreover, the enemy would surely bring siege weapons, and if our forces went out to intercept them... our already disadvantaged troops would have to split into two groups.
Commander Tifa was a capable leader in her own right, but she wasn't an exceptional general like Erinandorf, Emma, or Epinel from the Aishers army who could single-handedly turn the tide of battle.

While Tepel Castle had relatively strong defenses—
There was no terrain suitable for ambushes or surprise attacks against enemy forces.
Besides, if an ambush failed in this situation with such a numerical disadvantage, it would be devastating. Therefore, holding the fortress remained the best option.

No matter how many times he thought about it.
With his abilities, he couldn't devise an innovative strategy to overcome this situation.

"I simply cannot imagine us winning..."
Luna pondered these words for a while, then looked at Ginor and asked:

"You're saying this is your assessment based solely on the information you currently have, correct?"

"That's right."

"Let me ask you one thing. This battle—from our army's perspective, it's unavoidable, isn't it?"

After briefly considering Luna's question, Ginor answered quickly.

"With nowhere to escape to, it's a battle our army must fight."

"Then that's fine."

Luna left this puzzling statement and slowly rose from her seat.

"Please gather everyone, Ginor."

"You intend to fight, I presume?"

"I believe you understand as well as I do that we have no other choice."

As Luna said, disadvantages or low chances of success weren't the main concern.
Since the rebels wouldn't be spared even if they surrendered, resistance was the only option.
However, that wasn't what Ginor was concerned about.

"My Lord. Forgive my impertinence, but may I ask a question? Please consider it as coming from someone who has pledged his life to you."

"Go ahead, Ginor."

"Is there some variable that I'm unaware of?"

From Ginor's perspective, Lunarienne wasn't the type of person who perfectly concealed her emotions behind a poker face.
On the contrary, Luna was quite emotionally expressive. She had openly shown her surprise when Swen was mentioned, despite Ginor being a stranger.
For someone like her to remain so calm after hearing "we cannot win"—she must have something she believed in.
Her earlier comment about "information you currently have" was evidence of this.

Additionally, he wanted to test what kind of person Lunarienne truly was.
After all, Ginor trusted her solely because Swen had specifically identified her as "the one who would become the unifying monarch."
So why would someone of Swen's caliber make such a declaration?
As someone in the same boat, he naturally wondered how she planned to overcome this situation.

However.
Luna's answer was quite unexpected.

"Yes, there is."

"What is it?"

"I don't know either."

"...Pardon?"

Ginor, who had never been flustered before any ruler, let out a surprised response.
This was only the second time in his life this had happened.
The first time, of course, was when he saw Yuuri offering to betray Swen.

"I too don't know what variable might exist. However... if there is absolutely no way for our army to avoid this battle—we will win. Without fail."

Luna said this with a smile, her ruby eyes gleaming.
Beyond those eyes... there was an incredibly strong trust that no one, including Ginor, could penetrate.

"In the end, we will be victorious... because the Strategist said so."

The Strategist said so.
When Luna directly mentioned "the Strategist," there could only be one person.

"So we will definitely win. I've seized the opportunity that was promised to come."

'...'

Certainly.
This woman showed none of the floating arrogance typical of someone putting on airs.
She genuinely believed without doubt that she would win.
And Swen, a man presumed to see the future, had declared that this woman would become the unifying monarch.

'...Huh.'

If Ginor hadn't encountered Swen, he might have fled by now.
But Ginor decided to trust the judgment of that man who had given him such an auspicious feeling, who had acted as if he knew the future in advance.
After all, wasn't it because he trusted Swen that he had come this far?

"Ginor. Won't you call everyone together?"

At Luna's words, Ginor bowed to his new lord.

"As you command."

* * *

In the meeting room where everyone had gathered, Luna was briefing the situation with a map spread out.

"Since the enemy has over 200,000 troops, we naturally have no choice but to defend the fortress... but as I mentioned, since they're bringing numerous siege weapons, we must send an interception force. I believe everyone understands this much."

"So, who's leading the vanguard?" asked Tifa.

Luna nodded and answered, "The one in command is... a man called Sard Astron."

"...!!"

As soon as that name was mentioned, several people began to stir noticeably.
Their common trait—they were originally from the Karelia army, not Luna's forces.

"...Do you all know something about him?"

"My Lord."

Metz, who had been quietly listening from the side, raised his hand.
Among the former Karelia soldiers who had joined Luna's army, he was the one who had earned the most trust from Luna.

"Go ahead, Metz."

"Have you heard of the Astron Mercenaries, my Lord?"

"...Ah."

Now she remembered.
The Astron Mercenaries.
While mercenaries generally work for money, she vaguely recalled hearing that this particular group was exceptionally cruel and motivated purely by financial gain.
Ginor also showed a slight reaction to the name. Indeed, the mercenary group hired by Serphina to corner Anima had been the Astron Mercenaries.

"Does this mean... Karelia has entrusted the position of commander to a mercenary group?"

"No, that's unlikely. It would be absurd to entrust such a large force to mercenaries, and General Sard was originally part of the Karelia army."

"Is that so...?"

The leader of the notoriously cruel Astron Mercenaries was part of the Karelia army?
It was a strange combination that didn't easily come to mind, like forcing someone to wear ill-fitting clothes.

"Yes. Despite his tremendous contributions during the nation's establishment, he was banished by Lord Karelia due to his cruel nature. But the fact that he has reappeared now means..."

At that moment, the image of a female strategist flashed through Luna's mind.
Vanessa Trinity.
It was probably her suggestion.
Of course, even if she had suggested it, nothing would have changed.
In the end, it was Karelia, the ruler, who decided to bring Sard back.
In other words, even Karelia had broken her own principles... to somehow finish us off.

"Even in desperation, to reach out to such a person..."

"So Karelia's principles finally broke."

"Completely corrupted. Tsk tsk."

Despite their words, they couldn't hide the trembling in their voices—Ginor, who had been quietly listening, realized this.
From the perspective of those who had directly betrayed Karelia, it must be difficult to accept the gravity of the current situation.
Bravado. Yes, indeed. Unlike Luna, there was a definite sense of false bravado from those who had originally been in the Karelia army, including Metz.

Luna closed her eyes once, then opened them and continued her explanation.

"...Additionally, Vanessa Trinity and Cecile Lohengrin have been named as advisors."

Placing Sard, who filled the "warrior" role that the Karelia army had lacked, with Vanessa on the left and Cecile on the right.
This was undoubtedly what could be called Karelia's dream team.

Luna recalled Cecile's face and closed her eyes tightly.
She had no regrets about seizing the "opportunity" Swen had mentioned... but she couldn't help feeling sorry for the woman who had trusted her.

However.
Such feelings of regret were—clearly a luxury.
Considering Swen, who had to act against his will under the cruel witch Serphina's threats, it was obvious that she shouldn't be swayed by mere feelings of guilt.
Luna truly believed this and, renewing her determination, continued her explanation with a resolute tone.

"Since the enemy will be using siege weapons, I plan to form a strike force of about 30,000 soldiers... but it will be an extremely dangerous mission that requires risking one's life."

30,000 troops represented about one-third of their total forces.
From Luna's perspective, she was committing as many troops as possible.
Even so, they would be fighting against 200,000. It couldn't be anything but an extremely dangerous mission.

Therefore—

"I, Lunarienne, will personally lead the vanguard."

"...!!"

She couldn't send only those who trusted and followed her into danger alone.

"W-wait a moment, please! It's too dangerous for you to go personally, my Lord! I would gladly lead the strike force...!"

Francis pleaded anxiously to Luna.

"No. This is something only I can do."

"But...!"

At that moment.
Kyle, who had been quietly listening, let out a chuckle and stopped Francis.

"Let it go. Our Lord's opinion is correct here."

"What...?"

"What's wrong with sending a strong person to such an important position?"

"...????"

As Francis wore a confused expression, Tifa's hand landed on his shoulder.

"It means exactly what it sounds like. Let's trust Luna here."

What?
Is Lady Lunarienne... actually incredibly powerful?
From Francis's perspective, Luna had the image of a flower blooming on a cliff, so this situation made no sense to him... but neither Tifa nor Kyle were the type to joke around in this situation.

"Tifa, I think you'll need to come with me."

"I was hoping you'd say that! Works out perfectly!"

"W-wait a moment! My Lord! Then please allow me, Francis, to help as well...!"

"Francis, you need to protect the castle while we're away. I believe you understand how important that duty is."

"But—"

"Francis. Will you grant my request?"

Faced with Luna's smiling request, Francis couldn't insist on being sent out.
However, as he wondered if it was really right to remain inside the walls with many troops while his lord personally led the vanguard...

"My Lord."

Ginor, who had been quietly listening, spoke up.

"If it's alright with you, I'd like to offer my opinion on your strategy. Would that be acceptable?"

"By all means, Ginor. Please speak freely."

—Ginor thought.

"In the end, we will be victorious... because the Strategist said so."

And Ginor decided to bet on Luna's belief.

If, due to some "variable," our army were to "win"—

Ginor naturally recalled what had happened during the invasion of Hispil Castle.
The conversation he had with the white-haired strategist who received absolute trust from Lunarienne.

"But isn't that right? If I could see the future, I wouldn't be walking this tightrope—I'd be making more convincing arguments upfront, wouldn't I?"
"It's different if the future you can see is limited. For instance, you might know whether you'll win or lose a war... but not why it happens that way."

We will win.
But we don't know why we will win.

At that time, Swen had acted as if he only knew the "result" of victory and was trying to make the process fit that outcome.
It was such a strange behavior that it remained vivid in his memory even now.

So.
If we set Luna's army's "victory" in this battle as a fixed value, the most rational decision our army could make is—

"Please increase the strike force from 30,000 to 80,000 troops, or more if possible."

"...What?"

Seeing Luna's slightly surprised expression—
Ginor felt truly alive for the first time in a very long time, since the day the Empire fell.

"Leave only the minimum necessary troops in the castle and assign all remaining forces to the strike force, my Lord!"
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# Ginor's Shocking Strategy

Ginor's shocking claim surprised not only Luna, the ruler.

"Wait a minute. Hey, old man. Minimize the forces defending the castle? You're saying we should send everyone out to intercept?"

"That's right."

Tifa shook her head in disbelief.

"Sir, you know the numbers, right? It's 90,000 against 200,000. For this battle to even be feasible, we absolutely need the condition that we're defending a fortress. But since the enemy is bringing siege weapons, we can't use all 90,000 troops just for defense, which is why we're sending out 30,000 to target those siege weapons!"

"I understand what General Tifa is saying. But let me ask you this. Can you precisely target only the enemy's siege weapons with those 30,000 troops?"

"With me and Luna there, what can't we accomplish?"

"Old man isn't talking about possibilities. This is about certainty, not whether you can or cannot do it!"

Ginor stared directly at Tifa with wide eyes and asked sharply.

"Can you capture them or not? Answer with certainty!"

"Well, that... bringing up certainty on a battlefield in the first place..."

"It's probably impossible. This isn't because of any lack of ability from General Tifa or our lord. It's simply a very common-sense prediction that 30,000 soldiers typically cannot defeat 200,000."

"Tch..."

Though Tifa seemed dissatisfied, she ultimately didn't argue with Ginor.
Even someone like her, who wasn't particularly quick-witted, could understand.
She might be boldly claiming "I'll definitely succeed" now... but as Ginor said, it was essentially a battle they couldn't win without a miracle, practically a suicide mission.
Of course, she didn't value her life that much. If she had, she wouldn't have followed her reckless childhood friend who wanted to establish a country at Jeilant Castle.

Ginor slowly looked at Tifa's face, then turned toward Luna.

"My lord. If I may ask you something straightforward. Will our army be victorious in this battle?"

The room stirred at this question with unclear intentions—
But Luna answered with remarkable composure, in an extremely calm tone.

"Yes. We will triumph gloriously over the Karelia army."

"I stake my life on your conviction, which is why I say this. Form as large an interception force as possible. It's fine to leave only the minimum number of soldiers to defend the castle."

"..."

Luna thought for a moment, then asked Ginor in a serious tone.

"What is your reasoning?"

"Your claim that 'we will be victorious in battle.'"

'...!'

Luna looked at Ginor with slight surprise.
He... trusted her belief. More precisely, he trusted the reason she was certain of victory—he trusted Swen.
Realizing Ginor's true meaning, Luna slowly nodded and said.

"I understand. I will do as you suggest, Ginor."

"Hey, Luna! Are you in your right mind?"

Tifa asked in shock after hearing Luna's declaration—
But Luna's expression remained perfectly calm.

"Don't worry, Tifa. ...The Strategist can't be wrong, can he?"

"Wait, what about worrying...?"

...What?
Tifa pondered the last word Luna had uttered.
The Strategist can't be wrong.
As the person closest to Luna, Tifa knew that Luna only referred to one person as "Strategist."
Though she didn't know the exact circumstances, if this decision was essentially "the Strategist's judgment" for Luna—

"...Fine. Well, I was going to do whatever you told me anyway... sigh."

Even while saying this, there was something familiar about the situation that didn't feel bad.
It had always been like this. Back in the old days, when implementing Swen's strategies, they would be filled with an exhilarating feeling despite how absurd the plans seemed.

In any case—
The broad outline was now decided.
Luna quietly looked at everyone gathered here.
These grateful comrades who had followed her all this way, looking only to her.
Half the hope that had once rested on Karelia now weighed equally on her shoulders, and she couldn't say it wasn't difficult—
But Luna was certain that no matter how difficult it was for her, it couldn't be more painful than what Swen was enduring under that vicious witch.

"...I'll be counting on all of you."

Luna bowed at a 90-degree angle to everyone.

'If Swen were here, he would have scolded me for behaving in a manner unbefitting a ruler...'

As soon as she thought of him, she felt the tension in her heart ease a little.
He had always been helpful to her. His figure, casually illuminating her path at every moment of choice, was still the only guiding light for Lunarienne.
With Swen's image constantly appearing at every moment of her life, the longing in Luna's heart was naturally growing stronger.

In this battle, she would likely have to kill many people.
That was fine. She could have anyone's blood on her hands. If it meant she could meet him again, she was confident she could do whatever it took—

—I miss you, Swen. My one and only Strategist whom no one can replace.
I'll become the ruler of a powerful nation as quickly as possible... and I will surely rescue you from your suffering under Serphina's forces.
So please... wait for me just a little longer.

The existence known as Lunarienne Iniang was about to make her formal appearance on the continent.

* * *

And
In the royal castle after everyone had left—

"Now can you explain?"

At Luna's words, Ginor slowly nodded and said.

"...Let's start with how our army can win, assuming your words are correct."

* * *

This was atop the castle walls.
Looking down... an enormous number of soldiers were all looking up at her.
The ruler's gaze. A ruler's view that only one who is a ruler can look down upon!
The moment when the wishes and desires of countless people take form as gazes, piercing toward a single absolute sovereign.

Ruler Lunarienne slowly examined those countless gazes.

Taking a deep breath, she recalled the speech she had given when fleeing, leaving Swen behind at the castle.
It seemed like just yesterday when she had poured out her story in front of 3,000 soldiers... but now, there were so many more people she was responsible for.

Still, I won't run away.
Luna closed her eyes slightly.
Strangely enough, just by closing her eyes... she felt as if Swen was standing beside her.
He had always been by her side, protecting her.
Even now, with Swen beside me... I can do anything.

Slowly opening her eyes, she called out.

"Everyone! The battle will begin in a few days. As you all know, our army is in a very disadvantageous situation. The Karelia army is rushing here with the momentum to crush us."

So many people were listening to Luna's words without even making a sound.

"However, we will definitely be victorious in this battle. I, Lunarienne, will stake my life and fight alongside you all on the front lines until the end. It will not be us who disappear from history, but Makana Karelia, who has become a puppet of the vicious Vanessa! So, please help me until the end! And... please... survive until the end. In the new world I will create... there will be places prepared for you and your families!"

—Waaaaaah!!!!

An enormous roar that could shake Tepelo Castle.
Watching Luna's back as she alone received all of it, Ginor, who was standing far behind, felt for the first time that he could understand what his friend Kail had said.

"You'll probably understand soon too. That our lord is destined for greatness."

If you add her strangely confident belief that they would definitely win—
Ginor thought that Lunarienne Iniang was indeed a remarkable person whose true nature couldn't be understood just by outward appearance.

* * *

"I'm bored to death. Can't we increase our marching speed?"

The one answering Saad's question as he led on horseback was Vanessa, who was following alongside him on her own horse.

"How many times must I tell you? When leading an army of 200,000, we must advance as slowly as possible. You should know that."

"Can't you do something about it? You're a strategist, aren't you? Come up with some innovative strategy."

"Don't be ridiculous."

Saad snorted at Vanessa's words.

"Hah! You're still as charmless as ever, despite that pretty face of yours. Tsk."

"You're still as vulgar as ever, further soiling your already filthy tongue."

"My skills are the same as ever too. Including bedroom techniques. How about it, want to test them out?"

"I suppose your skills remain unchanged, which is why you gave one of your eyes to a dog?"

"Ha! You never back down, you damned woman."

Saad laughed loudly as if amused, but Vanessa's lips didn't even twitch.
Though his manners were terrible, Saad was currently the best card their army could play.
The condition for bringing him, a mercenary leader, was extremely simple.
The condition was 'Karelia acknowledging that Saad's decision back then was right, not the ruler Karelia's.'
The reason Saad had been expelled was for plundering territory residents during a supply operation in battle.
That was certainly the optimal decision from the Karelia army's perspective, but Karelia at that time was someone who absolutely could not tolerate such actions.
Even now, it was probably something she didn't want to acknowledge from her perspective... but Vanessa was grateful that she understood that if she insisted on honor or principles, they might miss the opportunity to remove Lunarienne from the map.

In any case, what Vanessa was concerned about wasn't the nonsense being spouted in front of her, but Cecile, who was completely dejected and saying nothing.

"..."

"Lady Cecile. The battle is imminent. It would be best to steel yourself."

"Ah... yes, Strategist..."

In fact, Cecile had been like this for quite some time.
After Lunarienne actually betrayed them at Tepelo Castle, she had stopped eating and could barely even converse with people.
As she was an extremely talented individual in terms of supplies, her continuing to spend time like a broken person was very troublesome from Vanessa's perspective—which is why she was taking care of Cecile's mental state like this.

"Forget the past. What matters is our present situation. Believing in someone is not a sin. So there's no need for you to act like a sinner."

"I suppose so..."

Cecile let out a long sigh.
In her mind, Luna was someone who would never betray anyone... and the shock she received, having been very close to Luna, was naturally similar to or greater than what the ruler Karelia had experienced.

"..."

She thought about saying more, but now wasn't the right time.
Vanessa slowly moved away from her and thought.

'Lunarienne Iniang...!'

From her perspective, there was no one in this continent who could replace Karelia.
The same applied to Luna. She absolutely could not stand by and watch such a woman become a righteous ruler in place of Lady Karelia.
To take Luna's life, Vanessa was willing to do anything. She didn't even care about her own life. It was a life she had already thrown away, only kept by Karelia's insistence.

She would definitely display that detestable woman's head on the walls of the capital, Madelen Castle.
Suppressing her boiling fighting spirit as much as possible, Vanessa marched toward Tepelo Castle.
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After a long meeting, all troops except for the minimum 5,000 needed to defend the castle were organized into an interception force.
The commander of the interception force was the ruler Lunarienne. According to the plan, she would lead the vanguard alongside Tifa to meet the enemy.
Ginor was included as the strategist to assist her, and most of the generals capable of wielding swords, including Metz, joined the interception force.

Francis would remain at Tepelo Castle with 5,000 soldiers, working to set traps throughout the castle in preparation for any possible surprise attacks.
While he was making various other preparations as well, the reality was that if the interception force completely collapsed, the castle would inevitably fall—there wasn't much he could proactively do.

Still, he couldn't just sit idle.
When his Lord, Lady Luna herself, was risking her life to fight back, he had to prepare everything possible—
With this determination, Francis was personally overseeing every corner of the castle, directing even the smallest details.

"General, all the traps you ordered have been set up."

Francis nodded in response to the soldier's report.

"Good work. What about the archer unit?"

"They're engaged in their final training session."

"Excellent. Now, set up similar traps at the eastern gate as well."

"The eastern gate too, sir?"

The eastern gate of Tepelo Castle faced the direction where Ohana's army was positioned.
When it belonged to Karelia's forces, it was considered a critical gate facing the front lines, but... at this moment, it could be said to be the safest location.

"We never know what strategies the enemy might use to catch us off guard. Even if the possibility is low, shouldn't we prepare thoroughly for everything we can?"

"But, General..."

"What is it?"

As the soldier hesitated under Francis's sharp tone, a response came not from the soldier, but from behind Francis.

"Five thousand men are woefully insufficient to defend all sides including the east."

The voice approaching with footsteps belonged to a woman.
A woman Francis knew very well.

"...Violet."

As the soldier immediately saluted Violet, she acknowledged him with a gesture before continuing.

"Brother. Right now, we need to maximize efficiency with the resources we have. If we spread our already limited resources trying to prepare for everything, we'll end up effectively prepared for nothing."

"..."

After hearing Violet's words, Francis turned to the soldier.

"Is that what you were going to say?"

"Ah, y-yes... that's correct!"

Hearing the soldier's confirmation, Francis extended his hand decisively.

"...I understand. Then focus our defenses primarily on the more dangerous western and northern sides."

"Yes, sir!"

After the soldier left, Violet let out a small sigh.

"Are you nervous? You were uncharacteristically flustered."

"...I suppose I was. Where's Charlotte?"

"She's preparing to march."

Charlotte von Aingart, the second of the three siblings with imperial blood that Kyle had brought, was assigned to the interception force to assist Tifa.
If only he could go out and fight as well... Though they called it "defending the castle," he instinctively knew that if the interception force collapsed, they would fall without being able to put up much resistance.

"...Sigh."

"Brother. I understand how you feel, but honestly... with so few troops left on our side, there's not much we can do. You know very well that doing nothing might be better than trying something and making things worse."

"Yes. I know that..."

Thump.
Sitting heavily on the ground, Francis sighed repeatedly with self-deprecating mutters before asking Violet a question.

"What do you think?"

"About what?"

"About Lord Ginor's strategy. Committing most of our forces to the interception team."

Violet sat down beside Francis.
It was a strange sight to see such noble-born individuals sitting on the dirt floor, but neither was so delicate as to worry about such things.

"I would never do it myself. No matter what brilliant plan they claim to have, I would have chosen not to send out any interception force at all."

"Then what about the siege weapons?"

"...Since I don't know what this brilliant plan is, I wouldn't have actually given that advice if asked in reality."

"What are you talking about?"

Francis laughed incredulously, but—
Strangely, his mood was calmer than when he had been rushing around trying to prepare for everything.

"Still... he's supposed to be intelligent. He was the Chancellor of the Empire. It happened when we were too young to remember, and our father was far removed from central politics, so we don't know exactly what kind of person he was... but the Empire wouldn't have put just anyone in the Chancellor's position, right?"

"...I suppose not?"

"Exactly."

"I feel pathetic. I want to be of help to our Lord somehow... but I don't even understand what picture our Lord is trying to paint. I just wanted to be of strength to her."

After studying her brother's expression for a moment, Violet spoke in a remarkably matter-of-fact tone.

"As your sister, let me give you some advice—you should give up, brother."

"...What?"

"There will never be a moment for you to step in. Staring at a tree you can never climb only hurts the one doing the staring."

Before he could ask what she meant by these sudden cryptic words, Violet stood up, dusted the dirt off her clothes, and said:

"I'm leaving."

Francis silently watched her retreating back for a long time.

***

Several more days passed.
Finally, troops carrying the dark green flags of the Karelia army became visible from the walls of Tepelo Castle.

"The enemy has arrived right at our doorstep."

Tifa whistled briefly as she looked beyond the castle walls.

"What will you do, Luna?"

"Why ask something so obvious now? Everything has already been decided."

Luna closed her eyes and quietly drew her sword from its scabbard.

"Please open the western gate."

"Open the western gate!"

With the commander's resounding shout, the western gate opened.
The interception force led by Luna moved out of the castle in perfect unison.
Their number exceeded 80,000!
It took considerable time to deploy such a large force outside the castle. If the enemy had been a small, mobile unit rather than an army approaching 200,000, they would have arrived near the castle with siege weapons before everyone could exit.

Of course, despite deploying so many soldiers, the situation remained overwhelmingly unfavorable for Lunarienne's army.
The enemy had more than twice their numbers. If they had simply fortified the castle, they might have stood a chance, but now they were committed to interception.
What they had to believe in now was... the exceptional performance of each general, and the "decisive moment" Ginor had mentioned.

It's alright.
If there's no way for our army to avoid this battle—we absolutely will not lose.
Luna clenched her fist against her chest, closed her eyes, and recalled that man's voice.

"My Lord! Stay well! And if the opportunity comes, don't miss it! I will definitely return to your side!"

"...I won't let go of this hard-won opportunity. Until the day you return to my side, I will definitely...!!"

When she finally opened her eyes, a red glow flashed within them.
The aura that had momentarily overwhelmed even Irene began to envelop her once again.

The warmth her clenched fist held was that left by her strategist, Lord Swen.
Desperately clinging to what little warmth remained, Luna shouted in a loud voice:

"...Lunarienne army's interception force, advance!"

WAAAAAAAH-!

***

The battle began.
The first priority of the interception force was, naturally, the siege weapons.
Normally, the enemy would have maneuvered their troops to protect the siege equipment without much difficulty, but...

"Damn it, why are there so many of them?!"

As Saad complained while slashing through Lunarienne's soldiers, the number of intercepting troops was unexpectedly large.
They had missed the timing to properly defend each siege weapon.
Of course. The Karelia army had expected only 20,000-30,000 troops at most, and had positioned their siege weapons at the front, advancing slowly. Now they found themselves in an impossible situation.
At this point, it seemed as though every single defender had been sent out from the castle.

Though they watched helplessly as their carefully transported siege weapons were destroyed, the Karelia army couldn't exactly consider this a tactical error.

Their forces numbered 200,000.
Even if not a single ant had been left in the castle and everyone had been sent out, Lunarienne's maximum force would only be around 90,000. Wouldn't it be suicidal to commit such a force against them without any contingency?

"Well, even if they have something planned, it won't work against me!"

Slash!

Though Saad returned to battle without much thought, he wasn't the only one puzzled by the situation.
Vanessa, who was overseeing the battle from the rear, was equally surprised by the unexpectedly large number of intercepting troops.

"...Why?"

It seemed like a self-defeating move.
True, our army was initially thrown into confusion. The carefully maintained balance was disrupted. As a result, the siege weapons were quickly destroyed.
But unless this was a battle where "whoever destroys all the siege weapons wins," this decision was difficult to understand.
Though it would take time to recover from the confusion—ultimately, we were bound to win this battle. It wasn't a question of strategic superiority—
How could 80,000 defeat 200,000?
It was a simple matter of arithmetic. With such a disparity in forces, strategy hardly mattered.

"Taking this action means they must have a reason. Lunarienne Iniang is definitely not a stupid woman. I should prepare for unexpected situations."

The most obvious possibility was enemy reinforcements, but the only potential ally, Ohana's army, had declared they would not intervene.
There had been no signs of diplomatic activity in recent intelligence.
So... what could it be?
Or was this meant to make us think "they must have something planned"?

"...No."

Even so.
Vanessa remained vigilant.

"For now, since we don't know what might happen, it would be best to avoid reckless charges."

Just as she reached this conclusion and was about to relay her thoughts to Cecile in the rear—

"Strategist! Strategist!"

"What is it?"

"Enemy reinforcements... reinforcements that appear to have been lying in ambush have appeared! They've emerged on both our left and right flanks and are attempting a surprise attack!"

"...Enemy reinforcements?"

What?
Reinforcements have appeared?
Vanessa's pupils contracted sharply at this completely unexpected news.

"Reinforcements... from Ohana's army?"

"No, that's... they don't belong to any country...!"

"...What?"

Though the soldier struggled to articulate clearly, his report was not wrong.

The soldiers appearing on both sides to aid Lunarienne's army—
The leader commanding the large archer unit that appeared on the left was—Gustaf.
A man known to the world as the leader of the Raven Mercenaries.

The leader commanding the medium infantry unit that appeared on the right and was rapidly crushing enemy forces was—Aaron.
A man renowned for his valor as the leader of the Chilein Mercenaries.

"When Lady Lunarienne reappears on the stage of history, we will certainly come to her aid."

"Please stay well until that moment."

Long ago.
Those who had gone into seclusion after receiving troops from Lunarienne upon Swen's advice had now reappeared on the stage of history.
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And
In the royal palace where everyone had disappeared—

"Now you can explain it to us, can't you?"

At Luna's words, Ginor slowly nodded and said.

"...Assuming what Lady Luna says is correct, let me start with a discussion about how our army can win."

Ginor closed his eyes and recalled the image of Swen, who had boldly claimed that "our army will lose" in the battle of Hispil Castle.

Swen's reasoning method was extremely interesting. Especially since he had never seen anyone develop a story in such a way.
And the biggest reason Lunarienne was confident she would win was "because Swen said so."
Finally, Swen claimed that Luna, not someone else, would be the unifying monarch.

Then.
If "Lunarienne's army will win" in this battle is an absolute constant—

What exactly needs to happen to achieve the goal of victory?

Working backward from a rational outcome.
It was a method of reasoning he had never tried in over 60 years, but all he could do now was, like Swen, engage in the eccentricity of "deriving the process from the result."

"Please explain."

"If we win, it naturally means we've defeated a large force of 200,000. You understand this much, right?"

Luna slowly nodded.
Indeed, even at this moment, her eyes showed no fear or worry. Rather, she was extremely calm and composed. As if she was certain she would win.

"The way to defeat 200,000 is simple. Either clash with a force larger than 200,000, or fill it with higher quality soldiers who have received much more training, even if slightly fewer in number. In both cases, the common point is—the number of troops fighting on our side 'increases.' In other words, it's reasonable to assume reinforcements will join."

"...!!"

Luna, who had maintained her composure, showed a slight surprise at the word 'increases.'
Ginor didn't miss this and thrust in a question like a spear.

"Is there something that comes to mind, my Lord?"

"..."

Something that comes to mind.
There was.
The two mercenary groups that had sworn loyalty to her and whose forces she had completely transferred to the Lunarienne army as Swen had advised long ago—
The Chilein Mercenaries and the Raven Mercenaries.
A lot of time had passed, and with so many immediate concerns, she hadn't particularly thought about them... but if reinforcements were to be added to our army, those two mercenary groups were the only ones that came to mind.
After all, troops wouldn't just fall from the sky to fight for our army, would they?

Luna nodded slowly with a resolute expression.

"That's right."

Hearing those words, Ginor's eyebrows twitched.

"If something comes to mind, then that's obviously the turning point. If nothing had come to mind, it would have become a much more complicated problem..."

In truth, if it had become a more complicated problem, it would have been extremely difficult for him to even make an incomplete inference with his abilities.
Unlike Swen, who possessed game knowledge, Ginor was a character living in this world.
It was difficult to freely calculate the possibilities of natural disasters without the unique "sense" of someone from another world.
No matter how wise Ginor was, he couldn't easily make absurd connections like "What if an earthquake occurs?"

Of course, he had considered natural disasters, but—
For a natural disaster to be advantageous to our army, it would mean some event that causes no harm to our army while only damaging the enemy's 200,000 troops... While the possibility wasn't zero, it was infinitely close to zero, making it inefficient to think in that direction.
So, naturally, Ginor's conclusion was that the battle would tip in our favor.

"Anyway, the former case is a condition that's very difficult to achieve. To gain an overwhelming advantage in a battle with 200,000 troops, especially with someone like Sard participating, we would need at least 250,000... It's not easy for 150,000 troops to suddenly appear."

"Then...?"

"Probably the latter—a force that slightly exceeds 200,000, or rather, comes precariously close to it. There's the added condition of high-quality training... but assuming they're excellent elite soldiers, a battle of 170,000-180,000 against 200,000 isn't completely impossible. So I ask... can I know exactly what 'comes to mind'?"

"Of course. I can explain."

Luna explained everything about the Raven Mercenaries and the Chilein Mercenaries to Ginor without omission.
As soon as Ginor heard about these two mercenary groups, he looked at Luna with wide eyes, completely surprised.

"I see... So the Raven Mercenaries and Chilein Mercenaries had sworn loyalty to you, Lady Luna."

"That's right."

Two mercenary groups renowned for their valor had sworn loyalty to the small nation of Lunarienne.

Even though it was the result he had worked backward to, he couldn't help but be surprised at this point.
If they could each bring about 30,000 troops—we really could win.
The enemy would be shocked by the unexpected reinforcements, lowering their morale, and both Sard and Cecile, who thought they would win easily, would likely make momentary judgment errors.
Of course, the advisor Vanessa might maintain her composure—but still, for our army, turning a "battle we absolutely cannot win" into a "battle worth trying" was already a tremendous gain.
No, it wasn't just "worth trying." If the two mercenary groups truly joined our army as Lunarienne said, we would definitely win this battle.
Because Luna believed so. The basis for her belief—because Swen had claimed so.

"Anyway, if reinforcements join, the interception force must certainly deal with the 200,000 troops. Not knowing the scale of the reinforcements, my opinion is that we should leave only the minimum necessary troops to defend the castle, my Lord."

After hearing Ginor's explanation, Luna slowly nodded.

"I understand. Thank you for explaining."

Watching Luna bow, Ginor was filled with a strange emotion.
He thought about letting it go, but since she was the lord he would serve from now on, he didn't want to just cover it up, so he deliberately asked a question.

"This... might be very rude."

"You can ask anything comfortably."

"At first, I thought you needed evidence to accept the opinion I presented, so you asked for an explanation... but looking at you, my Lord, it seems like whether you accept my explanation or not is beside the point."

"Is that so...?"

"Yes. I'm not saying it's unpleasant or anything... but isn't there a possibility that my opinion is wrong? However, you didn't question that part at all..."

Hearing this, Luna closed her eyes and placed her hand on her chest.
Then, slowly opening her eyes again... she looked straight at Ginor.
It almost seemed like her ruby-colored eyes flashed for a moment.

"I do not doubt Ginor's advice."

"Pardon...?"

"To be precise—if I think about how Ginor came 'here'... I am convinced that Ginor's words will not be wrong."

"!!!"

Only then did he understand what Luna was talking about.
The reason Ginor came here—because Swen sent him here.
And Ginor had already revealed that fact to Luna early on to gain her trust.

Seeing Ginor's surprised expression, Luna seemed to have an idea of what he was thinking and said with a faint smile.

"I... believe in you, Strategist."

Her eyes, showing no anxiety, no tension, rather, with unwavering certainty that everything would happen as it should—

* * *

"Attack!"

"Don't miss the gap! Fire all at once!"

—At the moment when the two mercenary groups really joined, once again flashed before Ginor's eyes.

Indeed, I was right.
No, to be precise, Ginor knew well that it wasn't that his words were right.
The reason he could reach such a conclusion without any basis was—because he believed in the claim of Swen, the only strategist Luna trusted—the story that "Lunarienne Iniang is the person who will become the unifying monarch."

'Good!'

Ginor immediately assessed the scale of the reinforcements.
Instead of Lunarienne, who was at the forefront fighting with a sword, it was Ginor's role, as the appointed national strategist, to command the troops from behind.

"Report the exact situation!"

Soon, a soldier began reporting to Ginor.
And.
Somehow, the situation started to unfold strangely.

"The reinforcements that joined are two mercenary groups! Raven Mercenaries with 20,000 men and Chilein Mercenaries with about 25,000 men!"

'...Huh?'

At this point, Ginor's prediction went wrong.
A total of about 45,000 men.
It was by no means a small number, but—with roughly 130,000 against 200,000, it was a difference in forces that would be difficult to overcome even if the two mercenary groups had elite soldiers.
If winning was a constant—this number was clearly insufficient no matter how you looked at it.

'Could there be additional reinforcements?'

But the two mercenary groups Luna mentioned had already all joined...?
Or was there something else I didn't know about?

* * *

While Ginor was assessing the situation like this.
Naturally, the opposing Karelia army also began to assess the situation.

"These rat bastards! I wondered where they had disappeared to, only to find they've joined under such a small nation!"

Sard said this while quickly assessing the battle situation.

'The archers are about 15,000 to 20,000... What about over there?'

The enemy reinforcements assessed in this way quickly reached the ears of the advisor, Vanessa.

'So that's a total of about 40,000. ...This is fine.'

Although she was surprised by the sudden reinforcements, this number was still one they could easily defeat.

"Everyone, refrain from panic! It's just two mercenary groups added! Don't forget that the battle situation is still overwhelmingly in our favor!"

Lunarienne Iniang.
The impressive number of interception troops she had organized seemed to be an attempt to catch us off guard with sudden reinforcements... but that's as far as it goes.
Just as Vanessa made this judgment and was about to order a full-scale charge—

"Aaaaargh!"

"Run away!"

"...???"

Suddenly, several soldiers at the vanguard began to flee quickly in this direction.

"Stop in your tracks! Where do you think you're going! Don't you know that desertion is a capital offense punishable by death under military law?!"

Despite Vanessa's threats, an uncontrollable number of troops began to flee backward.
While she couldn't even grasp what was happening—

—KWAAAANG!!

An enormous roar drew everyone's attention, including Vanessa's.
And what entered her field of vision was—

'...!!!'

Vanessa instantly realized.
This moment would forever be a nightmare for the Karelia army.
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*Clang!*

"Well, well! Quite the big shot has graced us with her presence!"

The two clashing swords at the front line belonged to—
Saad Astron, the Commander-in-Chief of the Karelia army.
And Lunarienne, the leader of the Lunarienne army's interception unit and the sovereign of the Lunarienne forces.

On horseback, they exchanged blows without a word, their weapons colliding repeatedly.

After trading a few strikes, Saad easily discerned the truth.

Lunarienne Iniang was—a formidable warrior!

'At first, I thought she was mad for charging to the front lines as a sovereign...!'

Now he understood. For someone of Lunarienne's caliber to rot away in a command room rather than lead from the front—that would be the wrong decision!
Of course, this was the judgment of Saad, a warrior to his core. In reality, a sovereign, no matter how powerful, should rarely expose themselves to danger—but regardless, the experience of crossing blades with such a powerful woman greatly pleased him.

*Clang!*

As those ruby-red eyes glared intensely at him, Saad shuddered momentarily and let out a sigh.
His trembling wasn't from fear.
It was the opposite emotion—exhilaration. The excitement unique to battle-hungry warriors when facing an overwhelmingly powerful opponent!

"With such strength, how did you manage to stay hidden for so long? You must have been itching for a fight, eh?!"

"...!"

Instead of responding to his taunt, Luna quietly and swiftly pressed her attack against Saad.

'...Tch!'

Saad... began to be pushed back at an unprecedented rate.
From the time he joined the Karelia army and built his reputation as a warrior before losing his eye, until now—no one had ever pushed him back so one-sidedly!
Even Chel Brands, perhaps the only person who might have been able to defeat him, never faced him in his prime.

But now!

'This could be dangerous...!'

Although his body was burning with excitement at the prospect of fighting a powerful opponent "purely," Saad wasn't someone whose brain was made of muscle.
Slowly distancing himself from Luna, he turned his horse to retreat into the midst of his soldiers.

"Are you running away, Saad Astron?!"

"Think what you want! I'd rather not become a skewer in a place like this!"

At this rate, he couldn't defeat her.
The moment he realized he couldn't possibly subdue Lunarienne with his skills, Saad unhesitatingly abandoned their one-on-one duel.
The realization that he couldn't win—especially against a young woman much younger than himself—might have plunged an ordinary warrior into despair.
But Saad wasn't the type to prattle on about a warrior's spirit; he was the type to seize practical advantages when he saw them.
The absolute truth he had learned while running a mercenary group was that victory in one-on-one combat didn't necessarily mean victory in battle or war.

Reinforcements had suddenly appeared on both sides.
From what he'd heard, their army wasn't in a particularly disadvantageous position, but to restore morale that had fallen due to the unexpected appearance of enemy troops, they needed to take at least one enemy general's head.
In such a situation, when the enemy sovereign conveniently appeared on the battlefield, it seemed like a golden opportunity—but he had failed for now.

Capturing the sovereign would have been an overwhelming victory. At that point, they would have essentially won the battle.
But focusing solely on capturing the "sovereign" wasn't always the best strategy.
Now... yes. Judging it was time to deal with another general at the forefront of the interception unit—Tifa—Saad quickly rode his horse toward her location.
Finding her wasn't difficult. She was a woman who couldn't help but announce her presence to everyone, shouting at the top of her lungs.

Saad naturally joined the fight against her.

"You seem to be enjoying yourself against these small fry, you brute of a woman!"

"Well, well! With that single eye, you must be Saad Astron!"

"Oh? You know me, it seems?"

"Of course! Aren't you that garbage loser who couldn't properly control Karelia, got kicked out, and now runs a pathetic mercenary group while engaging in self-gratification, insisting you were never wrong?!"

"Ha!"

Hearing Tifa's words, Saad laughed loudly as if he found it extremely amusing.

"Listen, woman. That's not how you provoke someone. No, actually, the fact that your intentions are so transparent...!"

*Clang!*

"...makes you rather cute!"

...Good. This is manageable. She doesn't have that insurmountable wall I felt when exchanging blows with Lunarienne.
This woman... I can defeat her.
Her head should be sufficient as a sacrifice to boost our army's morale.

"Shut up, you worm who crawled back to serve a master who once abandoned you!"

With a smile on his face, Saad let out an unpleasant metallic sound as he shouted.

"Even if I'm a dog who fights for a master who once abandoned me, woman, I'm still far better than you!"

"What did you say?!"

"I'm talking about your lord Lunarienne! Despite sitting on the throne, she has no choice but to fight on the front lines... If you were even a tiny bit stronger than that pathetic master you serve, she wouldn't have made such a foolish decision!"

"...!!"

In that moment, Tifa's eyes went wide with rage.
Then, she charged at Saad threateningly with her axe!

Their weapons clashed powerfully once more...
With their faces close enough to feel each other's breath, Tifa spoke with trembling lips.

"You... what did you just say?"

"Did I say something wrong? If you were just a little stronger, your master wouldn't have to risk her life fighting! In other words! If Lunarienne dies in this battle...!"

*Clang!*

"It's all your fault! Tifa! You'll be the one who killed your lord! You murderer!"

Tifa, who had been making thunderous noise throughout the battle, suddenly went quiet.
After pulling back slightly, she glared at Saad as if she wanted to burn him alive... then spoke in a low, muttering voice.

"You damned bastard... Today, either you die or I die... Someone will die here. And... it will be you, Saad...!"

'She's completely fallen for it.'

Saad smirked and shouted.

"Come on then! Kill me, Tifa!!!"

And the two clashed weapons once more.

* * *

How much time had passed?
The one-on-one combat was so fierce that the soldiers fighting in the chaotic battlefield couldn't even approach the two—it seemed like this duel would continue until either Saad or Tifa lost their life.
But as time passed, the scales were gradually tipping in favor of one side.

That person was...

"Give up and accept your fate, you foolish woman!"

The one who was clearly being pushed back, little by little, was—Tifa.

'No...!'

She was being pushed back.
She couldn't win.
In truth, she had sensed for quite some time that she couldn't win with her own strength.
But she had no choice but to keep fighting. If she fled now, it would seem as if what he said was true.
Though she fought as a general to help Luna, what if she performed far worse than Luna on the battlefield?

In the Lunarienne army, she was the closest thing to a warrior after Luna, the sovereign.
Though Francis and Charlotte were there, they were still rookies whose contributions as generals could hardly be expected. At times like this, she should be the one holding the center on the battlefield.
Because she couldn't do that, Luna, who should rightfully be commanding from a safe place as the sovereign, had to come out personally... that thought...

"Haaah!"

'Tch!'

With Saad's strike, she nearly lost grip of her axe.
Though she barely managed to maintain her stance and avoid dropping her weapon... that gap.
The small opening that inevitably appeared while she was "readjusting her stance."

"Got you!"

It couldn't escape the eyes of Saad, who had made his living roaming battlefields.
In that moment, as Saad's sword thrust toward her chest.

'No...!'

Tifa... sensed her own death.
In that brief instant, she experienced time slowing down, as if to inform her that this was her final moment.

Would she die here?
She had prepared herself to die in battle. But just now... just now the Lunarienne army's flag had been raised over the castle again.
She hadn't even made a proper contribution yet.

She had undergone harsh training every day for this moment, and finally, when the time came to rise up, this was her first battle.
To die in that first battle? To die without having been of any help?

'No...!'

She wasn't afraid of dying.
She just wanted to leave some mark.
It didn't matter what it was. She would have been fine with any role that helped lay the foundation for the Lunarienne army.
Tifa herself knew that her current abilities were essentially her limit, and she was old enough to understand that.
Francis and Charlotte had talent. They were exceptional talents who would become formidable in the future, standing as Luna's swords on both flanks of the Lunarienne army.
So, at least until those kids became proper generals... she had wanted to live and somehow fight to achieve merit...!

'I can't... die here...!'

In her final moment.
Countless faces flashed quickly through her mind.

Lunarienne, her childhood friend and sovereign.
Old man Kein, who was actually an extraordinary person, and the children he brought.
The people she met and formed bonds with after coming to the Karelia army.
The strategist Swen, who had performed unbelievable miracles but was now far away.

And in the last moment.
Ridiculously, the face she recalled in her final moment was—

"Listen. I'm saying this for your own good, but if you don't want to die, you should give up soon."

"...Shut up... you dog..."

"Recklessness isn't courage, friend. It's a shame. If you had been on my side, I could have taught you so much more."

The person who looked down at her from the saddle, clearly showing "mercy to the weak."
She still... hadn't repaid her debt to that woman, the red-haired female knight—Irene...!
She couldn't die without properly returning the favor to her—

—No!!!!!!!!

—*Crack*.

"...?!"

Saad, who thought he had won, flinched with a confused expression for the first time.
What?
What just happened?

His sword, which he had swung at Tifa for the final blow—had been cut.
This wasn't some metaphorical meaning. Literally, his sword had been cut in half when it collided with her axe.
Saad was startled and looked at where Tifa was.

'Wh... what...!!'

A blue light was leaking from Tifa's axe.
And it wasn't just the axe.

She herself... was glowing.
Like a blazing blue flame.

Ch.262 - Chapter 262. Anomaly
"......This is......"

Tifa checked her body in bewilderment.
Though she didn't understand why... right now, her body was overflowing with "power."
To be precise, it was like that strange energy she vaguely felt during training.
The mysterious source of power that had always seemed just beyond her grasp was now coursing through her body, running wild as if it had fully permeated her flesh.

A refreshing feeling she had never experienced before.
Tifa lightly swung her axe.
I can fight with this.
As if the struggle she had been experiencing just moments ago was a lie, she felt her body become light as a feather.

That's right.
—I absolutely cannot die in a place like this!

"Come at me, you bastard!!!"

"Kuh!"

Their weapons clashed once again.
If there was anything fortunate for Saad, it was that this time his weapon wasn't literally sliced apart.
However, after exchanging just a few blows, he easily noticed the difference in skill—completely opposite from before.
I can't... win!
If this woman possessed this much power, this was a battle he could never win.
Saad readjusted his stance once more and looked at Tifa before him.
A blue aura surrounded her as she held her gleaming axe. It was as if she were wearing armor made of light.

The sight was like the manifestation of a knight prophesied in the apocalyptic tales that religious zealots used to preach in the peaceful days of the continent.
And simultaneously... Saad was gripped by an emotion he had never felt on the battlefield, yet instinctively recognized.

—Fear.

It was the emotion of fear.

They say humans experience fear in many different moments—
But chief among them is the fear felt when encountering something unknown.

That was exactly how Saad felt now.
Wouldn't it be normal to feel afraid when suddenly confronted with a human glowing bright blue?

'What... what is she? What the hell is happening?!'

Saad tried to turn his horse to retreat, but—

"Haaaah!"

Slash!

His horse's head was severed, killing it instantly... and he was thrown from his mount.

"Aaaagh!"

Though tumbling on the ground after being thrown, Saad desperately tried to figure out how to survive.
He could have been paralyzed by fear, but his survival instinct was much stronger.

'I have to escape somehow...!'

If he escaped, he could save his life.
Having been thrown from his horse, he couldn't quickly disappear from sight... but this was a battlefield. If he could just get among the soldiers, he might survive by taking advantage of the chaos!
Why this woman had suddenly become stronger as if she had awakened, how our army should deal with it—such matters could be considered many times over as long as he could preserve his life.

While Saad was thinking—
Tifa, for her part, began to properly test this "power" she had become aware of.

'I think I can send this power... outward...'

It wasn't a theoretical matter. It was instinctual.
Just as one breathes from birth and somehow demands food when hungry—Tifa, from the moment she accepted this power into her body... began to use her ability as naturally as someone who had always known how.

'If I do this...!'

Whoosh!

The axe in her hand began to blaze with flames.
These flames clearly reached the hand holding the axe... yet her hand didn't feel hot at all.

Though she didn't know exactly what this power was...
She felt her body strengthening, no longer in pain, and her physical form becoming whole again.

At that moment.

Tifa's gaze finally caught Saad frantically trying to escape.

"Where do you think you're going...!"

Tifa instinctively reached out toward the fleeing Saad.
She wasn't consciously trying to do anything specific.
But—the nameless power she had recognized, "mana," was circulating within her body, and once it had been fully activated—
Her gesture could no longer be "just a simple gesture."

Swoosh!

"Haaaah!!"

The ball of flame at the tip of Tifa's weapon, receiving her will, flew directly toward where Saad was.
As he continued to flee, Saad—in an incredibly brief moment—instinctively looked back.

—Ah.

A ball of flame, almost like magic, was flying straight at his face.
In this moment, Saad experienced the same sensation Tifa had felt earlier.

He was going to die.
If that flame hit his head... he would definitely die.
Could he avoid it? No, he couldn't. He would die before his thought process could even function properly.
What Saad could perceive at this moment was... yes, that flame was very similar to "magic."
And that magic did exist on this continent.

"Magic pract—!!!"

BOOM!

The massive fireball Tifa had launched hit Saad's face directly.
And... what had been Saad's body collapsed lifelessly to the ground.

Saad Astron.
Having made a name for himself under Karelia, forming a mercenary group after being abandoned by his lord.
For an incredibly long time, he had lived by staining his weapons with countless people's blood just to survive.
His end might seem pathetically anticlimactic to a third party.
But some might call it a blessing to die so painlessly and instantly on the battlefield.

Tifa rode her horse to where he lay.
...He was dead. Unless there were humans who could survive having their necks blown off, he must be dead.
She felt no sympathy or guilt. After all—this man had tried to kill her. If she hadn't been able to use this magic-like power—it would have been her lying there bleeding to death, not him.

'...Wait.'

Yes.
Magic!

Tifa finally vaguely realized that her power was "magic."
If a magician hadn't appeared on the continent—Tifa wouldn't have had any idea what this power was, but hadn't one already appeared in Serphina's army?
Then... was that sensation I felt the mana I'd only heard about?

Tifa turned her head to look at where the soldiers were gathered.
She saw perfect targets for using magic... scattered everywhere.

"—!!!!"

Tifa roared with enough force to tear the sky.
And then... once again she welcomed the source of power she had just felt—mana—into her body.
She felt overwhelming energy penetrating her body, making her feel as if she had been reborn.

I will definitely bring victory to Lunarienne in this battle.
And, with my own hands, I will directly secure Lunarienne's dominion...!!!!

She—mounted her horse and charged straight toward where the soldiers were.
And...

* * *

"M-magician...!"

"Run away! We can't defeat a magician!"

'A magician...?!'

Vanessa looked once more toward where the thunderous sound was coming from.

BOOM!!!!

...Indeed, something was exploding—as if someone were using magic.
How else could such massive explosions be created artificially? At least within her common sense, there was no other way. Unless a magician from the northern continent had come down.
But what was before her eyes was undeniable reality.
And there was no way the magician said to be under Serphina's army would come to help Lunarienne's army... so there was only one conclusion left.

'There was... a magician...!!'

Vanessa, with eyes wide open—lost her composure for the first time, something she had never lost even when begging her lord to kill her.

'Damn it...!'

What frightens humans most is unknown power. Vanessa knew this fact well.
That's why these soldiers were fleeing, forgetting even that they were violating military law!
Because they didn't know how wide the range of that power might be. Because they had no idea how deep that power might go!
She shouted, trying to somehow calm the soldiers who were making the worst choice as soldiers but a very rational one as living beings.

"Everyone, everyone calm down! This is the enemy's trap! Even a magician is just one general! They cannot defeat us when we have the advantage in numbers!"

Vanessa's cries reached no one here.

BOOM—!

From beyond, the sound of something exploding continued to be heard.

No matter how many troops you had, you couldn't win without the will to fight.
Just as fifty thousand men merely desperate to preserve their lives couldn't defeat ten thousand men prepared to die fighting.
Yes, even with a 5-to-1 advantage—you could capture an enemy army retreating after losing the will to fight. And we barely had a 2-to-1 advantage!

'Lunarienne, you were aiming for this from the beginning with the interception unit...!'

The two mercenary groups were just a smokescreen.
Your plan was to bring out a magician to create chaos, then capture us...!!

"Damn it, damn it...!!!"

Vanessa... bit her lower lip hard enough to draw blood and turned her horse around.
As the soldiers' front line retreated... she, as chief strategist, couldn't allow herself to be captured.
She could only hope that Saad would come to his senses and lead the soldiers, but... before long, she would have to realize that he had gone to a place where he could never fulfill such hopes.

"...!!"

The Karelia forces weren't the only ones surprised.
Ginor, who had been coordinating this situation, was also startled by the sudden appearance of a magician and looked toward where the interception unit was.

'This can't be...!'

When the mercenary groups first arrived as reinforcements, he had thought his reasoning was fairly accurate.
Although the number of mercenary groups wasn't as many as he had thought... since his reasoning was correct, he had simply thought they might somehow find a breakthrough in the battle.

But a magician appearing?
And one of our existing army generals awakening as a magician... he hadn't thought of that for even a moment.
The discomfort he felt from things going so well, even excessively well for Lunarienne's army.
If God truly existed, it felt almost as if the Creator had an overwhelming love for them.

Ginor was certainly a wise person. His extensive experience and expertise had made him the continent's greatest strategist.
Even so—he too was human. What one feels when witnessing something beyond imagination is awe, and beyond that—fear.

As soon as he detected that the emotion he was feeling was "fear," he recalled the message sent by that man—the real "strategist" of Lunarienne's army whom Lunarienne trusted absolutely.

[Go find Lunarienne Iniang.]

'!!!!!!'

Swen... truly knew.
That Lunarienne Iniang was the ruler who would unify the continent.
At least after witnessing this situation... doubting his words would now truly be foolish.
Of course, he had trusted his words originally and that's why he had come here—but actually seeing the evidence with his own eyes naturally hit differently.

'Lunarienne... is the woman who will become the new emperor of the continent...!!'

Ginor realized.
That the lives of all people on the continent depended on those red eyes.

* * *

—Battle result.
The 200,000 troops of the Karelia army, with their morale completely crushed and unable to respond properly, were overwhelmed by Lunarienne's army.
This was one of the most unexpected outcomes among all battles fought in the southern continent—no, throughout the entire continent.

And from this battle onward—
The Karelia army began walking the path to complete downfall.

Ch.263 - Chapter 263. Reborn As A Monarch (1)
# Victory's Dawn

"We won! We won!"
"We really won!"

When they heard that 200,000 troops were coming, everyone burned with determination, but no one could deny that a sense of despair had crept into a corner of their hearts.
In truth, most fought with the mindset that they might die in this war—but if they could lend even a little strength to Luna's footsteps in resisting Vanessa's tyranny and the Karelia that merely danced to her tune, perhaps that would fulfill their role as soldiers.

In that battle, they—won. They were victorious. With overwhelmingly unfavorable numbers, they defeated an absurd army of 200,000! The victor's toast belonged to them!
And at the forefront of this life-or-death battle... the soldiers witnessed with their own eyes Luna's overwhelmingly powerful presence that yielded to no one.
Despite her status as a ruler, she risked danger and led from the front, literally slaughtering enemy soldiers.
While she must have been like a nightmare to the enemy Karelia forces... it was different for our Lunarienne army.

That figure was like—a goddess of the battlefield.
Among those who fought alongside her, behind her back, not one would dispute that title.

"Long live Lunarienne Iniang!!!"
"For Lady Lunarienne!!!"

Seated on her horse, Luna looked around.
...They had won.
Hearing the soldiers' cheers, she realized once again that she had defeated the Karelia army.
Having overcome such a difficult battle, she might have roared loudly with the soldiers in overwhelming emotion—but right now, the soldiers' energetic cheers weren't reaching her ears at all.
What Luna heard in her mind now was—only that person's voice.

"If we go all the way, we will win."

'We won...! Swen, I... I did it...!!'

Luna closed her eyes and clasped her hands tightly.

His words alone had been her compass.
Until she made her decision, nothing had influenced her more than his words.
The man who sacrificed his life to save them.
Who told her at the last moment to never give up.
The man who said he would give her the world if she believed in him...

Tears streamed down Luna's eyes.
The soldiers far away wouldn't notice. No, that didn't matter anyway.
What made her happiest was proving that person, that Swen, had never been wrong.

I seized the opportunity as you said.
I haven't forgotten our promise.
I really, really miss you so much, Swen...

She looked up at the sky.
After fighting a full day, the dark night had passed, and a new sun was rising again.

Now... it was time to move forward.

* * *

After the battle ended.
The person who received the most attention was the female general Tifa, who had suddenly awakened to tremendous power.
Normally, Tifa would have grabbed people and talked all day about how amazing she had been—but

"How are you feeling?"

"Old man Kein is here. Or should I call you Lord Kail now...?"

"What's with the 'Lord'? Call me whatever you want. I'm not used to hearing such formal words from you."

"Hehe, right. Damn old geezer. Whether you're Kein or Kail... to me, you're just a stuffy old man."

"That's right."

Tifa spoke while lying in bed, sweating coldly.

"You used magic, I hear. You know that, right?"

"Well... it must have been magic, indeed."

"When did you first become aware of this power?"

Kail asked in a very serious tone.

"I'm not sure. I thought I felt some kind of energy during training... but this was the first time it flowed through my body."

"Then was that mana...?"

"It was probably mana indeed."

Tifa and Kail turned their heads toward the voice of an old man.
The current national strategist of the Lunarienne army, Ginor, was walking toward them.

"Because magicians and mana are real."

"Old strategist..."

"It seems General Tifa has awakened to magic. The proof is that you're now lying in bed unable to move, isn't it?"

"What...?"

"When magicians use mana, they consume energy proportional to it."

"You seem to know something about magicians?"

At Kail's question, Ginor fell into thought for a moment.

"...Well, you could say that."

"You speak as if you've actually seen one before?"

"We can discuss the details later. What's important now is General Tifa's physical condition. When magicians use magic beyond their capacity, they lose that much energy."

As Ginor said, Tifa lost consciousness as soon as the battle ended and collapsed from her saddle.
Fortunately, despite falling from her horse, she didn't suffer any major injuries—and with the soldiers' support, they somehow managed to bring her to bed, which was the current situation.

"Losing energy... So that's why I lost consciousness then..."

"That's how you should see it. To use magic again, you must rest sufficiently."

Tifa smiled bitterly.

"I thought I had finally become stronger, but I'm back to square one, huh."

"That's not true, General Tifa. Without you, we could never have won this battle."

"Flattery won't help... the mercenaries joined as reinforcements, didn't they?"

"Even so, the enemy had an overwhelming advantage in numbers. Besides, what wealth or glory would this old man gain by flattering you?"

"Ha! When you put it that way, I can accept it."

To Tifa, who smiled bitterly after saying that, Ginor spoke in a serious tone without a hint of playfulness.

"General Tifa. What I just said about 'needing sufficient rest' wasn't just empty words. Take rest. If you continue to use magic recklessly... due to excessive mana activation, your life could be in danger."

"...!!!"

Ginor was the most knowledgeable person about magicians throughout the continent.
He had consulted countless documents, collected folk tales that sounded like ancient legends, and investigated all historical records about magicians.
For one reason only. ...Because magicians were real.
From the moment he met young Reika who could summon flames from her hands, hadn't he secluded himself and filled his head with countless knowledge, convinced that with this power, one could shake the troubled continent?

"But—"

"There's nothing more to say. If you truly want to help our lord, don't overexert yourself. Because you are, more than anything, necessary to our lord."

"Necessary..."

Have I become someone necessary to Lunarienne?

In truth, Tifa knew. She couldn't match Lunarienne as a warrior. It was only because Lunarienne was the ruler that she often took the lead.
But now that she had magical power—if she could become someone who could contribute to the Lunarienne army, to Luna...

"...Alright. I won't be stubborn unnecessarily, and I'll just laze around as the old strategist tells me to."

"Well, the guilt will only last a day or two. Doing nothing and playing around is quite enjoyable."

At Kail's joke, Tifa also seemed to relax a bit and said.

"Old strategist, did you hear? This man is so pathetic, I wonder if he's really from the royal family. I heard you were some kind of chancellor or something? Let me ask. Is this old man really a high-ranking—"

Tifa couldn't finish her sentence and stared blankly at empty space for a moment.

"...He's gone."

She realized that Ginor had already left the room.

"He's like a ghost, that Ginor. He's always appeared without a word since the old days."

"...Was he always like that?"

It seemed she had no choice but to change the subject of her inquiry.

* * *

General Tifa was a magician.
No, to be precise—General Tifa had awakened to magical power.

Ginor, who had left the room, reorganized the current situation once more.

Someone who had just awakened to magical power, unlike Reika who wasn't much at first, Tifa could use such destructive magic from the beginning—without proper knowledge, if she continued to use magic recklessly, there was a very high possibility she would lose her life.
Of course, if there was someone who could advise her that 'handling magic carelessly is dangerous,' her survival rate would increase exponentially. Just like himself right now.

'...Hah.'

Truly, wasn't this a situation where everything seemed to be turning in Lunarienne's favor?
It was beyond fear, almost to the point of reverence.
Anyway, we defeated the Karelia army's 200,000 troops.
This wasn't just a simple battle. The Karelia army mobilized most of the troops they could gather, betting the fate of their nation, and our army was also desperate because defeat would mean immediate execution for everyone.

And the fact that our Lunarienne army won here—
simultaneously meant the end of the Karelia army's era.

What remained was just cleaning up the Karelia army's territories, which were essentially empty.

'It's going to be busy for a while.'

Ginor sighed softly and asked a question to someone who couldn't hear.

'Swen, is all of this part of the picture you painted?'

Then I am...

* * *

The royal castle of Tepel.
Before Luna's eyes, four people were kneeling, looking up at her.

"Gustaf, Aaron. And Calle and Yona too... I'm truly glad to see all of you again."

Gustaf, the leader of the Raven Mercenaries, and his deputy Calle.
Aaron, the leader of the Chilein Mercenaries, and his deputy Yona.

Those who had promised to rejoin when the Lunarienne army reappeared in history—they had truly returned.

"We've been waiting for this moment, Lady Luna."
"We will definitely repay the kindness you showed us back then."

The 'kindness' they referred to must have been the free transfer of troops.
The lifeblood of a mercenary group was how many troops they could operate, and well-trained troops belonging to a nation must have seemed quite valuable to them.

"Without your help, we couldn't have won that battle. Thank you so much."

Luna said that, then approached them.

"But, despite my shamelessness... I have something I must tell you."

"Please command us freely."

"It seems you'll need to continue fighting for a while. I understand you're busy with your mercenary work... but I'll make sure to provide appropriate compensation."

Gustaf and Aaron nodded as if they understood what Luna meant.
The task of cleaning up the Karelia army's territories. It wasn't difficult, but it was something that would take a long time and bloodshed to resolve.

They looked at each other's faces for a moment.
And then... both simultaneously looked at Luna's face and said.

"Lady Luna. Please—"
"Formally incorporate us into the Lunarienne army."

"...What?"

Unlike Luna, who was surprised by the unexpected words, the two men spoke in a calm tone, seemingly not flustered.

"Being a mercenary is ultimately a profession that can only exist because the continent is in chaos. If Lady Luna can set the continent right... we would gladly dedicate ourselves to your cause."

"This is a decision both of us made after much deliberation. Please grant us this favor. We won't hold you back."

"Hold me back? Of course, if you join us, it would be the most reassuring thing for our army... but are you really sure about this?"

"All of our mercenary members are thinking positively about joining the Lunarienne army."

"..."

She thought about declining once more—
...No. If this too is an opportunity that has come, I shouldn't miss it. Because I promised that person.
I need to become stronger quickly and overthrow Serphina who is constraining him... With that resolve.

"...Thank you. Then, I'll be counting on you."

At those words, Aaron and Gustaf, along with the two deputy leaders, knelt again and paid their respects.

"Yes, my lord!"
"We will serve our lord with utmost loyalty from now on!"

They had won the battle and incorporated the mercenary groups.
Then what remained to be done was... only to move forward.

And the path that lay before them—
was to remove the "Karelia Army" from the map.
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* * *

Where there is a beginning, there must be an end.
The plague that seemed like it would torment us forever was finally subsiding.
In conclusion, after operating the camp for just over a full month, it appeared that the higher-ups were beginning to prepare for withdrawal.

After all, the camp had been run with good intentions, and Serphina's reputation in the Central Continent had improved significantly.
Of course, it wasn't some fairy tale where everyone suddenly came to like Serphina—but the fact that even a small portion of public opinion had become favorable in the Central Continent, where not once had there ever been positive sentiment toward Serphina, was an achievement in itself.
Without a good reputation, even in occupied territories, rebellion would be inevitable—and we would have had to repeat the bloodshed we once experienced in the Northern Continent.
The Aishers forces, who had attempted to wage a propaganda war against our army, had their reputation plummet instead, so we had gained everything we could.

"Everyone has worked very hard. I'm glad I could work with you all. And I thank you for believing in me."

"Not at all, Lord!"
"It was an honor to work with Lord Irian!"

Thanks to Reika's magic, all the soldiers were able to complete their mission safely.
When we first started, they must have felt anxious—but as a week passed, and then nearly a month went by without incident, the soldiers were able to participate actively in the relief efforts with a sense of purpose rather than fear.
Of course, the disease didn't spread to the Northern Continent either.
Thanks to each soldier's active participation, we were able to successfully conclude the relief activities.

After Irian said his final goodbyes to the soldiers, he approached Reika and me as we sat resting.

"You both have worked incredibly hard. Especially you, Lady Reika. I will not forget your dedication and will report it exactly as such to my lord."

"No... I was just doing what needed to be done..."

Even though she had taken adequate rest at the intervals she had calculated, magic inevitably drains the caster's energy.
Therefore, casting blessing spells on multiple soldiers at weekly intervals had to put a strain on her body.
If we had continued operating the camp, I was almost at the point of suggesting that we should consider stopping.

Irian nodded.

"Then, please prepare to return. I will contact you as soon as it's time to depart. Swen, I entrust Lady Reika to you."

"You don't need to worry about us."

"Good."

Irian smiled at my words and left the building.
Working and spending time together all this while, I could once again feel how much he trusted me.
Initially, I had simply said, "Magic will solve everything, so don't worry," and he had taken the lead in this dangerous mission.
Considering that no one's life is expendable, regardless of what debt they owe, I shouldn't underestimate the trust he placed in me.

By this point—
I had to admit I was feeling a sense of efficacy that I hadn't felt while in the Brands or Aishers armies.
Of course, everyone listened to me when I was in the Lunarian army too... but seriously thinking about it, the "Lunarian army" of that time was more like a club with only four members including myself, so my experience in Serphina's army felt all the more valuable.

High-ranking officers who trusted me. A strategist who didn't question my actions. A ruler who completely believed in and followed my opinions...

...This is bad.
Day by day, this place—Serphina's army—was starting to feel like home.

The fact that I hadn't consciously intended to think this way made it all the more concerning.
After all, I had stayed here to keep my promise to Lady Luna.
So I shouldn't forget that someday I would have to return to the Lunarian army.

'Is this... really okay?'

Just then, I heard Reika's voice beside me.

"Um... Sir Swen."

"Ah, yes. Should we start preparing to return?"

I quickly answered with a smile, but... it seemed Reika had noticed my expression faltering slightly.

"Preparing to return is important, but I wanted to talk for a moment... if that's okay...?"

"Of course. What is it?"

"Well, it's about... the rumors of a magician appearing..."

"Ah..."

A magician appearing in the Southern Continent.
I knew who it was. Probably Tifa.
The news said they appeared during the battle between the Karelia forces and the rebel forces—the Lunarian army.
Since the outnumbered rebel forces had achieved victory against the Karelia forces with the help of a magician, it was most likely Tifa.
Hearing this news made me feel unsettled again, so I focused the conversation on her to change the subject.

"Are you concerned about it?"

"...I suppose I am."

Reika had an extremely complicated expression.

"I never thought I was the only one in this world with magical abilities... of course not. But somehow... how should I explain this...?"

Instead of pressing her, I silently waited for her to continue.
Reika hesitated for a while, reflecting her complex feelings... then carefully spoke.

"If many new magicians appear, someone like me—who could be called inferior in every way—might quickly become... useless."

"..."

"It's strange, isn't it? Such a foolish thought... completely unnecessary... and yet."

Reika's voice trembled slightly.
Was she... afraid of losing her value?

"It's just... a bit strange. If people much more amazing than me appear... what should I do...?"

I slowly placed my hand on her shoulder.
She... didn't reject it. At some point, she had started accepting me without any resistance, whether I patted her head or spoke to her from beyond her personal space.

"You don't need to worry about that, Reika."

"Sir Swen..."

"Many magicians might appear in the future. Now that the existence of magicians has been revealed, people who have been sensing 'mana' without knowing what it is will gradually realize that this mysterious power they feel is mana. But even so—"

With a determined expression, looking straight into her pink eyes:

"No one can become a more amazing magician than you."

"B-but... I might just be... someone who revealed myself earlier than others..."

"No."

This wasn't just comfort to cheer her up.
Reika was destined to become a legendary magician. No other magician could handle magic as well as she could.
Even Tifa could only use sword energy or basic magic like fireballs.

"I promise you, Reika. It's me saying this, not anyone else—can you believe me?"

"...!!"

After hearing my words, Reika lowered her head for a moment.
Then, fidgeting with her hands... she carefully looked back at me.

"...Yes. If it's your word... I can believe it."

The trembling in her voice had decreased, so it seemed she had regained some confidence.

"Actually... even if a magician more amazing than you appears—no, even if you suddenly lost your magical powers for no reason one day, you wouldn't be useless."

"What...?"

"You're kind and gentle. You might be awkward at starting conversations, but that's because you're considerate of others, wanting them to enjoy talking with you, right? I feel your thoughtfulness in things like that."

"Ah..."

"Plus, you're good at making cakes and bread. Even without magic... I think you're an incredibly valuable person."

I didn't fully understand why someone with such abilities was so timid.
Why she feared becoming useless.
But I truly felt there was no need for her to feel that way.
Was it because she was an exceptional magician, to win her favor?
...No. It wasn't simply for that reason. I just... didn't want to see her looking dejected.
If possible, I wanted her to smile always.
She had worked so hard here without showing any signs of struggle, so rather than seeing her downcast, I wanted her to cheer up.

"So, you don't need to think that way. Okay?"

Hearing my words, Reika looked straight into my eyes with pupils that had contracted in surprise.
With a flushed face... she stared at me for several minutes.

Stared at me...?
No.
She wasn't just staring, she suddenly moved closer to me and—

"...!!!"

...Something.
Something was strange.
I felt a sweet taste on the tip of my tongue.

Just as I thought that if I continued kissing her, I might know exactly what taste it was—
I finally realized—

—that her lips were touching mine.
The sweetness on my tongue wasn't just a feeling, it was real... I realized.

Surprised by the sudden situation, just as I was about to become addicted to the strawberry cake-like taste in my mouth.

"Haa... haa."

Slowly... her lips moved away from mine.
A transparent string stretched between us, proving that we had been connected for a moment.
My dumbfounded expression was fully reflected in her pink eyes.
It's hot. My face, and elsewhere too.
Is her face hot as well? Does she feel as strange as I do?

"...Excuse me..."

Reika stood up and rushed out the door.
Even after she left, I sat in the chair for a long time, just staring blankly...

Only then.
Covering my burning face with my hands—

—I realized that following the yuzu scent, the sweetness of cake had brushed against my lips.
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After leaving the building where she had been with Swen, Reika ran straight to a secluded place.
Only after reaching a quiet spot on the outskirts of the camp did she realize—she had unconsciously kissed Swen.

'Ugh, aah, aaaah...!!'

What on earth did I just do...?
But truly, her body had moved on its own.
Lord Swen was just so kind.
The scent emanating from him, something she had never experienced before, telling her he was of the opposite sex, a "man"...
Just like a bee drawn to a flower, so naturally... their lips met.
The moment their lips touched, she pushed her tongue in as naturally as breathing.

The soft sensation of his lips seemed to linger on the tip of her tongue.
Reika nervously tapped her tongue against the roof of her mouth, knocked it against her teeth, and ran it along her mouth.

"~~~!!!"

With her face completely flushed, she finally realized it.
She had kissed him.
She had kissed... Lord Swen.
And she wasn't a child—she had given in to a sudden impulse and forced herself on him. Her, of all people!

It had been her first kiss.
She had decided to save her first kiss for the man she would marry!

Of course, she didn't dislike the kiss itself.
After all, one couldn't unconsciously do something they disliked.
It was just... how should she put it? At that moment... she had wanted to. Though she might be called foolish for thinking this, she had wanted to repay Swen somehow.
He always told her everything would be alright when times were tough, and with sparkling eyes promised he would never abandon her—he looked so magnificent.
He was more handsome than any man she had ever seen in her life.

'Oh my...'

But still, she shouldn't have done it.
A woman who kisses without consent. And they weren't even in a relationship. Though there had been marriage talks, they were just "talks," and even those had fizzled out since she'd been separated from her adoptive father Ginor.
So she knew that forcing herself on him like this would only be a burden...

'Why did I do that... you fool!'

Reika slumped down where she stood.
Thump, thump.
Her heart was beating faster than ever before. As if something terrible had happened, she couldn't stay still.

She focused quietly on her heartbeat, as if attempting meditation.

Feeling the intense pounding in her chest... she recalled what had just happened.

Since fleeing here, her stomach had been tingling unbearably.
The desires in her heart were much more honest than the Reika others saw.
With Lord Swen... I want to... kiss again.
Not just kissing, even more would be... okay. Because he's considerate, kind, and gentle...
Reika knew. When he was working for Irene, and for Serphina... though he didn't show it to anyone, he was clearly carrying too many burdens alone.
Otherwise, she couldn't explain the loneliness and melancholy that sometimes showed on his face when he was alone.

That's what Reika truly thought.
Because she was someone who couldn't know that when Swen occasionally wore a serious expression, he was actually thinking deeply about "Lunarian troops," the best conclusion she could reach was what she did.

She wanted to be on Swen's side.
She might not be able to do anything grand. Magic was ultimately just a weapon for war, and her achievements would inevitably end up serving Serphina rather than Swen.
But hadn't Swen said it himself? That even without magic, she was a person of sufficient worth.
If that was the case, she thought there must be many things she could do for him besides magic.
Baking delicious bread for him. Offering her lap when he was tired. Putting their heads together when he was troubled, and crying with him when he wept...

After thinking that far, the conclusion came naturally.

I...
I want to marry Lord Swen.
I want to become Lord Swen's wife.

This feeling was definitely different from when she first met him and vaguely thought, "He seems good enough."
It wasn't just that he was good enough... now, she felt she didn't want to marry anyone but him.

'Lord Swen...'

Reika might be slow to act, but she was quite perceptive.
Moreover, they were living together. It was impossible not to notice the subtle atmosphere between Swen and Irene.
But that was okay. Both Lord Swen and Lady Irene... were such wonderful people.
She would be fine being a second wife, no, even a third or fourth wife.
She was confident she could respect Irene as her elder sister and get along well with the other wives without conflict. After all, the women Lord Swen would choose would surely be as wonderful as he was.

But... they were at war now.
In a situation where even Lady Irene was showing restraint, she couldn't thoughtlessly confess her feelings.
Above all, she didn't want to become a burden to Swen of all people.

'Then why did you kiss him...'

Reika remained buried in her thoughts for a long time afterward.
Her appearance was less like the continent's greatest magician... and more like an ordinary girl fallen in love.

* * *

In the royal castle of Aingart, the capital of Serphina's army.
It was Irene's duty, still serving as a guard knight, to welcome Serphina after she finished her official duties.

"You've worked hard today as well, my Lord."

"Hmm. Irene. You've worked hard too. I assume there were no unusual incidents?"

"Yes. Sir Siegfried is patrolling outside, but there have been no reports from him either."

"I see..."

Since there had been one assassination attempt, Irene had voluntarily continued to serve as a guard knight.
It might not have been a particularly glorious position for the deputy commander of an occupying force, but she had no complaints—she wanted to repay Serphina who had saved her life.
Swen had also asked this of her before he left.

"Any messages?"

"A statement from the Strategist. She says she has conveyed your order to withdraw the relief camp."

The Strategist would be from Jena.
It seemed she was reporting that she had carried out the order discussed yesterday.
Now that the epidemic had subsided, it would be fine to stop operating the camp.
They had also completely won the public opinion battle against Aishers' army... and above all, she was starting to miss his face.

"Good. Everyone has truly worked hard. They have labored in my name on my behalf. When they return, I shall reward them accordingly."

"...I believe you have worked hard as well, my Lord."

"...?"

Serphina tilted her head slightly as she looked at Irene.
Irene bowed her head deeply and spoke in a serious tone.

"There were those absurd rumors... about using magic to spread the epidemic. Being the subject of gossip based on mere rumors must have been... very painful. I'm truly glad the rumors have died down."

Irene said this with a faint smile.
In truth, Irene was the person who could most deeply understand and empathize with Serphina's current feelings.
Long ago, when she served in Brands' army—despite her great achievements, Irene had been isolated and demoted to guarding the gates of the safe capital city or managing the second garrison, thanks to the malicious character assessments deliberately spread by Lynn.
In terms of scale, Serphina being hated by the entire continent might be harder than her own experience limited to Brands' army, but Irene knew well enough that comparing who had it worse wasn't particularly constructive.

Serphina stared blankly at Irene for a moment, then gave a bitter smile and said:

"But it was your former lord who spread those rumors, wasn't it, Irene?"

"It was merely a passing connection. I never particularly considered her my true lord."

It might sound cold, but that was truly how Irene felt.
She hadn't intended to draw such a clear line. However, after Yuuri had touched something that should never have been touched—Swen—Irene truly found Aishers' army even more distasteful than Brands' army that had looked down on her.
More than being attacked herself, she hated when Swen was attacked—that was Irene's true feeling.

As if reading Irene's inner thoughts, Serphina looked at her face quietly and—

"Irene."

"Yes, my Lord."

"When the relief camp ends, he will return as well."

She had brought up a rather provocative topic for what might have been small talk.

"...You mean Swen?"

"Yes."

"..."

As Irene was choosing her words carefully, Serphina asked another question.

"Irene. I wish to ask you something."

"What... would that be?"

"Do you have romantic feelings for Swen as a man?"

"Yes, wha...?!"

Irene looked at Serphina with a shocked expression.
But Serphina merely maintained her composure with an amused smile.

"It's exactly as I said. I'm asking if you have feelings for Swen."

"Ah... th-that..."

Though momentarily flustered by the sudden question—
In fact, this wasn't something that required much thought.

"...Yes, I do."

After her straightforward admission, Serphina smiled amusedly and—

"I see."

So casually.
As naturally as discussing the weather.

"I do as well."

"...Pardon?"

Looking directly into Irene's stunned purple eyes, she confessed her own feelings.

"I said that I also have feelings for Swen."
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After hearing Serphina's words, Irene couldn't speak for a moment...
Then, barely collecting herself, she looked at Serphina's face.

There was a smile on her lips, but she didn't look like someone playing a prank.
Her golden eyes, sparkling brilliantly, conveyed more clearly than anything else that her words were 100% sincere.

"I, um..."

"I apologize if my sudden words startled you. But I am sincere. And, naturally—"

Serphina extended her hand, pointing at Irene as she spoke.

"Irene, I consider you my rival in love."

"What? R-rival in love... what do you..."

Rival in love?
Due to the overwhelming confusion of the entire situation, Irene could only stammer incoherently. Serphina stared at her for a while...

"...Haha!"

Then she burst into laughter as if finding it amusing.
It was the first time. The first time seeing Serphina, who had been serious throughout, laughing so freely.

"I jest. To say I consider you a rival is absurd. How could I possibly compete with you, Irene?"

"A... a joke. I, I was just..."

"Of course, everything else was sincere, except for considering you a rival."

"..."

So then...
Does the Lord truly have feelings for Swen?
Seeing Irene still unable to speak, Serphina slowly began walking somewhere and said:

"Irene. If you have no particular plans, could you spare me some time?"

"What? Ah... yes, that would be fine."

"Follow me."

...I have no idea what's happening or how things are unfolding... but I'll follow her for now.
Irene slowly rose from her seat and followed behind Serphina.

* * *

As they gazed at the evening sunset and walked to a secluded place, an old building came into view.

"What is this place...?"

"It's a kind of annex. No one uses it now. You're only the second visitor."

Though she said no one used it, the garden was quite well-maintained.
Yet there was something lonely about it that somehow made it endearing.
Irene, having experienced profound loneliness herself, had a weakness for things that seemed lonely.

Following her into the building... a spacious, classical interior revealed itself.
Though more worn than the building where she currently resided, the furniture designs, despite their age, possessed an elegance of a different caliber.

"Sit here."

The place they arrived at was a small room.
As Irene took the seat Serphina indicated, Serphina skillfully lit a fire in the hearth.
Then, after rummaging through a box... she came to the table carrying a bottle of wine and two glasses.

"Are you alright with alcohol, Irene?"

"I don't particularly enjoy it... but I can drink it."

"Come to think of it, I heard you have a deep appreciation for tea."

"You knew about that?"

"Swen told me."

Irene's body instinctively flinched at the mention of Swen's name, but she didn't add any comment.

"Tea would be fine too... but I'd like you to join me for a drink right now."

"How could I refuse, my Lord."

With a glug-glug sound, the empty glasses were filled with red wine.
Irene and Serphina naturally raised their glasses to each other and let the liquid flow down their throats.
A dry, bitter taste came first, followed by a sweetness sufficient to cover it completely as it passed over Irene's tongue. Just then, Serphina's voice reached her ears.

"What do you think?"

"About... what exactly?"

"About Swen."

"..."

Was it because of the alcohol, or because she had time to organize her thoughts while following Serphina here?
She could certainly answer much more comfortably than when she first heard about it earlier.

"Swen is... to me, the most precious person, someone I want to protect with my life."

"Which means—"

"Yes. As I mentioned earlier, I have feelings for Swen."

It wasn't the first time she had realized her feelings, but... saying it aloud made it even clearer.
I like Swen. To her, Swen was the most important person in the world, more precious than anyone else.

"You're thinking of marriage?"

"...I would like that, if possible."

"Isn't marriage already decided?"

"But I think the future is uncertain..."

"Being cautious isn't bad, but if you saw Swen's expression when talking about you, you would understand what I mean."

"Talking about... me?"

"When he shows his most splendid smile in the world is precisely when he talks about you, Irene."

"Ah..."

Irene lowered her head, her face turning bright red.
Along with embarrassment, a sudden longing to see Swen welled up in her chest, threatening to burst forth.
Quietly observing Irene, Serphina took another sip of wine, and with a slightly flushed face, said:

"You truly are lovely."

"Pardon...?"

"I can understand why Swen is so smitten with you."

She said this with a soft chuckle.
Lovely... that's hardly the case.
Irene sincerely thought it would be difficult to find a woman who smiled more lovingly than the one before her.
As she momentarily felt she might be enchanted by Serphina's overwhelming beauty despite being a woman herself...

"...How curious."

"Pardon...?"

Serphina spoke as if she were a girl in a confessional, revealing her inner thoughts.

"Despite not having known each other long, I feel a tremendous bond with you, Irene. Do you know that?"

Though no answer came, Serphina continued her story as if unconcerned.

"In truth, I... don't trust even those who have served the imperial family for over a decade. No, perhaps it's more accurate to say I cannot trust them. ...No matter how long they've served or what military achievements they've accomplished, in the end... they might betray me."

When had it started?
Serphina had become utterly unable to trust others.
The tutor who taught her betrayed her, and the reliable female general who always handled various missions cursed her. On top of that, she nearly got killed by the knight who was supposed to protect her life.
And besides that... time and again, the ghosts of her brothers tormented her. It felt as if everything in the world was aiming for her neck.

Irene vaguely understood her circumstances.
After all, she too... was one of those who had witnessed with her own eyes a guard knight raising a sword against her.

"...Yes. I cannot trust anyone. Not even Jena, who should be the closest as the national strategist."

"My Lord..."

"But, Irene. For some reason, I feel I can trust you."

Serphina gazed into those intensely loyal purple eyes.

"Perhaps it's simply that I want to trust someone. But when I look into your eyes... I feel a sense of security, as if you might be abandoned but would never abandon others."

"..."

Irene didn't carelessly utter words like "Thank you for trusting me."
She had no intention of betraying Serphina, but... she was someone who needed to stay by Swen's side.
If Swen ever went to the Lunarienne army, she would naturally follow him.
So she couldn't answer carelessly. She didn't want to say words she couldn't take responsibility for... in response to such sincere feelings.

Serphina seemed to notice Irene's complex emotions and nodded with a smile.

"Of course, I don't intend to burden you, so feel free to let it go. You've already saved my life, haven't you? I sincerely believe you've... done more than enough."

"No, my Lord. Rather, I was able to preserve my life thanks to you. I truly mean it."

"Then, let's consider us even, each having saved the other's life once."

Serphina said this and took another drink of wine.
Irene followed suit and took a few sips. And once again, she realized why she wasn't good with alcohol.

'My head is getting hot...'

Irene was extremely weak to alcohol.
She was born with a body that didn't handle alcohol well, something she couldn't help but be aware of.

Serphina seemed to notice this too and spoke in a serious tone.

"Your face is already red. We can stop for today, so don't push yourself."

"No, I'm fine."

"No. If I trouble you, Swen will surely resent me. If you care for me at all, I'd sincerely like you to stop."

"..."

Swen... is it?
Is the Lord not simply testing me but truly has feelings for Swen?

"Um... my Lord."

"My feelings are sincere, Irene."

Before she could even ask, an answer popped out as if reading her thoughts, startling Irene.
Swen had said it before. That lying in front of Serphina was truly difficult. She felt she understood that sentiment a little now.

"So, I want to get along well with you too. I don't know what kind of relationship you and I will have in the future... but I want to become Swen's wife if possible. Whether I'm the first or second doesn't matter to me at all. In a way, you're the person most likely to become family to me."

"..."

"So today's meeting... I'd appreciate if you could think of it as just women who wish to serve the same husband coming together in solidarity. It's quite a brazen thing to say, I know."

Irene silently looked at Serphina's face.
Irene also knew. The fact that a man could have four wives.
In fact, when Reika said, "If I were to marry, wouldn't I naturally become the second wife?" she was only surprised at the mention of marriage, not questioning the point about both of them becoming wives.
She just thought that if it really happened, they would simply have to get along well.
Serphina was, for now, the lord of both herself and Swen. She was someone of vastly different status... but nevertheless, if Swen said he would take Serphina as his wife, Irene had no particular objection to that.
In whatever form, what mattered most to Irene was being able to be with Swen.

So there was no need for Irene to create opposition with Serphina, who was sharing her deep thoughts.
Of course, she didn't want to either.
After all, wasn't she the savior of her life and the first lord to recognize her value?

"...My Lord."

Irene, with a gentle smile—
spoke as if addressing a friend rather than a lord, just for now.

"Next time there's an opportunity, I'd like to serve you tea."

"That sounds most delightful. I shall eagerly await that day."

Neither Serphina nor Irene could define in a single word what they were doing now, sharing drinks and conversation—
Nevertheless, both of them could be certain.

At this moment—they were connected.

* * *

In their respective places...
Even at this moment, time was flowing equally.
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# Brands Military's Frontline, Jeilant Castle.

"So you're saying the situation with Kalinz's forces has definitely calmed down?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Being in the central continent, the biggest topic of conversation inevitably became the strange plague that had swept through the region.
The Brands military, which had locked down its borders early after observing Serphina's actions, was the only nation in the central continent that remained unaffected by the plague.

"At this stage, it's impossible to accurately assess the situation in Chel's territory or the Aishers territory, which is presumed to be the direct source of the plague... but we've heard that things seem to be settling down there as well."

"I see. Thank you for your hard work, Belute. Going around gathering information in this situation must have been burdensome. No one else could have done it."

"That's... I was simply doing what needed to be done, Lord. If you commanded it, I would willingly jump into a fire pit."

Looking at Belute, who knelt before her speaking in a serious tone, Lynn smiled and said:

"Hehehe, that would be troublesome. You're someone who will work hard for me above all else in the future."

I've decided never again to make the foolish mistake of opposing those who work for me—

"It's an honor, Lord. I gladly dedicate this body to the revival of you and House Brands!"

After sending Belute away, she approached Farfalle, who was examining a map and assessing the situation.

"What do you think?"

"...From what I understand, Kalinz doesn't have many troops available since they recklessly invaded Chel's territory with their forces during the height of the plague."

"The plague... By the way, what happened with that?"

"With what, exactly?"

"What Yuuri talked about. The claim that Serphina used magic to spread the plague."

Farfalle was certainly aware of that topic.
It had been the hottest subject of discussion across the continent recently.
While the appearance of a mage was one thing, causing a plague? The statement itself didn't seem strange.
And if the perpetrator was the infamous Serphina, it sounded even more plausible—

"Well... compared to Serphina's territory running relief camps at the risk of their lives, the Aishers territory ignored their dying people without lifting a finger. So the anti-Serphina sentiment she wanted to create didn't materialize. Rather, it feels like the opposite happened."

"The opposite?"

"Yes. It's as if Serphina's side drew a big picture to induce Yuuri to react that way... though I don't have much evidence for this thought."

"..."

Lynn closed her eyes, thinking of the white-haired strategist, and asked:

Did you do this?
Did you anticipate all of this and back Yuuri into a corner?

Of course, no answer came.
In any case... in this massive battle of public opinion, Serphina's forces had won and Aishers' forces had lost. Only the result remained.

"I had considered the Aishers forces to be quite threatening... but seeing their recent behavior, I'm starting to think her nation might have been overestimated."

"Well, even our defeat to Aishers wasn't exactly a loss to Yuuri herself."

"Lord..."

Farfalle started to say something but then shook her head.
The past is the past. We must now move forward into the future.
She changed her expression and looked directly at Lynn.

"Lord, I believe we must not miss this opportunity."

"What do you think will happen with the plague?"

"It will end soon enough. I think this will be good time for our forces to make final preparations."

"...Yes."

Lynn slowly opened her eyes.
Despite House Brands being split into three and losing many things, she was still breathing.
As long as she was alive, she had to prove that House Brands had not yet fallen.

"It seems it's time to remind my arrogant second brother, who's accomplished nothing while hiding in his safe capital, just how fearsome his sister is—the one who pushed him aside and became heir despite being female. Don't you think?"

"Lord...!"

It might have sounded somewhat arrogant... but from Farfalle's perspective, she was actually glad to see her regain her spirit.
Yes. This is how Lynn should be.
A conquering ruler of overwhelming ability, struggling to place everything beneath her feet. That is Lynn Brands!

"It seems we need to prepare for war in earnest. Our target is Kalinz's forces. After conquering Kalinz... let's also deal with Chel's forces where my eldest brother resides. Farfalle, can you relay this to the rear?"

"Yes! Of course!"

Lynn slowly closed her eyes and thought.
Much had happened... but in this moment, she felt a sliver of opportunity shining down on her like a flash of light.

'I'll definitely show you who the true rightful ruler of the Brands throne is, brother.'

Lynn's blue eyes gleamed more brilliantly than ever before.
The proud talented woman of House Brands had just begun to raise the curtain on rebuilding her blue dream.

* * *

—In the southern continent, where balance had collapsed.
The Karelia forces, having suffered near-annihilation in the battle for Tepel Castle, were in no position to stop the Iniang forces, which had reorganized their troops and begun pushing into their territory in earnest.
In fact, Iniang's attack units were incorporating Karelia's territories one by one at a historically unprecedented pace.
The commander-in-chief was Ruler Lunarienne, with Chief of Staff Ginor and Kayle in charge of supplies.
Leading the vanguard were two young bloods of the Iniang forces—Francis and Charlotte. And the department heads, including Metz, were backing these two.
Additionally, the newly appointed generals Aaron and Gustaf were also lending their strength to this lightning campaign.
Though it was called a territory occupation, it was essentially like robbing an empty house, which naturally meant territories would fall at the speed of light.

With an attack force of this scale, there was no need for Tifa, who used magic, to unnecessarily stand at the front.
Ginor had also strongly recommended that Tifa take a rest for the time being.

Karelia's virtual dream team—Vanessa, Sad, and Cecile—had been shattered, with Sad dead and the other two barely escaping with their lives.
Naturally, mere castle lords had no chance of stopping the Iniang army's rapid advance.
Among them, some realized they couldn't reverse the situation and opened their castle gates with their own hands.
While there were loud voices condemning such actions, especially from the Karelia forces who valued loyalty above all and the Iniang forces who had somewhat inherited this principle—

"If our ultimate goal is to create a peaceful world, I believe it's not necessary to fight to the bitter end."

Instead of condemning these people or executing them for honor, Luna chose to allow them to continue serving as castle lords.
After all, since people were needed to manage Karelia's territories, repeating meaningless bloodshed in the name of loyalty was neither reasonable nor particularly efficient.
Besides, the newly established Iniang forces, whose career began with rebellion, needed as many collaborators as possible.

In this way, as they spent time rapidly occupying Karelia's territories.
Soon, the spires of the capital Madlen, with its deep green flags fluttering, came into the vanguard's view.

"Madlen Castle..."

Seeing the spires, Luna's expression grew complicated, and Ginor approached her.

"One step remains, Lord."

"One step..."

There were a few territories behind Madlen Castle as well.
Even so—once the symbolic fortress of Madlen Castle fell, they would likely be incorporated without a fight.

Luna recalled her first visit to Madlen Castle.
When everyone was wary of her as an outsider who had once ruled a small country, Karelia had welcomed her with a kind smile and even entrusted her with the position of castle lord... that image flashed before Luna's eyes in this moment.

'...'

Luna buried her guilt deep in her heart.
She had simply seized an opportunity when it came. In fact, if she hadn't taken this chance, her life would likely have been endangered by Vanessa, so she didn't regret her actions.
This feeling of regret was also part of the weight she had to bear as a ruler.

Whether tyrant or wise ruler, those with the title of sovereign ultimately wielded swords stained with blood.
What they could do was fulfill the wishes contained in the weight of spilled blood that constantly pressed down on both shoulders.
Driving out the villainess Serphina, establishing peace on the continent, and... keeping her promise to that person.

"...Everyone."

Luna turned her head to look at the grateful people who had followed her.
Strategist Ginor, Kayle who had helped her since her days as Kein, Charlotte and Francis, Gustaf and Aaron who had kept their promise and come running, and including Metz, people who had bet everything on Iniang instead of Karelia.

"This will likely be our final battle with the Karelia forces. The enemy will defend with the determination to fight to the death. Please lend me your strength just a little longer until the end."

The strategy was simple.
To attack Madlen, the enemy's capital with 35,000 remaining soldiers, using an army of 100,000.
It was essentially an unlosable battle... but they could never be careless.

"Lord Ginor. If you sense anything unusual, please tell me immediately."

"Understood, Lord."

Even as he said this, he wasn't particularly worried.
The Iniang forces would win anyway.
Ginor no longer doubted the "victory of the Iniang forces" at all.
His words were always right. Since that man had said she would be "the ruler who unifies the continent," it was as good as absolute fact.

After finishing her conversation with Ginor, Luna sighed softly and finally addressed everyone.
It was Luna's foolish sincerity, born from the fate of having to send comrades into battle.

"Everyone... please, don't die until the end."

* * *

And so, after the troops had been reorganized to some extent—
Finally, the boots of the Iniang occupation forces marched rapidly toward Madlen, the capital of Karelia.
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# The Castle of Madlan

The royal palace of Madlan Castle.

Lord Makana Karelia and Strategist Vanessa Trinity were having a leisurely tea time—as if deliberately ignoring the current state of emergency.
Only the clinking of porcelain filled the quiet audience chamber.
Vanessa was pouring tea with rather skillful hands.

—In truth, both Vanessa and Karelia knew well.

The battle would begin soon.
And no matter what they tried—our army could not defeat Lunarienne's forces.
Our military strength totaled only 33,000 against the enemy's occupation force of over 100,000.
Even for a defensive battle, our army's morale had hit rock bottom. Naturally so, when all they heard were reports of defeat day after day.

From the moment we lost despite leading an army of 200,000... this situation became unavoidable.

"Vanessa, it's been quite some time since I've enjoyed such a leisurely moment with you."

"..."

"To think that Vanessa Trinity herself is serving me tea—being a lord once in life doesn't seem so bad after all."

Karelia made the joke with a carefree expression, but Vanessa remained silent, quietly serving tea before her.

"Please drink."

Afterward, the two drank their tea in silence.
After some time passed... Karelia spoke with a serious tone, as if having made up her mind.

"I know what you're going to say... but I'm sorry. I absolutely will not flee."

She spoke with a voice full of determination.

"Please escape, my Lord. Holding out here without any chance of victory will only lead to a meaningless death."

"That's fine with me. If that's the case, wouldn't it mean that heaven has chosen Luna over me?"

"My Lord, this is my final request. Please don't be stubborn for no reason. Even this moment is too late. How can you not understand that once your life ends, our cause loses all meaning!"

"No matter how many times you say it, it's useless!"

Karelia spoke toward Vanessa.
Or rather than speaking... it was practically a shout.
Seeing Vanessa's eyes waver momentarily at her outburst, Karelia's voice trembled as she continued expressing her opinion.

"I... will absolutely not run away. Leaving you behind, leaving the soldiers behind, leaving the loyal subjects who believe in me until the end... Even if I alone survive, what meaning would that have!"

Looking at Karelia who was now sobbing... Vanessa let out a small sigh and lowered her head.

"My Lord. You are a person who becomes a symbol through your very existence. All of us gathered here with ambitious dreams because of the great symbol that is Makana Karelia. Unlike other lords, you value loyalty and have always walked the righteous path—your footsteps have been our hope and future."

"We want to live under Karelia's sky. If it's Karelia, she can surely defeat the incompetent Aingart Imperial Family and the tyrant Serphina who has blood on her hands. I still firmly believe that thought is not wrong."

"Even you have days when you're wrong, Vanessa. I'm just one among countless lords. Someone who ultimately couldn't break the balance of the Southern Continent with my own hands... just someone who was born in the right era and managed to secure a position."
"But Luna is different. Didn't she break the balance with her own hands and finally come here to Madlan Castle? If the continent can be peaceful, it doesn't matter so much who watches over it from above. I think... someone like Luna will be able to govern with benevolence and righteousness."

"Lunarienne Iniang betrayed your trust and committed treason. At that point, I don't think she's likely to govern with benevolence and righteousness."

"Isn't that ultimately because of my lack of virtue? It's no one's fault. Of course, Vanessa—it's not your fault either. It's simply because I was an inadequate person."

"My Lord..."

It would have been easier if she had just gotten angry and said "it's your fault."
Karelia was trying to shoulder everything herself.
Being betrayed was her fault. Sad's death was her fault.
The nation's destruction... all her fault.

"Vanessa. You are a talented person. Despite whatever happened between you and Luna... I'm certain that someone of Luna's caliber would focus on your brilliant talents rather than personal grudges. So, it's not too late. I wish you would surrender and continue your service under her."

"..."

"From now on, please think of Luna as me. The name Karelia... seems to end here. I will shoulder everything, so please help Luna defeat Serphina and bring peace to the continent from her side."

Vanessa gave no answer, simply lowering her head and staring at the empty teacup.
Yes, the teacup.
Karelia's teacup was empty. So... soon, that effect would start to appear.

"My Lord. As your national strategist, I would like to offer you one final piece of advice."

"Vanessa...?"

"When you regain consciousness, immediately go into hiding and build your strength. Near the western continent where the Brands forces are located, there are many treacherous mountain ranges—perfect places to preserve your life. And when the opportunity arises, establish yourself again in the western continent. The Brands forces currently located in the western continent are mere paper tigers compared to their former glory, so they will certainly lose their dominance over the western continent before long."

"What are you saying right now...?"

Karelia's eyes widened as she stared intently at Vanessa—
But Vanessa simply continued calmly stating what she needed to say.

"Please cherish the name of Karelia. Your beliefs and footsteps are precious assets that no other lord possesses. You will certainly be able to gather people who will help you without difficulty. Just as you did in the Southern Continent."

"Listen, Vanessa. What are you... saying...?"

At that moment.
Karelia collapsed against her chair, unable to finish her sentence.

"Wh... wh... at."

Suddenly her body felt heavy, as if soaked with water.
Even though her body was clearly touching the floor, she felt as if she were falling into a pit—a sensation of being pulled by something began to envelop her body.

—Wait a minute.
"When you regain consciousness"...?

"Y-you... d-don't... t-tell... me..."

Karelia finally realized what Vanessa had done to her.

...Did you put sleeping medicine... in the tea?

"And finally, I would like to say one last thing."

Vanessa finally raised her lowered head.
She... smiled.
She smiled at her lord—the only one she would serve in this lifetime.

"In this one life, being able to serve someone like you as my lord has been the greatest honor of my life. I will never forget it."

"Vane... ssa..."

—Thud.

Not long after Karelia lost consciousness, a woman walked into the room.

"Lady Cecile, you've arrived."

"..."

The woman, Cecile, silently looked at Vanessa's face.

"As I told you, please escort our lord to the western continent. Take advantage of the confusion when the siege begins and leave through the northern gate. I will provide you with a special detachment of about a hundred men. I would like to provide more, but there's a possibility of being discovered, so I would appreciate your understanding on this matter, Lady Cecile."

"Strategist. Is this really the end? I believe our lord needs you more than anyone right now. Without you, our Karelia forces..."

Cecile pleaded, but Vanessa's attitude was firm.

"My usefulness as a person ends here, Lady Cecile. This rebellion happened because of me in the first place. For her to become a ruler who surpasses Lunarienne again... I must end here."

If she remained, there was a possibility that public support would not gather around Karelia.
Vanessa understood this fact more coldly than anyone else.

"But..."

"Don't worry. This life was only extended a little by our lord anyway."

Vanessa said as she stood up.

"You mentioned having relatives in the western continent?"

"Yes. Although that territory is currently under the Brands forces, if it's there... we should be able to stay safe for the time being."

"I see. Understood."

Vanessa stood facing Cecile.
Cecile wasn't particularly fond of her. Even back then, she had sided with Lunarienne rather than herself.
But that didn't matter. As long as she bore the name Lohengrin, the fact that she was the most reliable person to entrust Karelia to remained unchanged.

Vanessa bowed at a 90-degree angle and said:

"I entrust our lord to you, Lady Cecile."

"..."

Cecile silently nodded and left the royal palace with several soldiers, taking the unconscious Karelia with them.

Thinking about it now, that battle—the siege of Tepel Castle—literally showed how much Lunarienne was loved by the world.
The sudden appearance of two mercenary groups, and the sudden awakening of a magician.
It was a battle where she was swept up in her momentum so one-sidedly that it felt as if everything in the world was moving just for her.

But—when she first came here, she too was just one of the failed lords.
She entrusted herself to our army and revealed her ambition when the opportunity arose.
If she could do it, why couldn't Karelia?

'Lord Karelia. I only hope... that you escape safely.'

As my final wish, please grant to Lord Karelia what you granted to Lunarienne...
With such foolish thoughts, she prepared for the final battle.

* * *

—And, several hours later.
An army led by light green flags began charging fiercely toward Madlan Castle.
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"Waaaaaaaaaah!!"

With the thunderous battle cry of the Lunarian army, the siege to capture Madellan Castle finally began.
Far from suffering any losses while advancing to this point, the Lunarian army had actually reinforced their troops. Under the command of Francis and Charlotte at the vanguard, they began to advance in perfect formation.
The siege was the responsibility of Francis and Charlotte. Countering the enemy's interception teams fell to Gustaf and Aaron.

"All siege weapons, aim forward!"

"Don't panic against their interception teams! We vastly outnumber them!"

"This is a battle we can only win! Never give ground!"

Outside the walls of Madellan Castle, a major city in the southern continent that had known peace for decades, a literal scene of hell began to unfold.
The Karelian army was fighting hard despite being in a hopeless battle with inevitable defeat... but unfortunately for them, the exchange ratio between the two forces wasn't much different despite them fighting a defensive battle.
This was encouraging news for the Lunarian army, but a nightmare for the Karelian forces.

Commander Lunarienne was focusing on command from behind the main force in this battle rather than fighting at the front.
In truth, this was the rational decision given her position as ruler.
No matter how godlike her performance on the battlefield might be, her life wasn't something she had multiple copies of, and danger would always accompany her presence there.
The death of a ruler and commander would be tantamount to the destruction of the nation.

Nevertheless... she felt uneasy. She couldn't help but fidget. Sending her comrades to the battlefield while she remained safely behind giving orders didn't suit her temperament.

At that moment.

"My Lord."

Ginor, the national strategist serving as chief of staff, approached her side.

"I've deployed the troops as ordered and just returned."

"Thank you for your hard work. Though to be honest, it was more your suggestion that I followed rather than my own order..."

"Since you accepted my suggestion, it is essentially the same as your order, my Lord."

"I see..."

Luna tended to follow almost all of Ginor's advice.
If there were ten suggestions, she would accept about nine without much deliberation.
It wasn't because Ginor was exceptionally intelligent, or because he was renowned for his strategic and military prowess.
Simply because Swen had sent him here.
Luna believed that accepting Ginor's advice was, for the most part, following Swen's will.

Ginor observed Luna's expression for a moment, then, as if sensing her thoughts, bowed his head carefully and spoke frankly.

"I understand your feelings, but a ruler should not recklessly enter the battlefield. There will certainly come a time when your strength is needed, but not now. Please trust your subjects here."

"It's not that I don't trust them. It's just..."

"...I understand, my Lord."

This woman—she wanted to fight alongside her soldiers.
Whether she thought hiding alone was cowardly, or simply enjoyed battle... at least from Ginor's perspective, her demeanor suggested the former.

"Please hold firm in your position as ruler. That is your duty as a sovereign to your subjects."

The duty of a ruler.
Yes. Lord Swen had said it too. That there are times when those in high positions must act accordingly.

"...I'll keep that in mind."

Luna nodded and looked once more toward where her comrades were fighting.
...The time had come to shoulder everyone's hopes.

* * *

Around the time the battle began.
Cecile, fulfilling the strategist's final request, disguised herself as a merchant and hid the unconscious Karelia in a carriage.
Since the Lohengrin family had made their fortune in trade, playing the role of a merchant leader wasn't particularly difficult for her.

In this battle... we will lose.
Although our soldiers are fighting valiantly to the end... even so, it was easy enough to determine whether this was a winnable battle or not.
No, there wasn't even a need to analyze it carefully. Cecile, who had managed supply lines from the rear many times, could instinctively sense it.
We had no mercenary group to suddenly appear and help us like Luna did, nor did we have anyone with the talent to awaken as a mage.

'But that's okay.'

As Vanessa had said, the northern gate, separated from the enemy forces, was relatively peaceful.
Although fighting was taking place... they were currently disguised as merchants.
Since both the Lunarian and Karelian armies valued honor and wouldn't normally harm civilians, it seemed they could escape safely.

Thump, thump.
Cecile carefully made her way along the road with an escort of soldiers, afraid that even the sound of her heartbeat might give her away.
While enemy soldiers might be a problem, friendly forces... would know the situation, so there shouldn't be much to worry about.
Rather than moving hastily, calmly... slowly, she was getting farther away from Madellan Castle, which had become a battlefield.

How far had they gone?
Finally, the battlefield began to look quite small in the distance.
But she couldn't let her guard down. Hadn't Vanessa emphasized multiple times that one should never relax until crossing the river?
Her hands were sticky with sweat at the realization that everything depended on her... but for the sake of the strategist who was fighting to the death, she absolutely had to succeed.

'Let's cross the river quickly. Once we cross the river, we can properly pick up speed. Getting through Roland's border checkpoint will be an issue... but there are plenty of ways around that.'

And finally, as she arrived at the bridge to cross the river—

'...!!!'

Waiting for Cecile were soldiers stationed in front of the bridge.
What they held were bright green flags. The same flags she had seen on the battlefield not long ago... the flags of the Lunarian army.

'What... is this? Why, why are they here?'

She had been certain that all forces had been deployed to the battlefield...
Could it be...

'Even before entering battle... they stationed troops here to prevent anyone from passing...?'

While she was thinking this, the voices of soldiers reached her ears.

"A merchant really did come?"
"It seems the strategist was right."

'Strategist...?'

The current strategist of the Lunarian army was... certainly Ginor Nighthart, the man who had served as the Empire's chancellor.
Had that old man read all their moves?

'He... predicted that Vanessa would send out our lord?'

—In that moment, Cecile's vision darkened.
She felt like she might vomit from the shock, but... somehow she managed to pull herself together.

'Stay calm.'

Despite being flustered by the unexpected situation, Cecile tried her hardest to maintain her composure.
We're merchants, right? So if we just say we're passing through, they should let us go.
The soldiers approached Cecile's position nonchalantly.

"I'm sorry, but we need to inspect your cargo."

"As you can see, we're just ordinary merchants..."

"It won't take long. Please understand."

'....'

It was obvious that stubbornly refusing here would only raise more suspicion.
It's okay. Her disguise was nearly perfect, and she was speaking in a voice different from her usual one.
The likelihood of them finding Lady Karelia hidden away was low.

"Very well. Please make it quick. We have urgent business to attend to."

"Yes, understood. Then."

The soldiers all moved toward the cargo area.

Thump, thump.
She could hear them rummaging through the cargo, but having hidden 'her' in 'that place'... they would never find her.

"Are we done now?"

"Please wait a moment."

At that moment.
A familiar female face walked over from the other side.

'That woman...!'

It was Violet, the strategist girl who had accompanied Luna.
Although startled by the appearance of someone she recognized, Cecile reassured herself that she wouldn't be discovered since they had only briefly met once, and she was now in disguise.

"Is the inspection not finished yet?"

"It's almost complete, but no suspicious items have been found."

'....'

Thump, thump, thump, thump.
Please, let it end just like this.

Whether aware of her concerns or not, Violet walked directly up to the disguised Cecile and asked:

"Are you the merchant leader?"

"I am."

"What are you transporting?"

"Fabric."

"May I ask what the approximate unit price is for this quantity?"

Though the question seemed odd, it was within the expected range, so Cecile revealed the amount without hesitation.

"I see. Are you certain?"

"Yes."

Violet pondered for a moment—
Then, looking directly into the disguised Cecile's eyes, she said:

"I'll offer five times that amount. Hand over your cargo to us."

"...Pardon?"

What... is she saying?
There's no way she could hand over the cargo. Her lord, Lady Karelia, was hidden in this carriage.
However, it would also be strange to simply refuse an offer of more money.
Fortunately, Cecile was a woman who understood how merchant businesses operated.

"This is merchandise under a delivery contract. The price is certainly tempting... but as you know, trust is also an important asset for merchants."

"You'll have to resolve that issue with money somehow."

"So, maintaining trust is important... Wait, what?"

Hold on.
I have to resolve it...?

Momentarily speechless at the ominous implication of that sentence—
Violet threw out bait that Cecile absolutely could not question.

"I'll give you a choice. Either sell us the carriage at the price you quoted, or watch as the carriage burns to ashes right here... What will you do?"
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I think.
Cecile quickly racked her brain on the spot.
Even as she did so, Violet mercilessly pressed her for an answer.

"Please decide quickly. In fact, is there really any reason to hesitate?"

"No, how could there be such a law..."

"If you couldn't keep the contract, just pay compensation. With the amount we're offering, you'll have plenty left over even after paying."

"Didn't I tell you! This is directly related to trust—"

"State the name of our lord."

"...!!"

Violet looked at Cecile with clear eyes and said:

"I am Violet of the Lunarienne army. Use my name and claim I took it from you. These are chaotic times. Losing supplies during wartime is a common occurrence. Since the responsibility lies with us, it won't completely damage your credibility."

"No... so the Lunarienne army is just a band of thieves plundering supplies from domain residents like us?!"

"Yes. That's correct."

"...!!!"

Cecile was at a loss for words.
So casually... committing plunder? Why?
She had already accepted that Lunarienne wasn't someone who valued trust over practicality as she had thought.
But was the Lunarienne she had spent time with... really someone who would act so unreasonably?
Had Metz and many other colleagues followed a woman who was only interested in emptying merchants' pockets?

That doesn't make sense.
In fact, Cecile knew.
Why they were making such an offer.

"How strange. If it's just a piece of cloth, you could just hand it over and take the money... why resist to the end?"

Looking at Violet who asked so firmly, Cecile became even more convinced of her thoughts.

They... know.
They know that Karelia is attempting to escape.
There's no way this information could have leaked. Only she and Vanessa knew this fact. Vanessa was an extremely cautious person, so she wouldn't have spread word about this mission.
The soldiers knew I was going out in disguise, but they didn't know that our lord was hidden in this wagon.
So, the only reason they know despite no leaks is—

—Vanessa's strategy had been completely read by someone.
So, we were... dancing in the palm of someone's hand?
But even so, the person who could do something like this...

'Wait a moment.'

Just now, didn't that soldier say "as the Strategist said"?
As far as Cecile knew, the person currently serving as the national strategist in Lunarienne's army was... a man she knew well.
The last Chancellor of the United Empire—

'Ginor Nighthart...!'

She had merely started a rebellion, yet suddenly someone of Aingart bloodline declared support for her, and a sage who had served as the Empire's Chancellor joined her.
During battles, mercenary groups appeared out of nowhere to help her, and even one of her generals awakened as a mage.

What is this?
It feels like... Karelia is being one-sidedly overwhelmed by something like an invincible fate called Lunarienne.
I was just a supporting character too. My role was to be the fool who was stupidly deceived by Lunarienne...!

'What should I do?'

Cecile slowly assessed the situation.
The number of soldiers... we're outnumbered. From the beginning, we couldn't mobilize many soldiers since we were disguised as merchants. It would look suspicious.
If we fight now, we'll definitely lose. But surrender the wagon with our lord in it? That wasn't an option either.
In a situation where she couldn't choose either option, just as Cecile was unable to say anything...

"Everyone, that's enough."

"...!!"

From the direction of the wagon, someone walked toward them.
The owner of the voice was the person she and Vanessa had tried so hard to protect... Makana Karelia.

"It seems we've reached the end."

"M-My lord...!"

When did our lord regain consciousness?
Vanessa said she would remain asleep at least until we left the castle...
No, more importantly... "reached the end"?

"I don't know exactly what happened... but it seems you and Vanessa have gone to great lengths."

"Um... excuse me."

"Makana Karelia."

Violet drew her sword and pointed it at Karelia.

"Please refrain from futile resistance. ...It won't do you any good."

Karelia looked at Violet who spoke those words...
Then, with a gentle smile, she said:

"You too are still young... I don't want your sword to be stained with my blood."

"..."

"Your target is probably me. I won't resist. I'll comply with your wishes. I won't beg for my life. Just please, guarantee the lives of these people. ...That is my last request."

Karelia pointed to the soldiers behind her.
With these numbers, they couldn't defeat the Lunarienne army anyway. Our army didn't have anyone like a mage either.
Violet said nothing for a moment... then slowly nodded.

"I'll do that."

"Thank you."

"My lord!"

Karelia stared at Cecile, who cried out pitifully, and then with that same smile, she said:

"You... I don't recognize your face. I'm sorry. You must be someone working for me..."
"...??"

Even with the disguise, anyone who knew Cecile even slightly would easily recognize her.
Considering that, there was no way her lord wouldn't recognize her.
She was so shocked that she couldn't even disguise her voice, right?
But the fact that she was saying that meant...

'Is my lord... lying right now?'

Cecile was quite perceptive.
The reason for the lie.
Perhaps because if they found out she was "Cecile Lohengrin," the Lunarienne army wouldn't let her go...?

"Anyway, please take these soldiers to a safe place. ...I'm counting on you."

"I-I can't possibly..."

Karelia approached Violet again without answering Cecile.

"Come. Take me. I won't resist."

"...Bind this person."

"Yes!"

And so, Karelia herself, who had been the last hope of Karelia's forces, was finally escorted away by Violet.
Cecile... said nothing, blankly watching as she disappeared.

'My lord...!'

That final lie... was to save me.
Just thinking about it made her feel like her heart would break, but if she truly cared for Karelia, she couldn't indulge in sentimentality.
At the very least, she had to carry out her final order... to take these people to safety.

"...Let's go, everyone."

"Y-Yes...!"

The soldiers, who never expected their ruler to appear, followed Cecile in a daze.
Anyway—looking at the result, at least one person was able to escape from this chaos.

* * *

"The gate has been breached! Charge!"
"Go in! Go in and engage!"
"Focus your attacks on the archers on the castle walls!"

Despite the desperate resistance of Karelia's forces, the gate was breached too easily.
The overwhelming difference in military power, and the morale gap between the two armies as vast as heaven and earth—the will to fight.
The watchtower guarding Madlan Castle, once the most peaceful in the south, was blazing brightly, illuminating the dark night.

'It's over...'

As Luna was sorting through her complicated feelings, Ginor approached her and spoke:

"My lord."

"Speak."

"Now, the era will change. A new history will be written in the southern continent. Many will bleed because of your decisions. The idea that we should never harm the domain residents in this process... might be very idealistic. But please, look over there."

Ginor pointed to the burning Madlan Castle.

"Ideals themselves may be noble, but these are chaotic times. Vague ideals not backed by the power to protect them are likely to bring ruin to everyone. Don't forget the sight of Madlan Castle before your eyes. To prevent bloodshed, we must inevitably stain our swords with blood in this era. If we don't, the blood on the swords will be our own, not theirs."

In Ginor's view, although those who had followed Karelia might not want to admit it, Lunarienne was a ruler with many similarities to Karelia—enough to be called her successor.
In other words, he thought that the reason for Karelia's downfall could apply to Luna as well.
Of course, he was confident that she wouldn't fall since Swen had chosen her... but still, he felt he had to say it.
Ginor gave a bitter smile at the thought that even his thinking this way and offering advice might all be within Swen's calculations.

"When you have to make any decisions in the future, please don't forget this point. Not being swayed by your beliefs, but wielding them yourself—at some point, that will feel very natural. And that moment... is when you truly become a ruler."

"Lord Ginor..."

"This old man has said too much. Nevertheless, I wanted you to understand. You are the only one who can establish peace on this continent."

Luna clenched her fist and looked again at the burning Madlan Castle.

Karelia... perhaps had plenty of opportunities to suppress our rebellion.
If she had employed cruel methods a little earlier, perhaps we would have been the ones to perish, not her.
But she couldn't do that. And now... she was finally about to be driven out of the flow of history.

Don't forget.
To repay the debt to Lord Swen... she vowed not to think complacently.

—Back then.
The novice lord who couldn't even properly manage soldiers in a small domain was gradually becoming a conquering ruler.

* * *

And not long after—
A flag was raised on the royal castle of Madlan.

Fluttering in the sky was not the deep green flag symbolizing Karelia's forces, but a pure white flag of surrender.

—Waaaaaaaaah!!!!

It was the moment when Karelia's capital, Madlan, fell.
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# Similar Time Period

Around the same time, Karelia was being escorted by Violet, her entire body bound with ropes.

"In one form or another, there will certainly be those who wish to leave the territory during battle. Search everyone, and if they're merchants, confiscate their goods and calculate payment at above market price."

'The Strategist's words were true after all...'

Ginor had said it. Vanessa would certainly try to help Karelia, the ruler, escape.
Following his orders, troops were stationed at every path that could lead into Tepelo Castle from other territories.
Considering that our forces were overwhelmingly superior in number, dispersing them like this wouldn't affect the outcome of the battle... this was truly a brilliant move.
If not for Ginor's judgment, our army might have lost the enemy's ruler at a critical moment—the thought made cold sweat run down my spine.

'I can relax now...'

Makana Karelia.
A mature woman with deep green eyes who looked incredibly kind.
The person Lord Luna had originally served.
A woman praised by many for her high virtue.

Violet thought, if anything, that Karelia was an overrated woman.
Seeing how she was helplessly dragged along by the actions of Vanessa, who had caused the rebellion, made Violet think she wasn't so much kind as simply foolish.
But now, facing her directly—she could understand why so many people flocked to her like clouds.
Why so much persuasion had been needed to make her rebel.
The aura of a great person. The composure that overwhelmed others.
She was a ruler. This woman existed above the high clouds.

'If Vanessa hadn't wielded military power as she pleased in the first place, most of the former Karelia army soldiers now working for us wouldn't have joined the rebellion...'

While thinking this and looking at Karelia, their eyes met.
Karelia smiled reassuringly and said:

"Well now, you can relax. As I just said, I have no intention of running away."

Her words made the escorting soldiers flinch slightly.
Though she was now a prisoner, she had been a ruler.
It was only natural that a certain dignity would be ingrained in her bearing.
Violet felt it too, so the soldiers must have felt it even more strongly.

Violet stared at Karelia's eyes for a moment, then spoke in a somewhat aggressive tone:

"Don't try any tricks. I clearly told you to follow quietly."

"Ahaha! Tricks? Look at me. What could I possibly do as a woman completely tied up? It's just that, the soldiers and you as well... being so tense makes it hard to breathe."

"..."

"I would follow even if you untied the ropes... but I won't ask you to untie them. Well... instead, though it might seem inappropriate, wouldn't it be nice to chat about this and that if you'd like?"

"Know your place. Your honeyed words won't sway us."

"Ahaha! Honeyed words? I must seem like Serphina to you. That's disappointing. If we had more time, I could show you that I'm quite a decent person."

Karelia said this with an amused laugh, then continued in a completely casual tone as if discussing tomorrow's weather:

"This will likely be my final outing... wouldn't it be nice to make my last moments lively?"

"...!"

Violet was shocked, turning pale, but quickly composed herself and replied calmly:

"Our lord is not one who treats lives carelessly."

"Lord... you mean Lord Luna. Hehe. That's right. Luna isn't someone who swings her sword recklessly. I know that too. She has a very gentle personality. But..."

Karelia examined Violet's face for a moment, then turned her head to the side, leaving her sentence unfinished.

"...she's still young. Poor thing. Young ones like you having to come to the battlefield is a tragedy of our times. I drew my sword to stop Serphina because I didn't want such a world to come."

"..."

Not understanding what she was talking about, but feeling she might get caught up in this woman's pace, Violet decided to end the conversation and turned her head sharply.

"Anyway, I have no intention of engaging in pointless conversation with you. It would be best for you to follow quietly, Karelia."

"As you wish."

After that, Karelia kept quiet... but Violet couldn't let her guard down.
This woman... was definitely dangerous. Someone with a certain magnetism.

'My lord...'

Various thoughts began to surface, but Violet cut them off immediately.
Yes. Everything would be decided by her lord.
Whatever decision her lord made, she would follow. That was the duty of a retainer that Violet had learned.

And so, Violet headed toward the burning Madlan Castle with her definite "spoils of war."

# After the Battle

When Luna entered the gates of the capital city Madlan after the battle ended, a crowd of territory residents who had gathered like clouds began to cheer for her.

"Lady Lunarienne! Welcome!"
"Thank you for liberating us from Vanessa's tyranny...!"
"Long live the Lunarienne army! Long live Lady Lunarienne!"

"Everyone...!"

Surprised by the unexpected reaction, Luna spotted a familiar farmer who used to plow fields with her.

"You did it, Lady Lunarienne...!"

"Hello, Mr. Keiji! It's been a long time!"

Keiji.
A middle-aged farmer who used to work the fields with her when she worked at Madlen Castle.
She couldn't forget him. He was one of the few people who had opened his heart to Luna when many others were still wary of her.

Luna dismounted and offered her hand to him as a handshake.
Farmer Keiji bowed deeply at a 90-degree angle and took her hand with both of his.

"Ever since we heard that Lady Lunarienne had raised an army at Tepelo Castle, we've been waiting for this moment."

"Is that so...?"

"Of course! I thought you must have had a purpose. Lady Lunarienne, even when we were plowing fields together, I sensed you weren't meant for such work."

It seemed that Vanessa's reputation among the territory residents was nearly at its worst.
That was inevitable. She had demanded twice as much military service from the residents, and the military law had become so harsh that many lost their lives.
Even though military power had strengthened, she had ultimately lost the people's hearts.
Decisively, the fact that Karelia didn't put any restraints on Vanessa's unilateral actions wasn't a situation these people appreciated either.

"I'll come help you again sometime."

"No, what are you saying! Someone who has important things to do now... leave such matters to us humble folk! Lady Lunarienne should do what Lady Lunarienne needs to do!"

While she was conversing with the territory residents, Ginor approached her.

"My lord."

"Ah, Sir Ginor."

"I have a message from Violet. She caught... someone at the northern riverbank."

"...!!"

As soon as she heard his words, Luna's pupils contracted momentarily.

"Then... as you said, Sir Ginor?"

"Yes. It seems that was the case."

"..."

So.
You were trying to escape, Karelia.
Or perhaps, as Ginor claimed, she was "made to escape" regardless of her own will...
But the fact that she was now captured by Luna meant—

'...'

Luna put a smile back on her face and bid farewell to Keiji and the other territory residents.

"Stay well! Lady Lunarienne! Bring peace to the continent!"

—Long live Lunarienne!!!!

Watching Lunarienne move forward with the residents' cheers behind her, Ginor was lost in thought.

'I'd heard about it, but I didn't expect her to have won over the people to this extent.'

A woman who could gain overwhelming advantage over Karelia herself in terms of the residents' trust... where had she been hiding all this time?
And Swen... how did he manage to find this hidden person?

In any case, those cheers confirmed one thing for him.
From now on, the one who would drive the continent's attention would be neither Lynn Brands, nor Baranga Yuuri Aishers, nor Serphina von Aingart... but Lunarienne.

# At the Castle

"This way, please."

Following Francis and the soldiers' guidance into the royal castle of Madlan, Luna was greeted by—

"So you've come, Lunarienne Iniang."

A short-haired woman glaring fiercely at her—Vanessa Trinity.

"..."

Before Luna could give any orders, soldiers surrounded Vanessa and immediately attempted to bind her.
Naturally, she was restrained without much difficulty.

"That kind expression won't help you. You filthy traitor."

"You! Watch your language! You were the one who first—"

"It's alright, Francis. Calm down."

"B-but my lord...!"

"Calm down. That's an order."

"...!"

Lunarienne calmed the furious Francis, then approached the bound Vanessa.

"I think we were both unlucky. Both me and you, Vanessa."

"Ha! If this is how you mock the defeated, it's certainly original."

"It's not mockery. I'm sincere. I just... think perhaps it would have been better if we had never met."

"What...?"

After saying this, Luna looked at Vanessa, who was grinding her teeth in anger.
As soon as Vanessa met Luna's eyes, she was shocked and turned pale.
That gaze. She had seen it before. Eyes that truly cared for others. Eyes that reminded her of Lady Karelia—

'W-what is this...!'

No.
There was no way this vile woman could possess the same kindness as Lady Karelia.
Vanessa shook her head vigorously to clear her thoughts, and at the same time...
Recognizing Karelia's name, she noticed the sense of discomfort she had been feeling.

This was the royal castle.
But Karelia was not here.
Normally, Luna should have questioned her disappearance...

Why...

How could she remain so calm...?

'Could it be...!'

"...I'll see you soon."

Luna nodded slowly, then:

"Francis, please imprison this person."

"Yes!"

"W-wait! Lunarienne, n-no, it can't be? Surely...!!"

"Come along!"

Vanessa was dragged away before she could finish her question.
After she disappeared, Lunarienne closed her eyes and recalled what Ginor had told her earlier.

If one does not stain their sword with the blood of others, then someday, what will stain that sword is one's own blood...

'...'

Lunarienne steeled her resolve once more.
The resolve to be reborn as a true ruler.
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After capturing Vanessa Trinity, Lunarienne's army quickly took control of the entire Madelan Castle.
The number of prisoners secured this time was twenty-three, including Vanessa.
It would be no exaggeration to say that the Karelia army had been completely wiped out.
Additionally, Violet had succeeded in capturing Makana Karelia as she attempted to escape.
There were still two territories belonging to the Karelia army remaining... but they were unimportant territories near the frontier, and since their ruler Karelia had been captured, their occupation was only a matter of time, so there was no need to worry about them.
What was concerning was that Cecile Lohengrin was nowhere to be seen—
But she could be in one of the remaining territories, and from Luna's perspective, she wasn't as much of a threat as Vanessa or Karelia.

This outcome had been determined from the moment they lost the battle for Tepel Castle, where they had staked everything.

Yes.
It would be fair to say that the Karelia army had finally been destroyed.

Luna slowly gazed at the audience hall of Madelan Royal Castle.
Long ago—this was the very place where she, using the alias Kein, had knelt alongside her friend Tifa after receiving advice from Swen to "seek refuge with Makana Karelia."
Despite countless objections from her retainers, Karelia had believed in her with hearty laughter. Now, that same woman was bound and awaiting her fate.

'....'

A slight pain pierced deep in her chest, but Luna quickly brushed away the guilt that was trying to surface.
To keep her promise to Lord Swen... she couldn't show any weakness.

Luna slowly approached and took her seat on the throne where Karelia had once sat.
On both sides stood those who had accompanied her until she reached this position.
Francis and Charlotte, Kail, Violet, Metz, and military officers from the Karelia army.
On the right were Gustaf, Aaron, Yona, Calle, and newly subordinated generals from the Karelia army...
Compared to when she had only held Jeilant Castle, it was literally a complete transformation.

When she turned her head, the national strategist Ginor was standing right beside her.
Though she had no complaints about Ginor... she couldn't shake the thought that she wished that person was here instead.
What would Lord Swen say? Would he praise her? Would he say, "You've finally accomplished this much"?
Or would he feign nonchalance and say something like, "Didn't I tell you that you'd win if you went all the way?"

'...No.'

Right.
There was no time to indulge in such fantasies.
For the sake of preserving that place where he would surely return to stand by her side someday... Luna still had much to do.

"My Lord. Please decide on the treatment of the prisoners."

"Have them brought in."

With Ginor's words, they formally began determining the fate of the prisoners captured in the castle.

The first prisoner.
A familiar face.
Surely one of those who had opposed her appointment.

Luna's approach was extremely simple.

First, she would ask, "Will you work for me?" An invitation to serve.
If they answered "I will," then they would be appointed.

"I will work for Lady Luna from now on."
"I've been waiting for those words."

Having acquired the major city of Madelan Castle as her territory and having waged a major siege, she needed as many allies as possible to strengthen her internal affairs.
Even if they weren't exceptionally talented or efficient, she didn't filter out those who said they would work for her.

However, this was Madelan Castle.
Moreover, it was filled with those who had refused to follow Luna until the end.
Naturally, there were far more people who claimed "I cannot work under you" than those who accepted appointment.
Luna released all those people without any conditions. She let them go freely.
While it seemed like a rather benevolent decision—it was actually very political. Those she released now posed no threat to her in any form.
Regardless of the reasoning behind the decision, from the prisoners' perspective, the fact that they had saved their lives remained unchanged.

"Thank you for your kindness..."
"...Thank you."

Since two territories still remained, she needed to show some mercy to win them over in the long run.

Ginor also didn't express any opposition.
In this way, the treatment of prisoners was being decided very quickly.

After twenty-one prisoners had passed through...

"The next prisoner."

"..."

The root of all this trouble—Vanessa Trinity was brought in bound and knelt before her.

"Hello, Lady Vanessa."

"Kill me."

"..."

Before Luna could say anything, Vanessa spoke in an extremely harsh tone.

"Lunarienne, I would rather die than work under you. If you release me, I will make you regret that choice for the rest of your life."

"Lady Vanessa..."

"You can't even pretend to like me, can you? Let me give you one piece of advice. If you've betrayed your loyalty and started a rebellion, if you've decided to kill me... you should follow through."

She could have been as valuable as Ginor if she had joined our army, but given her adamant stance, it would be nearly impossible to utilize her.
After lashing out at Luna like that...

"...Karelia... could be useful to you."

"What?"

"Makana Karelia... unlike me, is a woman who could work for you without ulterior motives. That's what I'm saying."

Vanessa's voice trembled as she spoke.
It seemed she too had learned that Karelia had been captured.

"You know, don't you? That it was entirely my will to try to kill you. All the actions encouraging betrayal were mine."

Eventually, tears began to flow from Vanessa's eyes.
Those tears were not tears of sadness—but tears of anger. The kind that leak out because one simply cannot control their emotions.

"...I'll admit it. What Karelia couldn't do, Lunarienne... you accomplished. Heaven's will did not come to us. It went to you."
"Everything happened because of my inadequate actions. I will... accept it all, blame no one, and die. So."
"By killing me... resolve all your resentment. I say this because I know you're not a foolish woman who would direct your anger at innocent people."

"..."

"It doesn't matter if you don't listen. It will be your loss not to accept a talent like Karelia. You can make the decision. Nevertheless... I can at least make this request."

This woman—until the very end, wanted to save Karelia somehow.
That's why she had tried to help her escape but failed, and now she was simply begging for her life to be spared.
In the face of death, Luna knew well that even the most stoic person would find their life precious in such moments.

That's why it was surprising. Even in those final moments, she was begging not for her own life but for someone else's.
Being a compassionate person, Luna couldn't help but think that it must have been quite difficult for Vanessa to speak like this to someone she hated so much.

"Governing the southern continent will not be easy for you. Karelia, as an influential figure, could certainly serve as your arms and legs. You remember, don't you? Your lord once showed you mercy. If you feel even the slightest gratitude, you know better than anyone what decision would be right. Well, the decision is entirely yours. The measure of what is right depends on the ruler's capacity. ...That's all I have to say."

"...I'll take that into consideration."

Luna said, and then.

"Rest well, Lady Vanessa."

After bidding her final farewell, she silently looked at the soldier standing nearby.
The soldier, understanding what this meant—

"Come this way!"

Led Vanessa to "that place."
Neither release nor appointment, but the remaining option—execution.
She couldn't keep Vanessa alive when she harbored such hatred. Beyond personal grudges, it was clear she would obstruct Luna's path.

Soon, she would no longer be of this world.
Her severed head would roll on the ground, and her unfulfilled ambitions would disappear like blood seeping into the floor.

What was the biggest turning point that led her to this fate of death?
Was it when she made plans alone to encourage Lunarienne's betrayal?
Or was it from the moment Lunarienne eventually joined the Karelia army?

Neither Luna nor Vanessa could know.
In any case... only the conclusion mattered. Vanessa was defeated and killed as a prisoner. That was the simple truth.

Luna—did not regret her decision.
Vanessa was the person who had most actively tried to kill her. If left alive, she would certainly stab Luna in the back someday, and she herself admitted as much.
Despite surely hating Luna immensely... she had begged her to utilize Karelia somehow.
From her perspective, making such a request must have meant throwing away all her pride.
She probably knew which treatment of Karelia would be most effective for their army...

'...Sigh.'

It felt like all her energy was being drained...
But she had nowhere to run.

"...Please call in the next prisoner."

"Yes."

Not long after... the woman who had been her lord knelt before her.
Though she looked somewhat haggard, the gentle light in her deep green eyes hadn't faded at all.

"Lady Luna. It's been a while. I believe this is our first meeting since the martial arts tournament. Have you been well?"

The last prisoner brought in... the woman who was once her ruler, Makana Karelia.

"...Lady Karelia."

"You seem to have quite a sad expression. Isn't this a good day when your era is about to unfold? What retainer could trust and rely on a ruler with such a gloomy expression?"

"..."

"I am prepared, Lady Luna. I expect you to show the dignity of a ruler."

The dignity of a ruler...
Luna pondered Karelia's words and turned her head toward where Ginor stood.
Noticing Luna's gaze, Ginor immediately approached her and whispered.
In a very firm tone, without any hesitation—

"Execute her. We must not leave future troubles."

—he said.

Ch.273 - Chapter 273. The Same Mistake
# Before Interrogating the Prisoner

Before interrogating the prisoner, Luna was consulting with Ginor about the matter at hand.

"Then regarding Lady Vanessa..."

"She cannot be allowed to live. At the same time, we cannot keep her alive either. She is fundamentally different from the other prisoners who lack the power to resist. She will certainly become an obstacle to our Lord in some form."

"...I thought as much."

Though it was the answer she expected, Luna couldn't help but sigh.
While Vanessa's choices might not have all been the right decisions, at least her hostility toward Luna was, simply looking at the results, something she had to do from her perspective.
After all, as she had said, Luna had betrayed Karelia.

Noticing Luna's darkening expression, Ginor shook his head and spoke in a serious tone.

"Do not feel sympathy. Besides, wasn't there justification for our Lord's rebellion? From what I've heard, it was Vanessa who first planted a spy to eliminate our Lord. This is not something you should feel guilty about, nor does it mean that her words were correct."

Although Ginor had joined after the rebellion, he had already been briefed on the situation within Lunarian's forces when he received the position of national Strategist.
In his opinion, Luna was not at fault. It was Vanessa who had provoked Luna to the point where she had no choice but to rebel.
This was something that anyone, even a third party—no, even Makana Karelia herself—would have to agree with.

However, Luna shook her head with a slightly saddened expression.

"No. That's not it."

"My Lord, what do you—"

"I'm not sympathizing with Lady Vanessa."

After saying this, Luna looked at Ginor with a resolute expression.
A certainty that only someone who had prepared for everything was etched in her ruby-colored eyes.

"I... never intended to remain under Lady Karelia forever. Not once since the very first day Lady Karelia took us in. ...Because I had promised someone that I wouldn't miss the opportunity. To be honest, I feel that Lady Vanessa was merely the catalyst."

"My Lord..."

"To raise an army, I needed territory, but there's no territory on the continent that isn't under the influence of feudal lords. Gathering private soldiers to raise an army? Not impossible, but it would take far too much time. The fastest and most efficient option was only one. The result of deciding to rebel... might not have changed."

Ginor refrained from adding anything further.
Yes. As long as she harbored ambition, she couldn't be satisfied as a lord under Karelia's command. From that perspective alone, Vanessa had shown a certain insight.
The problem was that her method was a complete mess, but because it was a mess, Luna had been able to seize the opportunity.

"It's alright. You told me that if we don't stain our hands with blood, the blood that will eventually be spilled will be our own. I haven't forgotten your words, Ginor."

"If you understand that, then I believe you know what must be done going forward."

"Going forward, you say?"

"Yes."

Ginor bowed his head, his eyes gleaming.

"Vanessa is not the only one we've captured."

"...!"

"Since you've spoken this far, I believe you understand what I'm saying..."

"W-wait a moment."

Luna's expression began to tremble, in stark contrast to just moments ago.
It couldn't be the same as when dealing with Vanessa. While Luna was certainly upright and gentle in character, she was still only human. The weight of a life would inevitably feel different depending on who it was.

And Ginor, as if unwilling to be considerate of her circumstances, spoke directly with a resolute tone.

"Execute Makana Karelia."

"But...! If we execute Lady Karelia, there will surely be those who become discontented! Wouldn't that be a poor decision in the long term...!"

"The hearts of the territory's people, especially those in the capital city, are directed toward you, not Karelia. As for the military officers, those with the ability and reputation to pose a significant threat in the long term perished in the battle at Tepelo Castle. If killing Karelia would bring more harm than good, I would have advised you to spare her, but that is not the case now."

"B-but... the reason the people's sentiment is negative is ultimately because of Lady Vanessa..."

"That is precisely why we must deal with this now. It does you no good for the people to know that 'Karelia wasn't actually that bad.' Rather, this is the best timing when the people won't blame you for executing their former ruler."

"However...!"

At that moment.
Ginor, who had been keeping his head bowed in strict observance of lord-vassal etiquette, raised his head and met her eyes—

"Forgive my rudeness, my Lord. Nevertheless, there is something I must tell you."

"Ginor...?"

"Makana Karelia was one of the few feudal lords who established their will on this continent. She made a name for herself in the southern continent. Crowds of people would have sought to serve her because of her presence. Remember that someone with such power can always reappear on the stage of this continent, whether she wishes it or not. Even if she herself doesn't desire it!"

"..."

"Lynn Brands executed all the feudal lords she captured, regardless of their abilities. Regardless of ability, being a ruler is impossible without ambition. She made that decision out of wariness of that ambition. Moreover, Karelia is not merely an incompetent person. Don't you also have an unbreakable goal and dream, my Lord? Isn't that why you spoke as you did earlier when discussing Vanessa?"

At those words, Luna bowed her head, unable to find a response.
I... must do it.
By my own hands, to the person who accepted me.

"These are turbulent times, my Lord. There has never been a time when the value of loyalty shines as brightly as now. Whatever decision you make, I will follow you, but please remember... that all the reverent gazes directed at you now will not always remain so."

* * *

Looking at Ginor's face, who had answered without any hesitation, Luna recalled that conversation once more.
Execute Makana Karelia.
And as if to remind her of that moment even now... Ginor spoke with a very resolute tone.

Luna looked at Karelia with trembling eyes.
Karelia, bound and looking back at her... wasn't trembling. There was no sense of fear of death emanating from her.
But it wasn't the relief that comes from thinking she wouldn't die.
Rather, it was a very peaceful demeanor—as if she had no intention of resisting anything.

"Lady Karelia..."

"It's alright. I've never harbored any grudge against you. Rather, I was the one who tried to kill you. You know that, don't you?"

But before Luna could say that it was all done arbitrarily by Vanessa—

"It was done by my subordinate. It's all my fault. I became a ruler with the intention of bearing all the consequences from the beginning. Isn't that how it is for everyone?"

—Karelia preemptively silenced Luna.

"I tried to eliminate you, who was serving me loyally, because I feared you, and I simply failed. If I had won the battle at Tepelo Castle and suppressed your rebellion, wouldn't you be the one bound here instead of me? This is what it means to have the authority to throw soldiers' lives onto the battlefield. So naturally, I don't resent you."

But.
Aren't you even a little resentful?
Despite the fact that the person you accepted ended up betraying you.
Despite the fact that the person who was your strategist made a series of wrong choices that ultimately hastened your demise.
She was still trying to shoulder everything herself.

An indescribable, strange emotion crept into Luna's heart.

If she had accused Luna even once, asking how she dared betray her after all the kindness she had shown.
If she had blamed Vanessa, who had begged for her life, even once, would this feeling have improved even a little?

At that moment.

"Lady Luna."

"...Yes."

"My, my, you look like you're about to burst into tears."

Only after hearing those words did Luna notice that her eyes had become moist.

"When I hadn't been a ruler for long, I was often told that a ruler shouldn't show tears. How many years ago was that... As Vanessa said, you really are a person who resembles me in many ways."

"My Lord..."

Karelia laughed emptily a few times.
Then, with unwavering emerald eyes, she gazed into Luna's trembling ones.

"It's ridiculous to say this as a prisoner, but... I'll give you one last piece of advice. Don't make the same mistake I did."

"!!!"

Luna immediately understood the implication of Karelia's words.
The same mistake as hers—keeping someone of feudal origin with ambition under her command.

"A mistake..."

"My dream is not over. For the sake of all those who gave their lives for me... I have no intention of giving up this dream. Even if you spare me, I'm saying I cannot abandon my dream for your sake. And isn't that... Lady Luna, the same reason you ended up in this situation?"

A mistake.
Luna, who had been holding up well until now, finally broke down at those words and tears flowed.

"Because of that, I, we were able to..."

Karelia's mistake.
But if it hadn't been for that mistake, if Karelia had supported the majority faction including Vanessa.
Taking it a step further, if she had handed Luna over to Lynn Brands, who had high prestige at the time, under the pretext of diplomacy...

Various choices that ultimately didn't happen flashed through her mind.

"Lady Lunarian. You are someone who can surpass me. That's probably the main reason why Vanessa feared you so much. From the perspective of the territory's people, as long as the war can end, it doesn't really matter who is in charge, as long as it's not Serphina, right?"
"And, I am very happy right now. If it's you, Lady Luna, and not someone else, I feel like you can stop the villainess Serphina who has plunged the continent into a quagmire."

Looking at Karelia speaking like this, Ginor could feel that his thoughts were not wrong.
The fact that she could calmly give advice even in the face of death.
Karelia is a dangerous woman. Someone who could never be under anyone else.

"So, don't cry... and take my head. And if you feel sorry for that, promise me. Promise that you will end the war, defeat Serphina, and bring peace."

Luna trembled for a long time without answering...
Then, wiping away all her tears with her sleeve, she faced Karelia's eyes without avoiding them.

"...I promise."

"Thank you."

"Take her away."

"Yes!"

At Ginor's command, which he spoke instead of Luna, the soldiers took the bound Karelia to where Vanessa had been taken.

Just before being dragged away, Karelia, who had expressed gratitude to Luna—smiled brightly as if she were a child.
And that was the last image Luna had of Karelia.

Ch.274 - Chapter 274. Neither Despair Nor Lingering Attachment
This is the story of what happened shortly after the fall of Lunarienne's army, which had made Jeilant Castle its base.
Following the advice of the white-haired strategist who had saved her life through numerous miracles, Luna had sought refuge with the Karelia army in the south for several weeks.

Luna was busy working in the fields with the farmers.
It might have seemed rather comical for a military commander to be doing fieldwork typically done by territory residents, but Luna didn't mind and was giving it her all.
There were many people here who were wary of her.
Though she had somehow managed to gain acceptance from the ruler Karelia who showed her goodwill, ultimately, to continue living here safely, she needed to earn the trust of others besides the ruler—
And the method Luna chose for this was nothing more or less than simply working diligently and persistently.
It's okay. If I persevere, opportunity will eventually come. That's what he said.
As she was focusing on farming with this mindset, someone approached Luna and spoke to her.

"Haha, working hard again today, Lord Luna."

"Ah, my Lord."

The person who spoke to Luna was the ruler Karelia.
Judging by her attire, she seemed to be out on an inspection.

"I see you appear to have quite a talent for farming."

"Talent? Not at all. I'm just doing what I can to the best of my ability."

"No, I'm not just saying that. Considering that farming requires a certain amount of physical strength... Lord Luna, you might have a much stronger body than you appear to have."

Karelia said this and then laughed loudly.
Luna didn't get flustered, as she now knew that Karelia often joked with subordinates she encountered during inspections.

"So, how are you finding it?"

"Finding what, my Lord?"

"Your adjustment to our army."

Luna bowed slightly to Karelia and replied.

"Thanks to your consideration, I'm getting along just fine."

In truth, she wasn't getting along all that well.
Apart from the ruler Karelia and Cecile, who was closest to her, not a single person had readily accepted as a comrade someone who came from outside the southern continent, especially someone who had been a lord of a small country.
Luna was definitely an outsider in the Karelia army. It was fortunate that she had no desire to be at the center; if she had been ambitious, it would have been frustrating enough to despair.

"Is that so? I thought you might be having difficulties, since all your friends were assigned to Tepel Castle."

"Not at all. The territory residents are all full of energy, and I feel that my colleagues are very considerate. Once again, thank you for accepting an outsider like me."

"Not at all. Regardless of what you did in the past, if we share the same goal of defeating Serphina and bringing peace to the continent, aren't we comrades?"

Karelia said this while lifting her head to look at the sky above.
Her deep green eyes quickly filled with the blue of the sky.

"This Madlan Castle is very peaceful. But... conflicts never cease on the continent. You understand that the oppressive politics practiced by the Aingart Imperial Family could never bring about a golden age, don't you?"

"Yes, I do."

Luna answered resolutely without hesitation.
The reason she had decided to become a lord despite her limited abilities was ultimately because she couldn't allow Serphina to take sovereignty of the continent.
Though things hadn't worked out well and she ended up in this situation, she had never abandoned her dream of continental unification for even a moment.

"Indeed. Stopping Serphina is what's important. The color of the flag that covers this continent is a secondary matter. It could be anyone. It could be Navidos Ohana, Seta Roland, Aski Hesna, or Baranga Yuuri Aishers. Lynn Brands... well, she's not the type of person I particularly like, but I think she could govern much better than that villainess."

The continent cannot be entrusted to Serphina, the notorious villainess who killed all her own blood relatives and massacred innocent territory residents.
That was likely the common thought of all the lords who had raised their flags on the continent.

"That's what I think. Even if I die and our Karelia army is destroyed... as long as the military boot that tramples our army isn't that of the Aingart Imperial Family, there is hope. As long as it's not them, I truly believe it doesn't matter who destroys my country."

"My Lord..."

Karelia, who had been speaking seriously, soon let out a hearty laugh and put on a kind expression.

"Well now, if the strategist had heard this, she would certainly have had something to say. Lord Luna, I trust you'll keep this a secret."

"Of course."

By strategist, she must be referring to Vanessa Trinity, the national strategist of this place.
She was the person who was most wary of Luna among everyone here. It was she who had strongly argued that Luna should never be accepted as a subordinate, or at least that the three of them should be separated if Luna was to be accepted.
Since they could be nothing more than people serving under the same ruler, they naturally wouldn't have any personal conversations.

"Anyway, if we share the same desire to overthrow Serphina, you and I are comrades beyond the lord-subject relationship. So, don't worry too much about how others see you. Everyone is just concerned, but they're not bad people. I just wanted to tell you that they simply can't easily accept an outsider like you in these times."

Luna finally understood why Karelia had come to see her.
She must be showing concern. The fact that my name keeps coming up in the central region must have had some influence too.
Considering that rulers don't usually personally attend to such matters... Karelia was indeed a person of extremely benevolent character, just as rumored.

"Thank you for your concern, my Lord."

"Not at all. It's hardly worth calling special attention, so please don't feel burdened."

Karelia said this, and once again put a bright smile on her face as she looked at Luna.

"Lord Luna. No matter what anyone says, you are my precious comrade. Please don't forget that."

* * *

And I—

"...killed her."

I killed Makana Karelia.
Karelia, along with Vanessa, became dew on the execution ground.
To confirm their deaths, Luna had to verify their severed heads.
One belonging to Vanessa, and... one belonging to Karelia.

Karelia, even in her final moments, was smiling. It could be said it was a fitting end for her.

"I... killed her..."

—When I close my eyes, I see Vanessa begging me for her lord's life.
And conversely, I see Karelia ordering me to cut off her head.
Sometimes they reach out to me. They grab my ankles, trying to drag me into a swamp of despair.
As I push away these "visions," Karelia's last words float through my mind.

Karelia told me not to make the same mistakes she did.
So, to avoid making mistakes—Luna had simply made a "rational" choice.
The thought that Karelia might stab her in the back at any time during the process of pacifying the southern continent was certainly a logical inference.
This had nothing to do with Karelia's character. It would be foolish to think that those with ambition, those with dreams colored by their own hues, especially those who led armies in turbulent times with their names at stake, would meekly serve under others.

No, even before that—the solid evidence supporting this hypothesis was herself.
Even though Vanessa had brought it upon herself, the fact remained that she had incited rebellion.
In the end, it was Karelia's weak heart, unable to deal with her, that brought her down.
No, even before that—the fact that too many wrong decisions were ultimately the responsibility of Karelia as the ruler was also true.

Nevertheless.
The tears don't dry up and continue to flow.
The fact that she had killed someone who had trusted her with her own hands continued to torment Luna.

"Am I..."

Do I regret the decision to kill Karelia?

"...No."

I don't regret it.
Luna asks herself deep in her heart. The answer comes quickly.
There's no way I would regret something like that. Even if I could go back in time, I would make the same choice.
She would cut off the head of Karelia who had accepted her. For her dream? For her ambition?
No... to keep a promise.

When opportunity comes, never let it go!

I won't let it go, Lord Swen.

I will definitely return to your side!

For the sake of having a place for Lord Swen to return to, I will never let it go.
So, I don't... regret it.

"I..."

After crying for a long time, Luna stopped her tears and slowly opened her eyes.

"I... will somehow save Lord Swen from Serphina. For that, I need to become... even stronger."

She erases Karelia's face that remained in a corner of her heart.

"Because he said he would return to my side... until then, I will absolutely... not miss any opportunity given to me because of emotional choices."

Next, she erases the image of herself sobbing as she executed Karelia.

"Lord Swen sacrificed himself to save me. So now it's my turn. I must be there for Lord Swen. Even if I have to sacrifice myself...!! So, for Lord Swen, I would...!!"

What remains is Lunarienne Iniang, the ideal ruler who prioritizes efficient choices.
The rising hegemon of the southern continent who "never misses an opportunity no matter what."

What is contained in her slightly darkened ruby-colored eyes is neither despair nor lingering attachment nor anything else.
It is—

"Whether it's a few people or dozens—I won't hesitate to get blood on my hands."

—It is something that is more sinister than noble, darker than bright, more damp than fresh, and sticky.
The one extremely human emotion contained in Luna's eyes.

Obsession.

It was, clear as day, an obsession with that man.

* * *

"Arriving at Aingart Castle!"

As time passed—
Finally, the carriage carrying Reika and me arrived at the capital castle of Aingart.

Ch.275 - Chapter 275. The Third Woman
Hearing the soldier's voice, I immediately spoke to Reika who was sitting across from me with her head bowed.

"Um... I think we've arrived, Reika."

"What?! Oh, um... y-yes, yes...!"

"..."

And with that, our conversation ends.
In truth, during the several days it took to travel from the relief camp near Kelstein Castle to this place, the situation between Reika and me had been pretty much like this.
Not exchanging a single word except for essential conversation, unable to properly make eye contact with each other.
Considering we had chatted about various things on our way to the relief camp, this was definitely strange.

...No.
Actually, it wasn't that strange at all.
Well, after 'that incident,' it was inevitable that our relationship would become awkward.

'...'

I unconsciously run my tongue slightly over my lips.
Though quite some time has passed, I still find myself caught in the illusion that I can feel a peculiar sweet scent.

'Reika... kissed me.'

Why on earth?
Because she had rushed at me so suddenly and fiercely, I too was equally confused.
Did she suddenly develop feelings for me? I can't think of any... definite trigger.
Did she have feelings for me all along? If so, wouldn't she have said something when marriage talks were happening?

Wait a minute.
Does that mean she wants to marry me now?
That's right. She didn't seem like a woman who would press her lips against someone she didn't intend to marry. Reika was, if anything, closer to being completely shy.

'Hmm...'

No matter how much I think about it, I still don't understand what was going through her mind when she made that sudden move, but I can't say I disliked it.
I carefully observed Reika's face.
Her soft, plump white face, her impressively large chest, and her plump thighs visible beneath her skirt.
For someone who likes soft things, her body would definitely be to their taste.
Not just her body, but her face too... is pretty. It's just that Serphina has such extraordinary looks that by comparison, but Reika is certainly beautiful enough to captivate many men. It's just that her shy personality prevented her from doing so.
Was kissing such a woman unpleasant?
If she had been someone I'd just met, it might have been a bit uncomfortable, but with a woman like Reika whom I've spent quite a long time with, well...
To be honest, I liked it. As a man, I definitely had a reaction.

Anyway, I didn't want to keep dragging this situation out.
She and I were living under the same roof, and if this subtle tension continued, it would obviously make Lady Irene, the homeowner, uncomfortable too.
Now that we've arrived at the capital, it might be okay to start talking to her.

"Um, Reika."

"Eeeek...!"

"..."

Just as I was starting to feel a bit hurt, Reika hurriedly waved her hands and spoke.

"N-no! S-S... Swen. I'm, I'm sorry...! I was just... thinking about something else..."

"Is that so? Is it difficult for you to talk?"

"No, no! Talking is fine! Completely! Completely fine...! Probably... maybe."

After saying that, Reika lowered her head again and mumbled things like "I'm sorry" or "I'll just die" under her breath.

"...Well... about what happened that day."

"...!"

"You know what I'm talking about, right?"

At my words, Reika quietly nodded several times.
Unable to answer verbally, she instead turned her face as red as a ripe tomato.

"I... honestly, I was a bit surprised, but... I didn't dislike it."

"Ah... y-yes."

"So, well... that."

...Oh dear.
I tried to speak as calmly as possible, but saying it out loud was harder than I thought.
With my hand on my heated head, I continued speaking while avoiding her eyes.

"Let's just... pretend it never happened..."

"...!"

"So, please don't worry too much and act comfortably. If we continue to be awkward like this, I'll feel really lonely too."

After saying that, I waited for her response.
When no voice came, I turned my gaze to where she was—

"..."

"Reika...?"

Tears were flowing from her eyes.
Surprised, I moved closer to her.

"Wh-what's wrong? Reika?"

"Ah, th-that... well."

Reika hastily wiped her tears with her sleeve.
Looking at her, it seemed like even she didn't know why she was crying.

"It's just... um? Well, you see..."

'...??'

I quickly racked my brain.
Even if I were to input a question like "Why is Reika Nighthart suddenly crying?" into my head, I wouldn't get a proper answer.
So right now, I need to think about what I should do.

'...Could it be.'

Fortunately, there was one thing I could guess.
It was very embarrassing to say it out loud... but I disliked seeing Reika cry more than feeling embarrassed.

"When I said let's pretend it never happened, I didn't mean literally act like it never happened."

"...Pardon?"

"It's just... if we keep being embarrassed and awkward about it... it'll become difficult to talk to you, Reika. So let's just let it go. Accept it. That's what I meant. I'm not saying the kiss... itself was nothing at all."

Somehow, this felt like the right answer. Maybe she was sad because I treated the kiss like it never happened.
Just a moment ago, I was too embarrassed to even make eye contact, but seeing her cry made these words flow out easily.
I definitely seemed to have a weakness for people crying. It was the same with Lady Serphina and Lady Irene.

"So... don't cry. Okay?"

"..."

Instead of answering, Reika spread her arms and hugged me.
I hugged her back.
As I felt her warmth, the sensation of her shoulders trembling as she sniffled while being held, and the sweet scent I had smelled when our lips met tickled my nose again.

'I guess it might be time to think more seriously about marriage...'

I had always thought 'It won't be too late even after returning to Luna Army'—
But well, there's no harm in making things clear.

Marriage, huh.
I recalled the faces of the women who had always been on my mind when thinking about marriage.

Lady Irene.
Reika.

And—

'...Ah.'

At that moment, 'that person's' face came to mind without me realizing it.
That person was...

* * *

"Today's the day."

Hearing Serphina's voice, which seemed unusually excited, Irene replied in an equally joyful tone.

"If there are no schedule issues, he should definitely arrive today."

"Fufu... you can't hide the joy in your voice, Irene."

Instead of answering, Irene gave a faint smile.
Since that night when they confessed their feelings to each other and drank together, the relationship between Irene and Serphina had become much closer compared to before.
Being together almost all day due to her position as a bodyguard had also greatly influenced this.

Anyway, during this period, Serphina had become something much greater to Irene than simply 'someone to whom she owed a debt of gratitude.'
It felt like the most satisfying period in her entire career in public service. In other words, the sense that she was finally serving 'a lord worth serving' was boosting her spirits.

For her part, Serphina kept Irene closer than any other aide.
There was meaning in having someone close to Swen by her side, as it was originally his place, and above all, she was convinced that Irene, at least, would not stab her in the back.
Moreover, there was definitely a part of her that felt more comfortable with Irene, a woman like herself, than with Swen, with whom she couldn't help but feel a strange sexual tension.
Someone in a ruler's position might be criticized for talking about sexual tension, but she was human after all.

In conclusion, the bond between the two women had changed significantly since Swen's departure.

"Just for today, stay by his side, Irene. After working hard for a long period, he will need you."

"Pardon? But shouldn't we give him time to rest alone after completing such difficult work...?"

Hearing Irene's sincere words, Serphina let out an amused laugh.

"If you truly think that, then you are quite an extraordinary woman. It makes me reconsider Swen's tastes, which is quite a good response."

"Ah..."

Somehow embarrassed, Irene blushed and lowered her head.
She wasn't exactly sure what Serphina meant... but she didn't particularly mind such talk from her.
It felt like they connected well as humans beyond their lord-subject relationship.
This feeling was even stronger considering how she had been at odds with Lynn.

Serphina, too, rather than pursuing that topic further, lightly changed the subject to their usual conversations.

"...Well, a woman must do what a woman must do. The plague is gradually subsiding..."

"Are you thinking of preparing for war?"

"It's an excellent opportunity to re-enter the central continent. I'm worried there might be interference... but it's worth discussing with Swen."

Irene agreed with Serphina's words.
The Aishers army, which had been somewhat of a threat, had its national power reduced to about 1/3 of its original strength, and both the Kalinz and Chel armies were in disarray due to the plague.
This could be considered a golden opportunity for Serphina's army.
Immediate advancement would be unreasonable, as there might still be remnants of the plague.

"Still, I'd like to move quickly this time. Something ominous is happening in the southern part of the continent."

"The south, you say?"

"Yes. It seems the rumors about the rebel army defeating the Karelia army are true."

Irene's shoulders twitched slightly at the word "rebel army."
After all, that rebel army was none other than the newly formed Lunarian army.
Despite saying he would go over immediately, for some reason, Swen had remained here... but from Irene's perspective, she was following Swen rather than Luna, so she didn't care much about where he was.

"Then, was the rumor about a magician appearing true?"

"It's highly likely. There's an insurmountable difference in military strength, after all."

In the end, the rebel army had destroyed an existing nation, and a magician had conveniently appeared.
Swen's words that "Lunarian will be the unifying monarch" flashed through Irene's mind again.

"It seems the balance in the southern continent, which has been maintained for a long time, will be broken with the fall of the Karelia army. So we can't just sit idle."

After saying that, Serphina asked Irene a question with a nonchalant expression.

"By the way, do you remember the name of the rebel leader?"

"The rebel leader... do you mean Lunarienne Iniang?"

"That's right. The name was Lunarienne. Lunarienne Iniang..."

...Huh?

The moment she heard that name, Serphina's eyes went blank.
Her constricted pupils began to tremble ever so slightly.

She had heard that 'Kyle von Aingart had declared himself a supporter of Lunarienne.'
Until then, she hadn't thought much of it. After all, the only name she had heard was 'Lunarienne.'

But... what?

'Lunarienne... Iniang...?'

"My lord...?"

Instead of Irene's concerned voice, what entered Serphina's mind was—

"Princess. Please bring peace to this continent that has fallen into chaos again... so that my brother can live in peace too, please rebuild the unified empire once more... this is my last request."
"If someone like you, Princess... had become my sister-in-law, it would have been so wonderful... I'm sorry... that I couldn't... because I was of humble birth..."

Her brother Algot's lover who had died before her eyes.
Aria Iniang.

Ch.276 - Chapter 276. I Missed You
# A Memory That Comes to Mind Upon Hearing the Name Iniang

"It's just that when I see the princess, I'm reminded of my younger sister. My sister is around the same age as the princess. She's still an immature child with many shortcomings... That's why I find myself drawn to the princess. Ah, of course, I'm not saying the princess is immature or anything...!"

'Could it be....'

...No.
It could just be someone with the same surname.
However, I had only seen someone with the surname "Iniang" once before. Considering that most territory residents lived without surnames...

"...My Lord? Is something troubling you?"

At Irene's words, Serphina regained her composure and asked naturally.

"It's nothing significant. Rather, you seem to know something about this woman called Lunarienne."

"Are you referring to that?"

"Yes."

Including knowing the undisclosed surname of a ruler, Irene's attitude strongly suggested she was acquainted with that person.
Serphina's thoughts were confirmed as Irene slowly nodded.

"Yes. I once... crossed swords with her briefly."

"When you say 'once'?"

"It was back when I was still with the Brands army."

Knowing about the unfair treatment Irene had received from Lynn, Serphina asked in an even more careful tone.

"If it's difficult to talk about, you don't have to explain."

"No, it's fine. It's in the past anyway, and I've already overcome it."

For Irene, Lynn was no longer someone who stirred any emotion in her.
She had no lingering attachments, not even a desire for revenge—Lynn was completely like a stranger to her.
That's why explaining wasn't particularly difficult.

"Lunarienne was one of several small-scale lords who once ruled the western continent."

Irene continued her explanation, recalling that time.
She explained how Lunarienne had given the Brands army trouble a few times, how after exchanging blows she proved to be an extraordinarily strong heroine, and how they were finally able to conquer her territory after the third invasion following her defeat in battle.

"I see. So she was originally a lord."

"Yes. She was just one of many lords of the small nations scattered across the western continent... but she certainly left a special impression."

"If someone of your caliber calls her strong, that must be true..."

Serphina fell into thought for a moment, then looked into Irene's eyes and said:

"Then, do you remember her face?"

"Yes, I do."

"I'd appreciate if you could describe it."

Though she wondered why such a question was being asked, Irene judged this wasn't the kind of information that fell under "cannot be disclosed right now," so she slowly described the woman's appearance.

"Light blonde hair... and red eyes. She possessed strength that was hard to believe could come from such a delicate body... Is that sufficient?"

"..."

For a moment, Serphina's pupils contracted slightly, but Irene didn't notice.

"...I see."

"..."

Normally, Irene would have asked questions like "why are you asking about this," but—
Fearing she might say something wrong, she maintained silence instead of expressing her curiosity.
After all... it would be difficult to explain why they had invaded that small country three times.
Or how that tiny nation had managed to defeat the great Brands army twice.

Fortunately, Serphina didn't seem curious about those aspects.
Instead, she remained silent in thought for a while, then gave Irene an order.

"Irene."

"Yes."

"I'm planning to go on an inspection soon, so I'd like you to make preparations. Wouldn't it be better to complete everything that needs to be done before receiving him?"

Is this the end of the conversation about Lunarienne?
It felt a bit unsettling, but as she had thought earlier, this was better than risking saying something wrong.
While she could actively deceive if she wanted to... Irene didn't want to actively lie to Serphina.

"Yes. After completing preparations, I'll wait at the palace gate. Please come out whenever it's convenient for you."

After Irene left the royal palace.
Serphina approached the window and lightly bit her fingernail.

Her slightly frowning, thoughtful expression was incredibly beautiful. So beautiful that anyone who saw it might momentarily lose themselves.

'Red eyes... light blonde hair...'

Two testimonies about Lunarienne's appearance.
As soon as Serphina heard this description, she could easily picture her face.
It was natural. Aria Iniang had looked exactly like that.
Eyes as red and vivid as melted rubies, and light blonde hair like mixed cream.
Considering they shared the same surname—she felt confident enough to be certain now.

'So Aria's younger sister is Lunarienne, the leader of the rebel army.'

If that was true, it would somewhat explain why Kail von Aingart was there.
Though the old man was quite capricious and nothing could be certain—choosing someone related to Algot's acquaintance would be better than randomly selecting any lord.
Irene's testimony that "she was a very strong person," combined with her current achievements in the southern continent, proved that Kail hadn't chosen her based on that alone.

Then, did Lunarienne know that her older sister had died?
If she died, how she died, who killed her... had she thought about such things?

'...'

Serphina placed her hand on her forehead.
Strangely, as soon as she learned that Lunarienne was her younger sister... a sense of guilt began to rise from deep in her throat.
The reason she hadn't spoken despite feeling an odd sense of déjà vu while Irene described her was partly because she trusted that Irene had reasons for not bringing it up—but also partly because she herself was somewhat afraid to discuss the subject further.

Algot, who had killed all his siblings with his own hands after saying he would entrust everything to her.
The dying gaze of Aria, who had stayed by Algot's side until the end, apologizing for passing on such a heavy burden...

'If Lunarienne knows her sister is dead and resents me for it, I...'

Serphina fell to her knees right there.
Her body trembled. Once again, she felt that everything in the world was against her.
The sins of Aingart that she carried began to tighten around her neck once more.

* * *

Irene, who had been waiting to proceed with the inspection, soon heard that the schedule had been postponed until tomorrow due to urgent matters.
She considered returning to her lord's side, but according to the soldier, she was asked to help Strategist Jena see off those who had operated the plague relief camp.

'I wonder if something happened?'

She was concerned because the atmosphere had changed strangely as soon as the topic of Lunarienne came up...
But naturally, Irene was in no position to speak completely honestly in front of her.

'If I were to bring up Swen, it might cause trouble for him...'

The reason the Brands army was obsessed with conquering the small nation of Lunarienne.
The reason why her own army had been defeated twice in battles that should have been overwhelmingly favorable to the Brands army due to the significant difference in military strength, including the battle she participated in.
To explain everything, she would necessarily have to mention Swen's existence.

Irene remembered Swen's words.
Hadn't he told her many times that his lord was Lunarienne, and that he would eventually return to Lunarienne's side?
However, returning to Lunarienne meant—essentially leaving Serphina's side.
Would she eventually have to leave the woman who had saved her life, the woman who was closest to her ideal of a lord she wanted to serve?

'Sigh...'

Irene let out a long internal sigh.
When her mind was troubled, that person always came to mind.
She wanted to be held in his arms, just as she had been several times before.
Then all these complicated thoughts would fly away. She wanted to hear his heartbeat without any worries or concerns.

At that moment.

"It seems they've arrived. Everyone, please line up."

At Jena's voice, Irene cleared her mind and corrected her posture.
And soon after—a man wearing armor with the Aingart imperial family's emblem clearly drawn on it was walking from over there.

Irian Al Kaski.
Temporary lord of Kelstein Castle and commander-in-chief of the relief camp.

The soldiers lined up on both sides saluted him in unison.
Word had already spread throughout the capital about how they had elevated the status of Serphina's army through life-risking relief activities, facing the plague without fear despite the uncertain situation, even with magic at their disposal.
Simply put—at this point, they were heroes. Heroes who had elevated Serphina's name without fighting.

Behind him... the soldiers who had worked with him.
And behind them—the pink-haired magician Reika, and beside her...

'Swen...!'

"I greet you, Strategist."

"Lord Irian, you've worked extremely hard. We've heard about your achievements through rumors. Our lord will never forget all the merits you've earned this time."

"I only did what needed to be done."

"We've prepared a grand welcoming ceremony to help you recover from your journey. Our lord has ordered that the report can wait until after that."

"The welcoming ceremony could wait until after the business report... but I've learned that being somewhat flexible is the way to avoid being disliked by the soldiers."

"You've become quite good with words, Lord Irian."

As Jena and Irian exchanged light banter, the somewhat tense atmosphere quickly relaxed.
After the situation was settled and Irian led the way to the royal palace for the welcoming ceremony.
Irene immediately ran to that man.

"Ah, Lady Irene...?"

Reika's voice was heard from the side... but right now, the person in front of her took priority.
The white-haired strategist. The benefactor who had saved her life multiple times.
That man smiled as soon as he saw her and asked:

"Lady Irene. Have you been well?"

Yes.
That voice.
What I missed was that voice...

Before answering Swen's question—
Irene spread her arms and embraced the somewhat unfamiliar-feeling man.

"Lady Irene...?"

"Swen..."

Instead of answering, Irene burrowed into his embrace and squeezed tightly... murmuring over and over.

—I missed you, she said.

Ch.277 - Chapter 277. Just For Today
I was simply standing there, dumbfounded, catching her body as she fell into me.
I managed not to fall over. Today, I'd like to praise myself for that small victory. With that idle thought, I lowered my head to check on Irene's condition.

'What's happening...?'

Since she suddenly threw herself into my arms, I wondered if something bad had happened and asked her.

"Irene, did something happen?"

"No."

"Did some problem arise?"

"I was fine. Nothing was wrong. I... was doing well."

"Then why...?"

"..."

Instead of answering, she buried herself against me again and murmured.
I missed you, I missed you...

At first, I was surprised by her sudden embrace...
But as time passed, it wasn't difficult to realize that this woman before me was someone I should hold in my arms.

"I missed you too, Irene."

I gently stroked her red hair.
At the same time, I felt a sense of stability rising from my fingertips.
I've come to where I belong. The place I should be is indeed by this woman's side.
If I had to name the first person I would marry... it wasn't just a feeling that Irene always came to mind as the top priority.

Her natural scent invaded my nose.
Whether she used perfume or not, Serphina always emitted an intense citrus scent, and Reika had the sweet smell of her favorite cake lingering on her skin.
And Irene's scent was... the most raw among them. A mixture of sweat and feminine scent.
Since she was always engaged in physical work, it was inevitable that her body odor would be more intense.
It's funny. More than any fragrance from the women I maintained close relationships with, this primal scent stimulated something within me most intensely.
It wasn't just her scent. Despite wearing armor, her overwhelmingly large chest was impossible to hide. It would be a lie to say I wasn't affected each time I saw it.

'....'

...No.
Just because we're meeting after a long time doesn't mean I should harbor such thoughts. That would be disrespectful to her.
I desperately emptied my mind of these complicated thoughts.
These thoughts... can wait for later.

I wanted to continue holding her in my arms and feeling her warmth, but now wasn't the time.
As calmly as possible, slowly... I gently separated from her and asked.

"How is our Lord?"

"She's been well and healthy. We talked about many things. While you were away, only good things happened, so she looked happy."

"Talked about what?"

"Yes."

Something bothered me, but Irene would have her own privacy, so I didn't pry further.
Instead, I brought up what came after.

"Did something good happen?"

"Swen, don't you already know? Yuuri claimed those terrible rumors about our Lord were true."

"I know. That's why I went all the way there."

"During the relief camp, the opinion of our Lord improved tremendously."

'...Phew.'

I inwardly sighed with relief.
It seemed everything had gone according to my predictions.
From the moment my Intelligence 100 predicted it would be 'a helpful endeavor,' it was a foregone conclusion that Serphina's reputation would improve—
Still, nothing was as pleasant as hearing the news of success directly.

After exchanging a few more words of small talk with her.

"I'd like to talk more, but I have many things to do."

"Yes, I know. I don't intend to get in your way. And, um..."

Only then did Irene turn to Reika beside her and speak.

"...Sorry. I should have... well, greeted you first..."

"Oh, no. It's fine...! Hehe..."

"Still."

And this time, she embraced Reika lightly.

"I missed you a lot, Reika."

"Ah..."

Reika closed her eyes tightly and stroked Irene's back as if comforting a child.

"Me too. I missed you, Irene. Were you well?"

"I was..."

"Good."

Come to think of it, while Reika and I were away, Irene must have stayed alone in that vast mansion.
Even though she wasn't completely alone with the servants around, it must have been lonely without the people she talked to every day.
I calmly waited for their conversation to end.

"Well, see you later. Reika. ...You too, Swen."

"Yes! See you later, Irene. Let's eat something delicious together tonight!"

"Please go inside. I'll come back early."

Leaving Irene behind, we finally followed Ian into the palace.
After walking a few steps.

"Um..."

"Yes?"

Reika suddenly spoke to me.

"This might be out of the blue, but... I think Irene looks happiest when she's by your side, Swen..."

"...You think so?"

"Yes! She becomes... incredibly... feminine, I should say. Usually, she's extremely strict and cold... but in front of you, she becomes like that."

As Reika chattered like a teenage girl, I felt embarrassed and didn't respond—

"...Me too."

"?"

"I want... to be happy with both of you, the three of us together."

'...!'

I turned my head in surprise to look at Reika following behind.
I thought that if it were the usual her, she would have lowered her head and mumbled awkwardly at such words—
But Reika was looking at me with unwavering, clear pink eyes.

"...I mean it."

"Reika...?"

...What's going on?
Somehow, both Irene and Reika... today especially, there's something, something difficult to explain...
Especially Reika, who seems like a different person since we kissed.
As I was trying to choose words to respond, a man's voice came from behind.

"There you are, Swen."

"...General Ian?"

The person calling me was Ian.
I couldn't help but feel relieved that my conversation with Reika had naturally ended.

"I've been looking for you. You weren't at the banquet hall."

"I'm sorry. I was briefly greeting General Irene..."

"No. I don't intend to scold you for that. I have a message for you."

"For me?"

Ian slowly nodded.

"Our Lord is urgently looking for you. She said to come to the annex."

The annex... is that the space where I drank with her?
I don't know why she's looking for me, but when the Lord calls, it's a subject's duty to go.

"I'll explain at the banquet hall, so you go to where our Lord is."

"Ah, I..."

"P-please go... Swen."

This time it was Reika, with whom I had been talking just moments ago.
She looked at me with a bright smile and said.

"I'll go ahead... so don't worry... it's okay! I can... manage on my own."

She was quite good at talking in front of me now, but I was still worried if she could manage alone in that banquet hall—
Well, she was also a hero who had achieved great merit this time, so they wouldn't treat her roughly.
I'll trust the Strategist and General Ian here.

"Understood. Then, excuse me."

I lightly greeted Ian and Reika before heading to the annex where Serphina was waiting.

* * *

'She seems to have tidied up already.'

Every time I come here, I notice how beautifully maintained the garden is.
As far as I know, there are no servants who enter this place. Serphina must manage it all herself.
It must be extremely taxing to manage a garden of this size while not neglecting her duties as a ruler... yet she was handling various things perfectly with that small body of hers.

When I opened the door and entered, Serphina was standing looking out the window.

"My Lord. I heard you were looking for me."

"..."

Serphina, instead of turning her head toward me... looked out the window and spoke to me in a somewhat submerged tone.

"Come here, Swen."

As I approached her as instructed—

"...!!"

...When I came to my senses, I realized I was once again embraced by a woman.
The citrus scent brushing against my nose invaded fiercely, as if to erase all the body scent I had just experienced.

'Today is a strange day.'

Just as I was thinking it might be a day when women are particularly drawn to me, Serphina quickly spoke to me as if not wanting to give me time to think.

"...Swen."

"Yes..."

Her body and voice trembled slightly.
I hugged her tightly, hoping it would calm her body.

"Did you not miss me...?"

Earlier it was "I missed you." Now it's "Did you not miss me?"
I almost let out a laugh at the stark difference between the two women expressed in simple words, but I managed to hold it back.

"I missed you, my Lord."

"...I see."

There wasn't much else said after that, but I didn't rush her and calmly stroked her back.

How much time had passed?
Finally, Serphina began to speak little by little.

"Thanks to you... for the first time, I learned that there are people in the central continent who don't hate me. Just by doing as you said... I was able to defeat Yuuri."

"Sincerity always comes through."

Yes.
Sincerity comes through.
All of this happened because she didn't hesitate to take on a bad reputation out of the pure desire to 'save as many people in the central territory as possible.'
Just letting her know that not everyone in this world hates her gave this endeavor great meaning.

How lonely must a life be where you feel everyone hates you at every moment?
I could gladly offer my embrace to her who had walked through an unimaginably lonely tunnel.

"I missed you, Swen."

"Yes."

"Every time I lay in bed trying to sleep, I thought about you."

"Yes."

"The more I did... the heart of a woman, not a ruler, yearned for you. From head to toe, everything. All of me wants all of you."

"...Pardon?"

The atmosphere of the conversation seemed to be getting... increasingly... out of control, and I looked at her face in surprise.
Serphina's golden eyes were trembling.

Before I could think of what to say to that, Serphina.

"Even if it's just once, that's fine. Even if it's just for a moment. I won't insist that you stay with me for a lifetime. So. Just for today—"

—be this body's man.

Not Serphina the ruler, but Serphina the woman was whispering that to me.

Ch.278 - Chapter 278. How To Take Both
*Thump, thump.*
My heart was pounding violently as if it might burst out of my chest.
This moment made me more nervous than any other moment in my life.
Even more than... that day long ago when I stood alone on the castle wall, appearing to everyone as if I had summoned the meteorite.

Serphina, as if she completely understood my feelings—
Once again, conveyed her feelings not as a ruler, but as a woman.

"I... don't know much about these things."
"What actions of a woman come across as attractive, how to approach someone to fully convey these feelings... things like that."
"By the time I came of age, the Empire was falling apart. Learning proper etiquette as an Imperial Princess or how a woman should behave was out of the question. So, I don't really know... how to act around men."

Saying this, she took my hand and gently caressed it.
From the tips of my fingers to the knuckles... her snow-white touch violated my hand like an invasion.

"But... these feelings are real."
"Swen, this desire to become one with you is clearer than anything else."
"So... this is all I know. Men like women's bodies. So, if you could just like that much about me, that would be enough..."

Her fingers slipped between mine.
As our hands intertwined, I noticed her looking up at me again.

Her pale face was flushed crimson, as if about to burst.
Her eyes darted around, not knowing where to settle.
From between her slightly parted lips came a faint moan.

"Swen, if you want... yes. It's okay."
"No, I'll be honest. It's not that anyone would do. It's because it's you, Swen. I don't need a man. I... need you, Swen."
"This is not an order from your ruler. I won't ask you to take responsibility for anything. I won't force anything upon you. I will bear all responsibility myself. So... please, could you... lend yourself to me... just for a moment...?"

"My Lord..."

Apparently, she was much more sincere than I had thought.
This wasn't an action born from momentary impulse.

What was Serphina saying right now?
It would be a lie if I said I didn't understand.
She was... requesting to spend the night with me.
Why would she suddenly make such a request? Because of desires that humans couldn't normally possess?
That might be part of it—but the emotion I read in her eyes told me she wasn't approaching me simply because of desire.

Loneliness.
What lingered in her golden eyes was a deep, intense loneliness that was almost suffocating.

I quietly asked myself:
What do you really want?

Though I had a body with poor stamina, I was still a young man. My essential nature hadn't changed from my previous world to this one.
I naturally felt attraction toward women.
I'd had inappropriate thoughts before. No, even until just now... hadn't I almost fantasized about Irene?
From that perspective alone, Serphina's proposal of "let's spend time together without you having to take responsibility" would be an incredibly attractive offer.
Whether it was a request or an order wouldn't matter at that point.
Serphina possessed beauty beyond any woman I had ever met.
Her feminine body with its intense allure, her voice that wrapped around my ears, and the citrus scent that naturally tied everything together.
I was certain few men would refuse to spend a night with such a woman.

Yes.
If I thought about it 'only' from that perspective.
But now, I couldn't think about it only from that perspective.

"...Lady Serphina."

I slowly released our clasped hands and placed both of mine on her shoulders.
It might have been considered extremely disloyal for a subject to touch his sovereign's body—
But if Serphina approached me as a woman, I believed it was respectful to approach her as a man, not as a subject.

Yes.
I should calmly tell her what I'm thinking.

"I'm sorry, but I can't accept your request right now."
"...!"

At my words, her expression crumbled as if she might cry at any moment.
It was honestly cute how a woman who usually hid her emotions so well could show such intense feelings at just one sentence from me.

"So... this body of mine... is not acceptable...?"
"Are you saying that a tyrant like me... cannot pursue the happiness of an ordinary woman...?"

"That's not it."

I gently wiped the corner of her eye with my hand.
I wondered what had happened while I was gone to make her this vulnerable... but that was something I could think about later.

"If Lady Serphina... if you weren't so important to me, I might have accepted your proposal. You said you don't know what men like... but honestly, assuming one ignores your widely-known infamy, there are few men who wouldn't like you. You're extremely beautiful, very feminine, and charming. From a man's perspective, it's not an offer one would need to refuse."

Her eyes widened in real-time at my words.
She looked almost like a cat.

"But I don't want to spend a responsibility-free night with you, Lady Serphina. If we were to share such a time... I would want to take responsibility. For you. So, I can't accept your request right now."

"What... does that mean...?"

"It means that you are extremely important to me, Lady Serphina. Too important to treat casually."

"...!!"

That's right.
The third face that came to mind so naturally when I thought about marriage.
It was... Lady Serphina.
At some point, I had begun to think of Lady Serphina whenever the keyword "marriage" came up.
It was different from Irene, with whom I had confirmed mutual feelings, or Reika, with whom I had discussed marriage.
She was just my sovereign.
I had never felt this way about any ruler I had served before.

I think it started as sympathy.
But even when Lady Luna raised her army, I couldn't bring myself to return there willingly. My plans had gone awry.
The conclusion that "Serphina must maintain her position as ruler for Lunarienne to unify the continent" became an excellent excuse.
To keep my promise, staying by Lady Serphina's side seemed like the right answer for now. She relied on me, so it would be okay to stay here until Lady Luna established herself. Ginor would be there too, so it wouldn't matter if I wasn't there for a while...
I wonder if I desperately came up with these thoughts to unconsciously rationalize the situation.

"But... Swen. You will, someday..."

"That's right."

Nevertheless, because these feelings are genuine.
I nodded slowly as I spoke.

"I can't stay by your side forever. But... it's true that you've become important to me, Lady Serphina."

"..."

"Honestly, I don't know what to do right now. But I think if I keep thinking about it, I'll find a way. A way to take responsibility for you, Lady Serphina, while also properly fulfilling my duties."

"Take responsibility for me...?"

"Yes."

I want to claim her only when I can fully take responsibility for her.
It might sound foolish, but it's sincere.
A way to take responsibility for everyone while keeping my promise to Lady Luna...

"So, until then... could you wait just a little longer?"

Serphina stared into my eyes for a long time without speaking, then...

"...I understand."

After saying that, she buried her head in my chest again.
Both Lady Irene and Lady Serphina... I thought that both of them secretly enjoyed being embraced.

I slowly stroked her golden hair.
Serphina, without resistance, entrusted everything to me.
Seeing her like this, I naturally thought:

Indeed.
I can't leave Serphina behind. No matter what happens.
From the moment I thought about marriage, this feeling was more than simple sympathy.
I can't abandon her, who is hated by everyone for crimes she didn't commit.

—Even if it means not returning.

For a moment, Lady Luna's face flashed through my mind.
Lady Lunarienne. The ruler I should rightfully serve as a subject.

The reason I must choose only one of them.
No matter how many times I think about it, there isn't one, is there?

'Let's find a way.'

My predictions always come true, but different actions could lead to different results.
If I could create a situation where Lady Serphina and Lady Lunarienne could coexist.
If that could defy fate... I would gladly do so.

Afterward, I spent a long time holding Lady Serphina in my arms.
We couldn't return to the welcome ceremony... but for now, just being with her like this was more than enough.

* * *

A few days passed after the welcome ceremony ended.
The positions of Irian, who had achieved great merit, and Reika, who had continuously left significant marks, had grown to a point where no one else in the country could compare.
The plague that had threatened to devour everyone in the Central Continent had completely subsided. At least now, there was no need to cut off travel due to concerns about the plague.
Naturally, the blockade to the Northern Continent was also somewhat reduced. While it wasn't to the extent where many people could freely travel between the Northern and Central Continents through Kelstein Castle as before, at least people could travel if they followed simple procedures.

Everything was gradually returning to its original state.
The only difference was one thing: while our army still possessed a powerful military, the nations of the Central Continent, except for the Brands army, had all gone mad.

What remained was—re-entry into the Central Continent.

Once again, the time for battle was steadily approaching.

Ch.279 - Chapter 279. The Second Proposal
# Chapter Translation

"I see. So Lunarienne has..."

"Occupied Karelia, they say."

On the way to the royal castle.
Today, except for Reika who was off duty, Irene and I were discussing the continental situation.

"After their defeat in the great battle at Tepel Castle, it was pretty much a foregone conclusion."

As I expected, Luna seemed to be managing quite well even without me.
No, thinking about it again... my advice was probably just for alignment purposes, and honestly, I felt that things would work out this way regardless of what I did.

"What happened to Makana Karelia?"

"What special fate could there be for a lord who was defeated and occupied?"

"...Pardon? Are you saying she died?"

"That's what I heard, at least."

This was rather unexpected. Luna killed Karelia?
I don't know exactly what circumstances led to her rebellion, but considering her character, I would have thought Luna would subjugate her rather than kill her outright.
If she had to kill her, perhaps the situation had become one where Karelia and Luna could absolutely not coexist.
Considering that Karelia rose to prominence through 'rebellion,' it shouldn't be surprising, but...

'Something... feels familiar about this.'

It might be an excellent choice as a ruler, but... somehow, I felt this was slightly different from the Luna I knew.
I wondered if she couldn't have found a better solution.
Of course, considering the short time I'd actually spent with her, I was hesitant to make any definitive claims.
Still, I couldn't help thinking that someone of Karelia's caliber could be useful in many ways rather than being killed—
But as someone belonging to Lunarienne's forces who couldn't even directly question her, there were limits to what solutions I could imagine.

I had thought everything was proceeding optimally when I first heard the news, but apparently that wasn't entirely the case.
At that moment, Irene asked me a question in a careful tone.

"Um... Swen."

"Yes."

"May I ask when you're planning to return?"

From the context of our conversation, it wasn't difficult to understand what she meant.
She was asking when I would return to Lunarienne's forces.

"Not right now, at least."

"Is that so? Are you waiting until she unifies the southern continent?"

"No, not that either."

"...?"

Irene tilted her head and stared at me.
To me, her expression seemed to be saying, 'Then when exactly are you going back?'

"Since the outcome is already determined, I think I can move after securing Serphina's safety."

"Securing our lord's safety?"

"Yes. As you know better than anyone, Serphina doesn't really have many people she can trust around her. There might be more assassination attempts... so I think it would be fine to leave after we share a border with Luna."

After the plague, advancing into the central continent would be almost like robbing an empty house.
I was a bit worried about the misfortune Serphina had experienced so far... but with Lunarienne's forces advancing so successfully, I didn't expect any major problems to arise.
Thinking about it now, I had a strange conviction that the constant obstacles to her actions had been because Luna hadn't appeared yet.

"Well, I don't understand complicated matters. I'll just follow whatever path you choose."

"Thank you for trusting me, Irene."

"Mm."

After parting with Irene, I walked alone to the audience chamber, lost in thought.
Although she was still serving as a guard knight... when the occupation forces were organized, she would inevitably have to leave her position, which meant a new person would need to be appointed—

'We need someone trustworthy...'

Considering that the guard knight who had attempted to assassinate her had been someone she trusted most, I was worried about who would be suitable for that position.
Today, I thought it would be good to discuss this matter, and as I opened the door, I coincidentally made eye contact with Jena who was just about to leave the audience chamber.

"I greet you, Strategist."

"Lord Swen. You must have business with our lord?"

"Yes, that's right."

Jena stared at me silently for a moment, then placed her hand on my shoulder.

"I am on your side, Lord Swen. Please take good care of our lord."

And with that, she quickly left.

'...?'

Her meaningful words bothered me a bit, but since she wasn't being hostile toward me, there was no need to make an issue of it, so I immediately approached the throne.
Sitting on the throne was Serphina. The golden-haired witch, the tyrant, the most cruel woman on the continent.

"I greet you, my lord."

"You've come, Swen. I've been waiting."

There had been some rather delicate matters between us on the day of the welcoming ceremony not long ago—
But now, neither she nor I particularly dwelled on what had happened then.
After all, as long as we needed to continue working together like this, there was no point in bringing up such matters that would only make things uncomfortable.

"Today I have many suggestions I'd like to make—"

"Wait a moment. Before that, I have something to say to you."

"?"

Serphina slowly rose from her throne and approached me.
The sound of her footsteps filled the quiet audience chamber.

"This is something I've decided after a great deal of deliberation. I hope you'll accept."

"What are you referring to...?"

"..."

She closed her eyes once.
Then, as if she had made up her mind, she looked at me with brightly shining eyes and said:

"Become our new National Strategist, Swen."

"...Pardon?"

She was offering me the position of National Strategist that I had already refused once?
Before I could say anything, she cut me off sharply.

"I've already finished discussing this with Jena, the current strategist. She has accepted it as well. I'm ashamed to say it, but there are hardly any people left who wish to keep you in check."

"B-but my lord—"

"You said it yourself, didn't you? That many would criticize that decision. However, that's not the case now. Irian, who has the soldiers' trust, has also expressed his approval, and Kransis, the commander of the occupation forces, said he would follow the strategist Jena's decision. Needless to say, Irene and Reika, who have achieved great military merits, feel the same. Yes, everyone, including myself, is waiting for you to become the National Strategist."

"But..."

"I'm not asking you to stay by my side forever. Just for a while... be my guiding light."

"..."

Only then did I understand why Jena had asked me to "take good care of our lord" earlier.
The announcement of a new strategist meant that she would be stepping down from her position as National Strategist.
Considering the example of Anima and Ginor in the former Aishers forces, from the perspective of the existing National Strategist, giving up what was essentially the second-highest position to someone else couldn't have been a pleasant experience.

Yet she had accepted me?
The Serphina forces were... excluding the Lunarienne forces which had been more like a club, the only nation I had served that acknowledged me, for better or worse.

"I remember what you said. That you were looking for a way to take responsibility for me while also achieving your own goals?"

"...!"

"No matter how many times I think about it, the power granted to you as National Strategist within our forces seems like it would help your goals, not hinder them. So, if you won't accept... tell me your reason clearly."

The eyes of Serphina as she spoke had lost that inexplicable fear I had felt on the day of the welcoming ceremony.
They were the eyes of someone who had prepared for everything. Eyes that were sufficient to move a person's heart.

"If you refuse with a reason, I won't bother you again. I swear, this will be my last offer to you, and I promise in my name that there will be no retaliation for your decision."

—So, what should I do?

This was actually the second time Serphina had offered me the position of National Strategist.
The first time was in the carriage. I refused then. I had thought I needed to return to Lunarienne's forces, and I didn't want to give her false hope when I would have to leave anyway.
But now things might be different. I wanted to give her hope. I had no intention of leaving her.
I... couldn't give up on either Luna or Serphina.
That's why I had decided to envision a future where both could coexist.

Moreover, she was someone who had earned the hatred of many.
Rather than continuing to work behind the scenes indefinitely, if I were given the authority to command the Serphina forces to some extent, I thought I could protect her more easily even without Irene serving as a guard knight.

Yes.
There was no need to think about it further.

"I understand. I accept the position of National Strategist."

"...!!!"

Upon hearing my words, Serphina looked at me with greatly surprised, contracted pupils.

"...My lord?"

"Is it... true? Will you really become my National Strategist...?"

"Isn't that what you just commanded, my lord?"

"No, well, that's, but... I mean..."

Serphina, who had seemed ready to take on the heavens just moments ago, quickly lowered her head and blushed, mumbling.
It seemed she had "taken a big leap but didn't actually expect it to work."
Finding her reaction strangely amusing, I couldn't help but smile as I said:

"Was it just something you said casually? I wonder if I got unnecessarily excited..."

"No, no! It wasn't just something I said casually. I was sincere. But... are you excited?"

"Of course. Who wouldn't be happy about being offered such a position?"

"But... no, never mind. Forget what I said. The past is just the past, and what matters is the present."

Come to think of it, I felt like I had grown accustomed to exchanging jokes with her like this.
Had the emblem of the Aingart Imperial Family engraved on my cloak somehow become engraved in my heart as well?

"Then, this will be my first proposal as your newly appointed strategist."

"...Come to think of it, you said you had a lot to discuss?"

"I'll listen to whatever you have to say. It's my job to hear the National Strategist's words."

Serphina quickly regained her composure as a ruler and looked at me with interest—
I immediately voiced what I had been thinking about all day.

"Organize an occupation force immediately and subjugate Chel's forces."

Ch.280 - Chapter 280. Appointed As Strategist Of The Serpina Army (1)
***

Shortly after being appointed as the State Strategist, a simple inauguration ceremony was held within the royal palace.
To be honest, I initially wanted to decline such an event, but Serphina explained that while this ceremony was partly for me, it was primarily to honor Jena, the former strategist.
She explained that even though positions are granted by royal decree, it must be difficult for someone to hand over their power, especially to a newcomer to the nation. Therefore, showing proper respect until the very end was the courteous thing to do.

'I suppose there's no need to create unnecessary problems...'

That was why I found myself kneeling in the middle of the royal audience chamber with everyone standing at attention.
Speaking of respect, it was quite a spectacle to see all the influential figures of Serphina's forces lined up in formation specifically for this ceremony.
Commander-in-Chief Kransis of the occupation forces.
Deputy Commander Irene, the woman who had saved Serphina's life as her knight protector.
General Irian, currently the most prominent general in Serphina's forces.
Reika, the magician who continued to achieve near-miraculous results, striking fear throughout the continent.
And beyond them, warriors who had followed her for a long time without ever participating in any of the countless rebellions—truly, it would be no exaggeration to say that everyone present was the elite of Serphina's forces.
The protagonist of this event, which exuded an overwhelming aura suggesting only the chosen could be invited, was not me who was inheriting the position of strategist, but Jena, the former State Strategist, just as Serphina had said.

"Come forward and raise your head, Jena."

"Yes, my Lord."

Serphina, seated on the throne, rose as Jena approached her.

"Since the chaotic times when I resolved to ascend to the imperial throne and settle this war with my own hands, I have never once forgotten your loyal heart."

"I merely fulfilled my duty as your subject."

"The duty of a subject... If it's you, Jena, you know better than anyone that fulfilling that duty was no easy task. Isn't that right?"

The early days of Serphina's forces, when succession issues were causing an uproar, must have been a continuous struggle of defending against rebellions that kept arising across the northern continent, almost like playing a defensive game.
That's why I could understand Serphina's words.
If I understood this, then Jena, who had served as the State Strategist since Serphina took her first steps as a ruler, would understand it far better.

"Without your dedication, I could not have established my position. Had the legitimacy of the Aingart Imperial Family disappeared from the northern continent, countless lives would have been lost in the whirlwind of war, just as in the rest of the continent. You have not only worked for me but have essentially worked for everyone in the northern continent."
"I'll give you time. If you have anything to say, feel free."

"Then, if I may."

Jena turned her head to look at those standing in formation.

"Everyone, thank you for trusting me. If I have accomplished anything, I believe it would have been impossible without all of you. As of today, I am stepping down from the position of State Strategist, but our will and that of our forces will not be broken. I would have been nothing without your trust. The same applies to the new strategist. So please, place your trust in our Lord's choice."
"I will never forget that I was able to serve you all for such a long time."

After she finished speaking, Serphina extended her hand to her.
At the end of her slowly outstretched hand stood the brown-haired strategist who had supported Serphina's forces all this time.

"Jena. I will never forget all the meritorious deeds you have accomplished. Now, pass on that will to the new person with your own hands."

"Yes, my Lord."

Jena slowly approached me as I knelt.
Having been briefed beforehand, I sensed it was my turn and stood up to face her.

"Please accept this."

What she handed me was an elegant but worn-looking round case.
Inside was a single sheet of aged paper.

"This is the appointment letter naming you as State Strategist. It's an heirloom passed down through the imperial family."

It was said that all State Strategists who had worked for the Aingart Imperial Family had inherited this document.
Though it was supposedly the original draft written by the founding emperor, the letters had faded so much that it held little more than symbolic value—
Nevertheless, each of these traditions was necessary to establish the prestige of the imperial family.
Serphina must have been desperate. With all her powerful brothers massacred, she needed to present herself as truly belonging to the Aingart lineage by any means necessary.

"I accept it with honor."

I took the paper from Jena's hands and set it aside.
From her gesture, I realized it was my turn to speak.

"I'm not sure if I can perform as well as the former strategist, but now that I've been entrusted with this position, I will do my utmost for Lady Serphina."

Not for Serphina's forces. For Lady Serphina herself.
Even if it meant harming this country... if it could preserve Lady Serphina's life, I would readily do so.

After finishing my speech, I approached Serphina, who stood majestically before the throne, leaving Jena behind.
Those golden eyes that seemed to illuminate the path ahead. That nobility that naturally compelled admiration from all who beheld her.

The moment our eyes met, I was freshly reminded of why she had become the absolute ruler above all others.
I had seen quite a few girlish sides of her recently, which had made me momentarily forget... but ultimately, she was born to be above others.

"I look forward to working with you, Swen."

"Yes."

I could have said more if I wanted to, but even though this was an inauguration ceremony, the protagonist was Jena.
Both Serphina and I knew it wouldn't be appropriate to say more about me.

At the sound of applause that followed, I instinctively turned my head.
Everyone was looking at me.
Even Jena, the actual protagonist of this event.

"...!!!"

Irian. Irene. Reika. Jena, the former strategist.
All those who moved Serphina's forces were looking at me in unison. Even Serphina, the ruler herself.

Only then did I realize what it meant for me to become the State Strategist of Serphina's forces.

It meant—
The will of Serphina's forces had fallen into my hands.

I could do anything here.
No one would oppose me. Those who might have opposed me had rebelled and died, and all the rising rookies were on my side.
Serphina, the ruler, trusted me more than anyone else.

Then, in a way, does this mean that I...
Am directly opposing Lady Luna with my own will?

With questions that would receive no answers, I officially became the State Strategist of Serphina's forces.
And this news... spread throughout the continent much faster than I had anticipated.

***

Jeilant Castle.
When the plague swept through the central continent, it was one of the few places that remained unaffected thanks to a lockdown order.
The reason was simple. It was under the control of the Brands forces.
Lynn, the ruler, had quickly issued a lockdown order even before the plague began to spread, and thanks to that, this place and the territories in the west-central part of the continent were able to avoid disaster.
Although the lockdown order initially raised questions for many, this decision ultimately greatly enhanced Lynn's reputation.
Considering that she had previously been rated so poorly—nearly rock-bottom—as a defeated ruler who had split the country into three parts due to several incomprehensible decisions and mistakes, this praise was so significant it could be said she had come back from the dead.

Rumors that she had "regained her former intelligence" had now become accepted fact, influencing not only her own troops but also soldiers from the rebellious Kalinz and Chel forces.
Especially since Chel and Kalinz were making relatively foolish decisions.

Regardless, Lynn was quietly attending to her official duties without acting rashly as she had in the past.
She had no intention of making the same mistake twice.
Even though her reputation had improved, she now understood that reputation was merely a measure of how well she was performing her duties.
Rather than being captivated by reputation, the true ruler was one who could control that reputation—something the current Lynn understood well.
Even for her, who had become somewhat detached, "that news" was quite unexpected.

"So the new strategist of Serphina's forces is someone named Swen?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"I see."

Lynn nodded with interest at the news Farfalle had brought.
It wouldn't be a lie to say she felt some regret about losing Swen, but what strongly stirred her heart now wasn't regret.

'This is a bit different from what I heard.'

Lynn briefly twisted her fingers through her hair.
The current Lynn had someone by her side with whom she could discuss this situation.
Lynn addressed the "new ally" who had recently defected to her side and was kneeling before her.

"Did you hear?"

"Yes."

The kneeling woman raised her head to look at Lynn's face.
Lynn met her eyes and spoke.

"What do you think, Cecile?"

Cecile Lohengrin.
The last survivor of the Karelia Dream Team carrying on Karelia's will—the only one Luna's forces had failed to capture—was kneeling before her new lord.
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After having her life saved by Karelia, Cecile barely survived and arrived at the western continent. What reached her ears was the news of Vanessa and Karelia's deaths.

'My lord...!'

They ended up dead after all.
And worse, betrayed by someone they had trusted.
It wasn't just her lord who was betrayed. Wasn't she the very one who had strongly advocated for accepting Lunarienne when she was in Karelia's army?

'It's my fault. If only I hadn't approved of Luna...'

Even though she knew it wasn't really her fault, she couldn't shake off that thought.
But she couldn't just wallow in despair either.
Thinking that she had to prevent Lunarienne, who had betrayed her lord, from gaining power by any means necessary, her footsteps naturally led her to the Brands army.
Yes, she would serve under Lynn. With Aishers having essentially fulfilled its purpose, and with Serphina being someone she couldn't serve even with a knife at her throat, Lynn was her only remaining option.
Besides, didn't her family have a base in the western continent as well?

As for Lynn, when she first heard that Cecile wanted to join her ranks, she was suspicious about what was really going on.
Cecile Lohengrin. The daughter of the prestigious merchant family Lohengrin, who had been the actual backbone of Karelia's army.
Lynn had heard that without her, it would have been nearly impossible for Karelia's army to establish itself as it had.
And now this woman was suddenly proposing to join their army.
Lynn remembers that moment clearly. The moment when this seemingly gentle woman pleaded desperately with burning eyes.

"I won't say I need to avenge Lady Karelia. Just please stop Lunarienne's army."

From Lynn's perspective, there was no reason to refuse this proposal.
Not only was Cecile herself a fairly good politician, but having the support of the Lohengrin family behind her would be beneficial in many ways.
Indeed, as soon as Cecile joined the Brands army, she generously donated the funds from the Lohengrin trading company located in the west to the Brands army.
For the Brands army, which had lost Anel Castle and seen all its A-rank generals desert, this was like rain in a drought.
With money, they could naturally recruit troops, repair castle walls, and invest in the territory's markets to breathe life into them. The effect was amplified in the western continent territories, which were relatively less developed.
By providing these funds, Cecile quickly gained a significant position within the Brands army, and Farfalle also conveyed that she was not so much ambitious as burning with revenge, so there was little need to be wary of her.

The most surprising fact was that the object of her hatred was Lunarienne.

Lunarienne Iniang. Once an insignificant lord of a small country that she herself had destroyed.
Not long after starting her rebellion, she had swiftly destroyed Karelia's army, which had been the most influential in the south.
The fact that Swen, now renowned as the white-haired strategist, had first served Lunarienne was known only to a select few, including Lynn.
She was indeed no ordinary person. It should have been obvious, given that Swen had been under her command, but at the time, she hadn't realized it.

For a moment, the thought crossed her mind that if only she had listened to Irene's advice back then, none of this would have happened.

'...No.'

Lynn immediately erased the useless thought.
For Irene's sake too, she had to somehow revive the Brands army that Irene had once tried to protect.
The current Lynn knew all too well that no amount of tears of regret would solve anything.

Anyway, what matters is the present.
Lynn looked directly into the eyes of Cecile, who was kneeling before her, and asked.

"Have you heard? From everything you've told me so far, it seems like 'that person' Luna kept mentioning is indeed Swen."

According to Cecile, she and Luna had been very close since Luna first joined Karelia's army.

"It must be certain. Throughout the time I was close to her, she kept saying, 'I was able to save my life thanks to that person.'"

Saved her life.
Because it was Lynn, she could deduce how Lunarienne had managed to survive.
The reason she survived was simple.
It was because Lynn had been too preoccupied with capturing Swen to pursue Luna.

Considering Luna's statement that she "saved her life thanks to that person," the situation must have been...

'It was all Swen's strategy.'

He had said that his lord had abandoned him here, but in reality, he had deliberately created such a situation.
This was Swen we're talking about. There's no way he wouldn't have noticed that my real target was none other than himself.
So he threw himself at me. To protect the life of his lord, Lunarienne.
That's the kind of man he was.

Only after hearing Cecile's words did Lynn truly realize.
Perhaps she had never truly possessed Swen in the real sense, not even for a moment, from then until now.

...Anyway, if that was the case, there was one strange point.

—If that was true, why did Swen become the strategist for Serphina's army instead of Lunarienne's?

A retainer who had decided to save her life even at the risk of his own had accepted the position of strategist under Serphina, of all people?
While the position of national strategist was basically an appointed one, there wasn't a single insane ruler who would appoint someone by force or threat.
The position of national strategist was the pinnacle of power outside of the ruler; it would be foolish to forcibly place someone who didn't want the position and give them power to wield.
In other words, Swen could have refused if he wanted to.
Of course, given that it was the villainess Serphina, there might be circumstances she didn't know about... but that still didn't explain why he remained there instead of returning to Lunarienne's army even now.

"...What do you think?"

To Lynn's question, Cecile paid her respects to her newly served blue-light ruler and answered.

"I don't know the details, but I think I can make some guesses."

"You can guess?"

"Before I speak, please understand that I don't know much about that man."

"Alright."

"First, he might be deceiving Serphina and plotting something under her. But this is a hypothesis with low probability. Serphina is as intelligent as she is cruel and vicious. No matter how outstanding that man is, someone like Serphina would easily notice if he was plotting something, and if she wanted to, she could easily cut off his head."

Lynn could understand that much.
If Serphina had been a foolish woman, she would have collapsed before even conquering the northern continent.
Before that, Lynn had once led a country that rivaled hers and shared a border with her.
Considering what Serphina's army had shown... she was certainly not an incompetent woman who relied solely on her lineage.

"Second, that man might have changed his mind."

"Changed his mind?"

"It's simple. He chose Serphina as the ruler to serve. In times of chaos, changing the lord you serve isn't such a big deal, is it? Just like I'm now standing before you, Lady Lynn."

Could that really be true?
Was he the kind of man who would so easily abandon a ruler he had wanted to save even at the risk of his life?
No. He wasn't such a trivial man. Lynn, who had once been with him, could be certain of that. There must be something she didn't know.

'I lack information...'

The missing link between the Brands army and Serphina's army.
She thought she might need to learn a bit more about 'Swen during his time in Aishers' army.'

Whatever the case, knowing about Swen was extremely important.
Whether she liked it or not, she would eventually share a border with Luna, and knowing about Swen seemed like it could provide effective pressure on Luna.

This was Lynn's intuition.
Two facts that only she could know.
It was the result of considering Luna's strange obsession with Swen that she had heard about from Cecile, and Swen's behavior of continuously changing rulers, which felt like he was predicting the future.

"I understand for now. I'll meet Luna soon anyway, so at that time, I'll try to stop her as you wish."

"What? Meeting soon means..."

"The southern continent will be unified. Under her name."

"...!!"

Cecile was shocked and turned pale as she looked at Lynn.
Farfalle, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, carefully joined in.

"So that's what you think, my lord."

"Yes. She's the woman Swen wanted to protect, after all. A hidden royal bloodline and a second magician have emerged by her side. Karelia, who was considered the best ruler in the southern continent, collapsed in an unbelievably short time. Do you think weaklings like Roland, Hesna, or Ohana can stop Lunarienne?"

Farfalle agreed with that opinion.
The balance in the southern continent had continued not only because the four countries had similar military strength, but also because, frankly speaking, the capabilities of the four rulers were not that great.
In Karelia's case, at least she had the people's respect, but the rest of the rulers were, in Farfalle's honest judgment, just ordinary people who had seized territory at the right time.
That's why they had prioritized conquering Serphina's army.
Although everything had become twisted in the process of dealing with Aishers' army.

"And I can't just end up as a ruler who merely paves the way for Lunarienne. If that happens... I'll regret it even in hell. I can't let the Brands army, which Irene tried to protect, end like this."

"..."

"So—I will stop Lunarienne. I'll organize the central continent, achieve victory in the battle against Lunarienne's army, and restore the former status of the Brands army. And I will personally deal with Serphina, the root cause of the continent's current state."

"I will follow you even to the depths of hell, my lord. Command me anytime."

"I too will do anything if it means stopping Lunarienne."

At the words of the two, Lynn smiled with her characteristic confidence.
There was no arrogance to be found in her sparkling blue eyes.

"Then I think it's time to move, Farfalle."

"...!"

Though slightly surprised, Farfalle soon nodded.
The plague had also subsided. Naturally, the time had to come.

"Command me, my lord."

Lynn's blue eyes sparkled as she spoke.

"Tell my second brother that if he surrenders, I'll spare his life for old times' sake, but if not, there will only be war."

Serphina von Aingart's blade was for Chel Brands.
Lynn Brands' blade was for—Kalinz Brands.

A second chance for those who had lost everything due to the plague—quite naturally, it did not exist.
That was the kind of era it was.

* * *

Southern Continent, Lunarienne Army Territory / Madlan Castle, the capital of the former Karelia Army.
"That news" from Serphina's army had, of course, reached here as well.
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Instead of the dark green flag, a bright light green flag fluttered here, marking this place as the new capital following Tepelro, the temporary capital of the newly formed Lunarienne army.

Contrary to everyone's expectations that even small battles would leave significant scars after such a long period of peace, the castle was regaining its former vitality faster than anticipated. There were various explanations—that the battle had been more one-sided than expected and so on—but the decisive reason was that Luna had become the new ruler.

Having spent time at Madlan Castle before, she had recovered the public sentiment that Karelia had lost at an astonishing pace. Subjects, soldiers, and armed forces alike all spoke the name of Lunarienne. "Our rightful new lord"—Lunarienne had absorbed the existing Karelian forces at almost the speed of light.

And soon after, Lunarienne's occupation forces, with Charlotte at the vanguard, succeeded in capturing the last remaining Yukaia Castle. With this, all remnants of the Karelian forces on the map had been cleared. This meant only one thing—the fall of the Karelian army. It was a pitiful end for a nation that had once gathered many under a ruler who was a symbol of benevolence.

Even after the nation's fall, it seemed one of the generals had inherited the throne to continue Karelia's legacy and someone else had taken the position of national strategist, but it was of little use.

The key talents who had been active were all broken in the scars of war, except for Cecile, and all that remained were a few rear-guard commanders who hadn't particularly distinguished themselves—so the result was inevitable. Nevertheless, the one who inherited the throne disappeared like dew on the execution ground, maintaining their pride without surrendering until the end, while the one who inherited the strategist position was employed by Luna and came to serve a new lord. That's how it was. Once they lost Karelia as their center, no miracle happened by clinging to the flag of a fallen nation.

And so, as the name "Karelian Army" was erased from the continent—
And as everyone became somewhat accustomed to the new wind of the "Lunarienne Army" drifting through the air.

"Is that really true?"

"Yes, it is."

Upon hearing the news that Swen had been appointed as the strategist of Serphina's army, Violet fell into deep thought with a very serious expression.

'This... doesn't seem like a good situation...'

Violet recalled her recent conversation with Luna.
That moment when Luna, who was usually kind and gentle, lost her composure and reprimanded her.
It was when the topic of Swen came up.
Luna had always been reliable, but when that subject arose, she became serious, almost like a different person.
"He serves Serphina because he is being blackmailed by her"—was that it?
Honestly, it didn't sound very logical to her, but—
Not knowing what had happened between Swen and Luna, it wasn't a subject she could casually bring up.

Afterward, she had tried to gather information about Swen, even consulting with Tifa, but—
Without finding any solution, time passed as they were busy conquering the Karelian army.

And now came the news that "he had been appointed as the national strategist."
The position of national strategist was one that could easily be refused if desired, and from a ruler's perspective, there was no benefit in forcing someone into the role, so logically, it seemed Swen had accepted the offer.
That's why this was "not a good situation." It completely contradicted Luna's previous claim that "he serves under Serphina because he is being blackmailed."

'I wonder if Luna is alright?'

She was supposed to report the results of the discussion regarding Yukaia Castle to Luna right away...
Violet asked the soldier who had brought the news:

"Does our lord know about this news?"

"Various reports are delivered to our lord first, so I believe she knows."

'...'

She felt a bit uneasy, but there was nothing she could do, nor could she avoid it.
All that remained was to face Luna directly.

'...Calm down. Even though it's a bit concerning, our lord is already aware that Swen is under her command, so it might be fine.'

She tried to reassure herself this way, but it was of little use.
The moment she had first felt fear toward Luna continued to haunt her.

If Ginor were here, she would have consulted with him, but he had been dispatched to Yukaia Castle to clean up the remnants of the Karelian army.
Originally, this kind of reporting was Ginor's job, and she was only performing it in his absence.
The reason the soldier informed her about "what had happened" was also because she was acting in Ginor's place.

Yes. Such anxious feelings would disappear once she faced Luna directly.
Violet composed herself and headed to the royal audience chamber for her report.

"Lady Violet has arrived."

"I'm here to see our lord."

"Our lord is not here but in the conference room. I'll guide you there."

Following the soldier, she finally reached the conference room and opened the door to enter.

As soon as she opened the door, what greeted Violet was—a sound.

Scratch, scratch.
Along with the sound of a quill pen busily writing something, Violet's eyes fell upon Luna, who was absorbed in paperwork.

At least... she didn't seem to have any problems.
Violet let out a brief sigh inwardly before carefully opening her lips.

"...My lord. It's Violet."

Scratch, scratch.

"You've come, Violet. Is it a report?"

Luna asked in a calm and gentle tone, her gaze fixed on the documents.
Violet carefully observed her lord's condition.
At a desk piled with nothing but documents, Luna continued to write something with a quill pen in her hand.

So far, her attitude and tone of voice weren't much different from her usual kind self.
It was a bit concerning that she wasn't looking this way... but given the busy period and her seemingly peaceful expression, she appeared to be in a relatively calm state.
Violet maintained her vigilance and carefully addressed her.

"Yes. I'd like to report the results of the officials' meeting regarding Yukaia Castle and the surrounding territories."

After that, the conversation continued as usual.
Luna kept busily moving her quill pen, and while making scratching sounds and signing documents, she kindly listened to Violet's report as she always did.
According to the soldier, she must have heard that Swen had been appointed as the strategist of Serphina's army.
The fact that she remained so calm after hearing such news... had Luna come to terms with it in her own way?
Or perhaps she was simply too overwhelmed with work to pay attention to it.
The position of ruler of a nation was already buried in work, and now she had absorbed the entire Karelian army and become a major power in the southern continent.
In other words—the scale had grown considerably from a small nation, making her even busier.
Whatever the reason, as long as Luna could maintain her composure, it was fine for Violet.

"...That concludes my report. If you have any opinions, I will ensure they are reflected in our actions."

"I understand."

Scratch, scratch.

"...Um..."

"What is it?"

"Do you have no opinions to share?"

"I'll tell you once I've organized my thoughts."

She'll tell me after organizing her thoughts?
Since these were already organized opinions, I thought she would simply say "proceed as planned" or "don't do that"...
Does she need more time to think, or...

'...No.'

She felt she might be overthinking things because of the conversation about Swen.
At a glance, Luna seemed quite normal.
According to the soldier, she must have heard the news, and given that it had reached Violet's ears, it was unlikely the ruler didn't know.
So had Luna overcome it well? Or...

"...I understand. Then I shall take my leave. Please call for me anytime if you need anything."

"Very well."

Scratch, scratch.
Luna finished speaking and continued to focus on her paperwork without looking this way.
Violet considered saying more but decided it would be best to withdraw, so she slowly left the conference room.

'Phew...'

Only after closing the door did she let out a sigh of relief.
As the intense tension she felt while with Luna dissipated, her mind began to work more clearly.

'She might be hiding it, but it's certainly not good news... Still, she seems to be handling it well...'

As Violet was thinking this, that object entered her field of vision.
Among various writing instruments placed on the table next to the conference room door, something that should naturally be beside the quill pen.

'This is...'

An inkwell.
Without it, a quill pen cannot function as a writing instrument, so it always follows the pen like a shadow.
Well... that's perfectly normal.
The problem was the overwhelming sense of discomfort she felt as soon as she saw this object.
It was just an ordinary inkwell, so why... did it keep bothering her?

'...!!!'

At that point, Violet realized something.
The source of the intense discomfort she felt looking at the simple inkwell.

'Come to think of it, on Luna's desk... this... wasn't there, was it?'

She remembered clearly because it was such a strange scene. On Luna's desk, there were only documents, nothing else.
Moreover, Luna had been writing something continuously throughout their long conversation, without stopping for a moment.
To properly leave marks, she would need to constantly dip the pen in ink, especially for that amount of writing.
So naturally, the inkwell should have been on the desk, but why wasn't it there?
Without it, she couldn't write, and thinking further—Luna hadn't made any dipping motion throughout her writing.

Then...

What was Luna doing right now?

* * *

Scratch, scratch.
The sound of Luna's pen moving fills the quiet conference room.
Scratch, scratch.

The sound of something sharp creating friction on paper.
A sound like scratching a wooden table. That scratching sound.
The tip of the pen Luna is holding in her hand is... pure white.

Scratch, scratch.
Scratch, scratch, scratch, scratch...

Scratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratchscratch

Snap

"...Ah."

The feather broke.
Luna stares blankly at what she was holding in her hand.

It broke.
It broke.

It broke.

All.

Everything is broken.

Only the sensation of everything breaking was drifting around Luna like a ghost.
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Luna stared blankly at the broken quill pen in her hand with lifeless eyes.

Right.
What was I doing here again...?

I feel like I was just talking to someone.
...Ah. It was Violet. But why...?
That's right... Ginor was dispatched elsewhere, so Violet was serving as the acting national strategist.

But...
Does that even matter?
Isn't it all meaningless?

Why did I rebuild my nation?
To save the suffering people of my territory?
Because I couldn't let Serphina, who killed my sister, take over the continent?
Those were reasons, but... I wanted to be with that person once more.
I believed that together with that person, we could build an ideal nation.
I wanted to repay them that way. Because they saved my life. Because they were the only one who chose me when no one else would look my way.

That person knows.
They know that Serphina is the woman who killed my sister.
Even knowing that, why... why did you make such a choice...?

—I was the first to receive Lord Swen's favor.
I was the first.
I was the first to meet Lord Swen, the first to make him my strategist...!

The broken pen offers no answer.
The broken heart offers no answer.
It's not that there is no answer—it simply refuses to give one.

'Why...'

Why.
The word "why" pierces her mind repeatedly like an awl.

'How could...'

How could you accept her offer?
A position you could have easily refused if you wanted to... why?
Why would someone who should be my strategist alone take the strategist position for that hateful woman...!!!

Crack!

'...!!!'

Only after the remaining half of the quill pen shattered into pieces in her hand did her senses slowly return.
As reason returned, an unpleasant conclusion formed in Luna's mind.

'Have you... decided to serve Serphina as your lord?'

Despite our army reappearing on the map.
Despite defeating Karelia.
Instead of returning, he became the national strategist for Serphina's army... considering the information Luna had, this seemed the most likely possibility.
She had thought it impossible.
A person of Swen's caliber would never voluntarily serve an evil woman like Serphina.
She had assumed he must have been threatened. That made more sense within her understanding of the world.

Still...
The fact that he accepted the national strategist position meant this wasn't a simple relationship of coercion... even Luna could understand that much.
Serphina was no fool.
Of course, there were women like Yuuri who appeared normal but occasionally made decisions that defied common sense, but Luna knew that if Serphina had been merely that kind of woman, she could never have conquered the northern continent.

If Lord Swen had decided to serve Serphina... she would have to respect that decision.
He had promised to return, true. But thinking about it, she had only ever been on the receiving end from Swen.
After all, he was the one who saved her when she nearly died sacrificing her own life.
It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that Swen had already done everything he could for her.
He was the one who gave her another chance to aim for supremacy.

Truly, she had only ever received from him.
Her life, opportunities, the will to move forward.

So—
The fact that he saved her life along with Tifa and Kein.
And the fact that his advice enabled the "New Lunarienne Army" to be born.
She should be satisfied with just that and support Lord Swen's new decision—that would be the proper thing to do.

'I... I cannot let go of Lord Swen...'

Luna simply couldn't let go of her connection to Swen.
If she were to accept it—if she were to accept that he had chosen Serphina over her... she felt she would truly fall apart.
All this talk about a ruler's duties—she felt she wouldn't be able to do anything at all.

The only guiding light she had looked up to while climbing to this position.
She had never once imagined a future where anyone but Swen occupied the strategist position by her side.
Therefore... she once again steered her thoughts in a different direction.

'Wait a minute.'

If Swen had truly decided to serve Serphina, why would he have sent Ginor here?
Wouldn't he have naturally guided someone of Ginor's caliber to serve Serphina alongside him?
Yet he specifically sent Ginor to serve her, and thanks to that, they were able to capture Karelia when she tried to escape.

This small doubt became a spark, swirling like a whirlwind in Luna's mind.
It was hope. A very small hope.
A self-defense mechanism created by her instinct to maintain sanity and her absolute trust that "Lord Swen must have a plan."

'So... perhaps... he originally intended to return to our army?'

Ginor, the mercenaries—everything was part of the grand picture Swen had drawn.
His words "don't miss the opportunity" were the same. Because of those words, Luna was able to seize the opportunity and devour the Karelia army.
In other words, when he first made his promise to her, he must have been determined to return to her service.

Having reached this conclusion, Swen's actions began to make sense.
Moving from the Brands army to the Aishers army, and then to Serphina's army... it would have been natural for him to move between nations. Because Lord Swen had intended to return to their army.
But for some reason, Lord Swen decided to remain by Serphina's side.
Accepting the national strategist position must have been Lord Swen's intention. If so, what reason could he have had that left him no choice?
Was he being deceived by Serphina? No. Serphina was an exceptional woman, but she couldn't match Lord Swen.

If he wasn't being deceived, then the reason must be—

'...he's being used.'

That kind and gentle heart of Lord Swen was being exploited through the cunning rhetoric of the witch Serphina.
At least for Luna, Swen's kindness was an established fact. Someone who wasn't kind couldn't possibly risk their life for others.

Lord Swen pitied Serphina, and unable to turn away from that, he remained by her side, caught in an impossible situation—
But in reality, he wants to return here...?

'...!!'

Luna sprang up from her chair.
Life gradually returned to her dead eyes.

'That's it! Lord Swen is being used. For some reason, he feels sympathy for Serphina... and has become unable to leave her side!'

She must have used every method at her disposal.
While Serphina was a notorious villainess, one had to admit that she was a woman of exceptional charm.
Even when her sister was still alive, Luna had heard that Serphina was the most beautiful woman anyone had ever met.
Of course, she didn't think that Lord Swen would be swayed by mere feminine beauty, but if Serphina wore a mask and played the role of a tragic woman, kind-hearted Lord Swen might naturally be influenced by that.

So she made it impossible for him to leave and bound him to her side? Lord Swen.
Naturally, her only goal would be his extraordinary abilities.

As soon as she thought this, her mind, which had been hopelessly complicated until just moments ago, instantly cleared.
Yes.
It's all that woman's fault.
The notorious villainess and devil who deserves endless curses—Serphina von Aingart.

'Serphina...!!!'

Luna clenched her fist with trembling hands.

She killed her own brothers with her own hands out of greed for the imperial throne.
She massacred countless territory residents, plunging the continent into an abyss of suffering in an instant.
And as if killing my only blood relative, my sister, just because she was connected to her brother wasn't enough—now she covets my Lord Swen?

'Never... I will never allow it...!!'

Thinking about it, the answer was incredibly simple.
Lunarienne killed Karelia, who was practically her benefactor. To seize an opportunity. To reappear on the continent's map.
Karelia was directly blocking Lunarienne from becoming such an entity. If she had let Karelia live, she couldn't have resolved the chaos so quickly. She might have been pushed back for unexpected reasons and ultimately stagnated, or even been defeated and lost her life.

It's exactly the same.
Just as she killed Karelia to seize an opportunity, if she wanted to keep Swen by her side.
All she had to do was kill the person standing in her way—Serphina von Aingart.
This would be much easier than with Karelia. Karelia had been a benefactor, but Serphina was a villainess who deserved to die.

Thump.
Luna slumped back into her chair.
Yes. To get what you want... you just have to kill everything that stands in your way.
Such a simple matter—why had she wasted time worrying about it?
Luna opened her mouth in a wide smile.
Tears of unknown origin wet her ruby-colored eyes.

"Lord Swen... please wait, just a little longer. I will surely kill that incomparably wicked witch who is disturbing your mind with my own hands, and bring you back... just as you saved me, Lord Swen..."

If anything stands in my way, no matter who it is... I'll kill them all, every last one.
Even as she muttered to herself, tears continued to stream down both cheeks.

At this moment, Lunarienne realized that "extremely simple principle."
One certain fact was that it was making her closer to becoming a unifying ruler.

—Everything was flowing exactly according to the Intelligence 100 prediction, frighteningly so.

* * *

In the audience chamber of Aingart Royal Castle.
I was discussing the full-scale occupation plan for Chel's army with Serphina.

"Someone to replace Irene, you say?"

"Yes. For an efficient occupation plan, I believe it would be right to reassign General Irene back to her original position as deputy commander of the occupation forces."

In terms of protecting Serphina, she was the most suitable person—
But looking at it objectively, using her solely as a guard knight was the height of inefficiency, and Serphina understood this better than anyone.

"I agree with your assessment... but I'm still cautious about whom to trust."

Serphina said this with her chin resting on her hand.
That's understandable. The feelings of a woman who nearly got killed by someone she trusted so deeply would probably be too complicated to understand even in a lifetime.

"If you don't have someone in mind for the position, I'd like to make an appointment myself."

"Swen, you mean?"

"Yes."

There was just one person.
Someone with decent swordsmanship skills, who likely wouldn't betray us under normal circumstances, and whose absence from the occupation forces wouldn't cause any problems.

"If it's your recommendation, Swen, I can trust it. Tell me."

I answered while meeting Serphina's gaze directly.

"Appoint Jenis Al Kaski as your guard knight."
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"Jenis Al Kaski... Are you talking about Irian's younger brother?"

"Yes."

After saving his family from extinction when they somehow got entangled with a group of traitors, he had finished serving a light prison sentence and was now performing ordinary administrative duties in an outlying region.
While his abilities themselves couldn't be considered exceptional, the position of guard knight didn't require outstanding capabilities anyway. Under the premise of "someone who can be trusted completely," there was no better choice than him.
After all, he was a man who, despite having plenty of opportunities to betray if he had wanted to, never did so.
Since loyalty was a far more important virtue than exceptional ability, it was fair to say he was the optimal candidate to replace Irene.

Serphina, having received the report, seemed to quickly grasp the general context and nodded.

"I understand. Let it be as you wish."

"Great. Then let's consider that settled... and move on to the main topic."

As I spread out the map, Serphina stepped to my side with perfect timing.
From the strong citrus scent, I realized that she and I were now working quite well together.

"First of all, I think eliminating Chel Brands would be the best choice. But before that, I have something I'd like to ask of you, my Lord."

Serphina responded with a faint smile.

"I think I know what you're going to say."

"Oh? Really?"

"What do you take me for?"

Serphina smiled amusedly and asked me with her usual queenly demeanor.

"Do you think occupying Chel's territory is the most efficient method?"

Indeed, she had perfectly grasped my intention.
Perhaps because she knows about my ability, she can read what I'm trying to do.
It seemed that becoming familiar with each other wasn't something that applied only to me.

Anyway, having been asked the question, my answer flowed quickly.

[Yes.]

'Yes... is what it says?'

My thinking was correct, but there was still something I needed to check.

"My Lord, may I ask you something?"

"Go ahead."

"Do you intend to personally participate in the occupation force?"

Serphina shook her head without hesitation.

"I would like to, but there are things I need to finalize."

"Finalize, you say?"

"You were recently appointed as Strategist. While many, including Jena, seem to have accepted this fact, there still appear to be some who are dissatisfied."

"Oh... really?"

Unlike me, who was surprised by this unknown fact, Serphina calmly nodded.

"It's something that always happens when the balance of power shifts. When sitting in this position, one needs to understand what aspects the generals are sensitive about."

Come to think of it, Serphina had been leading the administration by personally interviewing each of her many generals, assessing their aptitudes, and placing them in appropriate positions.
Perhaps because she was constantly meeting them face-to-face, she could read even unexpressed dissatisfaction.

"And also... I'm concerned about something else."

"Concerned about what?"

"The settlers who were sent to the northern frontier. I think it would be good to visit them for encouragement."

By settlers, does she mean those people whose lives she saved?
While they should be grateful just for having their lives saved, the direction of public sentiment inevitably doesn't always follow the ruler's intentions, so it was difficult to blame anyone for this issue.
Watching her, I felt a strange tightness in my chest.
What kind of reaction would it cause throughout the continent if people learned that the woman widely known as a tyrant was worried about the settlers whose lives she had saved?
No, such fairy-tale reactions wouldn't happen. It was obvious that only malicious rumors would spread, claiming it was fabricated news or that she had ulterior motives.

"So you won't be participating in the occupation force?"

"That's right."

'Hmm...'

After talking about it, it seemed there was more to her reasons...
After pondering for a moment, I looked at her and said:

"In that case, would you please consider participating in the occupation force this time?"

"...What?"

Her eyes widened slightly in surprise at my words, giving a strangely cute impression.

"I mean exactly what I said. I would like you to have the will to participate in this occupation force. Not just 'maybe I'll try,' but firmly 'I will definitely participate in the battle.'"

Serphina thought for a moment, then:

"I remember you saying something similar before. I suppose this is related to using your ability?"

"You're quick to catch on."

"As I said, I don't know what you take me for. Hehehe..."

She laughed with crescent-moon eyes, then:

"Very well."

"Thank you. Please wait a moment."

I entered the question she had asked me once more.

'Is attacking and occupying Chel's territory with an occupation force the most efficient choice?'

And the answer rolled out quickly, just like before.

[No, it is not.]

'....'

To the test question I had entered, I received an answer within my expected range.
I thought I wasn't particularly surprised since I had anticipated it, but—

"Something's wrong, Swen."

"...Can you see that?"

"I'm always watching your face. If not me, who else could read your mind?"

Judging by how Serphina detected my agitation, it seemed I still needed to practice my poker face.

—Let me organize my thoughts.
Serphina's participation changes the "efficiency" of this occupation.
When Serphina doesn't participate, battle with Chel's army is the "most efficient" method for our army.
This is from the perspective of our army—that is, "Serphina's army." It's different from "Serphina's" personal perspective, which wasn't difficult to discern from the previous questions and their implications.
But with Serphina's participation alone, this decision becomes an "inefficient" choice.

If I were a general loyal to the state, I would naturally choose the most efficient method...
The problem was that, at least as long as I belonged to Serphina's army, "efficiency" didn't necessarily always smile upon Sovereign Serphina.

'In the worst case, Serphina could be in danger.'

If Serphina's life were truly threatened, more direct expressions like "the fate of the unified empire would be at stake" would have appeared. Even so, considering how choosing "inefficient" options had improved Serphina's reputation before, it wasn't difficult to determine what I should choose.

"My Lord, it seems you must participate in the occupation force and fight alongside us this time."

"Is my participation the most efficient method?"

"Well..."

At that moment, I found myself at a loss for words.
No, it's the opposite. It's not efficient. The efficient method would put you in danger.
I could never tell her that putting her in danger would be beneficial for our army.

So, I decided to brazenly gild my tongue and smiled knowingly.

"It seems that way."

"...Really?"

She said with apparent disbelief, then turned her head to look toward the window.
Her somewhat lonely profile entered my view.

"Swen."

"Yes, my Lord."

"Did your results truly show that my direct participation would be efficient?"

"Yes. Do you not trust me?"

"No! That's absolutely not it... I trust you. I'm just afraid."

"...Pardon?"

"Afraid of ruining everything again. As I always have..."

She slowly turned her head to look directly into my eyes.

"Swen, as you probably know... it's always been this way. Whenever things seemed to be going well, something always tripped me up. If I participate in the occupation force this time and a rebellion breaks out, or if the misfortune that follows me strikes our occupation force again..."

Seeing her begin to tremble in fear as she spoke, I finally realized the decisive reason why she didn't want to participate in the occupation force.
I see.
There were several reasons, but this seemed to be the biggest one.
Fear. The terror of ruining everything again.
Her life had been like that until now. Whenever something was about to go well, she would either be hindered or hated by everyone for crimes she never committed.

"Swen. You have a place to return to, don't you? You don't need to risk everything for me. I'm satisfied just having you by my side at this moment."

She might not know it, but I had no intention of being satisfied with just being by her side at this moment.

Therefore, I...
For Serphina, I will walk the inefficient path.

I placed both hands on her shoulders.

"...!"

It was an extremely disrespectful action to lay hands on the sovereign's body, but I knew by now that she would tolerate this much.

"It can't be helped. You are absolutely necessary for this occupation. You must participate."

"...I'm... necessary?"

"Yes. That's right."

I noticed her golden eyes trembling slightly.

"But... what if my cursed fate swallows even your Mind's Eye and puts you in danger? If you, of all people, Swen, were to be placed in a dangerous situation..."

She bit her lip slightly.
I've been feeling this lately—she was a more fragile woman than I thought. It felt like she had been showing me this side of herself more frequently these days.
Is it too complacent to think she's opened her heart to me?

"Well then, I'll just have to die, I guess."

"What...?"

"If you feel that bad about it, give me an extremely lavish funeral."

"...Swen, what are you saying—"

"Or."

I slowly lowered my hands and took hold of her snow-white hands.
They're warm.
The tyrant's hands are so warm that...
I think I understand why she wanted to save me with such feelings.

"Die with me."

"...!!!"

Instead of saying "please live with me no matter what happens"—

"Wouldn't that solve the problem?"

Shamelessly, I ask her to die with me.

"Swen..."

She stares at me with a stunned expression, surprised.
Like this, she looked more like a young girl than a sovereign.
I recall again how the woman in my dreams looked at me with such eyes.

"But don't worry. There won't be any dying."

"Huh...?"

To Serphina, who was looking at me with wavering eyes.
I utter the taboo words that a strategist should never say.

"Because what I say is always right."

"!!!"

"So, please just do as I say."

Back then.
When I first possessed this body, I blindly trusted my Intelligence stat of 100 and would blurt out the shameless words "just do as I say" without even trying to persuade.
In Brands' army, in Aishers' army, and here in Serphina's army—I gradually learned that I couldn't do things that way.
And now.

Once again, I become shameless in front of the woman I want to protect.

As for Serphina, she silently stared into my eyes for a long time, staring and staring, and staring some more...
When her eyes were filled with nothing but my existence from all that staring, she drew a beautiful crescent on her face.

"...Yes. I—"

—will do as you say, Swen.
Whatever it may be... I trust you.
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That night.
Serphina lay in her bedroom, unable to sleep for a long time, spending the night with open eyes in deep anguish.
Perhaps because she was wearing a slightly see-through negligee for sleeping rather than her usual uniform, her current anguish appeared more like the worries of a woman rather than the dignity of a ruler - and that was indeed the case.

'Swen...'

Only one man filled her thoughts now - Swen.

Serphina hugged her pillow tightly, burying her face in it as she cursed herself and recalled the lives that had vanished.
The former subordinate generals who betrayed her because they couldn't die under her command.
The rebels whose accusing eyes remained vivid, who once pledged loyalty to the imperial family.
Everyone was like that. Not a single person was willing to dedicate their life to her.
A ruler who seemed to have everything but was ultimately standing on a castle of sand.
Though her power hadn't been taken away, she was a tyrant deserving death whom no one willingly acknowledged. An evil woman who had plunged the continent into chaos.

Despite this situation, Serphina never stopped trusting.
When new generals came, she treated each one with sincerity. She wanted to make them her own people.
She maintained strict but fair rewards and punishments, prioritizing ability over background or bloodline. She believed that if she recognized others first, someone would surely recognize her in return.
Even after being repeatedly betrayed by those she trusted, favored, and held dear, she never wanted to let go of that thread when dealing with rebels from various regions.
She had to prove herself through results. She thought that as long as she bore the cross of Aingart, there was no other way to atone for her sins except by pacifying the continent.

What broke her was the recent assassination attempt.
The experience of nearly being killed by a man she had trusted her entire life and to whom she had entrusted her back was a tremendous event that shook her to the core.
Fortunately, she avoided serious harm thanks to Irene, who was practically an outsider, and Reika, who could use healing magic...
But even with Reika's magic, it was insufficient to heal the deep scars left in her heart.

The unchanging answer after asking several times using Swen's "Mind's Eye."
Swen's face, repeatedly saying with a troubled expression, "Lady Serphina cannot unify the continent."

--Perhaps I am ultimately unqualified to be a ruler.

Her confidence as a ruler, which hadn't wavered even when facing him, had finally broken after the assassination attempt.
Though most of her subordinate generals didn't notice because she tried her best not to show it, she had essentially half-given up on establishing a unified empire.
After all, how could she achieve such a grand undertaking without a single retainer willing to die for her?

Since realizing this, terrible loneliness and solitude had found her, and simultaneously, she began clinging more desperately to Swen.
She didn't know when it started, but she needed the man himself more than his Mind's Eye ability.
She wanted to be held in his arms and forget everything, if only for a moment.
Though she knew well that this kind of thinking would never lead to good results, she still wanted to escape. If she could forget this loneliness for even a brief moment before Swen disappeared.
If she could forget everything by joining bodies...

To her, who had somehow developed such a weak mindset, Swen had said those words.

To die with him.

'Will you... die with me?'

It was the first time.
Swen was the first person who willingly entrusted his life to her when everyone else had rejected her.
Whether as a retainer, a colleague, or a friend... it was the first time anyone had staked themselves on her.

And yet—
The true lord Swen served was not her.
The person in his heart... is not me.

That's why she couldn't hold onto Swen. Though she wished he would stay by her side for a brief moment, she never yearned for him to remain with her forever.
And she thought that someday she would have to let Swen go.

At first, yes. At first, she wanted to stay with him by any means necessary.
It was true that she wanted to bind him to her side under any conditions.
But to indulge in such selfish whims, Swen had become too precious to the current Serphina.
A strategist with the Mind's Eye ability, a man she adored, one of the few beings she could trust—all three titles referred to the same person.
Naturally, she couldn't indulge in whims. She thought it would be enough if he embraced her even for a moment.
And she thought that someday she would have to let Swen go.

I had clearly decided to let you go.
But if you say such things again.

'No...'

Tears began to flow from her eyes.
She who had never cried carelessly in front of anyone was now alone in the dark bedroom, soaking her pillowcase.

She didn't want to let him go.
She wanted to stand beside him and look at the future he saw.
She didn't want to lose him. She wanted to be connected to him in any form.

...I don't want to.
Swen, I don't want to let you go...
If you would just stay by my side, I—

—might not need to unify the continent.

For the first time since ascending to the throne.
Serphina was intensely yearning for something other than unification.

* * *

Some time later.
The occupation force to formally invade Chel's army began to be organized.
Before the departure ceremony, Serphina summoned Irene separately to commend her for her service.

"Irene. You have worked hard protecting me while continuing your duties as vice commander. I will never forget everything you have done for me."

"No, my lord. If it weren't for you, I would already be dead. I consider it a lifelong honor to have served you. I will surely repay my debt to you by achieving merit."

Hearing those words, Serphina smiled as she looked at Irene.

"No. You have already done everything you needed to do... You may now consider yourself free of any debt to me."

'...!'

"So, whatever decision you make in the future... I will bless your path."

Irene easily caught the implied meaning in Serphina's words.
That she wouldn't resent her even if she left her side someday.

So, Lady Serphina... has she noticed that Swen and I will leave someday?
Though she couldn't know exactly how Serphina had reached that conclusion, Irene quickly understood, having learned of the empress's remarkable intuition while performing her duties as a guard knight.
I... cannot lie.
Because the person I will follow, whenever that may be, is Swen.
Even so, my gratitude toward her was sincere—

"As long as I serve you, I will be an unwavering light for my lord, unshaken by anything."

Irene closed her eyes and dedicated some measure of her loyalty to her lord.
Since Lynn, this was the first time she had pledged allegiance to any "ruler."

"...Yes. I believe in you, Irene."

After the light conversation between the two ended.
Jenis, who had arrived at Aingart Castle after a very long time, had an audience with Serphina.

"Jenis Al Caski has arrived at Aingart Imperial Castle at my lord's summons."

"Yes, Jenis. You must have heard the details from the messenger?"

Jenis bowed her head deeply and said.

"I have never forgotten your heavenly grace in forgiving me when I almost strayed once, though I did not participate. Though I cannot match my brother Irian, I will do my best to serve by your side."

"The past is just the past. You need not speak of it anymore. You have already been punished enough."

"My lord...!"

Jenis seemed moved and began to sob, then carefully wiped her eyes and said.

"I will do my best...!"

After Jenis was selected as the new guard knight, the departure ceremony took place in the afternoon.
This departure ceremony was not particularly elaborate.
If Serphina had not participated as the commander-in-chief, they would have held the most splendid ceremony possible to boost the morale of those going to war—
But the moment the ruler herself stepped forward, an elaborate ceremony would have been nothing but extravagance.

However, though not elaborate.
A sufficiently disciplined departure ceremony was being conducted with the ruler's participation.

Serphina positioned herself on a slightly elevated place in front of the royal castle, with the new national strategist Swen guarding her side.
Before her were the talents leading Serphina's current army.
And behind them, numerous soldiers stood in formation.

Serphina looked at them and stretched out her snow-white hand.

"My soldiers! We will once again advance into the central continent. Much has happened, and good results have not come—but nevertheless, we must take steps to advance into the central continent again to establish peace on the continent and to continue the history of the Aingart Empire!"

Despite so many people gathered here, no noise was heard except Serphina's voice.
Naturally, everyone gathered here looked at Serphina.
With her elegant gestures and appealing voice, many easily focused on her speech.

"In this expedition, I will accompany you as commander. It may be a difficult battle. No matter how favorable the situation is for our army, a battle can take a completely different turn if just one part goes wrong. Since a one-sided battle without sacrifice is impossible, many may die, that's what I think."
"But! I will not stand by and watch as you die for the empire! I too will die for the empire! For you who have fallen for the empire! Aingart! I, Serphina, will die for you!!"

At Serphina's words about dying for them, Swen's pupils trembled slightly, but she didn't notice and continued her speech.

"No matter what happens, I swear here that I will be with you! So, follow me! By removing the remnants of Orlando Brands, who first raised the banner of rebellion against the Aingart imperial family, and by re-establishing the empire's flag in the central continent, we will remove the footprints of the incompetent Brands family who have driven their territory's people into misery by repeating meaningless wars, and bring true peace to the central continent!"

What followed Serphina's shouting with clenched fists was thunderous cheering.
The passionate response of those who had engraved Aingart's will as a pattern on their armor.

Immediately after the speech—
The large-scale occupation force began advancing toward Chel's territory.

Once again, war was breaking out.
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After the plague had receded.
The news that reached Chel, who had somehow managed to clean up Aishers' border territory, was far from pleasant.

"Serphina's army... is marching here?"

"That's correct...!"

'Damn it...!'

Chel let out a long sigh.
As if things weren't bad enough, he had failed to capture Yuuri, Anima, and Epinel who had attempted to flee across the border due to his misjudgment.
Though he had somehow managed to acquire territory, it ultimately meant he had only secured additional devastated land that had been ravaged by the plague - nothing more, nothing less.

"What will you do?"

"Wait a moment. Can't you see I'm thinking?"

In response to the soldier's question, Chel openly displayed his anxiety by frantically rubbing his mouth with his hand.

'There's no way I can defeat Serphina in this state.'

No matter how he looked at it, he lacked confidence in his ability to maintain the current territory while handling her large army.
His troops had been depleted in meaningless wars of attrition with the Aishers and Kalinz armies, and what few soldiers remained had been exhausted in the process of cleaning up Aishers' border territory.
If he had had enough soldiers to begin with, he wouldn't have lost Yuuri in the first place - which meant he essentially had no means to fend off Serphina's large army.

'Damn it!'

Bang!
Chel irritably threw down the sword hanging at his waist.
Where had it all gone wrong?
Clearly, clearly there had been hope at the beginning.
Most of the talented individuals from the Brands army had followed him and become his subordinates in the Chel army, and Lynn had been pushed to the periphery, a marginal ruler who could no longer fulfill her role as sovereign. If he could just deal with Kalinz, the leadership of the Brands family would surely fall to him.
It had been right before his eyes. That path had been right before his eyes.
When had things started to go wrong? During the battle with the Aishers army? When he beheaded Erinandorf? Or when the plague began to spread?
Perhaps... raising the flag of rebellion itself was...?

Having thought that far, Chel shook his head vigorously.

'Useless thoughts.'

Dwelling deeply on the past didn't suit Chel's temperament.
If he had time for that, he believed it was better to think about the future.
Whatever choices he had made, Chel had never once regretted them. Yes, even now he didn't regret beheading Erinandorf. He knew better than anyone who had traversed battlefields what happens when you fail to immediately dispose of a captured general with overwhelming power who refuses to submit.

"...Summon the commanders."

"Pardon...?"

"I said summon the commanders! Can you not hear my words?!"

"Ah, understood!"

The soldier quickly relayed Chel's order to the commanders under his command.
Before long, all the talented individuals supporting Chel's army gathered in the audience chamber.

"I assume everyone is aware of the situation. I've called you all here to discuss what we should do going forward."

The commanders quietly observed the situation without saying a word.
Since the state strategist who should have been the first to offer opinions in such situations had died from the plague, no one was eager to be the first to voice their thoughts.
No.
Rather than being unable to come up with ideas, the real issue was that they couldn't bring themselves to voice the most viable option.

At that moment.
An elderly retainer who had served the Brands family for quite some time cautiously raised his hand.

"...My lord."

"Speak."

"To be frank, this is a battle we cannot win. It may be time to make a decision for the future."

"A decision for the future?"

"Surrender."

"...!!"

"Surrender and plan for the future. Though rulers of territories are typically not spared, you were never the original ruler of Brands territory, and you were once known as Brands' finest swordsman. I believe that even someone as vicious as Serphina would accept if you bowed your head and offered to help her. I implore you to survive, seek opportunity, and strike at Serphina from behind."

"So you're telling me to bow down and serve under that woman Serphina?"

"Make the wise decision, my lord. Recklessness in the face of death is not bravery."

At the retainer's blunt words, the atmosphere in the audience chamber instantly grew heavy.
All eyes turned to the retainer as if he had spoken words that should never have been uttered.
But everyone knew. That there was no option other than surrender.
In this situation where a well-fed and well-trained army several times larger than their own exhausted forces—worn down by plague and consecutive battles—was approaching like a tidal wave.
The magic user who could be their trump card for a reversal was on the opposing side, in Serphina's army, not their own.
No matter what they did, they objectively couldn't defeat her. If fighting would only lead to a dog's death, surrender was clearly the only answer.
Yet the retainer had shouldered the burden of voicing what no one dared to say.

"..."

After saying nothing for a while, Chel spoke in a cold tone.

"Normally, I would have cut off your head for expressing such a foolish opinion. But I'm not that stupid."

"..."

"Besides, even with Lynn still around, I too have spent time as a ruler. The very idea that Serphina would spare me is nothing more than a gamble."

"I understand your words, but I am convinced Serphina will not kill you."

"What do you mean by that?"

At Chel's question, the elderly retainer's eyes lit up as he spoke.

"Because you don't particularly have ambitions to rule the continent."

"What?"

"Wasn't your priority to rebuild the Brands army that was crumbling under Lynn's tyranny?"

"..."

At those words, Chel was left speechless.
If anything—the retainer's words were somewhat accurate.
It was true that he had quickly raised his forces after seeing Lynn making the worst possible choices and his younger brother Kalinz betraying them by occupying Anel Castle during Lynn's absence, considering that the Brands army would fall into disarray if things continued as they were.

He had never considered things like 'I will unify this continent' or 'I will create a certain kind of world as a ruler.'
What he had in mind was solely the restoration of the Brands army to its former glory. That was all.
Though he had acknowledged her at one point, he had taken over the position of ruler because he judged that the Brands army could not be revived under the current Lynn or his younger brother Kalinz.

"Serphina is as perceptive as she is vicious. Moreover, you are straightforward by nature and not the type to irresponsibly spout opinions you don't truly hold like some pretending snake. Therefore, she should be able to easily discern that you have no grand ambitions."

"...You really have no filter today, do you?"

"I'm likely to lose my head anyway, and whether I die now or get captured and killed by Serphina, it's all the same, isn't it? With few days left to live, speaking my mind is the duty of a loyal retainer."

Hearing those words, Chel laughed loudly enough to shake the audience chamber.
Then, with blue eyes burning like azure flames, he revealed his plan to everyone.

"Send word to the lords of each territory. As soon as they receive this letter, tell them to gather all the supplies and troops they can and move to Alkanwood Castle."

"...!!"

At the mention of moving to Alkanwood Castle, all the gathered retainers looked at Chel with surprised expressions.

"Our forces are already insufficient. As long as we remain divided, we cannot face Serphina's army no matter what. All we can do is unite. We will make our final stand at Alkanwood Castle."
"This battle will likely cost many of you your lives. But from my perspective, I have no need for generals who won't properly participate in battle just because they value their lives."
"By now, you understand what I'm saying, right?"

"D-does that mean..."

Chel nodded at the question from a relatively young retainer standing next to the elderly one.

"If you value your life, resign from our army right now. I won't stop you."

For a moment, no one spoke.

"...It seems there are no such people here."

"We will fight alongside our lord until the end."
"The pride of the Brands army, we have never forgotten it."

All the retainers nodded and added their own words.
After all, they were the elites of the Brands army.
And their opponent was none other than the villainess Serphina. While they rationally acknowledged that surrender was the reasonable choice, their hearts couldn't accept it.

"Do you feel the same way?"

At Chel's words, the elderly retainer who had first voiced his opinion bowed his head and answered.

"If my lord has decided to fight, then so shall I."

"According to your own words, that's not a rational choice, is it?"

"The relationship between lord and retainer cannot be explained by rationality alone."

At those words, Chel smiled with satisfaction.
Though the chances of successfully defending were slim, he wouldn't just give in without a fight.
If he could somehow hinder Serphina...

Chel clenched his fist, reaffirming his resolve.

'...By any means necessary, I'll make her regret ever crossing Chel Brands.'

* * *

As the occupation forces from Aingart Castle passed by Kelstein Castle.

"Are you sending only 10,000 soldiers?"

"That's right."

Irene, riding alongside Serphina, asked with a puzzled expression.

"But won't that be insufficient to capture Jog Castle?"

"No. If Chel is worthy of facing me, this number should be enough to capture Jog Castle."

"...Pardon? I'm sorry, but I don't quite understand what you mean..."

At Irene's words, Serphina gave a faint smile.
Then—turning her head toward me on the opposite side, she said:

"Swen. Could you explain in my stead?"

"It means that if they've gathered their forces in one place, it's not at Jog Castle, which is at the frontline."

"Gathered their forces...?"

"Given our army's invasion, their options are extremely limited. The best move would be to gather all their troops in a distant location for a final stand. Even then, their chances would be slim, but from their perspective, they have no choice but to make this decision since they have no other options. If I were in their position—"

"Alkanwood."
"—I would gather at Alkanwood Castle, I think..."

Startled by Serphina's sudden voice, I stopped mid-sentence and looked toward her.

"Why so surprised, Swen?"

"...It's nothing."

It struck me anew that Serphina was truly an exceptional individual.
To the point where it was hard to believe she couldn't become the unifying ruler.

"Anyway, if they've withdrawn their forces as we think, it wouldn't matter even if we sent just a thousand men. The castle would be empty anyway."

"I see... So that's why you added 'if he is worthy of facing me'?"

"Yes. If troops are still stationed there and our forces struggle, that wouldn't necessarily be bad for us either. Rather, it would be beneficial. We could defeat them one by one."

As she said, sending ten thousand soldiers was also a way to test what kind of person Chel Brands was.

And soon after, the test results came in.
—In a direction that was somewhat unexpected.

"...Is that true?"

"Yes! As you said, Jog Castle was empty, but..."

The messenger spoke to the surprised Serphina in an incredulous tone.

"As if there had been a fire... all the buildings in the territory had been burned down and turned into a wasteland...!"
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# Arriving at Jog Castle, we were greeted by a scene of devastation almost too terrible to witness.

"How could this happen...?"

Burned-down civilian homes.
The farmland was damaged beyond any proper cultivation, and suffering villagers lay groaning in agony throughout the streets.
It wasn't just the military forces that had disappeared. Of course, I had expected that much. I even anticipated they would take all supplies with them.
But I never imagined they would completely destroy the territory to prevent our army from regrouping.
Wasn't this... territory in the central continent that had been under the Brands army for generations?

"This is... too cruel."
"It really is... I will never, ever forgive this..."

The voices belonged to Irene and Reika.
I could understand why Reika was half-sobbing—she had been a civilian much longer than a soldier, so her shock made sense. But even Irene, who had been through countless battlefields, hells, and chaotic scenes, was reacting this way—
Clearly, none of us had anticipated devastation of this magnitude.

Just then.

Someone who appeared to be a local grabbed my foot and pleaded desperately.
She was a woman in shabby attire, wearing clothes so ragged she might as well have been a beggar.

"P-please spare us, General! W-we... would never cooperate with a witch like Serphina, no matter what! So please, please... please spare our lives...!"

"..."

She seemed to have mistaken me for someone from Chel's forces.
I slowly knelt on one knee, met her eyes, and said:

"Don't worry. We won't harm you."

"A-are you sure...?"

"Yes. Serphina's army never meaninglessly slaughters innocent villagers."

The woman's face, which had shown relief, completely changed the moment she heard "Serphina's army."

"W-wait... w-what did you say...? That means—"

"Please calm down."

I placed my hand on her shoulder.

"I understand what you want to say, but we have no intention of harming you."

"I, um..."

"It's alright. You can answer slowly. I'll wait."

I didn't rush the woman, just looked straight into her eyes and waited for her response.
Irene and Reika, who had followed me, also quietly waited with me.
Finally, the woman parted her heavy lips.

"Then... what about Lord Chel...?"

"He fled."

"What about the story that... there were traitors working with Serphina...?"

'So that was the public justification.'

Was that really the excuse they gave while burning down these people's homes and livelihoods?
That couldn't have been the real purpose. Including Jog Castle, they likely wanted to ensure our army couldn't properly resupply even once before facing them.
Seeing this level of destruction, it seemed they weren't thinking about the consequences at all—just determined to throw everything they had at our army one last time.
After doing something like this, the villagers' support would inevitably hit rock bottom, which was absolutely the wrong move if Chel had ambitions of continental unification.

"...There are no traitors in our army."

"But, w-why...!"

At my words about there being no traitors, tears began to fall from the woman's face.
Her expression twisted simultaneously. As if something that should never have happened had occurred.

"If there were no traitors, then why did my husband... my children... why were they...!!!!"

"Please calm down! First—"

"Swen."

Just then, a familiar voice came from behind me.

"Lady Serphina...?"

"Would you mind giving me your place for a moment?"

I silently moved aside to make room for her.
Serphina, just as I had done, knelt on one knee and met the woman's eyes.
Caught off guard by the sudden situation, the woman stopped her outburst and stared at Serphina with a dazed expression.

"Y-you are..."

"Serphina von Aingart. That is my name."

"!!!"

"Don't be afraid. I have absolutely no intention of harming you."

"...!!"

"Don't judge based on what you've heard—look at my face with your own eyes."
"Well? Are you still afraid of me? Do I seem like an evil witch?"

The woman could only tremble, unable to give any answer.
Nevertheless—even I could tell she was regaining her composure compared to when she was speaking with me moments ago.

"Chel Brands abandoned you. He burned your homes and livelihoods with the sole intention of inflicting losses on our army."

"How could... why would Lord Chel..."

"That's the kind of man he was. From the beginning."

Upon hearing Serphina's words, the woman collapsed to her knees.
With eyes devoid of hope, dead and empty, she stared at the barren wasteland that remained—

"Why... why would he do this..."

The woman began to weep bitterly.
Irene silently bowed her head, while Reika turned away to wipe her tears.
Though I didn't know exactly what had happened... the woman's reaction made it easy to imagine how terrible the situation must have been when Chel left.

In this moment, only Serphina maintained her composure.

After a few minutes passed.
As the woman's crying gradually subsided and she slowly regained her calm—

"Do not worry."

Serphina looked at her with the kindest voice I had ever heard from her.

"From now on, you will be under the witch's protection."

"What...?"

"As long as you are under my rule, I promise nothing like this will ever happen again."

"!!!"

"Judge for yourself whether I am a ruler worthy of your trust. In these miserable times, the right to resist those you cannot trust is one of the few rights given to people like you."

Having finished speaking, Serphina slowly rose from her place and looked down at the woman she had just faced.

"But I am not afraid of that judgment. You will soon learn which path to follow—Brands or Aingart."

"Lady Serphina..."

Serphina did not respond to the woman who had called her name for the first time. She simply turned and hastened her steps.
After briefly calming the woman, I followed behind Serphina along with Irene and Reika.

*

The first thing we did after occupying Jog Castle was to stabilize the situation.
At this point, Chel's strategy had somewhat succeeded. Although his decision would cause him severe losses in the long run, he had managed to hold us back to some extent.
Elite soldiers from our occupying forces were dispatched to restore civilian homes, and measures were established to rebuild the marketplace.
It reminded me of that time when we rebuilt Jeilant Castle after it was devastated by repeated battles and storms.

"Here's today's food ration. We have plenty, so you don't need to worry for the time being."

"Thank you so much..."

Distributing food wasn't particularly difficult.
Literally, we had built up very solid internal resources during the period when the plague was spreading throughout the central continent.
There were no issues with supply routes or shortage of military provisions, and besides, securing the goodwill of the villagers was important for becoming their new ruler.
As I was distributing basic food rations to the villagers, I heard a man's voice from behind.

"Strategist, you're working hard. Let me take over."

The voice belonged to Ian.
Since I had taken the position of State Strategist, he had been using honorifics with me.
It wasn't strange considering that my position as State Strategist was higher than his as General... but it still felt odd receiving formal speech from someone who used to receive it from me.
Since Irene still spoke casually with me, I initially told him it wasn't necessary, but Ian's resolve was firm, so I didn't press the issue further.

"How is the situation?"

"The restoration of Jog Castle is almost complete. However... the scouts just returned."

"The ones we dispatched recently?"

"Yes. As you predicted, they burned down all the castles under Chel's control without leaving a single area intact. Except for one place... Alcanwood Castle."

So the enemy has indeed gathered at Alcanwood.
Though there wasn't really anywhere else they could choose if they wanted to drag things out... we couldn't just bypass all the territories, so it would take some time.

"I understand. Do you know where General Irene is?"

"She's at the barracks."

After switching places with Ian, I went to the barracks and found Irene encouraging the soldiers.

"You've worked hard, Swen."

"We all have. How are things?"

"The soldiers' morale is at its peak. The look in each soldier's eyes during training is extraordinary. They have eyes too—seeing how ruthlessly the villagers' homes were burned must have given them much to think about. Chel made a terrible miscalculation. His pathetic attempt to hold us back has only ignited our fighting spirit."

"I think you're right."

We may have been delayed, but if this incident could improve even slightly the villagers' hostile perception of Serphina...
I couldn't say it aloud as it might be disrespectful to the villagers, but that's what I was thinking.

Just then.
Irene looked at me with a serious expression and asked:

"...Swen."

"Do you have something to say?"

"Yes. It's..."

Irene hesitated briefly, then nodded as if she had made up her mind and asked:

"What kind of person is Luna?"

"What...?"

A sudden question.
About someone I hadn't expected—

"I'm asking what kind of character Luna has."
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"Huh? Lady Luna? All of a sudden?"

"Yes."

Looking at her expression after this somewhat abrupt topic, it didn't seem like she was just making idle conversation to pass time.
I moved with her to a shaded spot under a nearby tree, where we both crouched down side by side, and I carefully broke the silence first.

"May I ask why?"

"The true lord you served was Duke Luna, wasn't it?"

"...Yes."

I hesitated slightly for a moment, but I had no intention of denying that fact.

"I'm curious what kind of person she was that made you, Swen, so certain she would become the unifying monarch."

Her question didn't seem to reveal her full intentions, but since she asked, it would be polite to answer.

"She was a good person. She always trusted me completely. Even when I made outlandish claims, she listened to everything without asking for a single piece of evidence."

Thinking about it now, I suspected this was only possible because the state was quite small, but I didn't want to diminish the complete trust she had placed in me.
Just as her forces were small—back then, I was just a nobody, a mere pebble rolling around without the reputation of being the white-haired mage or anything else.

"Also, she had a personality that naturally made her subjects follow her. She was one of the few who treated her subjects' pain as her own."

"Like Lady Serphina just now?"

...Ah.
Only then did I realize why she had brought up this question.

"Are you... concerned about Lady Serphina?"

"...!"

Irene was startled by my words—
Then she put on a bitter smile.

"It seems I can't hide anything from you, Swen."

A person who was publicly called a tyrant but continued on her path without concern.
Someone who would willingly bear infamy to save others' lives even if no one acknowledged it or she gained nothing from it.

It was just like that a moment ago.
Seeing how she treated the subjects who had likely cursed her until recently made one wonder why she had earned the nickname "tyrant" at all.
Irene, being human, must have thought similarly.

She must be questioning the conclusion that "despite all this, Lady Serphina cannot become the unifying monarch"—the same doubt I once had.

"I was just... curious. What kind of exceptional person was Duke Luna that Lady Serphina... cannot become the unifying monarch?"

Without my Intelligence 100 prediction, I wouldn't have been able to be certain either.
But in this world, my predictions were an immutable law.
As long as Lady Serphina remained the monarch, the Serphina army could neither defeat the Lunarienne army nor change her fate or Luna's.

We didn't speak for a while.
Since I could guess what she was thinking, I calmly gave her time to organize her thoughts.

"...Swen."

"Yes?"

"Just to be clear, I'm unconditionally on your side. No matter what happens, I'll stay by your side."

"Yes."

"My body is your shield, and my conviction is your sword. If you choose to walk an unvirtuous path, I'll gladly stand at the front to take the filth that would be thrown at you."

"Thank you."

"So, whatever decision you make, I have no intention of objecting. But still..."
"I'm still... concerned about Lady Serphina."

Irene said this while hugging her legs and burying her head in her knees.
The monarch who first acknowledged Irene when she was yearning for recognition.
The woman who threw herself in harm's way when Irene was in mortal danger.
Of course, Serphina's life would have been in danger without Irene, but that didn't make her action any less extraordinary.
In fact, I had never heard of a monarch risking their life for a knight.

Nothing would have happened.
Even if Irene had died protecting Serphina, no one would have blamed Serphina or added another page to her already extensive infamy.
It was simply expected for a knight to sacrifice themselves for their monarch.
Dying in place of a noble monarch was considered honorable in itself.

Yet Serphina threw herself in harm's way.
To protect Irene. ...To avoid being hated by me.

"No matter how I think about it... I don't want to just abandon Lady Serphina. Swen. It was when you and Reika went to the relief camp."

The mention of the relief camp immediately brought back memories of my kiss with Reika, but I somehow managed not to twist my expression.

"I spent time accompanying Lady Serphina in your place, staying closest to her. At first, I felt very lonely without Reika or you... but now that I think about it, Lady Serphina filled that emptiness, treating me, a mere knight, with genuine sincerity."
"The closer I got to her, the more I understood how lonely and solitary her life had been. Lady Serphina didn't seem to show weakness publicly... but from what I could see, she seemed so fragile, like she could collapse at any moment."
"Sometimes, the profile of my lord gazing out the window... reminded me of my former self."

Perhaps only Irene could notice this.
They shared the commonality of being hated—Irene by the Brands army, and Serphina by the world.

"If we leave... will our lord be alright? Not just me, but our lord relies on you a lot..."

I lifted my head for a moment to look at the sky.
Between the blooming flower trees, a beautiful blue sky with elegant clouds came into view.

...I suppose it's okay to share some thoughts.

Watching flower petals carried by the wind and white clouds drifting by, I carefully revealed my feelings to her.

"Well, I feel the same way."

"...Really?"

"Why else would I still be here?"

Of course, it wasn't solely for that reason; there were various complex factors involved.
Irene thought for a long time, unable to speak easily, then carefully looked at me and asked.
Her purple eyes flickered in response to her trembling voice.

"Is there... a way?"
"The Luna I met hated Serphina. She said she took up arms because she couldn't entrust the world to her. I could tell from that moment. The fact that the two cannot coexist."
"In this situation, is there a way... for both Lady Serphina and Duke Luna... for everyone to be happy?"

'....'

I wouldn't get an answer by inputting "Can Serphina von Aingart and Lunarienne Iniang coexist?"
Even if I could get an answer, I had no intention of inputting it here.

"Lady Irene. Do you remember? The battle at the Northern Fortress."

"Of course I remember. Swen, how could I forget that battle where you saved me... when everyone else abandoned me, you reached out your hand."

"Even then, everyone said it couldn't be done, but we managed somehow, didn't we? Who am I? I'm the man who made a meteor fall, aren't I?"

That moment still appears in my dreams sometimes. In a way, it was the moment that changed my fate.
I, who had only planned to live in obscurity, met Irene after that day, met Reika, and changed lords three times until I met Serphina.

"So just trust me. This will all become part of a bigger picture. You'll probably be surprised again when the time comes, saying something like, 'Swen, you really knew everything all along!'"

At my frivolous words, Irene finally smiled as if amused.
At the same time, a strong wind blew, and a few flower petals began to fall, fluttering.

"...I see. Well, Swen. You always knew everything..."

"Of course. You know that better than anyone, Lady Irene. You've been by my side the longest and closest, from the moment we lived together at Anel Castle."

"..."

Due to her slightly flushed cheeks, her face looked remarkably girlish.
Irene took a deep breath... then turned her head to face me and asked.

"Then can you tell what I'm thinking of doing next?"

"Your thoughts?"

"Yes. Swen, you know everything, don't you?"

Even if I know everything, I can't predict anything outside of strategy, battle, or national affairs...
But perhaps swept up in the atmosphere of falling flower petals, I racked my brain for the most plausible answer.

"Um... are you thinking about the tea you'll drink this evening?"

"Wrong."

"Then, not tea but something diff—"

My words were never completed.
For a moment, I wondered what on earth was happening.
My vision darkened. Or more precisely—my field of vision was filled with one person's face.
The red-haired female knight who approached me closely with her eyes closed.
The soft sensation felt on my lips.
It's a somewhat familiar sensation now. After all, I had similar experiences twice before.
What taste is this? Not yuzu, not the sweetness of cake. This is... the taste of Irene.

...Smack, smooch... lick.

A stimulating sound that properly excites all five human senses.
As our tongues intertwined, my mind went blank.
It's too... intense. Several times more sticky than anyone else.
Something much more intense than the passing scent of yuzu or the subtle sweetness penetrates my mouth as if to devour it.

"..."

After what seemed like an eternity—slowly.
Very slowly she pulled away.
Only then did I see Irene's features, her face completely flushed.
Gone was the reliable female knight; instead, there was a provocative face of a female gasping for breath, desperately craving me as a male.
Her overwhelming cleavage, impossible to hide with armor, pushed me even harder when I was already disoriented.
Adorning that beautiful sight was the sound of wind. Her red hair swaying slightly like waves, and pink flower petals falling as if fluttering.

"Lady... Irene...?"

"..."

We stared at each other for a long time without saying anything.
...My heart feels like it's going to burst.
To be honest, this kiss stirred me more intensely than any other.
Unlike with Lady Serphina or Reika who quickly grasped the situation, I could only stare at her with a dumbfounded expression, unable to utter a coherent sentence.

She was the one who broke the silence that seemed to last forever.

"Did you expect it?"

"N-no..."

"...Did you dislike it?"

I shook my head vigorously.
I couldn't answer that question and just shook my head like a fool.

"Good."

Irene said this with a smile as bright as sunshine.
The smile she showed after escaping loneliness at the fortress. The smile I first wanted to protect.

"Then... I'm glad."

Irene slowly got up from her seat.

"Let's go."

"...Ah... um, ...yes."

I wish I could have understood what was happening, or at least said something cool and plausible—
But I couldn't, and instead just mumbled a stupid answer and followed her back to where everyone else was, supporting my weakened legs.

—With unforgettable images adding up day by day.
I was growing to like this place more and more.
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# Chapter Translation

All the way back to where everyone was, neither Swen nor Irene spoke a word.
Of course, they weren't speaking out loud - but inside Irene's head, a massive typhoon was raging.

'......'

She had done it.
She had finally acted on what she had only ever imagined doing.

It was a half-impulsive decision, but not simply an action caught up in the moment.
The catalyst for these feelings traced back to just a few days ago.

* * *

"How are you feeling, Miss Reika?"

"Lady Irene...!"

Unlike Swen who rode horseback alongside Serphina in formation, or herself, Reika couldn't ride and was following in a carriage at the rear of the procession, escorted by soldiers.
Reika in particular wasn't accustomed to traveling for extended periods. She was the type to tire even faster than Swen with his lack of stamina.
Of course, even though she had been sitting the whole time, she might be exhausted after following along for such a long distance at a forced march pace, so Serphina had sent Irene to check on her.
Reika's physical condition was extremely important to Serphina's army.
As a mage, she served as the ultimate weapon in most battles, so Serphina, as the ruler, was paying special attention to her condition.

"The lord asked me to check on your condition."

"I'm fine. H-how is Lord Swen...?"

"Swen is fine. He seems to be pushing himself, but... he appears to be holding up well so far."

"I see... that's good."

After saying that, Reika hugged her knees for a moment.

"Um... Lady Irene. Could we talk for a moment?"

*

"It's smaller than I expected. Seems to be a carriage for just two people."

"Thank you...! For specially making time..."

Settled in the carriage, Irene raised her hand dismissively as if to say it was nothing.

"Not at all. I'm sure the lord would understand this much. Anyway, what's the matter?"

"Well, it's not anything else... but, I, I have something I must tell Lady Irene..."

"Something you must tell me? Me?"

"Yes, yes...!"

Reika's face was filled with determination.
Curious about this expression rarely seen on her, Irene tilted her head and asked.

"What is it?"

Of course.
Until that moment, she couldn't even imagine what weighty answer was coming.

"I... I did it."

"Hmm?"

"With Lord Swen... I did it...!!"

"...?"

Slap!
Reika's hands firmly gripped Irene's knees, filling the carriage with a crisp sound.

"Ki-ki, kikikiki... k-kiss...!!!!"

"!!!!"

"We kissed...! Lord Swen and I!!"

Silence.
After the sound of slapping knees, an indescribably profound silence followed.
Gripping Irene's shoulders, which seemed about to turn to stone, Reika cried out pleadingly.

"So! I wanted to tell... at least you!"

"Uh, uh...?"

"Lady Irene... you like Lord Swen, don't you?"

"No, that, that's..."

To Irene, who couldn't grasp how the conversation had turned from talk of a kiss to this—
Reika delivered her message as if throwing it at her.
This was a first. Never before had she, who always mumbled and stayed in others' shadows, revealed her presence so strongly.

"I... didn't want to be underhanded about this...! I, I also like Lord Swen. I want him as my husband. But, I... I also like you, Lady Irene. If I could serve both you and Lord Swen, and build a family together... that would be enough for me...!"

"Miss Reika...?"

"So, Lady Irene too... if you can convey your feelings to Lord Swen... don't hold back, you should tell him... if you miss the t-timing, truly..."

Reika finally slowly removed her hands from her shoulders.

"Truly... it could become a very difficult situation..."

"..."

"If you have feelings you want to express, you must convey them clearly at the right moment... If you don't and it's too late, you might lose everything precious... A strangely tangled thread takes a very long time to unravel. So..."
"Lady Irene must also... convey those feelings... to Lord Swen...!!"

Hearing those words, her mind, which had seemed to drift away somewhere, slowly returned.
Is that so...?
Must I convey these feelings?

"But..."

Swen had asked her to wait.
Wouldn't pushing her feelings onto him, when he had so many other things to deal with, just be a burden to him...?

"I..."

Wouldn't it be selfish?
Wouldn't it just make things harder for him when he was already troubled about Lunarienne?

"I can't burden him, so..."

Seeing Irene unable to continue speaking properly, Reika took Irene's rough, rugged knight's hands firmly in both of hers.

"I can't know what you're thinking. But one thing is certain. Lord Swen could never dislike you...!"

"Re-Reika...?"

"Sometimes I've been... jealous... When Lord Swen talks with you, he becomes more splendid than any other man... he looks happier than when talking to anyone else... Many people converse with Lord Swen. I feel he treats me very kindly and gently when talking with me too... but still... that expression, he only shows it in front of you."

"...!!"

"So... there's no way Lord Swen would feel burdened if you express your feelings..."

Hearing Reika's words, Irene recalled something Serphina had once told her.
Was it that only she could make Swen make such a splendid expression?
Lady Serphina then, and Reika now, both said the same thing. That Swen shows his most wonderful smile when he's with me.

"Really...?"

Seeing Irene's face turn bright red, Reika nodded with a faint smile.

"Of course... he likes you so, so much. I, I don't lie to Lady Irene... So-"

* * *

'She told me to convey my feelings, that's right.'

Irene carefully observed Swen following behind her.
...His expression clearly showed he was flustered.
His cheeks were slightly flushed. What about me? Am I blushing like Swen too?
Without a mirror she couldn't check, but considering how hot her face had felt since earlier, she thought she probably looked no different from Swen.

'...Haa.'

What was I thinking, doing something so bold?
Even if I wanted to convey my feelings, honestly, I had no idea how to go about it.
Just because Reika said she had kissed him... I vaguely thought I could do it too.
Swen was the first man she had ever gotten close to. She had never been taught how a woman should behave when conveying her feelings to a man.
Besides, she thought of herself as someone completely lacking in feminine charm.
Compared to the very girlish and domestically skilled Reika, or the goddess-like Serphina with her beautiful appearance that made one want to dedicate everything to her, she was practically a tomboy.
Though Swen would be shocked to hear it, Irene was so pure in that regard that she was completely unaware of the devastating effect her figure had.

Even so.

'He didn't say he disliked it...'

If Swen didn't dislike it, wasn't that okay?
I'm not sure if my feelings were properly conveyed... but two things became clear.

That she wanted to be Swen's wife.
And the certainty that if Reika also became Swen's wife, they could live very happily together.

What Irene clearly felt while spending time with the two of them was - a sense of bond and belonging.
The very things she had desperately sought but couldn't find during her time with the Brands army.

* * *

It didn't take long to conquer the rest of the territory starting with Jog Castle.
The problem was that not only Jog Castle but all the remaining territories had been completely burned down.
Of course, our side's response had also become much faster. There's bound to be a significant difference between facing ruins without any preparation and facing them with preparation, so our army's response was becoming much more efficient and quicker.

The greatest achievement in this process was that Lady Serphina had finally begun to win the hearts of the central continent's territorial residents.
Although relief camps had been set up before, they were limited to "those with family in the northern continent" and residents had to travel quite far to reach them, so they could only have a relatively small impact. Now, however, we were digging right into the central continent itself to conduct relief activities, so they were bound to catch the eyes of many more people—
In this situation, even those who had lived under the Brands army for a long time would naturally favor "those who came into the ruins to help them" over "those who burned everything and fled." That was crystal clear.

"Thank you, Lady Serphina..."
"We will never forget this kindness."

After somewhat settling the chaos in the territories that had belonged to Chel in this way.
Our army was finally able to concentrate its forces near Alcanwood Castle, where Chel was making his last stand.

Countless siege weapons, the mage Reika, well-fed and well-trained troops in overwhelmingly greater numbers than the enemy.

Before this battle that seemed impossible to lose, Serphina carefully asked me a question.

"What do you think, Swen? Do you judge that we will win this battle?"

"..."

I thought we would probably win if there were no major issues, but nevertheless, I wrote down her question as it was.

'Can our army defeat Chel's forces in the battle for Alcanwood Castle?'

The answer was output immediately.
And—

[We will win the battle itself.]

'...?'

—what I heard was a conclusion that gave me an uneasy feeling.
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"As always, it seems something has happened."

"...There is something, but that doesn't change the fact that we will win."

"What do you mean by that?"

"I mean the fact that our army will win remains unchanged."

"Then isn't there no problem?"

Well, generally speaking, that would be true—
But in cases where such results appear, it usually means we win the battle at the cost of 'losing' something.

Still, one thing I can be certain of—

'Lady Serphina will be safe.'

If something bad were to happen to Serphina, the result wouldn't be this lukewarm.
There would have been a prediction like 'the outcome will be extremely favorable to our forces' or something along those lines.
But if that's the case, what exactly will our army lose?

In any case—given this condition, I need to understand the intentions of Serphina, the decision-maker.

"My Lord. I'd like to ask you a few things."

"I was already prepared for that. Ask anything."

Good.
Let me try once more. Piecing things together. The very thing I've done countless times since coming here.

"That's fortunate then. My first question is—"

* * *

Alcanwood Castle, which had effectively become the capital of Chel's forces.

After gathering all his troops from various territories into one place, the first thing Chel did was personally lead their training.
It was unprecedented for a ruler to manage soldiers in the barracks—but fortunately, such action played a significant role in maintaining the morale of his forces.

The soldiers in Chel's army weren't fools.
They knew that even if they gathered like this, they couldn't defeat Serphina's large army with their current forces.
Nevertheless—having the man once called the First Sword of Brands personally step forward to encourage them was quite special to those who had long served in the Brands army.

They didn't expect miracles—but perhaps they could inflict serious damage on Serphina's forces.
Befitting a ruler with a general's background, Chel was certainly succeeding in instilling a kind of noble "combat spirit" among soldiers facing an overwhelmingly disadvantageous battle.

The situation was the same not only for the soldiers but also for the remaining armed forces.
Since Chel himself had said they could step down if they valued their lives, everyone was resolutely prepared to dedicate their lives to this battle.
If miracles existed, "prepared in every way possible to make one happen" would be the most appropriate description of Chel's current forces.

Even so—
Rather than seeking miracles, Chel was assessing the current situation more coldly than ever.

'With this... I should be able to inflict some damage on Serphina.'

He had no intention of winning.
His sole purpose was to inflict severe damage on Serphina.
To prevent, even slightly, her advance into the continent.
This wasn't for his siblings like Lynn or Kalinz, nor for the territory's residents.
The final pride of a man who had lived throwing himself into battlefields.
That pride—refusing to be unilaterally defeated by Serphina—was the driving force behind Chel's actions now.

From Serphina's perspective, he was perhaps the most troublesome opponent.
If he had other ambitions, she could have pressured Chel's forces in various ways.
The saying that the most fearsome person is one with nothing to lose wasn't for nothing.

So it went, with intense daily training as he personally boosted his soldiers' morale, until one day—

"Serphina's army is approaching?"

"Y-yes, sir!"

At the words of a soldier wearing a red armband, Chel asked in a calm tone.

"How many troops?"

"About 148,000, it seemed...!"

"...Hmph."

His side had scraped together just 80,000.
It was less than the expected scale of about 160,000, but—

'That was probably the best she could do from her position.'

Operating large-scale forces wasn't as simple as one might think.
Especially when it came to attacking Alcanwood Castle, situated in the middle of somewhat rugged mountains rather than flat terrain.
The more troops, the harder it became to manage supplies and the slower they advanced. Besides, assuming they would use siege weapons, there was no need to mobilize so many troops.
Moreover, since they had hidden cards beyond just troops, they probably didn't want to unnecessarily escalate the situation.

'Well, it doesn't matter. I'll make her regret not mobilizing 200,000 troops.'

"Who's the commander-in-chief?"

"Serphina as commander-in-chief, Swen as chief of staff, and Cransis leading the vanguard, it seems."

'So the man I'll be facing is probably Cransis.'

Cransis alone wouldn't satisfy him.
He honestly wanted to take at least two or three more officers of the occupying force as companions on his journey to hell.

"What will you do?"

"We'll intercept them around the castle walls. Go and tell everyone. The time has come, prepare as planned."

"Understood!"

As the messenger withdrew.
Chel slowly reached for the sword at his waist.
After a moment's pause, he slowly drew it—once again feeling like his former self, who had roamed the continent to conquer the central region.

'This will probably be the last battle of my life.'

He had enjoyed being born into a warrior's life.
He enjoyed staining his blade with enemy blood more than complicated politics.
Though he had somehow been pushed into this situation, he was quite satisfied that the final trajectory of his life would be a battle with the villainess Serphina.

'...Let's go.'

In whatever form, he would surely leave his mark—

Chel, who had been muttering to himself, slowly left the royal castle.

* * *

Outside Alcanwood Castle.

On the battlefield where war was brewing, Cransis, who served as the vanguard commander and the occupation force's commander, was making a final assessment of the enemy's situation.

"Commander."

The one addressing him was Irian, who stood by his side.
Since stepping down from his temporary position as castle lord, he had resumed using honorifics with Cransis.

"Our Lord says to charge whenever the time comes."

"...How are the 'siege weapons' our Lord mentioned coming along?"

"They're ready."

After saying this, Irian carefully offered his opinion.

"What do you think about the possibility of them coming out to intercept?"

"They'll likely send out only a small force. To counter the siege weapons, at least. But I'm convinced they'll hold out in the castle."

"You're convinced?"

"Chel isn't a stupid man. He may seem reckless at times, but he's not one to personally engage in unfavorable battles. ...What about Lady Reika?"

"I've heard she's ready, but... I don't think she'll need to step forward this time, will she?"

"I agree with your opinion."

Reika could only attack within a certain distance.
Her magic was certainly powerful, but it would be problematic to expose her position so one-sidedly.
With a general as skilled in mobile warfare as Chel, there was a high possibility he would target Reika persistently.
It was also not easy to precisely attack only enemy buildings in a battlefield where friendly and enemy forces were mixed.

Of course, beyond all that—
Considering the 'preparations' they had made, there was no need for Reika to come to the front.

"Our Lord also said to primarily use the siege weapons she prepared."

"I know. Where is General Irene now?"

"She seems to be carrying out a separate mission, but beyond that, I'm not sure..."

"I see."

The deputy commander was someone who did her job well, so there was no need to worry much.
Chel would almost certainly come out with the interception force, which would require significant sacrifice, but if they could just eliminate that small interception force, they could use magic or siege weapons against the forces holding out in the castle—
After roughly calculating in his head, Cransis slowly nodded and said to Irian.

"General Irian. Proceed as planned."

"Yes!"

Just as Cransis was about to begin preparations for a full-scale siege with siege weapons at the forefront.

"...Huh?"

"T-the castle gate is opening!"

Despite not having even set up properly yet, forces began pouring out of Alcanwood Castle.

'...So the interception force is coming out already?'

The fact that an interception force was coming out was within expectations, but... there was one difference.
That was—

"T-the number of troops...!"
"They're coming in waves!!"

The number of troops was far more than expected.

* * *

Outside Alcanwood Castle where the battle had begun.

Waaaaaaaaah—!

"Fire! Burn everything!"

"Damn it!!!"

In the chaotic battlefield, Chel Brands shone the brightest.
Chel stood at the very front of the vanguard, literally slaughtering Serphina's soldiers.

"D-don't run away!"
"Everyone must keep their composure!"

Though Serphina's officers were trying to maintain control, the sight of a death-like figure on horseback swinging his sword before their eyes to take their lives was terrifying in itself.

As he was dealing with the vanguard's forces, one of Chel's soldiers quickly approached him.

"General!"

"What is it?"

"It seems the magician... hasn't come out!"

The being Chel was most concerned about.
That was the magician.
Though he hadn't seen the magician's combat style firsthand, when gathering rumors, it was reasonable to assume the magician couldn't use magic beyond a certain distance.
If they held out in the castle, the magician would probably be an even greater threat than siege weapons. How could anyone defeat someone who could freely create and hurl fireballs?

The absurd strategy Chel chose in the face of the overwhelming asymmetric force of a magician was—
To leave no soldiers for defense and have everyone serve as an interception force, mixing with the enemy troops.

In other words—Chel had given up on defending Alcanwood Castle!
With the sole determination to inflict damage on Serphina's army!

Since they were going to lose anyway, to avoid being hit by magic as much as possible, all forces needed to be mixed with enemy forces—
A defense force with no intention of defending the castle was born.
Chel's eccentric action, driven solely by this thought, was successfully disrupting Serphina's army's formation.

—Up to this point, the situation was unfolding according to Chel's plan.
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Until that moment, Chel, who had been freely roaming the battlefield, thought everything was going according to his plan.

"Haaah!"

He didn't care about his life at all.
As long as he could inflict maximum damage on Serphina's forces—

His decision to charge forward while abandoning any hope of survival certainly succeeded in giving the enemy unexpected pressure.

He probably didn't need to worry about magic either.
Whether they cast spells at the castle or not, it made no difference to Chel who had already given up on the castle—
If they cast magic where he was fighting, they would inevitably harm their own Serphina forces who were mixed in battle with him.
Even if Serphina's side decided to cast magic while accepting some casualties, it would still be profitable for Chel.
Creating the impression that she sacrificed her own troops would inevitably deal a significant long-term blow to her.

A charge focused solely on damaging Serphina!
Looking at it purely from the perspective of "inflicting damage on the enemy," this was undoubtedly the best decision Chel could make.

The proof was—
Weren't Serphina's soldiers now in disarray, not knowing what to do!

"Focus on destroying the siege weapons first!"

If he could destroy as many siege weapons as possible before they were even set up, that alone would be enough to inflict damage.
Was it because he had the momentum, or because the enemy forces were scattered?
The weapons, not yet prepared, were being eliminated by Chel's forces at a speed beyond imagination.

So fast!
Chel, intoxicated with battle, smiled with satisfaction as he watched the siege weapons crumble.

'Good. If we can continue fighting like this and take out their armed officers one by one...'

But at that moment.
Instead of burning with fighting spirit, Chel should have realized that things were moving too quickly.
He should have questioned why his soldiers were defeating the siege weapons so easily.

But before he could think about it in detail—

"Chel Brands!"

From across the field, a tempting prey was approaching.

Clang!

"Kransis! It's been a while, you damned old man!"

He had faced Kransis before, back when the continent was still unified.
During that time when order was collapsing with no ruler decided between Algot and Sidmid, he was the foolish general who rejected Chel's father Orlando Brands' proposal and remained loyal to the Aingart side until the end.

"What an ugly struggle. They call you Brands' First Sword, but that's too grand a title for a rat throwing a tantrum in a battle he can't win!"

"You must be burning inside! You may mock me with words, but I can see what's behind them! I can see you trembling with fear!"

After exchanging a few more blows, Kransis began to be pushed back one-sidedly.
This was all within Kransis's calculations.

"Commander!"

From the other side, another man began galloping toward them on horseback.
The blonde knight Irian.
A man who had risen to become the most influential figure in the "next generation of generals" in Serphina's army.
He immediately came to Kransis's aid, attacking Chel from the opposite side.

"Two flies buzzing around me!"

Clang!

"You think I'll be pushed back!!!"

For an ordinary person, feeling disadvantaged in a 2-on-1 battle would be natural—
But not Chel. He was such a battle maniac that he felt a kind of catharsis the more people attacked him.
Moreover, he had a body that thoroughly supported this temperament.
Although he was relatively weaker compared to his prime—
He was still more than capable of handling both Irian and Kransis in this situation.

So, after exchanging several more blows between the three—
Despite two people striking at one, the momentum wasn't shifting at all.
No, the advantage was gradually tilting toward Chel.

'He's... really pushing us back...!'

Although Irian had somewhat expected this based on Kransis's cold assessment that even two people would be pushed back, actually experiencing it firsthand made him feel dizzy.
But... they couldn't afford to be pushed back here.
Kransis and he had an important mission assigned by the Strategist.

'We need to drain Chel's stamina somehow...!'

After clashing like this for a while.

"Ah...!"

With the sound of metal clashing, Irian lost grip of the spear in his hand.
Chel, with his battle instincts, didn't miss that moment and charged at the weaponless man with gleaming eyes.

"This is getting boring! Let me deal with you one by one! You're first, kid!"

'Damn it...!'

They hadn't even properly drained Chel's stamina yet, and if they let things continue like this, the plan could go awry.
But there was no time even for self-reproach, as time on the battlefield flows mercilessly fast.

"Die!!!!"

'I need to dodge sideways!'

Even if he got injured, he could survive if he dodged sideways—
As Irian was thinking this and trying his best to move his body.

"Ugh!"

"C-Commander...!"

Kransis had suddenly intervened, blocking Chel's attack with his arm.
Of course, "blocking" was just a word... he had taken the hit instead.

"Ugh... urgh...!"

"...!"

After a moment of shock, Irian quickly grabbed the axe Kransis was holding—
And immediately swung it at Chel.

"Gah...!"

With a cracking sound as part of the armor shattered—
He was finally able to land a proper hit on him.

In this rapidly unfolding situation,
Chel quickly pulled his sword from Kransis's forearm, turned his horse slightly backward, and covered the wound where Kransis's axe had grazed him.

"You damn brat...!"

"I-Irian... well done. Your judgment is swift indeed..."

"Commander! Are you alright?"

"Rather than asking about my well-being... it's him... if we can finish that monster at our level...!"

"But then, Commander, your life would...!"

In reality, despite having an axe briefly embedded in his body, Chel was merely sighing slightly and regaining his battle stance.
Though he must be bleeding, he showed no sign of wavering and glared at them as if he would burn them with his gaze.
A monster.
The title of Brands' First Sword was clearly not just for show.

If they continued to fight him like this, they might be able to win with reinforcements, but Kransis would certainly die.
So what decision should be made? What would be best for all of them?

As Irian was caught in this dilemma.

Clang!

"Y-You...!"

The one facing Chel, who had resumed his battle stance, was the red-haired female knight and deputy commander of the occupation forces—Irene Juliet.

"Lord Irian! Take the Commander and retreat! Leave this place to me!"

"General Irene...!"

Instead of adding more words, Irian gave a slight bow, took care of Kransis, and quickly withdrew from the battlefield.
This should be... enough of what the Strategist had ordered.
The rest would be left to Irene.

"Well... Irene Juliet. The face of a filthy traitor... I get to see it clearly with my own eyes again. I've been waiting. I wanted to kill you with my own hands more than anyone else."

"In terms of betraying our lord, aren't you and I the same?"

"I still have Brands blood flowing in me... how can you call that betrayal? You dirty woman who has stained the face of your father who served the Brands family his entire life...!"

"..."

"What remains in your life if you exclude the Brands family?! The Juliet family was created solely for our Brands family! Nothing remains! You are alone in this world!"

Irene slowly closed her eyes.
Normally, such words would have shaken her mercilessly... but not anymore.
What centered her was no longer the Brands family.
And she was no longer alone.

"You're pitiful too, Chel."

"What...?"

"Crushed under the name of Brands, you raised an army you didn't even want. Because you couldn't trust your siblings. In that we can't trust even our own kin, you and I are not qualitatively different."

"...!!"

Chel's face visibly twisted rapidly.
That someone bearing the name Juliet would... pity him, of all people?
Even the pain from the axe wound gave way, replaced entirely by... overwhelming anger.

"...Irene. You... really want to die, don't you?"

"Unfortunately, I have no intention of dying by your hand. I have too much to do."

"What?"

Just as Chel was about to continue.

—BOOM!!!!!!!

'W-What?!'

Suddenly, a tremendous explosive sound came from behind.
It sounded like something exploding.

'Magic? Did they use magic...?!'

But using magic in this situation would cause considerable damage to their own forces...?
Well, it wasn't completely unreasonable.
Especially considering who he was fighting against.

'Serphina, that villainess... she's trying to eliminate us even at the cost of her own troops...'

Just as he was thinking that his plan to inflict damage on her was correct.
Irene turned her horse and began to move away from Chel.

"Are you running away, Irene!!!"

If she left this place, there was a possibility of being hit by magic—
But from the situation, it seemed the mage had already been deployed on the battlefield, and with only one, there was no need to be overly afraid.
Besides, although he was holding up somehow, he could feel his vision gradually blurring.
Even so, I can still defeat that woman.
Before I die, I'll kill her with my own hands—

With only that thought, he followed after Irene.

* * *

After moving some distance from the battlefield.

"Take this!"

Chel finally turned his horse again and continued exchanging blows with Irene.

Surprisingly, Chel wasn't pushed back even here.
Despite having fought two people earlier, he was evenly matched with Irene.
In fact, he sensed that Irene was gradually being pushed back.

"...!"

Seeing Irene's movements, which seemed to be continuously guiding him somewhere, suggested she had some kind of plan...
But to judge that in detail, Chel had lost too much blood on his way here.

"I don't know what you're thinking!"

Clang!

"But this... is the end!!!"

Just as Chel raised his sword toward Irene.

—Thunk.

"Huh...?"

Thud!

Chel dropped his sword before he could swing it.
He slowly lowered his head to look at his chest.
And then he realized.

A green rapier wrapped in bright red flames had pierced his chest.

And then, a man's voice was heard.

"It's not Irene who's finished, but you, Chel."

"This... is."

Before he could even comprehend what was happening, as he turned his head, what came into his view—
Were the silhouettes of a man with snow-white hair and a woman with pink hair.
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"Then I'm glad. Now for my first question—"

The first question to Serphina was about how to invade.
Serphina explained her thoughts without hesitation.

"We have approximately 180,000 troops. Kransis as commander-in-chief, and Irene as deputy commander."

"That's right."

"What about siege weapons?"

"I plan to bring them. Won't the enemy fortify themselves?"

That's right. Logically speaking, they would fortify. Chel might lead about 20,000 men to attack, but they would eventually be overwhelmed by our numbers. To hold out as long as possible, it would be advantageous to quickly neutralize our siege weapons and lock the castle gates.

—That was the conventional wisdom until today.
However.

"My Lord. Is there something you're intentionally excluding?"

"...!"

Surprised by my words, Serphina gave a bitter smile before responding.

"You're talking about Reika."

"If there's a mage present, the enemy might respond differently. She could be a variable they haven't accounted for."

"Well. I'm not sure. From my perspective."

"Is there a reason?"

Serphina looked quite surprised.

"From your question, it seems Reika hasn't told you."

"...Pardon?"

"It happened not long after she returned from the relief camp. Reika collapsed while working in the library as usual."

...What?
As I was shocked by this news, Serphina continued her explanation.

"I happened to be inspecting the area, so I could quickly find her. Her breathing was rough, and she was sweating cold sweat. Like someone who had fallen ill."

"Such a... thing happened?"

"Yes. Though she tried not to show it, I could tell. It was a side effect of using magic. The symptoms were similar to what she showed after healing me."

No...
She was fine until we rode in the carriage, so why did she collapse only after arriving at Aingart Castle?
—At that moment, I realized that the magic she used at the relief camp was, in her words, something that "makes one healthier," a buff-type magic.

'Could it be...!'

Did she cast buff magic on herself during the return journey to hide her exhaustion?
Was the side effect of depleted mana delayed that much?

Though it's a somewhat extreme example, it made sense when I thought about it.

"Swen. I don't know what mana is or how magic works. But I can tell it consumes her lifespan. If I close my eyes and borrow her power, we might win future battles more easily. But—"

—I don't want to do that.
I don't want to use her sacrifice as a stepping stone to climb higher.

"My Lord..."

"That's why I had no intention of employing a mage."

Looking at her as she spoke, I felt a twinge in my heart again.
What is this emotion?
Watching someone so earnestly face a goal that could never be achieved no matter how hard they struggled... honestly, it wasn't something a person should have to do.

The same goes for Reika.
No matter how much she didn't want to worry others, hiding such an important fact was problematic.
It's not just about a mage being harmed. I didn't want to lose Reika.

"...I understand your intentions, My Lord. And I agree with them. However, I believe you also understand that your will is paramount in the questions we must discuss now."

"That's right. Your Mind's Eye will ultimately determine the path of truth."

"So here, rather than following your will, please 'decide' exactly as I instruct. We're verifying the future of your decisions."

Asking a nation's ruler to decide as I say.
It sounded quite disrespectful, but Serphina nodded with a remarkably compliant tone.

And then—
As if she had no intention of losing to my brazen words, she casually uttered something truly troubling.

"I understand, Swen."
"My body and heart will be determined by your will. Whatever you command, I will absolutely comply from the depths of my heart. Please instruct me."

'...!'

Was it because of her overly explicit words?
Momentarily speechless, I could only swallow.

Since she spoke with such a serious expression, I knew this wasn't her usual "joke."
Rather, because she was serious, there was something that stirred my heart.
Suddenly, her large chest, which I normally tried hard not to notice, began to catch my eye.
Not just her chest. Her beautiful face, golden eyes, pink lips, and the citrus scent that brought everything together—Serphina as a woman, not as a ruler, began to violently shake my thoughts.

'No, why am I... like this lately?'

Ever since kissing Irene not long ago... for the past few days, I've had trouble sleeping because of thoughts about women.
Perhaps things were piling up.
Of course, if it was just desire, I could quietly take care of it myself, but...

What is it that I want now, that keeps making me feel... 'regretful'—

"...Swen?"

"Ah, yes."

"Is something wrong? Did your Mind's Eye see an unfavorable future...?"

Serphina's words quickly brought my wandering mind back.
Right. This isn't the time to be thinking about women.

"...Anyway, could you please consider including Reika in the battle this time?"

"Very well."

I entered the same question again.

[We will win the battle itself.]

'It's the same.'

This probably means the mage's participation doesn't affect the outcome.
After that, I continued to present various scenarios to Serphina and repeated the same question to derive endless results.
Things like changing commanders or altering the lineup of participating officers.

I kept injecting different situations to draw maximum conclusions, but—

The answer [We will win the battle itself.] never changed.

'...What's going on? What is Chel preparing that keeps giving us the same result?'

Does it mean the outcome won't change regardless of how our army responds?
Or am I missing something...

"Swen."

"Yes, My Lord."

"You said it's certain that we will win, correct?"

"That's right."

"Then why do you continue asking questions? From what I can see, all your questions seem to be searching for a way to win, as if we couldn't win otherwise..."

At this point, I just honestly explained the situation to Serphina.

"I see. So we win, but there might be some loss to our army..."

"Yes. That's right."

"...Losses, is it."

Serphina briefly rested her chin on her hand, deep in thought.

"Perhaps we should first consider what our army's losses might be?"

...Huh?

"Even if we win the battle, what kind of damage could Chel Brands inflict on our army? If we think about that first, we might find an answer."

"...That's certainly true."

It was a conclusion that wasn't difficult to reach with a little thought—
But being in the position of asking questions directly, I seemed too fixated on inferring the cause-and-effect relationship of conclusions through questions.

"Thank you. Every time this happens, I feel like the synergy between you and me is better than expected."

"If you're only realizing such an obvious fact now, I'm disappointed."

Serphina's smirk was certainly domineering, but it was also somewhat cute.

"Then, what losses might our army suffer?"

"One of our commanders could die, or we could be at a disadvantage in the exchange ratio of casualties."

"It's not a commander dying. I've rotated through the roster repeatedly, and the result was always the same. If there was a predetermined 'person who dies,' the conclusion would have changed when that person was excluded."

"Then there's only one possibility left."

Our army subdues them but suffers excessive losses?
But with this difference in military strength, and assuming the enemy fortifies, it's hard to imagine our side suffering a major defeat...

'Wait?'

Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind.

"The enemy... might not fortify at all."

"What?"

"Instead of fortifying, they might just... come out to intercept us."

"You mean Chel would voluntarily abandon the only castle he currently occupies?"

"Yes. But if we assume our army suffers damage in an 'unexpected' situation, that's the only thing I can think of."

The sudden appearance of a mage on their side would be too unrealistic.

"...Well, if he's willing to burn his territory and flee, he probably has no ambition as a lord... But I still have a question."
"If he makes such a decision as you suggest, what would be the reason? Simply because he hates me? Chel Brands is an excellent general. Without a 'valid reason' to do so, he wouldn't commit such a reckless act."

Indeed, abandoning the castle and coming out to intercept would be essentially suicidal from Chel's perspective.
From our army's standpoint, we would lose more soldiers. All the siege weapons we prepared would be destroyed.

The first thing that comes to mind is hatred toward Serphina.
From the beginning, all the lords of the continent raised their flags because they couldn't follow Serphina.
It's not illogical to think they might decide to inflict damage on her before dying.

But is that really all there is to it?
Would they move that way solely because of that?
To establish a strategy, we needed to be "certain" about understanding the enemy... and that certainty felt lacking.

...Right.
Let's think from Chel's perspective again.
If he had to bring his troops out, what would be the reason?

——Ah.

"Have you realized something, Swen?"

"This is just a possibility, but if the enemy is aware of Reika... that is, the mage—"

"...!"

"If they'll be defeated by a mage anyway even if they fortify... bringing out an interception force might seem like a rational act rather than suicide."

No matter how many times I thought about it, that was the only conclusion.
Coming out to intercept us before being defeated by the mage, to catch our army off guard.

"You seem confident this time?"

"...Yes."

"Then I'll ask again. Do you think we will win this battle?"

And the answer that came to my mind was——

* * *

Caught by surprise, Chel quickly assessed the situation by looking at Swen's face standing before him.
Why is this person here?
And with... a pink-haired woman who appears to be a mage?

Swoosh!

As the green rapier was pulled from Chel's chest—
From the gap of the burned wound, red blood gushed like a waterfall.
Then with a thud, he fell from his horse...
Barely clinging to consciousness that seemed about to break at any moment, he spoke with a trembling voice—

"What... is this... all about...?"

...No.
That's not what's important.
What matters is that he had been literally defeated by Swen.

Then, my following Irene to this place, all of it...

"Was it all... within your grasp... was I just dancing in your palm...?"

Looking up at Swen's empty gray eyes staring down at him without answering, Chel realized.
The fear his sister Lynn Brands must have felt toward this man at some point.
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Chel's vision rapidly blurs.

Even a simple stab wound from a sword would be fatal, but now he was essentially impaled through the abdomen with a blade imbued with red flames that literally melted his armor.

With the area around the wound being seared by fire as well—it was a miracle he was still alive.

Though he felt he might lose consciousness at any moment, Chel knew that losing consciousness now meant certain death.

He couldn't die so meaninglessly, so pathetically.
At the very least, he needed to know what thoughts went through the mind of the one who killed him.

Looking up at Swen, Chel bit his lip hard and summoned all his strength to barely manage to speak.

"Swen... you bastard... when did you...?"

Someone approached me, and I failed to detect it?
Before Chel could even form doubts—that man, Swen's voice came again.

"It's not that you were too stupid to notice. You simply fell into a trap I prepared to break down your vigilance."

"What... are you saying...?"

"Did you hear it? The loud noise. I'm sure you did."

Swen said this and then thrust his rapier into the ground.
And then—

A booming sound echoed from the distance.

"You see, I can use it even from quite far away. It was the sound of destroying a siege weapon... or more accurately, something that merely looked like a siege weapon. Our soldiers had already withdrawn from around the weapons long ago."

The weapons... were just models?
Only now did he wonder if they hadn't been neutralized too quickly, but he knew well that such thoughts were too late now.

"You... you... were you a magician all along...?"

"No. That's not it. There's a deeper story here... but honestly, I don't think you'll live long enough for me to explain it all."
"Anyway, I was certain that if I could just dispel your wariness about potentially encountering a magician if you strayed from among your soldiers, you would come this way. You fell for it completely, consumed by hatred and failing to notice what actions Irene was leading you toward. That's all there is to it."

"You're saying... I was deceived...?"

As Swen said, the reason he had been able to pursue Irene was because he was convinced there would be a magician mixed in on the battlefield.

"That's right. And I knew everything from the beginning. That you wouldn't actually hold out in the fortress."

"...What...?"

*Cough!*
Blood began to leak from his mouth. The world was growing dimmer. The sky that once seemed eternally beneath his feet now felt like it was crushing down on him.

"You would have feared the magicians. You wouldn't want to die like a dog."

"How... did you know that...?"

"I can know everything."

"...!!!"

After saying that, Swen let out a short sigh and—

"I normally never tell anyone this, but since you're about to die anyway..."

As Swen said, with his abdomen already pierced, he couldn't possibly survive much longer.
No, even if he didn't lose his life, being captured in this situation would certainly mean execution. And he had no desire to beg Serphina for mercy.

"You... can know... everything...?"

"Yes. In the end, you failed to inflict serious damage on our army as you intended. And."

At that moment.
Swen's empty gray eyes began to burn as if they had swallowed flames.

"...For the crime of trying to kill Irene, you will die here. I may forgive many things, but I will never forgive that."

I see.
The subtle hostility he felt in those sentences... was related to feelings for Irene.

Strangely, the emotion Chel felt after hearing Swen's words was—
Not anger or powerlessness, emptiness, resentment, frustration or despair, but rather the opposite—serenity.

"Death... I was... already prepared for it."
"I... was always... ready to die on the battlefield... this war too, I entered with... the thought of dying..."

If, as Swen said, those siege weapons were nothing more than elaborate models—
Then Chel had not only failed to inflict damage, but had essentially led his soldiers on a grand suicidal charge and nothing more.
If the enemy already knew everything, they wouldn't have been shaken at all—they simply tore through his forces with their more than double the manpower.

After hearing Swen claim he could know everything, what Chel recalled was—
The image of Lynn, whose condition rapidly deteriorated after losing Swen.
After losing him, Lynn repeatedly made strangely poor choices, and finally entered into a humiliating peace treaty with Serphina.
At the time, he couldn't understand why she had collapsed so completely.

"So that's... why Lynn..."

If she had lost a man of this caliber who had once been in her grasp.

"Lynn, so that's... why she ended up like that. Because she... lost someone like you."

——I see.

Chel finally realized why he felt serenity rather than anger.
Though he had been defeated, his opponent wasn't so bad.
What he had feared throughout his life as a warrior wasn't being defeated by a worthy opponent on the battlefield.
It was dying meaninglessly and emptily.
Being robbed of life by someone who wasn't even a match, through some ridiculous coincidence.

If not that.
If it was death at the hands of a man of this caliber... then perhaps it couldn't be helped.

"The moment you betrayed our army and left... was the beginning of the end... for the Brands army..."

"..."

"...Let me say... one last thing. Whatever... your thoughts are... working for an evil woman like Serphina..."

"That's...!"

Before Swen could respond to those words—

"...S-Swen..."

Reika, standing beside him, grabbed his shoulder and said,

"He's gone..."

* * *

"...!"

"Chel seems to have passed away..."

Only after hearing Reika's words did I notice that there was no light at all in Chel's eyes.
...He wasn't breathing.
Blood continued to flow steadily from the corpse whose heartbeat had ceased.

"..."

——I won.
Once again, I had won against a battle with prediction results that simply presented the outcome.
I thought I had chosen the right path.

Why did I feel a heaviness in my chest rather than satisfaction?

'Don't cooperate with Serphina...?'

What does he know?
About Serphina, about what she thinks and why she's in that position... he knows nothing at all...!

Just then.
Someone placed a hand on my shoulder.
Turning my head, I saw Irene, who had dismounted from her horse.

"Calm down, Swen. It's all over."

"..."

...Right.
There was no point in getting angry and desecrating the body of a dead man.

"...I'm sorry, Irene."

"No. I understand your feelings."

Irene said this while looking at Chel's lifeless face.

"Serphina was the driving force behind the Brands army in those days. Though she was an object of hatred. The fact that boosted our morale the most when we dominated the central continent was the pride that our country was the only one that could stop Serphina."

Lost in thought, her purple eyes wavered for a moment.
From Irene's perspective, she had crossed swords with a former comrade and ultimately witnessed his death before her eyes.
Though it remained true that he had tried to kill her, it must still be complicated to process.

"Well, this isn't just about the Brands army. The Aishers army too, and any other country... everyone spoke of defeating Serphina as if it were the most natural thing. Everyone hated her. I did back then, as did all the territory residents and all the lords."

"But...!"

Instead of me silently listening to her words, it was Reika who spoke up.

"W-we know...! Serphina... no, our L-Lord... is a very kind and gentle person...! So... it's okay. If there are people who understand... then maybe..."

Seeing Reika stumbling over her words, I realized I had unnecessarily created a strange atmosphere.
I sighed briefly, then gave them a slight bow.

"...I'm sorry for troubling you. It's just something that happens often."

"Not at all. You stand closer to our Lord than anyone else. It's only natural that your feelings would be complex, isn't it?"

Rather than responding further to Irene's words, it seemed better to change the subject.

"By the way, he was a monster of a man."

"Yes. If I had faced him one-on-one without your plan, I would have been the one to lose."

"Was Chel that strong?"

"He wasn't called the First Sword of Brands for nothing. There are probably only a handful of people on the continent who could match him."

"He was that formidable..."

Still, it seems I succeeded in draining quite a bit of his stamina as Ian had instructed.
I felt a chill remembering what might have happened if the ambush had failed, but all's well that ends well.

"Is he the strongest person you've ever met, Irene?"

"Hmm? No, he's not."

"There was someone stronger?"

Irene tilted her head quizzically at my question.

"It's strange that you of all people would ask that, Swen."

"What?"

And then, from her lips—
A name I never would have expected emerged.

"Lord Luna."

"...What???"

"Why are you so surprised? Lord Luna's martial arts transcend the level of ordinary humans. I could feel it just from exchanging a few blows. Since we didn't fight to the end, I can't be certain, but she's probably similar to Chel in his prime... no, perhaps even beyond that."

"Luna is that strong???"

"...You really had no idea?"

"No."

That delicate-looking, seemingly tender-hearted person is a warrior?
Well, of course I knew she was stronger than she looked.
When she recommended me, she was the one who carried me, a grown man, all the way to Jeilant Castle without rest.
But I never imagined she'd be comparable to a monster like Chel...

...Come to think of it.
Just as all the lords hate Serphina, Luna, who believes she lost her sister, must hate Serphina terribly...

'Is this... really okay?'

Ironically, even if it wasn't okay, it wouldn't change the choices available to me.

Well.
Since it's Luna who trusts me, there shouldn't be any problems.

With that thought, I collected Chel's body and moved on.

* * *

As expected, Chel's army lost their will to fight after losing their commander.
We were able to occupy the empty Alcanwood Castle without any difficulty.
And with Serphina's yellow flag flying over Alcanwood Castle—

Chel's army was annihilated, vanishing into the pages of history.

Ch.294 - Chapter 294. The Test As A Sovereign
* * *

People spread faster than rumors by nature.
The news of Lord Chel's demise spread across the entire continent in no time, before anything could be done about it.

"Chel is... dead?"

"Yes. He died heroically in the final battle against Serphina..."

"How could this be... Are you saying Serphina's side had someone capable of defeating my brother?!"

"I-I don't know that much..."

Kalinz dismissed the soldier who had delivered the grave news, then leaned back against the throne of Anel Castle, deep in thought.

'With Chel's army destroyed, Serphina will surely turn her blade toward us...'

Even though the plague had swept through once, Kalinz's army hadn't suffered as devastating a blow as Chel's or Aishers' armies. Moreover, they currently controlled most of the prime territories that could be considered the core domains of the Brands family.
If they only had to prepare for Serphina's forces, they might somehow be able to continue the war, but—

"Damn it!"

What reached Kalinz's ears was the desperate news that they were suffering consecutive defeats in battles against the Brands army.
Objectively speaking, both the Brands and Kalinz armies were similarly lacking in outstanding generals. All the capable talents had followed Chel.
In terms of resources and territorial power, Kalinz clearly had the advantage. Additionally, according to rumors, Lynn was in a state close to mental incapacitation.

So naturally, they should have easily crushed the now-hollow Brands army...

'Why... why is this happening?'

Far from crushing them, they were losing every strategic point to the Brands army—
Somehow, Lynn's soldiers had managed to set up camp right in front of Anel Castle, their capital.
Nothing was going according to plan. It wasn't that he was being stubborn or blindly following his ministers' advice, but it felt like he was consistently avoiding the right answers.

He could never match his brother in martial prowess.
Compared to ordinary people, he might be considered a powerful general, but even so, it was no longer even disappointing that he couldn't surpass the one who shared the same hair and blue eyes, who was born into this world before him.
Nor did he possess a more brilliant mind than his younger sister in terms of strategy.
His sister was not only intelligent but also possessed the charm to win people to her side. That was undoubtedly the greatest virtue a ruler should have.
Even when their father, Orlando Brands, designated his youngest daughter Lynn as his successor instead of his eldest son or himself, Kalinz could understand without much difficulty.

With each defeat despite having favorable conditions, Kalinz felt as if the world was injecting something into his mind.

The fact that 'all this is happening because someone mediocre and half-baked dared to covet the throne.'

Is that really true...? Am I... am I someone who can't do anything?

'Damn it!'

At this rate, he would end up handing over two-thirds of what was once the Brands territory to Serphina.
When he committed treason, he thought he was prepared to bear all consequences, but now that reality was staring him in the face, the weight he had to shoulder suddenly felt heavier.

If things continued like this, he might not be able to defend Anel Castle, and before that—

'If my wrong decisions push the Brands army into a situation where they can never defeat Serphina's forces...!!'

For Kalinz, who had no martial prowess or strategic brilliance and thus could only cling to the honor of the Brands family itself, that was a situation he absolutely wanted to avoid.
The downfall of the Brands family because of him.
And at the hands of the cruel Serphina, no less!

At that moment.
Kalinz recalled that just before the war began in earnest, an envoy from the Brands army had delivered a "recommendation to surrender."
He had snorted at the idea of surrender and continued the battle, resulting in the current situation.

'Lynn... isn't a stupid woman. She'll choose practical benefits over personal grudges.'

Kalinz wasn't particularly ambitious.
Even his rebellion, when he thought about it, was something he had been pushed into.
He had simply accepted the consensus that 'rumors say Lynn is mentally unstable and not in her right mind, and at this rate, the Brands army will perish. The one who can lead the Brands family instead of Lynn, who has lost public support, is not the simple-minded Chel but Lord Kalinz.'

That's why he could easily change his mind.
He could effortlessly consider possibilities that Chel would never have thought of.

'Perhaps... surrendering now would be the wisest choice.'

At least if he surrendered now, it would end before crossing swords with Serphina's army.
If it became "Brands territory" instead of "Kalinz territory"—the humiliating peace treaty they had signed earlier would reversely serve as a shield for the Brands army.
Even if they lost everything else, what if Anel Castle fell into Serphina's hands?
With the Aishers army also in shambles, there would be no one left to stop Serphina's unification of the continent—that was Kalinz's judgment.

If he had a bit more strategic insight, he might have detected the ominous movements occurring in the southern continent—
Unfortunately, for someone who had merely accepted the role, it was nearly impossible to think that far.

And decisively—he didn't want to die.
He didn't want to die yet. If he couldn't leave some significant mark on this world, he wouldn't be able to rest in peace even after death.

Having committed treason, if caught, he would definitely be executed.
Regardless of family ties, no ruler had ever spared a traitor who had held a knife to their throat.
Thinking about it that way, surrender suddenly seemed like the only remaining opportunity and, from his perspective, extremely rational.

'...Yes. Let's surrender. Lynn will surely... see my "usefulness" and forgive me.'

Once he made up his mind, it didn't take long to put it into action.

"Is anyone there!"

Kalinz urgently called for a soldier.
And...

* * *

The news that Kalinz's army had conveyed their intention to surrender to the Brands army—
Lynn, who was at the frontline fortress, heard the news and fell into deep thought with a complicated expression.

'He wants to surrender now...?'

Even though he could still fight if he wanted to, he's now accepting the surrender he once rejected?

"What do you think? It doesn't seem like a trap."

"The possibility of it being a trap is low. He's not that clever, and besides, the condition isn't for you to go there alone, my lord."

Lynn slowly nodded at Farfalle's words.

"What do you think, Cecile?"

"I think we need to consider why he's reversing his decision on the surrender recommendation he didn't accept, rather than whether it's a trap or not..."

"That's a valid point too."

In fact, thinking about it that way, there were some aspects that made sense.

After the war with Kalinz's army began, the goddess of victory was clearly smiling upon her, as anyone could see.
With Farfalle's efforts and Cecile's contributions, their forces began to overwhelm Kalinz's army, which had been weakened by the plague in terms of numbers—and it had been a fact known since childhood that Kalinz, without a single outstanding strategist, couldn't defeat her when she was determined.

And there was another significant fact that couldn't be overlooked—the death of Chel Brands.
Anyone who had been part of the Brands family would have been shocked by the death of someone who seemed invincible on the battlefield.
He might have easily reversed his thoughts like flipping his palm.

"After Chel's death, with Serphina's invasion becoming a reality, he probably judged it unreasonable for us to fight amongst ourselves."

Lynn nodded in agreement with Farfalle's words, which seemed to read her thoughts.

"So, what are you trying to say, Farfalle?"

Farfalle bowed her head and calmly advised.

"My lord, you need to think carefully. About what Kalinz wants. And whether what he wants is something you 'can give him' or something you 'should not give him.'"

"...I see."

What Kalinz wants.
As his sister who had spent a long time with him, she could easily guess.

"This is probably a test for you as a ruler. Whatever decision you make, I will follow your will."

A test as a ruler.
Lynn had already made several wrong decisions on that stage.
Now, she couldn't afford to make even a single mistake. So, if she had to make only the right judgment for the Brands army...

* * *

"You came! Lynn!"

"It's been a while, little brother."

This was the meeting room of a fortress located near the border.
Kalinz and Lynn were facing each other's blue eyes for the first time in a very long time.

"You said there was a condition for accepting my surrender? You can say anything! I came alone as you instructed! I have no intention of harming you!"

True to his word, Lynn was accompanied by several soldiers to protect her, but Kalinz was alone.
It's okay. The wise Lynn wouldn't waste a general in a situation where every commander is valuable... That was Kalinz's kind of "belief."

"...Brother. I'll say this only once. Listen carefully. We have only one condition for accepting your surrender. If you don't agree to this condition, we will fight to the end. Even if some territories fall to Serphina's army in the process, I think that's unavoidable."

"I understand, so tell me the condition quickly! Neither of us wants Serphina to continue rampaging as she pleases, right?"

"..."

Lynn silently—
Drew the sword from her waist and tossed it to Kalinz with a swish.

"...Lynn?"

Kalinz looked at the longsword that had landed on the floor with a puzzled expression.
Why are you giving this to me?

"What, do you want to have a duel? Suddenly out of nowhere—"

"Brother Kalinz. As your sister, and as the leader of the Brands family, this is my final request to you."

Lynn slowly closed her eyes, then fixed her blazing blue eyes on Kalinz and spoke in an extremely cold tone.

"...Take your own life right here."
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"What... did you say?"

Kalinz stared directly at Lynn's face, who had thrown a sword at him with a pale expression.
What did I just hear?
To take my own life... does that mean I should commit suicide here?

"L-Lynn! This is no time for such absurd jokes between us-"

"It's not a joke."

"...!!"

"End your life right here, by your own hand. If you do that, I'll somehow preserve your honor as my brother."

Kalinz wore an expression of disbelief, but quickly tried to assess the situation.

'What's going on? What's happening here...?'

The Lynn that Kalinz knew was certainly capable of making such an outrageous demand.
Of course, it would typically be half-joking, not entirely serious.
Fundamentally, all members of the Brands family had tremendous pride in their lineage.
To put it kindly, it was pride; more generally, they were arrogant. Kalinz thought he was less so compared to his siblings, but to third parties, he too was plenty arrogant.
So considering Lynn's arrogant personality, this could be merely a power play rather than a genuine death wish.
A punishment for her brother who 'dared to betray her.'
This was exactly the kind of approach Lynn would take, as she enjoyed putting people in their place.

'If that's the case...!'

Once he understood, the natural response was to act accordingly.
Without hesitation, Kalinz dropped to his knees and began banging his head against the floor.

Thud!

"My Lord! I, Kalinz, sincerely apologize for harboring foolish thoughts and daring to point my sword at you! If you would graciously forgive me just this once, considering our shared blood, I promise to dedicate my body and soul to producing results!"

Thud! Thud!

He hit his head so hard that it began to bleed slightly.
Though his vision blurred a bit... compared to losing his life, this was nothing.

"Please spare me! I want to live! I want to live to see the Brands flag cover the continent!"

"..."

What reaction would she show?
Was she looking down at him with contempt?
She might laugh loudly enough to shake the room. Or she might even step on her brother's face.

It's fine. I can endure anything. If I can survive, I can even roll in a pile of dog dung—with this determination, he cautiously observed Lynn's reaction.

'...!'

But.
The expression on Lynn's face was... completely different from what he had expected.
She wasn't looking down on him, wasn't displeased, wasn't mocking him.
Her eyebrows were slightly lowered, and her eyes looked as if they might crumble at any moment.

If anything, that expression was... that of someone looking at something pitiful.

At that moment.

"M-My Lord...?"

—Plop.

Lynn sat down opposite the bewildered Kalinz—
And just as he had done, she knelt down.

"Brother Kalinz. We didn't have that many good memories together. I know that. So I understand why you expected me to humiliate you here..."

"W-What do you mean...?"

"This isn't about humiliation. I'm not saying this to trample on your honor or crush your pride."
"I."

At that moment.
Tears began to fall one by one from Lynn's eyes.

"I'm saying this because I believe it's the path for our Brands army."

"The path... for the Brands army?"

At Lynn's tears, Kalinz unconsciously dropped his formal speech.
He couldn't help it.
The current Lynn wasn't treating him as her subordinate.
This was a completely different person from the Lynn he had known before.

"Brother. You know the fate of traitors, don't you? Throughout history, no one has forgiven those who commit treason. You must have known that, right?"

"T-That's...! I heard you were making wrong decisions... and everyone around me urged me to take action, so I had no choice but to—"

"That's the problem, Brother."

Lynn wiped her tears with her sleeve, then looked into Kalinz's blue eyes with the most serious expression she had ever shown.

"The problem is that you committed treason simply because others urged you to take action. Brother Chel wouldn't have done that. Though I've lost the chance to even ask what you were thinking..."
"You have the same Brands blood flowing through you as I do. That blood itself inevitably creates these situations. With shared blood, you'd have sufficient justification. Someone as indecisive as you would surely rebel against me again if given the chance. Brother Kalinz has always been easily swayed by circumstances."

"No, no! Lynn, trust me! I will never commit treason again—"

"No, Brother. That's not the only reason. A ruler who spares a traitor simply because they're family will never win the people's hearts. Many comrades died in this battle—do you think those who risked their lives fighting for me would accept it if I spared the person responsible just because he's family?"

"That... that's..."

Kalinz, his mind blank, couldn't say anything.
Actually... is the Lynn before me really the Lynn I know?
Perhaps it was the sensation of meeting someone completely different from the Lynn Brands who had existed in his mind until now.
Before he could think further, his true feelings naturally spilled out.

"But... I, I can be helpful. Since many talented people have gone over to Chel's side... you must be struggling in various ways! Though not as much as Brother Chel, I too can properly do my part—"

"I told you, Brother. Your very existence now threatens the discipline of our army. And—"

—Once a choice is made.

After saying that phrase, Lynn naturally bit her lip.

"Once a choice is made... and the consequences of that choice, no one else can take responsibility. Only the person who made the choice must bear responsibility, Brother."

"Lynn..."

Those words were directed at Kalinz before her, but also at herself.
Once a decision is made, it cannot be reversed no matter what.
It was she herself, not anyone else, who had persecuted and rejected Irene, who had only looked at her, for absurd reasons.
The price was severe. She lost Swen, and probably the best loyal servant she would ever have in her lifetime. The territory was divided into three parts, causing division among siblings, and in the process, Chel, known as the First Sword, died.
This "result," which was so cruelly bitter for Lynn, became a thorn that pricked her every day. With a heart that felt like it was coughing up blood, Lynn pledged again and again. That she would never make the wrong choice again.

So.
Here, she could not make the "wrong choice" of forgiving him.

"I'll say it once more. ...Take responsibility, Brother. End your life with your own sword. If you do that... as I said earlier, I'll stake my life on preserving your honor. Your betrayal, and the consequences of your wrong choice... I'll bear it all."

"..."

"As I said, if you don't accept, we'll simply continue the battle. In the process, you'll eventually be captured. If you abandon everything and flee, the Brands name you're so proud of will become a ghost that continues to haunt you. You'll live in hiding, constantly anxious about when pursuers might come. Even if you seek out other lords... how many would employ someone who has committed treason?"
"You probably... won't be able to return to your former life. By then, you'll end without even leaving your honor behind."

Kalinz looked at Lynn's face once more.
Her eyes were more serious than ever.
As before, there was no sense of her looking down on him.

"...Honor..."

"You know, Brother. I don't think you surrendered to me simply because you valued your life. If you truly only wanted to preserve your life, it would have been much easier to just flee in the night, even if it meant living in hiding with anxiety. After all, don't you have something you want to protect...?"

"!!!"

The only thing that had sustained him was the fact that he was born of Brands blood.
Although he didn't have anything special compared to his brother or sister, he gained the motivation to live by thinking of himself as a proud member of the Brands family.
Wasn't that why he had come to negotiate with Lynn now—because he didn't want to be the incompetent person who gave Serphina an undeserved advantage by not being a member of the Brands family?

"If there's something you want to protect—I'll definitely protect it for you. I promise. Trust me, Brother Kalinz."

Kalinz silently bowed his head.
He thought that perhaps the Lynn right in front of him now... might not let the Brands army end like this.
At the same time, he felt somewhat at peace.

I didn't just want to live at any cost.
Though he had lived most of his life as something close to a petty man, he felt a strange sense of relief at having such a thought now.

The silence continued for a long time.
The final moment.
Everyone in this space instinctively knew that this was literally the "final moment."

How much time had passed?
The one to break the silence was the man who had to take responsibility.

"Leave me alone, Lynn."

"...Yes. I understand."

Lynn said that, then slowly rose from her seat.

"Goodbye, Brother."

Leaving only those words behind, she left the room with the soldiers who had accompanied her.

As soon as she stepped outside, a military officer who was present approached Lynn and asked.

"Is it alright not to watch? If he tries to escape, or plans to attack with a sword—"

"No. He won't do that. I trust Brother Kalinz."

"If you say so, my Lord, I have no objections, but..."

The officer still seemed concerned and kept staring vigilantly at the firmly locked door for a long time.

Several dozen minutes later.
A soldier slowly opened the closed door of the room.
And——

* * *

A few days later.
The merger of Kalinz's army and the Brands army was completed.
Although it was a one-sided absorption with Kalinz's army surrendering to the Brands army, it proceeded quickly without any particular objections.
Since they were originally one country, it wasn't strange that there wasn't much discord in this process.

With this, the Brands army was able to recover its former size to some extent.
Although they lost the territory occupied by Chel's forces, considering that the country had been on the verge of disappearing without a trace after being divided into three parts, this situation could be seen as a sufficient defense.
They had signed a peace treaty with Serphina's side, and since the southern continent was in chaos among themselves, they had time to focus on internal affairs for the time being.

Kalinz Brands, who had committed treason, had his status restored as he died taking a sword meant for Lynn from a knight who had ignored his orders and tried to assassinate her on the day of the surrender agreement—
This was the publicly known account of Kalinz's death, and Lynn held the most magnificent funeral for him at the grand plaza of the capital, Anel Castle.
As she had promised, she had somehow preserved his honor.

The promise of blue-eyed siblings, the values that a red-haired female knight once tried to protect, the beliefs advocated by a green-eyed virtuous ruler—
Different forms of "will" were gathering around the Brands army led by Lynn.
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## Chapter: The Tyrant's Decision

***

The capital of Aishers Territory, Valhart Castle.

Yuuri, who had somehow escaped with her life after losing all of the central territories and safely returned to the castle, had been unable to govern properly since her escape, refusing all food and drink.

"Emma... Erinandorf... I..."

Even if she wanted to move forward, she couldn't. She had lost everything.
Her forces were completely decimated, and the territories of Chel's army that she had failed to conquer were being thoroughly ravaged by the villainess Serphina.
Knowing full well the suffering of the territory's people under Serphina's rule yet being unable to do anything—this was what Yuuri found most unbearable in this situation.

Currently, the nation was being led not by its ruler but by State Strategist Anima, who was serving as regent.
Fortunately for the Aishers Territory, since power had never been entirely concentrated in Yuuri's hands even in normal times, there was little internal disruption despite how things might appear from the outside.

"How is Yuuri doing?"

"The same. She's... completely incapacitated."

"She must be heartbroken. She's even lost her chance for revenge..."

At Epinel's words, Anima made a bitter expression as if she had tasted something extremely unpleasant.
Their greatest enemy at present—Chel Brands—had perished in the flames of war.
It was Serphina who had captured Chel. Another enemy had stolen their chance for revenge.

In fact, Yuuri had fainted upon hearing that Chel had been killed by Serphina.
The cold reality that she had effectively helped Serphina and had been robbed of her chance to kill Chel herself was crushing her.

"What are we going to do now?"

"What can we do... We have no troops to recruit. Kalinz's forces have been absorbed into Brands' army. Brands' army and Serphina's forces have signed a peace treaty. Do you know what that means?"

"..."

The meaning was painfully simple.
—Serphina's blade was now pointed directly at their throats.
With Chel's forces destroyed, Serphina's army had nowhere to go but toward Aishers Territory.

"Is there... a way?"

"I wish there was. Truly..."

Anima bit her thumbnail hard on her one remaining arm.

"There's no way... no way we can win. Looking at the actual situation, Serphina's forces completely crushed Chel's army one-sidedly. And after Yuuri's public declaration recently, we must be more of a thorn in Serphina's side than anyone else. Even if we somehow approach them with humility, without anything to offer, we can't secure a ceasefire agreement or alliance."

Epinel's expression soured visibly as she asked, "Change our minds? Anima, are you serious? We should change our minds? Why? To form an alliance with that cursed woman? Who do you think she—"

"I know!"

Epinel flinched and stepped back at Anima's uncharacteristic outburst.

"I... know. How could I not? Serphina, that Aingart person, is our enemy. Form an agreement with such a witch? It might be shameful in the eyes of the deceased Emma and Erinandorf. But do you think we have any options right now?"

"No, what I mean is..."

"Listen carefully. We absolutely cannot defeat Serphina now. She has mages, her forces vastly outnumber ours, and there are no external powers to check her. Like Chel Brands, we'll helplessly lose territory after territory until we make a final desperate stand in the capital castle and die after being captured. Is that it? We just face Serphina's army and perish? At this point, if your head and mine and Yuuri's all roll to Serphina, what's the point of any of this! If we all die!!!"

As her voice grew increasingly intense, tears that Anima had been determined never to shed began to fall from her eyes.

"If we all die... pride of Aishers be damned, we truly can't do anything. All those things can only continue if we remain alive, but do you think Serphina will spare us? A woman who knows how much we hate her... would she spare us?"

"Anima..."

"...Epinel. Do you know why Serphina is such a frightening woman? When I was captured, she didn't try to kill me. Despite my curses toward her and my knowledge of secrets she'd want to hide, she didn't respond emotionally but made choices to maximize her benefit. That's politics. Anyone leading a nation should make choices considering the best possible gain rather than being bound by emotions! We've been wrong all along! Why don't you understand that?!"

After hearing those words, Epinel remained silent for a while before slightly turning her head to the side.

"I... don't know. Rather than living with our heads bowed to Serphina of all people, I still think death would be better."

"Epinel!!"

"Anima. I acknowledge your contributions to our forces. Without you, we couldn't have properly established our nation. But think about it. You survived because of our army's 'wrong decision,' didn't you?"

"T-that's...!"

Though Anima flinched in surprise, Epinel continued hammering her words without concern.

"We sent Swen to rescue you. He was a mage. Do you think it's coincidence that Serphina's forces have been thriving since a mage appeared? No, perhaps we sent more than just Swen. Irene, a capable general who seems to have made significant contributions in battles against Chel's forces, followed him. Additionally, many others, including Ginor, left us after that incident."

"We certainly expected severe backlash! Of course, none of us regrets that decision. I have no complaints about everyone leaving. We were satisfied with rescuing you. Yuuri, myself, Emma, and Erinandorf. Had any one of us been captured instead of you, we would have made a similar decision."

"But."

Epinel looked directly at the pale-faced Anima with eyes that were both cold and somehow sympathetic.

"For you of all people to speak like this seems wrong."

"I... am."

"Listen carefully. The choices you're condemning are the pride of our Aishers forces. If we break that pride, even if we survive, we cannot plan for the future. What great achievements could be accomplished by prideless rats? Therefore, I cannot agree to an agreement with Serphina. Even if—"

—Yuuri says so.

Anima looked at Epinel with shock after hearing the final sentence—
But Epinel merely gazed back at her with an utterly detached expression.

Unable to follow even if the ruler, Yuuri, says so—
Knowing the weight of those words, Anima asked with a trembling voice:

"You... that means..."

"I was originally your teacher. A teacher's duty is to correct disciples when they walk the wrong path. Beyond the ruler-subject relationship, I believe that's what I must do. And you, being closest to her, know best that Yuuri is currently not in a state suitable to act as ruler, don't you?"

"...Are you joking? Acting as ruler or whatever, from the beginning, our Aishers forces—"

"Just have one representative among five."

After saying that, Epinel turned her back and slowly walked away from Anima.

...Thud.
Tears began to flow in earnest from Anima's eyes as she collapsed into her seat.

"I... I should have died at Serphina's hands in that place..."

Anima knew too.
That sending Swen as an envoy and handing him over to Serphina was an insane act that no ruler should ever commit.
Yet she had tried not to mention it. After all, that decision had guaranteed her own survival.
It was none other than the infamously wicked villainess Serphina. She knew well how cruel this woman was, capable of toying with lives like hers as if they were nothing.
That's why she couldn't strongly oppose Epinel. Yuuri was in a state of mental incapacity, unable to make proper judgments, and Emma and Erinandorf, who would have taken her side, had already departed this world.

And in this desperate situation with Serphina's military boots approaching their doorstep—
There was absolutely nothing she could do with her own hands.

***

As they continued to prepare for an all-out war against Serphina's forces without any clear countermeasures, one day:

"Yuuri...?!"

After a very long time, the master of the royal castle finally appeared in the audience chamber.
With a remarkably brightened complexion, Yuuri gave Anima a slight bow.

"Anima. Thank you for handling everything in my place. You've worked hard."

"No, I was just doing what needed to be done... How are you? Are you alright? Have you come to your senses now?"

"Yes. Vaguely. After all, I have something I must do..."

Seeing Yuuri smile as she said this should have naturally brought relief.

'...?'

Something was strange.
For some reason, what Anima felt from Yuuri's appearance wasn't reassurance that the ruler had regained her senses—but rather an insane sense of discomfort, as if something were crawling around her neck.
Anima tried to convince herself it was just her imagination.

"Anima. Now that I've returned, I'd like to issue an order immediately."

"An order? What kind of order? No, before that, about our current situation—"

"No. Listen to me first."

"Huh? W-what is it?"

Unlike her usual self, Yuuri was speaking in an extremely resolute tone.

"I want you to build a massive altar in the open space behind Valhart Castle right away."

"What...?"

"I'm going to build an altar to commemorate Emma and Erinandorf forever. Will you help me?"

The first order issued by the ruler who had been refusing food and drink, now returned with a seemingly sound mind and a smile, was—
Literally something as horrific as a nightmare that one would never even want to imagine.
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"Yuuri... you're going to build an altar? What on earth does that mean?"

Unlike Anima, who was trembling uncontrollably in shock, Yuuri's voice was remarkably calm.

"It means exactly what I said. Other than hastily making simple graves, we haven't shown them any proper respect. They were our eternal comrades who died fighting for our army."

"Well, that's because of our circumstances..."

"Besides."

Yuuri smiled as she looked at her outstretched white hand.
In her heterochromatic eyes, her pale palm reflected and rippled.

"I met them in a dream. Emma and Ern..."

"What...?"

"They told me. They said they were recognized for their achievements and given an opportunity to meet the god in heaven. They said if we build an altar that can connect them to earth, they'll let us borrow divine power!"

Looking at Yuuri speaking with such a bright face - Anima, well, she wanted to collapse on the spot and burst into tears.
But she didn't. Maintaining her composure as much as possible, she began trying to persuade her old friend with a smile.

"Yuuri. I think I understand what you're saying. But you know, there's..."

"Yes?"

"Well, there are priorities in everything. I understand your desire to honor Emma and Ern, but there's a possibility that Serphina's army could attack us at any moment-"

"Yes. That's exactly why I want to build the altar. Because we can't handle this with our power alone."

"...What about the budget?"

"We have plenty of money."

"Of course we have money for that. I'm talking about after building the altar. We need to recruit and train additional soldiers, so-"

"Anima."

Yuuri's expression hardened as she looked coldly at Anima.

"Do you have any better ideas?"

"...Huh?"

"I'm asking if there's anything else we can do besides comforting the souls of our comrades."

Step, step.
When Anima came to her senses, Yuuri was already standing right in front of her.
Her eyes were... cold. So cold they seemed to freeze just by looking at them.

"The continent has been devastated by plague. Even if we recruit, we can't get many soldiers. Preparing for defense? Realistically, no matter what we prepare, there's no way we can defeat Serphina. No matter what we do, we can't accomplish anything."
"And then Emma and Ern appeared in my dream. To save us from danger! We've been given a chance to connect with heaven. What else should we be doing? Do you have any better ideas?"

"No, I..."

Though slightly intimidated by Yuuri's sudden forceful tone-
Anima realized something. Yuuri was speaking from her own reasoning.
If she wasn't completely out of her mind, she could be persuaded- thinking this, Anima met Yuuri's gaze head-on without looking away.

"...Listen, Yuuri. We need to make a ceasefire agreement with Serphina. I don't know how much it will cost, including money and other sacrifices, but what's certain is that we shouldn't waste our budget recklessly."

"You want to make a ceasefire agreement?"

Yuuri, with an expression that looked like she might collapse at any moment-

"...You've changed, Anima. To suggest making a deal with that wicked witch."

"I'm just being realistic. It's far more rational than unrealistic talk about connecting with heaven."

"Unrealistic?"

Yuuri raised her voice, speaking in an accusatory tone.

"Connecting with heaven isn't unrealistic! Swen already showed us! The concept of connecting with heaven actually exists!"

"That... thinking about it now, it's more reasonable to think he was playing with words to hide his use of magic."

"...!"

"The timing of magicians appearing in Serphina's army coincides with when Swen went over to their side, right? It's more reasonable to think that his mysterious abilities were a form of magic, and he used that excuse to hide it-"

"Swen is!"

Before Anima could finish, Yuuri interrupted her with a loud voice.

"...not a magician."

"We can't be sure of that. It's natural to think that Serphina's side demanded him because they knew about his abilities. The woman they're officially presenting is likely an ordinary person-"

"No."

"...?"

"I can be sure. ...I can be certain..."

Magician.
Before falling into Serphina's army's hands, the pink-haired girl who handled magic was definitely in her possession.
Reika Nighthart. Ginor's adopted daughter.
Ginor had mentioned several times. That they couldn't face Serphina's army in the current situation, but with a magician, they could win. That they could gain continental hegemony in the long run.

She hadn't taken it seriously then.
She just thought of it as one of several contingency plans.
Even when Ginor said he was leaving, she didn't have any regrets. No, she hadn't even thought that Ginor's adopted daughter would follow Swen to Serphina's army. Because she wasn't interested.

Yes.
Because she wasn't interested. She didn't even know if what was in her grasp could shake the continent.

Swen.
Irene.
Ginor.
Reika.

All of them were under the Aishers flag...

"...I lost them all. Everything."

"Yuuri, do you have some idea about this?"

Yuuri closed her eyes and said nothing for a while, then regained her composure and spoke.

"Anyway, I'll pretend I didn't hear your suggestion about making an agreement with Serphina."

"Yuuri...!"

"Right now, I need to fulfill Ern and Emma's request. There must be a reason they appeared in my dream in this situation. If I don't do this..."

Without saying "because I feel like I might go crazy right now"-
Yuuri quickly left the audience chamber, leaving Anima behind.

Anima stood there blankly for a moment-

'This is no time to be standing around!'

Yuuri was being too adamant. If that was the case, now was the time to talk to Epinel instead of her.
No matter how stubborn Yuuri was, she wouldn't insist if both Anima and Epinel tried to dissuade her.

Thinking this, she went to find Epinel, but-

"Let her do what she wants."

"What? Epinel... what are you saying!"

"Exactly what I said."

Anima was momentarily speechless at Epinel's words, but soon gathered her thoughts.

"Fine, I won't mention making an agreement with Serphina anymore. But you know that even recruiting more soldiers to increase our forces a little is the right approach! As her mentor! Didn't you proudly say you should prevent your disciple from going down the wrong path?!"

"Of course I remember that."

Epinel sighed deeply.
Compared to the excited Anima, she continued her explanation in a very calm tone.

"Anima. You know too. That no matter what we prepare, we can't win. This isn't a battle we can win just by adding a few more soldiers. In this situation, imagine if the commander Yuuri's mental state collapses. It's already a battle where we're risking our lives. Whether Yuuri is stable or not will inevitably have a much greater impact than we think."

"You're right about that, but..."

"So, for the time being, let Yuuri do what she wants. Even if she builds an altar, I'll handle it at my level so she can't spend too many resources."
"Or."
"Do you have some brilliant strategy as the national strategist to overcome this situation?"

"!"

"If you do, I'll cooperate with my life on the line. I'll gladly step up to persuade Yuuri too. But you don't, right?"

Epinel said this as she placed her hand on Anima's shoulder.

"Cool your head, Anima. If we die fighting Serphina's army, that's not such a bad life, is it?"

"..."

After Epinel left immediately after saying those words, Anima was left alone with her thoughts.
If there was no solution, was the opinion to care for the mental state of their leader Yuuri rather than making meaningless war preparations?
I see.
Only then did Anima seem to understand the true intentions of Yuuri and Epinel.
The two of them...

'They're preparing for the final moment.'

Not envisioning a future beyond that, but preparing for the end they would face.
That's why they can't join hands with Serphina. Because that's the pride of Aishers.

'...'

If the two of them are only thinking about the end, then I...

* * *

Knock, knock, knock.
Hearing someone knocking on the door, I reflexively spoke up.

"Come in."

Soon after the door opened-
The person who appeared in the conference room where I had been spending time alone was Irene, dressed in ordinary clothes rather than her usual armor.
The outfit was a plain white top with light patterns.
But just by Irene wearing it, the plainness disappeared somewhere, leaving behind only maddening sexiness and allure.
The material seemed to cling to her body, and with her ridiculously large chest... it couldn't help but feel more provocative than any other outfit.
Especially since she usually covered herself with armor.

"Swen...?"

"...Ah."

Oh no.
I must have unconsciously stared at her chest too much.
I quickly turned my head and said:

"I'm sorry. It was unconscious."

"..."

Irene, whether she noticed where my gaze was directed, blushed for a moment.

"...It's okay."

"What?"

"If it's you, Swen, it's okay. I..."

"..."

Ah.
Lately, things have been really... strange.
Just going about my business, I would suddenly remember the taste of Irene's lips.
In situations like this, I would feel some kind of frustration as a man.

No, that's not right.
Even if I had feelings for her, Irene and I were still colleagues.
As much as she was precious to me, I didn't want to see her only in a sexual light.

To escape the awkward situation, I changed the subject.

"What did you bring?"

"Oh, this. I received some good tea leaves as a gift. Swen, you were the first person I thought of."

"A gift?"

"Yes. Our lord gave it to me personally."

Lady Serphina?
Come to think of it, Irene and Lady Serphina had been spending a lot of time together since I became a guard knight.

"Wait just a moment."

Irene skillfully steeped the tea leaves.
Each of her movements was so elegant that I thought she looked more like a professional maid than a warrior who stands on the battlefield.

Soon, a cup of tea was placed in front of me-
After taking a sip:

"...Hah."

I couldn't help but laugh.
Yes. This was definitely a taste that made me smile.

"Swen? What is it?"

"Nothing. You said you received it as a gift from our lord, right? I just thought it was so like Lady Serphina."

The yuzu flavor that filled my mouth as soon as I drank it tasted like Lady Serphina herself.
No, saying it like that sounds a bit perverted. Somehow lately I seem to be having too many strange thoughts...

"It's sweet and nice. Indeed, as you say, it reminds me of our lord."

Seeing Irene sip her tea while saying that was so cute that I smiled again.
I'm happy. Indeed, I felt the greatest sense of security when I was with Irene.

"You look troubled. Is something wrong?"

"Is it that obvious?"

"Well, you've been cooped up in the conference room since morning."

"I suppose you're right."

As Irene said, I had been thinking about 'that' all day.
The conversation I had with Lady Serphina this morning.
About the outcome.
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A few days ago, during my meeting with Serphina in the conference room.

"No, it is not."

'...?'

The answer to Serphina's question, "Is invading the Aishers army right now the most efficient choice?"
No matter how many times I entered it, the firm sentence "No, it is not" kept appearing.

What can our army do at this point?
The answer to that would be obvious to anyone with even a little strategic insight—no, to anyone capable of "normal thinking"—there was only one option.
Namely, to counter-invade the Aishers army that had declared war on us.

Recently, news arrived that the Kalinz army had been merged with the Brands army. This meant that the peace treaty between Serphina and Lynn was now valid, so if our army invaded the Brands side first, we would be violating the agreement and needlessly inviting international criticism.
An image of not honoring treaties would inevitably leave a negative impression on the territory's residents in the central continent that we would need to rule long-term. Lady Serphina's public image was already shattered, so why add more infamy to her name?
The Aishers army was different. Yuuri had attacked our army without sufficient grounds and failed. We now had every justification to invade her country.
Although wars of aggression in this era weren't always about justification—having some legitimacy would help quickly win over the hearts of the residents in newly conquered territories.

But why?
Why wasn't invading the Aishers army the most efficient option for our army?

'Could another rebellion be brewing?'

I looked at Serphina and explained the general results.

"Are you saying invasion would be a poor decision?"

"Yes. Do you have any suspicions about why?"

"Suspicions..."

Serphina rested her chin on her hand, deep in thought.

"I'm not sure at the moment."

"You don't know?"

"The way you're asking suggests you have something you want me to say. Tell me. If that's what you want, I can oblige."

Feeling awkward at Serphina's knowing chuckle, I turned my head away and said:

"It's not that I want to hear something specific... I just thought you would naturally say, 'It seems another rebellion is brewing,' like you used to."

Hearing my words, she nodded as if finally understanding my attitude.

"I see. But things are different now. I recently received a letter from Jena."

"A letter?"

Jena, the former national strategist, had taken over my position and was serving as the lord of the capital castle Aingart in Serphina's absence while she joined the occupation forces.

"The fact that rebellions break out at every opportunity is something I'm well aware of, and Jena, as the former national strategist, certainly knows this too. She seems to be conducting intensive patrol duties while I'm away. I receive regular reports."

That's Serphina for you—she knew what needed to be done without me having to tell her.

"As a result, there are no signs or indications of an impending rebellion. Besides, apart from the capital defense forces, we've brought all the elite troops with us as occupation forces. Even if they somehow scraped together the remaining territorial forces to stage a rebellion, we've set things up so the capital defense forces could easily suppress it."

"So you're saying you've thoroughly prepared this time."

"Rather than blaming fate for being cruel, a ruler's duty is to think about how to deal with it."

The mention of fate left a bitter taste in my mouth, but I didn't show it.
I didn't want to criticize the actions of someone who was working so hard, doing everything in her power.

Serphina, who had been speaking quite casually, slowly smiled as she looked at me.

"Well, even so, if your mind's eye is precisely targeting a 'rebellion'—it's not impossible."

"What do you mean by 'not impossible'?"

"If the lord of the capital castle, who controls the capital defense forces, were to rebel, our army would suffer a devastating blow."

What?
Wait, does that mean...

"...Hold on. Are you suggesting that Lady Jena might rebel?"

"If your mind's eye revelation says so, it's not impossible, is it?"

"But Lady Jena rebelling seems rather implausible—"

I couldn't finish my sentence.
For just a moment, Serphina's face looked like it might crumble... I couldn't bring myself to continue.

"How plausible it seems to me is not important."
"Everyone did it. Starting with those I believed would never betray me, one by one they drew their swords to kill me."
"I trust Jena. I entrusted her with all authority in Aingart Castle without hesitation because I have faith in her. However... that doesn't mean I believe the cruel fate that targets me will spare only Jena."

"My lord..."

Despite being betrayed so many times, she still doesn't stop trusting others.
But her true 'strength,' I realized, wasn't simply refusing to give up on trust—it was never excluding the possibility that her trust might be betrayed again.
Though she spoke casually, the terrible loneliness she must have felt stirred something in my mind... and once again, I felt my heart going out to her.

"...Swen. If you command it, I will immediately withdraw the occupation forces and head to the capital. Focusing on domestic affairs for a while wouldn't be a bad idea. We also need to manage the newly acquired territories from Chel's domain. What do you think? What path does your 'mind's eye' illuminate?"

"..."

Right.
Coming back to the question, it was proven that invading the Aishers army wasn't the optimal choice for our forces at this point.
There was no point in doubting the results that came up now. So the fact that doing something 'different' rather than invading immediately would benefit our army shouldn't be questioned.

Then—what should we do?

"...My lord. I'd like to check about not invading and instead returning troops to the capital."

"Are you suggesting we should withdraw all troops back to the capital Aingart?"

When I entered Serphina's perfectly phrased question again:

"No, it is not."

"...It seems returning forces to the capital isn't a good method either."

"Then, does that mean there won't be a rebellion?"

"I can't guarantee it. But... the possibility seems lower now."

If, as Serphina said, only a rebellion in the capital could inflict devastating damage to our forces—that was just a premise.
She wasn't someone who handled matters carelessly, so I felt I could trust her words.

"I see..."

Seeing Serphina sigh with relief, I wanted to get an answer here somehow, for her sake if nothing else.

"My lord. Please ask about our national policy direction."

"What should our army do going forward?"

Generally, questions that directly pinpointed like this didn't get answers—
But there was one exception. When it concerned state affairs, battles, or wars, the intelligence-100 brain would sometimes directly suggest a direction.
My expectation that it might happen this time—was right on target.

"Prepare for war with the Aishers army."

'...???'

The problem was, while my prediction that an answer might come was correct.
I had no idea what the answer meant.

'Prepare for war? But invading now isn't good??'

What does this even mean?
It seems I've extracted as much as I can through questions... From here on, it's important to figure out why these results came up, but the materials at hand were scarce.
Thinking simply, it meant something would go wrong with our army if we invaded now, which was essentially the same as a rebellion, but—

'Is it really... really a rebellion?'

But if so, why wouldn't withdrawing troops to the capital be the optimal response?
...No. If we assume a rebellion would break out at this point, the troops wouldn't make it to the capital... so if there's an even better countermeasure, such an answer wouldn't be strange.

'But it still doesn't feel right.'

Whether it was just intuition, or sympathy born from thinking Serphina's fate was too cruel, I couldn't shake the feeling that 'a rebellion breaking out' wasn't the right answer.

"My lord. We seem to lack sufficient information. However, I don't think a rebellion will occur in any case."

"Did your mind's eye help you be certain of that?"

"...No. In fact, if we were to follow only the mind's eye revelations, assuming a rebellion somewhere would be most rational."

"Then how can you be so sure? It's embarrassing to say this myself, but... considering my fate, wouldn't it be rational to expect a rebellion somewhere?"

"On that point, please trust me. No matter how cruel your fate may be, who knows how things might change when you add me as a variable?"

"...!!!"

"?"

What's this?
Did I say something wrong?
Her expression changed so dramatically at my casual remark...

"Mix... you say."

"? Yes."

"I see. Mixing you... with me."

She kept mulling over that word for a while—

"...Very well. I will follow your intentions."

Her face had turned bright red, which was a bit concerning, but there was no need to make an issue of it when she was agreeing to listen to me.

"Thank you. In that sense, I'd like to look into a few things."

"Say anything. I will be your hands and feet."

"I'm not sure it's appropriate for a ruler to say such things..."

She laughed softly, and the first thing I requested was—

"Please organize a reconnaissance team to infiltrate the Aishers army."

"Will that be enough?"

No, that wasn't all.
I carefully revealed my true intention.

—Please include me in the reconnaissance team.
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"You want to join the search party yourself?"

"Yes."

In any case, if directly invading now isn't an efficient decision for us, and if the reason isn't within the 'internal' affairs of our army including rebellion—
Then my judgment was that the cause clearly lies with the enemy, the Aishers side.
At least at this point, that possibility seemed more likely, and I wanted to see it with my own eyes to make sure.

"Wouldn't it be better to use someone else? If something goes wrong—"

"That probably won't happen. Currently, the Aishers army's control over their territory is at rock bottom. It's obvious they don't have the capacity to capture someone who infiltrates. Even if I were captured, wouldn't you, my lord, avenge me?"

I said that without much thought.
Perhaps Serphina would respond with a slight smile, saying something like "That's true. Your death would essentially mean the destruction of the Aishers army."

"Swen."

"...Yes?"

Serphina looked at me with an extremely serious and grave expression, far from a playful one.

"Don't speak so carelessly... about dying."
"Swen, I don't want... anything to happen to you. No matter what, I absolutely don't."
"If you weren't here, I... I wouldn't know what to do on my own... So please, don't say such things. I'm begging you..."

She held my hand tightly, looking up at me pitifully.
With no trace of a ruler's dignity or composure, she looked like such an innocent girl that I cleared my throat several times.

"I'm... sorry."

"Yes. It's truly something to be sorry about. As long as you understand that."

"...Yes."

My face was burning for some reason, so I quickly changed the subject.

"Well, don't worry too much. Even if I were captured, they wouldn't kill me. No matter how desperate their situation is, they have more to lose than gain by killing me. And I'm confident I won't be captured at all, so please don't worry about that either."

"Of course I trust you, but..."

She continued to be unsettled, unable to regain her composure.
Could the possibility of my death really bother her that much?
In the midst of this, I noticed that Serphina now strangely reminded me of Reika.

"...Should I act similar to how I did with Reika?"

But unlike Reika, who was more or less my equal, Serphina was someone so high above me that I had to address her with honorifics.
She wasn't just my superior like Irene. She was a ruler. The ruler of a country. The leader of the great Serphina army and one of the few remaining legitimate heirs of the former Aingart Empire.
I wasn't sure if it would be appropriate to do "that" to such a woman, but...

Still, I thought it might be okay.
I slowly... placed my hand on her head.

"...!!"

I gently stroked her yellow hair.
Serphina, instead of glaring at me... lowered her head and quietly surrendered to my touch.
The shimmering golden waves flowed between my fingers.

"Trust me, Lady Serphina. I promise I'll return alive."

"..."

Instead of answering, Serphina silently embraced me.
The weight of this woman who had the world at her feet was incredibly light compared to the crown she wore.
If compared, it would be no different than a feather.
The fact that even a woman known as a cruel tyrant was a human with a warm, soft body when embraced reached all the way to the top of my head.
I spent a long time stroking her long hair, calming her down.

Thump, thump.

—All I could do was deliberately ignore my heart beating more fiercely than ever since I had held her in my arms.

After some time had passed like that.
Once Serphina had regained some composure, I immediately brought up the main topic.

"So, regarding the infiltration..."

"I already have something in mind."

"Is that so? If it's better than my opinion, I'm willing to follow my lord's idea."

For a subject to weigh their lord's opinion might seem outrageous to a third party—
But Serphina nodded with a smile, as if she didn't mind at all.

"What do you think of me, Swen?"

* * *

"Stop right there."

This was the third checkpoint.
Once we passed this inspection, we could infiltrate Balhart Castle.
As I had been doing, I adjusted my wig, pulled my hood over my head, and stayed close behind her.

"Identify yourself."

"I am Ariyan, the Second Guild Master of the Mihail Guild."

The guard spent a long time examining the identification badge the woman showed him.

"Hmm, there's no problem with the badge."

"Then may we enter?"

"No, wait a moment. I have some things to process..."

At the guard's words, the woman gave a sly smile, then handed him a small pouch and said:

"How thoughtless of me."

"No, that's not what I meant... Ahem. Go ahead."

We easily passed the guard and finally arrived at Balhart Castle.

'It's been a long time.'

Balhart Castle. Though not as significant as Anel Castle, it was a place that stirred various emotions in me.
Yuuri had made arrangements for me to live together with Irene.
After that, Yuuri didn't use me for anything important—and naturally distanced from central politics, most of what I did during my time with the Aishers army was serving as Reika's mentor.
Though "mentor" sounds nice, I was really just taking care of Reika, but well... objectively speaking, it wasn't such a bad time.
It's not like I was obsessed with success and fame, and frankly speaking, until Lady Luna raised her army, I lived much more comfortably than when I was with the Brands army.
Although I never imagined she would make the unprecedented decision to sell me to the Serphina army.

"It seems we've entered without any trouble."

As I was organizing my thoughts, the woman in front of me turned to look at me.
The one who accompanied me on this infiltration was Ioline Al Caskie, who looked exactly like my former roommate at Aingart Castle.

"Thanks to you, we were able to infiltrate safely."

"Not at all. I only did what needed to be done. As a noble of the Al Caskie family, I naturally know methods of disguising one's identity."

I wondered what kind of noble family required their daughters to know methods of disguise, but since her help was genuine, I didn't press the matter.
Asking Ioline for help was Lady Serphina's idea. Apparently, when Irian had just been appointed and was infiltrating various places, she had heard various stories from him.
It was quite impressive that she remembered what was merely a passing comment from one of her subjects...

Anyway, thanks to her efforts, we successfully infiltrated as members of the "Mihail Guild." The Mihail Guild was one of several guilds backed by the Al Caskie family—moderately sized and not too famous, making it the perfect cover.

"Still, thank you. Even though she's the ruler, you're different from your siblings in that you're not officially serving Lady Serphina. Given that this is an infiltration mission with potential dangers, you could have easily refused."

If she had refused, I'm sure Serphina wouldn't have forced her. Regardless of her public image, that's the kind of woman Serphina was.
At my words, Ioline shook her head and smiled.

"Not at all! I should help if I can. Especially when it's a request from you, Swen! And I'm so happy to be able to spend time with you after so long."

She blushed slightly and lowered her head, making me feel somewhat embarrassed and avert my gaze.
Regardless, Ioline continued to chatter cheerfully.

"Brother Jenis has long left the mansion, and Brother Irian hasn't been home lately either. I've been feeling quite lonely... so I'm happy to be of help. Thank you for reaching out to me."

Strictly speaking, it was Lady Serphina who sought her out, not me—
But with her eyes sparkling like that, I didn't feel the need to correct every sentence, so I just nodded and responded appropriately.

"Anyway, you must be tired from the long journey... let's look around right away. We need to observe quickly and leave."

"Leave it to me! I've been training my stamina since that day...!"

And so, I surveyed Balhart Castle with Ioline and the soldiers.

* * *

What I discovered during the patrol was that the expressions of the territory's residents were uniformly gloomy.
Of course, there had been a severe plague in the central continent, but Balhart Castle, located relatively to the east of the central region, hadn't been hit that hard. Even during the war with the Chel army, it hadn't been directly engulfed in the flames of battle, so I wondered why public sentiment was so low.
But it didn't take long to understand why things had gotten this bad.

'That, that is...'

A massive construction site that made me doubt my eyes.
Having such a large-scale construction project suddenly in the middle of the capital was an action that couldn't possibly be related to battle preparations.
Seeing countless residents and soldiers forced into labor, I could easily sense it.

That Yuuri had once again made an unimaginably foolish decision.

Ch.300 - Chapter 300. Survival Instinct
# Large-Scale Construction Project

It was definitely something that would rank among the top things a nation preparing for war should never do.

While I was wondering why they were engaging in such behavior, Iolline spoke with several workers directly before approaching me.

"What is all this about?"

"It seems they're building some kind of altar..."

"An altar? What kind of altar?"

"Well, it's... they say they're constructing a building to honor fallen heroes..."

"What???"

I couldn't hide my shock at this incredibly creative and utterly unbelievable answer, so I asked again.

"It seems to be a building to commemorate people named Erinandorf and Emma. Judging by how many times those two names were muttered..."

"That can't be..."

I knew from reports that Erinandorf had been defeated by Chel, but had Emma also passed away?
Still, as soon as those two names were mentioned, I could somewhat understand what might be going through Yuuri's mind.

'If two of those five people have died...'

At first, I thought all of this might be some kind of massive trap targeting our army.
Naturally, when someone acts so far outside common sense, any ordinary person would suspect there must be some ulterior motive.
But if this incident involved two of the five core members of Aishers?
Though I couldn't truly understand it—it was likely exactly what it appeared to be: the construction of a lavish memorial altar for the deceased.

Yuuri had already once committed an incomprehensible mistake to protect someone precious to her.
I knew this better than anyone since I had become an unintended victim of that incident.

Beyond that, Iolline and I, accompanied by soldiers, spent considerable time exploring the outskirts of the Balhart territory, but—
Apart from the enormous resources and manpower being poured into building this massive altar, nothing particularly noteworthy was happening.

As night fell deeper—
We set up a temporary camp at a suitable distance from Balhart territory and lit a campfire.

"What should we do? Should we look around more? I can't help thinking there must be something hidden..."

I shook my head at Iolline, who asked with a worried expression.

"No. I think today's reconnaissance is sufficient. There's likely nothing hidden behind this."

"Is that so...? But didn't you say earlier that something was likely to happen with the Aishers army?"

"I did say that, but..."

Yes. Now I was facing a more "intuitive" problem.
Why wouldn't attacking now with our troops be the optimal outcome for our army?
The current state of the Aishers army seemed like we could destroy them without much difficulty if we invaded.
Certainly, Epinel was a great general, and the Aishers army had several capable commanders, though perhaps not S-class like Epinel. But I couldn't even imagine a scenario where we would lose against an opponent who was wasting their soldiers' morale with such inefficient actions before battle.

Yet my prediction was never wrong.
When it said "not efficient," it meant absolutely not efficient under any circumstances.
It was reasonable to assume this message appeared because there were several times more efficient methods available.

What concerned me more was that unlike last time when it said something like [You will win the battle], this time it clearly concluded [Not efficient].
Our army would definitely lose something. And compared to other choices, this would be a very significant loss—that was the most likely interpretation.

Would there be another rebellion in our homeland?
Would we fall into the same pit of fate—as if heaven and earth couldn't bear to watch Serphina's success and were once again controlling events through cosmic forces?

—No.
If not rebellion, then what could it be...?

"Excuse me."

Only then did I realize that Iolline had been anxiously calling for my attention.

"I'm sorry. I was lost in thought for a moment."

"It's fine. I like seeing Swen when he's deep in thought."

"Is that so?"

Thinking it strange to like such a thing, I looked at Iolline.
For some reason, she was looking down at the ground instead of at me.

Crackle, crackle.
As the sound of the burning campfire reached my ears, Iolline's voice traveled through the air.

"Swen."

"Yes?"

"Did you perhaps hear anything from my brother Ian?"

"About what?"

"Well, about..."

After hesitating for quite some time, she finally seemed to make up her mind and looked directly into my eyes.

"About marriage."

"...Ah."

"If you already have a woman in your heart, I wouldn't mind being your second, third, or even fourth wife."

Come to think of it, Ian had mentioned something like that.
He had asked if I had any intention of taking Iolline as my wife.
At that time, Ian was my superior, so he had made the suggestion casually, but now he had become my subordinate who addressed me formally.

'Marriage, huh.'

Quite some time had passed since I was transported to this world.
Nevertheless, my sensibilities as a modern person hadn't completely disappeared and still floated somewhere in my heart.
It was the same now. Being accustomed to the concept of free love, I strongly felt that arranged marriages were not a particularly good approach.

"Iolline."

"Yes?"

Iolline looked at me with a remarkably calm expression.
It was definitely different from the way Lady Irene or Reika looked at me.
Wouldn't it be courteous to respond appropriately here?

"You don't need to marry a man you don't care for just for your family's sake. Besides, compared to the Al Kaski family, I'm not really that impressive."

"...What?"

"I know it must have been difficult for you to refuse directly. Honestly, it's hard for a family member to go against the head of the family's wishes."

Even in this era, I wanted to marry someone I loved.
With Lady Irene and Reika... I had felt something beyond an ordinary relationship with both of them, something between a man and a woman.
When discussing similar topics with those two, I could feel a definite chemistry. My heart would beat rapidly, my face would feel hot, and I would notice their cheeks turning bright red.
In contrast, Iolline gave off a calm impression. Her manner of speaking was very businesslike, and her face wasn't particularly flushed. Perhaps the marriage was less her wish and more Ian's opinion to maintain connections with me, just as Ginor had once tried with me.

"I..."

"Anyway, don't worry too much about it. I'll explain to Ian that I declined—"

"...Wait a moment!"

Iolline cut off my words and then repeatedly bowed her head with a surprised expression.

"I'm, I'm sorry! I think I've committed a terrible rudeness without realizing it..."

"No, it's fine. But what's the matter?"

"...I'll tell you everything."

At that moment.
For some reason, I was enveloped in an illusion of being in a vacuum, where even the crackling sound of the campfire couldn't be heard.

"This isn't because of my brother's wishes."

"...What?"

"I think Swen is a very admirable person. So, I was the one who brought up marriage first. If I have to marry someone anyway, I believe it should be a man I can look up to."

Iolline said this while not avoiding my gaze at all.
Only then did I realize.
Her face, illuminated by the orange glow of the campfire, was very slightly flushed.

"Since I was young and taking nobility lessons, my dream has been to serve a husband I can truly respect. Like my father. The time I've spent meeting and being with you has been very short, but... I could tell. Swen is different from other men."

"So, if it's alright with you, I want to live serving you. If you wish, I'm willing to happily serve alongside your other wives as well. You don't even have to take our family name. Apart from the family, when I marry you, I essentially become yours, don't I?"

"Is... that so?"

I didn't particularly hold such views on marriage, but her expression was so resolute that I couldn't bring myself to object.

"Yes. But as I just said, if you already have a woman in your heart, I don't intend to be pushy. I don't want to be a troublesome woman."

"I... see."

Though the way she phrased it was slightly different, she was essentially repeating what she had said earlier—but Iolline smiled at my response.

"It's fine if you ask me several times. I'll tell you as many times as needed. If it's alright with you, and if there's still an empty space in your heart... I'd like to boldly step into that space. What do you think?"

Even if we're talking about empty spaces, in this world, one could have up to four wives.
So unless someone was in love with four women simultaneously, there would generally be empty spaces, but why was Iolline asking such a question?

No.
For me right now, there was a much more important issue than why she asked such a question.
Namely, the fact that I couldn't immediately respond with "That's not the case."

'...!'

I barely managed to swallow what almost became a gasp at the unexpectedly audacious thought that crossed my mind.

Let's calmly go through the certainties one by one.

I admired Lady Irene. I thought I wanted to marry her. So, one position was filled.
My relationship with Reika was complicated in various ways... but I didn't want the kiss we shared to become a meaningless moment. I would probably end up marrying her too. That made two positions filled.

These two weren't really problematic.
They were people I was fully aware of and had mentally prepared for.

The biggest problems were twofold.
First, while thinking of Lady Irene and Reika, I also thought of Lady Serphina—someone I absolutely should not harbor feelings for.
And second, even if I added Lady Serphina, that would still only be three people, clearly leaving one position open, yet somehow—

I instinctively sensed that accepting Iolline here would lead to unimaginably enormous consequences.

Why...?
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Let me first acknowledge that I need to translate this text while being extremely careful not to include any Chinese characters (Hanja).

# Translation:

Let me admit it first.
The fact that I unconsciously recalled Serphina's face meant that I potentially had feelings for her.
It wasn't surprising. Just newly realized.
I wasn't such an oblivious person. I could easily notice when there was a subtle atmosphere between a man and a woman.
However, the reason I deliberately avoided bringing this thought to the surface was because she was the ruler of a nation.
How could I dare to even mention becoming her husband? She was far too noble for such presumption.
Serphina had actually told me she "wanted to marry me," but... since I had a place I would eventually need to return to, becoming completely dependent on her wouldn't be respectful to her either.

But now wasn't the time to think about Serphina.
So, simply put, let's say that "nevertheless," I married Serphina as well and somehow ended up with three wives.
Then, since one position remained, there would be no obstacle to accepting Iolline.
Even though I already had three wives, one position was still vacant, and objectively speaking, finding a woman of Iolline's caliber wasn't easy.

But why...
Why did I feel like I couldn't breathe?
Why couldn't I simply accept that proposal?

This wasn't the innocent emotion of a young man excited about receiving a marriage proposal.
It was something more—a sticky, murky sensation threatening my life that I absolutely couldn't identify.
It wasn't a deduction based on experience, but rather something closer to pure instinct. For reasons unknown, I felt an overwhelming fear that my entire life would be twisted if I made this decision.

As if something in my mind was warning me never to carelessly take a fourth wife—

"...Swen?"

"Ah..."

"Are you alright? Your complexion doesn't look good."

Crackle, crackle.
The sound of the burning campfire helped me barely organize my thoughts.

"No, I'm fine. I'm just... a bit tired. I think I need to rest early today."

Iolline looked at me with concern, then slowly nodded her head.

"I understand. About the marriage, please take your time to think about it. Whatever answer you give, I won't resent you."

"I'm sorry."

Iolline smiled gently at my words.

"It's okay. Sleep well, Swen."

After Iolline left for her carriage to go to sleep—
I remained alone, staring at the crackling campfire for a long time.

What was that choking sensation I felt the moment I thought about possibly having four wives?
Just a groundless fear? The human body can be incredibly unreasonable, breaking down in various ways just from fatigue.
Besides, this body wasn't particularly strong. Having traveled the long road to Valhart Castle, it would be natural to send meaningless signals from exhaustion.
Then why...

'...'

I probably wouldn't be able to come up with a plausible answer even if I pondered for hours.
With that judgment, I just stared blankly at the campfire to clear my head.

Something I didn't know might put me in danger—
For the first time, I was afraid of something unknown in this world that I thought I could perfectly predict.

* * *

As soon as dawn broke the next day, I went on patrol again just in case—
But apart from the construction of the altar, I couldn't find anything unusual.
Although I had enough resources to spend a few more days there, there was no need to waste time if there was nothing more to discover, so I set an earlier date than planned and leisurely departed from Valhart Castle.
After traveling for some time again, I safely returned to the camp near the front line.

"Swen, please take care of yourself and stay healthy. See you again."

After properly seeing off Iolline who was departing for Aingart Castle, I immediately headed to where Serphina was to report.
After a long time, I saw her in the fortress's conference room, slowly writing something with a quill pen while looking at a map.
Scratch, scratch.
Her golden hair, illuminated by sunlight through the window, sparkled like a wheat field.
The scratching sound of her quill pen was quite pleasant white noise.

"My Lord. I have just returned after completing the intelligence mission."

"Welcome back, Swen. I apologize for the suddenness, but would you come closer for a moment?"

As I approached, I could easily notice that she had marked various things on the map.

"While you were away, I conducted my own investigation and marked where rebellions would most likely occur."

As she said, the map had circles marking various places in our territory, along with very neatly organized notes about who the lord of each place was and what might cause a rebellion.
Instead of focusing on those notes, I felt a surge of emotion and raised my voice without realizing it.

"But my Lord, didn't I tell you that a rebellion is unlikely to happen?"

"Of course I believe you. I don't think your words are wrong. However, even you only said it was 'highly likely,' not that it 'absolutely won't happen.'"

"That's true, but..."

"In this situation, I don't want to be a woman who relies solely on you and makes your shoulders heavy. That's my honest feeling."

While I understood Serphina's opinion, I still felt somewhat upset.
It wasn't because she didn't completely trust my opinion. I was just sad about the fact that she was ultimately preparing for a rebellion.
I also thought it wasn't realistic to be optimistic about one's fate just because of a few words, but still... I just didn't like it.
Even so, since she was the ruler, I thought I shouldn't argue about this matter, but then—

"You're kind, aren't you?"

"Pardon?"

"I know why you raised your voice."

At those words, I was at a loss for words, and Serphina looked at me with a smile on her lips.

"I'm sorry. Until now... if I don't prepare like this, I'm too scared to do anything. Even so, if you stay by my side... I believe I can move forward. Didn't you say it yourself? That our fates would... 'intertwine.'"

"..."

Our fates intertwining, huh.
Suddenly, I remembered how I had unconsciously thought of her face when discussing marriage with Iolline, and my face flushed.
Serphina would have noticed this change, but she didn't mention it and went straight to the main point.

"And, check this as well. In case a rebellion doesn't occur—I've written down which routes would be most efficient for invasion."

Looking at the map again, as she said, several invasion routes were meticulously organized.

"This is..."

"If we organize the questions in advance before confirming your 'Mind's Eye' prophecy, neither you nor I will be unnecessarily confused."

Was she saying that she had prepared various things to help me in her own way?
I gave a slight bow to lightly commend her efforts.

"You've worked hard, my Lord."

"No. You've worked harder. Now, I'd like to hear. What was the Aishers army plotting?"

It was quite unfortunate for Serphina—
No matter what she had prepared, it couldn't match the impact of the news I brought.

"They were building an altar."

"They built an altar?"

"Yes."

"...Does it have some metaphorical meaning?"

"It's not like that. Literally, they were mobilizing war supplies, soldiers, and even territory residents to build a massive altar... a building where they could perform rituals or offer prayers."

"???"

Serphina tilted her head in disbelief.
...Even Lady Serphina can show such expressions sometimes.

"You mean they're conducting such large-scale construction work... with war approaching?"

"Yes."

"..."

She rested her chin on her hand and murmured.

"Baranga Yuuri Aishers... I knew she made decisions that were hard to believe for a ruler, but this time I really can't read her intentions."

"The altar is supposedly for the deceased Emma and Erinandorf."

"No... no matter what, from their perspective, they're preparing for a final battle against me, their enemy. Even if defeat seems inevitable, it would be natural for them to prepare for battle by any means necessary, just like Chel who would never bow his head to me..."

"Well, Yuuri is someone who already sold me out."

"Even so... she and her comrades hate me. Probably more than anyone else on the continent."

'That academy incident from before.'

I could understand what Serphina was talking about.
Back then, when I was under the Aishers army, I heard everything from Anima who was living in seclusion in the mountains.
Now I know it wasn't Serphina who did it... but they all think it was her doing. This wasn't something I could do anything about.

After thinking for a while, Serphina looked at my face and asked.

"Wouldn't it be reasonable to assume they're preparing something else?"

"I looked around, but it really didn't seem that way."

"If that's the case, what was your 'Mind's Eye' prophecy that said invading now wouldn't be a rational decision?"

"..."

She hit a sore spot.
In fact, I couldn't figure out why we shouldn't attack now, so I couldn't give any answer.

"Your Mind's Eye only predicts futures that will definitely come true. Then, wouldn't it be correct to consider 'the Aishers army is preparing something' as a constant? The fact that they're building an altar is also suspicious."

"No, as I said, there was no sign that she was preparing some kind of trap behind—"

At that moment.
Serphina came close to me and said.

"Can you guarantee that?"

I understood she was trying to make deductions somehow, but unfortunately, this was the truth.

"Yes, I can."

"Why is that?"

Well, because building an altar doesn't enable anything that exists as a system in the original game—and then I realized.

'...Huh?'

Only then did I freeze in place, as if struck by a heavy club on the head.
As if hit directly by a falling thunderbolt.
And—

—what I had been missing began to come into view.
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"Right. From the perspective of ordinary people, they can't help but view situations with a different perspective than mine."

From Ioline, who kept talking to me out of concern during patrol, to Serphina, who said there must be a purpose for building an altar—the common thread was that for them, this world was vividly real.

No, this wasn't just common to those two. It was an overwhelming truth for everyone except me, as basic as water flowing downward or sleep restoring energy when tired.

That's why they couldn't be certain like I was—that building something like an altar would accomplish absolutely nothing.

In the game I used to play, building something like an "altar" was just a random encounter event. If you built a memorial structure honoring a fallen general, the loyalty of other officers would increase as they saw the lord's sincere regard for his generals.

But in that event, choosing to "build a memorial structure" was generally best avoided. Considering the resources spent and the drop in public sentiment and troop morale, all you gained was the loyalty of your officers. Unless you wanted to do some kind of concept play... but even then, there wasn't much immersion or fun in concept play for such an outdated classic game, so it was just excess script that nobody used.

From Serphina's or Ioline's perspective, they couldn't know this. Rather, assuming there must be a significant reason for building an altar in this situation was their only reasonable conclusion.

This would be especially true for Ioline, who didn't know Yuuri's tendency to act impulsively when it came to matters involving her friends. It was quite rational to think, "Surely a ruler of a nation wouldn't invest so much time and resources in something meaningless."

Serphina's case was slightly different. She knew better than anyone that Yuuri was capable of making irrational decisions. Yet she would ultimately reach the same conclusion as Ioline.

All because of my Intelligence 100 prediction!

"Since she knows my words are always right, Yuuri's eccentric behavior naturally serves as evidence for my statement that 'immediate invasion isn't the most efficient method.'"

I think I would have reached a similar conclusion if I were in Serphina's position, commanding a strategist like Swen.

—Based on various circumstances, a strategist with 100% accuracy is saying it's not efficient to engage in a battle that should be impossible to lose.
—The supposed enemy is wasting resources and manpower on meaningless large-scale construction rather than preparing for battle.

The way to connect these two statements elegantly was quite simple: correct the phrase "meaningless." In fact, that construction must have meaning—which is why invading them now isn't efficient.
What a clear and neat conclusion!

—But.
Only I know that's not true.
I know Yuuri is just doing something pointless.

Then why?
Why did my Intelligence 100 brain insist it was "not efficient"?

"..."

I naturally took a seat at a chair near the table.
Until that moment, I hadn't even noticed that Serphina had pulled out the chair for me to sit.

"Building an altar doesn't enable you to use some kind of magic based on it."

Since the appearance of mages on the continent, people had become quite flexible in accepting that "unexpected actions might lead to unexpected results."
Even Serphina, who typically wouldn't act without evidence, was taking a cautious stance. Nothing more needed to be said about others.

"But the prediction says it's not efficient. Not efficient. Not efficient... Wait."

...Hold on.
I looked up and naturally directed a question to the first person I saw.

"Excuse me... Lady Serphina."

"Speak."

"Saying something is 'not efficient' is quite different from saying it leads to the 'worst outcome,' right?"

"That's right. The worst outcome itself would just be one of many inefficient conclusions."

"Let's verify this. Could you ask me a question similar to 'Can we win the battle?'"

Instead of asking what was going on or what I was thinking, she simply posed the refined question I requested.

"Do you think our army can invade and defeat the Aishers army?"

[It will require great sacrifice.]

"...What???"

Great sacrifice?
I had somewhat expected this, but indeed the reason this decision was inefficient was that we would suffer some kind of sacrifice in battle against the Aishers army.
If that's the case, we certainly can't just throw away soldiers like this.

...Wait a minute.

"Lady Serphina. I'm sorry, but one more. Could you ask me something along the lines of 'What is the best way to minimize losses in this battle?'"

This question was honestly ambiguous.
Even for a battle-related question, I thought there might not be an answer—
Nevertheless, it was a necessary question to organize the puzzle in my mind.

"What do you think we should do to minimize our losses in this battle?"

Serphina obediently refined and recited the question I asked for.
And the answer that came was—

[It depends on heaven's will.]

What?
"It depends on heaven's will." This answer meant that the conclusion would change depending on what I—not someone else, but I myself—would do.

"Invading now isn't efficient. The most efficient thing we can do is prepare for war with the Aishers army. Whether we can win if we invade now—well, we probably would win, but it would require great sacrifice. This proves it's 'not efficient.' And finally, to avoid losses, I need to do something myself..."

The clearly different perspectives between me and everyone else.
The battle results that change dramatically depending on how I respond.

...!!!!

Bang!
Without realizing it, I slammed the table and jumped to my feet.

Only after receiving answers to these three questions did things start to become clear.
And only then did I notice that Lady Serphina herself was standing beside me, watching.

"Ah... I'm sorry. Well, I..."

"No, it's fine. More importantly, it seems something has occurred to you."

"...Yes."

I was beginning to have a faint idea of how to handle this.

"Then can you tell me? Actually, I've been burning to ask about it. Hehe...♥"

Normally I would have been flustered by the strange sexual undertones in her voice and attitude, but right now I was filled with an odd confidence.
I immediately answered with a feeling of crossing a line.

"Is burning all you need? I'll make sure to satisfy you completely. Deep inside, that is."

"...!!"

Hearing my words, Serphina, uncharacteristically, slightly faltered before her face turned red and she quickly turned away.
That reaction is quite delicious.
So that's how it feels. Lady Serphina must make those comments to see this kind of reaction from me.

"W-well... anyway, tell me what you think we should do."

Seeing Serphina flustered, I briefly thought about teasing her more—
But at least for now, even I was itching to discuss other matters.

"It's nothing special. It's just about using everyone's psychology."

"Using psychology?"

"To be precise, not psychology—"

—but using their perspective in reverse.
With that, we can reach the 'most efficient' method.

* * *

Some time later.
Finally, something that could be called an altar was completed.
In truth, it was so rudimentary that it would be fair to say only the outline was visible—a rather shabby result compared to the original plan.
Although it ended up being smaller than initially planned due to various limitations, it still occupied a considerable area and remained relatively luxurious given their circumstances.

The first thing Yuuri did after completing the altar was to gather the soldiers and offer prayers to the heavens.

"Ern... Emma... if you're watching, please give us the strength to overcome this...!!!"

Many religious people who had lost their way since the chaos began participated in this ceremony.
Ironically, various religious practices that had disappeared into history were beginning to continue thanks to Yuuri's capital.

"..."

Anima participated in this farce, having given up on everything.
They should be grateful that they were able to reduce the scale this much thanks to Epinel's intervention.

Standing beside Yuuri, Anima looked at her repeatedly offering prayers, then closed her eyes and bowed her head.

Emma. Erinandorf.
It seems we'll be joining you soon.
Although we couldn't fulfill our purpose... at least we'll meet again in one place.
When that time comes, please don't resent Yuuri too much. And please don't blame me for failing to fundamentally prevent this situation...

Drip, drip.

Coming to her senses, she instinctively realized tears were flowing.
Is this really the end?

"I don't want this..."

To spend our final moments on such foolish activities without even properly fighting.
If only we could somehow make an agreement with Serphina even now, the story of the Aishers army wouldn't have to end here.
Since we can't do that... do we just die like this?

Though she knew what the problem was, Anima also knew there was nothing left she could do.
Like all humans, she finally turned to something in this desperate situation.

"Oh God...!"

Please, don't abandon us.
Please, perform a miracle, anything...!!!

And amazingly—

—a miracle began to happen.
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In place of Yuuri, who was busy praying at the altar every day, it fell to Epinel to command the troops before the battle with Serphina.

Since everyone was exhausted from building the altar, rather than implementing special training, she maintained basic discipline while ensuring the soldiers had enough rest to manage their morale.

Epinel was a warrior. She understood how to handle soldiers far better than Vanessa, who had once served as strategist for the Karelia army. For this reason, she avoided unreasonable actions like enforcing strict discipline when they couldn't even offer better pay.

However, it was impossible to prevent discontent from building against a nation that failed to provide proper compensation despite demanding unreasonable labor. A significant number of soldiers had deserted. Epinel understood that in these chaotic times, demanding blind loyalty from soldiers who weren't even armed warriors was unreasonable.

Instead of money, she utilized Serphina's existence as motivation.

"Surely you don't think you could live with your head held high after kneeling before a damned woman like Serphina!"

Thanks to Serphina's notorious reputation, she was able to boost the soldiers' morale somewhat—
However, it was also true that recently, opinions about Serphina had been gradually changing among the soldiers.

"My relative in Alcanwood Castle says governance has become even more fair than during the Brands era..."
"My sister who got married says her husband's family, being northern residents, can receive relief supplies when disease breaks out."

—Setting everything else aside, if the territory's residents under her rule were satisfied, was she truly a tyrant?
This might be an extremely radical and inappropriate thought to entertain in these times, but nevertheless, this was a chaotic era where even such irreverent imaginings were permitted.

Fortunately for Epinel, one or two good deeds or heartwarming stories weren't enough to erase the evil deeds associated with Serphina's name.
If public opinion about her had been just a little better, they would have had to kneel before Serphina in a humiliating surrender without even proper training.
No matter how excellent a military commander might be, without soldiers, one cannot conduct battles, let alone wage war. This was a principle she had learned over and over again even before becoming an academy instructor.

As she spent her days somehow sorting through the soldiers, intelligence reports reached her.

"Really? You're saying they've built a fortress around Valhart Castle?"

"Yes. And information from multiple intelligence sources indicates that troops are gathering there."

From that position, it would be possible to invade Raclaine Castle rather than Valhart—
But logically, it made sense that they would advance directly to the capital, Valhart.
Although they hadn't completely abandoned their castles like Chel had, distributing soldiers across territories against Serphina's large army would be like begging to be killed one by one. They had long since concentrated most of their forces at Valhart Castle, except for minimal garrisons elsewhere.
Still, having lost more than half their original forces to plague and the war with Chel's army, what they could scrape together was just a handful.

"What will you do?"

"We should start preparing for battle. Has there been any news of someone who appears to be a mage?"

"No, not at the moment..."

"I understand. Report immediately if there are any unusual developments."

After the soldier left,
Epinel's adjutant, who had served in the Aishers army for quite some time, carefully asked her a question.

"Um, General Epinel. Are you considering a siege?"

"That's the wisest approach."

"But if we lock the gates and stay inside, won't we be vulnerable to one-sided attacks from a mage? That's what concerns me..."

"Well, you could think that way, but in my personal opinion, mages might not be as omnipotent as they seem."

"Is that so?"

Epinel nodded and said:

"Think about it. If they have a mage, wouldn't the most rational approach be to put the mage at the forefront and conduct battles using only their abilities? But Serphina isn't doing that. Whether in battles with Chel's army or in suppressing the rebellion that occurred in the north... Looking at any point, it seems more rational to believe that the role of over a hundred thousand troops is far greater than that of a mage. If mages were such absolute beings, why bother mobilizing soldiers at all?"

"Are you saying...?"

"It's reasonable to assume there must be some penalty we don't know about. They can only use it as a kind of trump card."

Epinel's reasoning was fairly accurate at its core.

Whether there was a penalty or not, if mages were such useful, effective, and nearly invincible beings, they should be showing much greater and more numerous achievements than now. Since that wasn't the case, there must be some blind spot we don't know about—considering Serphina's concern for Reika's lifespan and her reluctance to utilize her fully, Epinel was somewhat on the right track.

"I see... As expected, you're amazing, General. I heard that Chel's army feared the mage so much that they launched an unexpected attack and ended up being crushed..."

"It's nothing special. If I were truly amazing, I would have done something before our nation's downfall. Whether making Yuuri come to her senses or developing a strategy to ease Anima's concerns. But I couldn't do that."

"General..."

"I've talked too much. Go tell the commanders and soldiers to gather at the barracks. I have something to tell them."

"Yes!"

Watching her adjutant's retreating back, Epinel thought.
Her decision to conduct a siege wasn't just because of her conviction that mages must have penalties.
In fact, she half-hoped there were no penalties and that magic would be used against their forces stationed in the castle. No, perhaps that was her true objective.
If magic was used, they could identify where it was coming from. Considering eyewitness accounts from past battles, they would certainly be able to determine this.

'Actually, it would be better if they used magic. If we can identify the mage's existence, if we can somehow pinpoint the mage's location—'

—We can kill the mage.

At the very least, they could kill the mage.
With that, delivering an irreversible final blow to Serphina's army was Epinel's true plan, which she hadn't revealed to anyone.

At first, she thought Swen might be the mage... but according to what she'd recently heard from Anima, it seemed Swen wasn't actually a mage.
If that was the case, the pink-haired woman who had publicly appeared in Serphina's army was likely the mage.
But it didn't matter who it was. As long as she could capture the moment they used magic, she intended to risk her life to kill them, whoever they might be.

'Absolutely... I absolutely won't let Serphina defeat us one-sidedly. Even if I die in the end, by whatever means necessary...'

If you intend to destroy the Aishers army, you must also pay the price.
Thinking this, Epinel made her way to the barracks.

* * *

Epinel was delivering a speech in a very serious tone to the Aishers army commanders and soldiers standing at attention in the barracks.

"As you all know, our chances of winning this battle are extremely low. No, I might even declare with certainty that we cannot win. Nevertheless, you haven't lost your spirit and hidden away at home or abandoned the fight to return to your hometowns—you're here. And I believe you all understand well what your actions mean."

No one spoke in response to Epinel's words, but a sense of shared understanding was rising among those gathered here.
—We are going to die now. Everyone here knew that remaining until now meant death.

"They say it's the natural virtue of those who receive the nation's salary to give their lives for the country, but we've encountered countless people who change their minds when truly facing death. That's why I want to thank you for making such a difficult decision."
"We may not survive. But I guarantee that the pride in our souls for never backing down against the cruel and vicious murderer Serphina will remain on this continent after our lives are extinguished, and will eventually burn bright enough to send the witch Serphina to the stake."
"So, I make this shameless request. Stay with me until the end. If you decide to stand with me, I, your lord, our Aishers army will never abandon you!"

Waaaaaah—!

Perhaps to somehow shake off the instinctive fear of death they felt.
Everyone shouted so loudly that Valhart Castle seemed to shake.
Hearing the soldiers' cheers while praying, Yuuri closed her eyes and sent her thoughts to her comrades.

'Erinandorf. Emma. Please. Please give us strength...!!!'

* * *

And a few days later.

"What did you say...??"

As Epinel was preparing for the final battle with resolute determination, unbelievable news reached her ears.

"Serphina's army's fortress... has completely collapsed! The soldiers are presumed to have been annihilated! We've received news that Serphina's army is hastily withdrawing from the front line...!!"
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"What are you saying? Suddenly withdrawing troops... What kind of nonsense is that?"

Despite facing Epinel's confused expression, the soldier maintained eye contact and reported without hesitation.

"It's true! There was a tremendous sound like lightning striking, and then suddenly the fortress collapsed...!"

"Are there any witnesses?"

"There are no direct witnesses... but why would I lie to you, General?"

This certainly didn't seem like a joke or a hasty report without evidence. Though she wondered what exactly had happened, Epinel knew she couldn't learn anything just by listening to reports.

"Can you guide me there immediately?"

"Ah... yes! Understood!"

Epinel quickly assembled an expedition team and headed toward where Serphina's fortress was said to have been.

It felt strange. For the first time in a very long while... she felt her heart racing.

* * *

"This is..."

The place Epinel arrived at was Serphina's fortress. Or more precisely, where Serphina's army had been stationed.

It had literally collapsed in a devastating manner. While she was still in shock at the catastrophic scene that was too terrible to touch—

"What on earth happened here? It looks like there was an earthquake or something..."

"There were no signs of that. If there had been an earthquake, it would have been detected at our Balhart Castle."

"Then why...?"

As Epinel stood bewildered at the incomprehensible scene before her, a familiar voice came from behind.

"...you came!"

"Yuuri...?"

The soldiers following Epinel all saluted the head of state who was approaching from behind.

"Emma... Erinandorf, they helped us...!"

"What...???"

"How else can you explain this situation, Epinel? The enemy fortress suddenly collapsing like this?"

"No, but conversely, there's no evidence that Emma or Erinandorf helped—"

"There is!"

Yuuri shouted loudly, cutting off Epinel's voice.

"I told you they appeared in my dream! They said a path to the heavens had opened and asked us to add our sincerity! This is the proof! You know that if we can connect with the heavens, we can freely use magical powers!"

"What do I know... Oh, you don't mean—"

"Yes."

Yuuri nodded vigorously with her eyes closed.

"Remember the 'miracle' that Swen performed when he was with the Brands army? When he called down rocks from the sky, Swen was performing a ritual to the heavens. And he is not a magician."
"So there's only one conclusion."

After saying this, she knelt down on the spot.
It was a magnificent sight in a way, as the soldiers all knelt down in unison, following their leader without knowing why.
Yuuri, paying no attention to the soldiers' gazes, looked up at the sky with sparkling eyes—

"It worked! Our sincerity worked! The path to the heavens has opened!"

Epinel, the only one who hadn't knelt, carefully asked:

"So... are you saying rocks fell or something?"

"I don't know about that! But it's certain that some force powerful enough to collapse this fortress was at work!"

"Is that so...?"

"Yes. That's how it is."

Epinel was uncertain—but she couldn't deny it.
The fact that Yuuri's explanation seemed somewhat plausible. Beyond that—she found herself hoping Yuuri was right.

Normally, she would have examined the situation more seriously, but for someone who had been prepared to die while inflicting as much damage as possible on Serphina's army in what seemed like an unwinnable battle, Yuuri's claim felt like a ray of light in a hopeless situation.

Was it really so implausible?
Just a few years ago, if anyone mentioned magicians, everyone would have scoffed, saying "that's just a legend." But now, no one denies the existence of magicians.
The first magician who appeared in the Northern Continent, and the second magician who revealed themselves in the Southern Continent. Along with numerous eyewitness accounts from soldiers—the existence of magicians was clear, undeniable reality with evidence to support it.

The same could be said about "connecting with the heavens."
In fact, a man named Swen, who was once their ally, had a history of calling down rocks through rituals. If that wasn't solely due to his ability but truly connected to the heavens, what guarantee was there that they couldn't achieve the same miracle?

Decisively, it wouldn't benefit Serphina's army to stage such a farce. The most advantageous approach for her would be to bring an overwhelming army capable of easily crushing the Aishers forces like cake, rather than wasting time on such nonsense.
If Epinel herself were a commander in Serphina's army, she was confident she could defeat a weakened nation like Aishers within a week if given just 200,000 soldiers.

So could it really be... that they had connected with the heavens?
As Yuuri said, could Emma and Erinandorf be helping them?
After all, just as magicians suddenly appeared in other countries... couldn't such miracles happen in their country too?

And so, Epinel's heart was rapidly swaying.

* * *

Similar incidents continued to occur afterward.
Whenever Serphina's army built a frontline for invasion, vivid accounts would soon follow of the frontline suddenly collapsing.
Later came intelligence that soldiers from Serphina's army had suddenly begun deserting en masse.
The cause they cited was persistent nightmares and auditory hallucinations.
Particularly important was the content of these nightmares.

There were numerous reports of people testifying about "a female knight in blue armor seeking to take their heads."

And Epinel and Yuuri knew better than anyone that Emma always preferred to wear blue armor.

"Do you understand now, Epinel? That our hearts have connected with Emma and Erinandorf?"

"Perhaps it really is so..."

"So we need to convey our hearts more sincerely. There's no point in preparing for war—we can't win. We'll just be captured and killed! Even if we inflict losses, we still can't preserve our nation."
"But! We have comrades! Comrades watching over us from the heavens! And the world has begun to recognize that we truly think of our comrades at every moment!"

"Hmm..."

Just as Epinel was wavering—

BANG!

A one-armed woman burst into the audience chamber and walked toward them.

"Anima...?"

"I heard everything. Is it true that you're expanding the altar, Yuuri?"

Yuuri responded to Anima's words in a cold tone.

"Anima. Are you still going to insist on your own ideas?"

"No... How can connecting with the heavens make any sense?! What Swen did back then was just magic! The concept of connecting with the heavens doesn't exist!"

"It wasn't magic. He's not a magician."

"You can't completely prove that!"

"And you can't perfectly prove that 'the concept of connecting with the heavens doesn't exist,' can you?"

"T-that's... just splitting hairs. Yuuri! Please come to your senses!"

"You're the one who needs to open your eyes, Anima. You..."

At that moment.
Tears began to flow from Yuuri's eyes.
Unable to imagine that she would cry, Anima turned pale and fell silent again.

"Erinandorf went alone to rescue you when you were captured by Serphina. He charged into enemy territory alone, risking his life. Emma insisted that we had to save you even if it meant kneeling before Serphina. Those two... did all that to save your life, so how can you... speak so cruelly?"

"I, I..."

I never asked for that.
I never wanted everyone to act that way for me—she couldn't bring herself to say those words.

"That's too much. Really... too much. Finally, the heavens are acknowledging the unjust circumstances of our army, of our comrades. Finally, it's our turn... why..."

"...Anima. Come with me."

Noticing the atmosphere, Epinel handled the situation to allow Yuuri to regain her composure alone, then took Anima out of the audience chamber for a private conversation.

"Epinel. You're not going to say the same thing as Yuuri, are you?"

"Before we get to that, let me hear what you think. What do you believe is causing all of this?"

"I... well."

Anima bit her lip hard as she explained.

"I think it's all Serphina's staged act. Simply because she's the only one who could cause all this."

"The fortress suddenly collapsing?"

"There are magicians. It wouldn't be difficult to use magic to make it appear as if it's collapsing."

"I see. What about the soldiers deserting?"

"That... they could have spread rumors among the soldiers, or made it look like desertion. There are various methods."

"And continuously having frontlines collapse, wasting supplies and time—all of that is staged too?"

"There's no other way to explain the situation. Emma and Erinandorf in heaven fighting for us? Such a thing couldn't possibly happen!"

Epinel sighed briefly, then looked directly into Anima's eyes and said:

"Fine. Anima. Let's say you're right about everything. You're smart, so you've thought this through and answered accordingly. But that leaves one question."
"Why?"
"Why would Serphina stage such an act? What does she gain from all this?"

"...!!"

Anima turned pale and couldn't answer.
She too had easily reached that question. But she couldn't derive an answer. No matter how she looked at it, she couldn't see any benefit Serphina would gain from such actions.

"Anima. As you know, we can't defeat Serphina's army. We have no magicians, and our forces are overwhelmingly insufficient. We've lost the hearts of many territory residents, and their soldiers' morale is probably higher. You know this well, which is why you argued for making peace with Serphina, right?"

"...Yes, that's right."

"Then from Serphina's perspective, she could just push in with her forces and that would be it. Why would she stage such an act? To mock us? Anima. I hate that woman, but I know she's not the type to waste time on inefficient activities like the daughter of Brands. You know that too, don't you?"

Seeing Anima unable to answer, Epinel grabbed her wrist and said:

"...Anima. Come with me for a moment. There's something I want to show you."

* * *

The place they arrived at by carriage was a ruin near Balhart Castle.
This was one of Serphina's frontlines where a very small fortress had once stood.

"This is..."

It was similar to the previous fortress in that it had completely collapsed.
The difference was... the blood splattered here and there, and the smell of blood that penetrated the nose with ferocious intensity.
Under the rubble were crushed pieces of armor indicating they belonged to Serphina's army, and inside... were rotting flesh masses too distorted to identify.

It was a horrific scene reminiscent of their academy days.

"Anima. Let me ask you once more. Do you think Serphina staged this and did this to her own soldiers?"

"..."

"Well, I know Serphina wouldn't bat an eye at sacrificing her own soldiers. But right now, no matter how coldly you think about it, she has nothing to gain, right? I'm betting on the other possibility. If there's something to gain, Anima, can you explain what she could possibly gain by going this far?"

"Epinel..."

"If you can't explain, I'll follow Yuuri's assertion that a path to the heavens has opened. After all, Yuuri is our leader, and there's no law saying our army can't use powers similar to magic that others use."

Anima couldn't say a word to Epinel as she turned away.
—Or rather, at this point, even Anima was starting to entertain 'that thought.'

'Could it... be true?'

Could Emma and Erinandorf really be using their power to save us?
Could Yuuri's prayers have reached them?

That thought was so sweet, yet so contextually disconnected.

* * *

After that day.
The Aishers army used all resources that had been set aside for war preparations to expand the altar instead.
The occasional news—that Serphina's army was in great confusion due to an unknown force, and that there were even rebellion attempts near the border—was nothing if not sweet to Yuuri's ears.
When she heard about divisions within the occupying forces over whether to abandon the invasion, she became even more convinced.

At last, we've connected with the heavens.
The heavens haven't forsaken the friendship of us five!

'We'll overcome this! We'll overcome this trial with the power of our comrades... and with my own hands, I'll take the life of our enemy, Serphina...!!'

—At that moment.

"My Lord...!!"

During the sacred time of prayer, a soldier came running in a hurry.
Yuuri stopped praying, and the armed guards standing nearby rushed to intercept the soldier.

"What's the matter! I said no one is to be allowed in during prayer time!"

"Urgent news! I know I've committed a grave sin, but... this must be delivered...!"

"...!!"

What entered Yuuri's field of vision was the vivid red armband the soldier was wearing.
It meant only one thing.

—It didn't take long for Yuuri to realize how foolish her belief had been that they could overcome their trials simply by building an altar and praying.
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The soldier with the armband shouted with an extremely urgent voice, as if pleading.

"News has arrived that Serphina's army... with 198,000 troops, is advancing toward this Balhart Castle!"

What...?
There's no way Serphina's army would come here.
After all, Erinandorf and Emma are using all their strength to protect us...?

"What nonsense is this! They couldn't possibly invade us! Can't you explain properly?!"

"I-I'm reporting exactly as I heard! H-how could I possibly lie before you, my Lord?!"

"Go to Epinel."

Yuuri said this, then continued.

"At times like this, we must appease the spirits of Emma and Erinandorf even more. You know they're protecting us, right? There's nothing to worry about. We will win. So, instead of making a fuss here, discuss defense matters with Epinel."

She turned her head, closed her eyes again, and resumed her prayers.
Perhaps Serphina, realizing she couldn't keep stalling, had mobilized her troops to attack.
But at least in Yuuri's mind, this was truly a misguided decision. No, perhaps Emma and Erinandorf had actually led the situation to this point!
After all, they had greatly expanded the altar. They invested every available coin. The more they expanded it, the more Serphina's soldiers retreated due to mysterious forces before they could even establish a frontline. With each report, Yuuri became more convinced.
That they were making the right choice now!

After driving away Serphina's army, we'll prepare for war again. Once we successfully restore our forces to pre-plague levels, we'll fight Serphina once more. It's fine even if she has a mage. We have Emma and Erinandorf watching over us from above!
Stupid woman. Our enemy, the Academy's enemy. You're the one I'll kill with my own hands. For Emma and Erinandorf, and for everyone who died before us...!!

—Even at this moment, Yuuri's faith remained blind.

She hadn't always been this foolish.
But through a series of "wrong choices," she lost the mage, lost her brilliant strategist, depleted her forces through plague, lost two beloved friends, and the enemy who killed her friend was killed by another woman she considered an enemy.
These were outcomes that would have driven an ordinary person to madness ten times over.
Perhaps it was because of these continued failures. At some point, that former intelligence could no longer be found in Yuuri.
Not just that—now she could barely stand on her own two feet without blindly believing in something.
In reality, after barely surviving the war with Chel's army, she had been unable to properly govern. She only regained enough strength to function again because she believed the spirits of her comrades, who died due to her wrong choices, had given her a chance for atonement.

And amazingly—
From the moment she began appeasing the spirits of her comrades who appeared in her dreams, miracles started happening!
How could this be described? The feeling that the mage who had slipped from her grasp had returned! The sensation of creating miracles with her own hands that no strategist could accomplish!
Yuuri felt herself coming back to life. That's why she became obsessed. She firmly believed, over and over, that this alone was the answer.

Therefore, she closed her eyes, covered her ears, and communicated only with the dead.

'Emma, Erinandorf. Lend me your strength just a little longer. Protect the heavenly path that will save us. Please. Please...!!!!!'

Please, please, please...
She could only continue praying for wishes that could never reach those who had died.

* * *

Meanwhile, as Lord Yuuri continued praying at the altar—
In the audience chamber, Epinel, who was leading the nation in her place, was having a serious conversation with a soldier.

"I'm sorry, but could you brief me one more time on the overall situation?"

"Yes! I'll explain as many times as needed."

The soldier with the armband, having regained some composure, was calmly reporting the current situation to her.

"The commander-in-chief is Irene Juliet, and the deputy commander is Irian Al Kaski. The total force is estimated at 198,000 troops... but some scouts report that there appears to be a rear guard as well."

"A rear guard?"

"Yes, that's right. Information suggests they're dividing their forces as they approach. And they seem to be advancing in some strange formation. I've heard they're controlling even each individual step as they march."

'What's going on? Are they being cautious because of what's happened so far?'

In truth, no other reason came to mind.
Does that mean Serphina has somehow figured out how our army communicates with heaven?
Swen was with them, so it wouldn't be strange if they understood the principle.

"What about siege weapons?"

"About that... it appears they haven't prepared any."

"What?"

"It's true. I don't know the exact reason, but..."

There must be a clear reason for every action.
So, not preparing siege weapons, forming strange formations, deliberately splitting forces and advancing in sequence—all must have specific purposes.

"...I understand for now. What about Anima?"

Since their last conversation that day—
Anima had withdrawn from government affairs and secluded herself in a separate room.
Epinel could have stopped her multiple times but hoped Anima would clear her head during this time.
It was easy to see that Yuuri, in her current state, wouldn't accept Anima's arguments anyway.

"About that... I went to inform her, but she wasn't there."

"What? Where did she go?"

"I don't know that either..."

It was unfortunate timing for her to be absent, but realistically, having her present wouldn't have changed the lack of viable solutions.

"I understand. For now, station a soldier nearby to inform Anima of this news when she returns. I'll prepare for battle immediately."

"Yes, understood! Will we be defending the castle?"

"No."

"Then...?"

Epinel fell into deep thought.
I have to do this myself.
Yuuri is already too far gone, and Anima is absent. If something needs to be done, I must do it with my own hands.

There must be an inevitable reason.
In Serphina's army's strange behavior... there must be something we've failed to notice.

...Then, with gleaming eyes, Epinel spoke in a grave tone.

"We'll launch a surprise attack. We'll anticipate the enemy's position and strike at their flank."

* * *

Epinel led most of the available forces and set up an ambush at a midpoint along the advancing route.

'I'm not certain, but... deliberately dividing troops, forming special formations—these are likely measures to prevent communication with heaven. If so, I just need to disrupt that...!'

Since the miracles that had appeared like salvation in these moments hadn't occurred, this reasoning seemed valid.
The plan would likely work. The enemy wouldn't expect an ambush rather than a defensive position, especially with less than half their total forces.
In normal circumstances, even a successful ambush wouldn't change the tide of battle. It would only disrupt the enemy formation, not overcome the difference in numbers.

'If I can somehow succeed in confusing Serphina's army, we can reconnect with heaven and create another miracle!'

She knew this reasoning made no sense if considered coldly.

Even so, the actual miracles Epinel had witnessed with her own eyes.
Serphina's behavior of never doing anything unnecessary.
The existence of the "mage" who had already revealed himself on the continent.
Swen, who had previously created miracles by communicating with heaven.
Incomprehensible actions like preparing for a siege without siege weapons, or maintaining meaningless intervals while unnecessarily emphasizing order.

All these clear "facts" pointed in only one direction.
Even if it made no sense, wouldn't that be the answer?

But, unfortunately—

"WAAAAAAAH!!!!"

"W-what's happening?!"

That wasn't the battle cry of their own forces. This was...!!

"ARGH!"

"Enemy! It's an enemy attack!"

A shower of arrows was raining down on their ambushing forces.

'They noticed our ambush?! How?'

That's impossible.
If they had noticed the ambush and sent forces here—wouldn't their formation and the spacing between soldiers that she had established simply collapse?
Then, shouldn't a miracle occur?

No matter how Epinel reasoned based on "what remains after eliminating all other possibilities must be the truth, no matter how implausible," that formula didn't apply.

—Unfortunately, her intelligence was not 100.

* * *

Turning the clock forward again—

"We will use their perspective against them. With that, we can reach the 'most efficient' method."

"Use their perspective against them? What does that mean?"

I smiled at Serphina's question and replied.

"It means we simply need to show them a miracle."

"A miracle?"

"Yes. A clear, undeniable miracle that stops Serphina's army, unexplainable by any logic."

I said this with a smile toward Serphina.
A smile more brazen and confident than ever before.

"With that, the Aishers army will destroy itself."
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Serphina fell into thought after hearing my words.
There's no need to deny it now. I've always liked her elegant profile when she's deep in thought.
Just slightly biting her nail and furrowing her brow a little was enough to reveal a subtle beauty different from her usual self.

"Using another's vision... to create miracles..."
"And then, self-destruction by showing miracles..."

After muttering to herself for a while, her pupils contracted slightly as if something had occurred to her.
She then turned her head to look directly into my eyes.

"Could it be... are you suggesting that you will personally show them the appropriate 'results' with your own hands?"

"I see you're as quick-witted as expected of my lord."

What I'm about to do.
It is to breathe 'meaning' into Yuuri's utterly useless action of 'building an altar and praying to the gods.'
I don't know what she's thinking by doing such a thing, but I alone am certain that her action is meaningless and pointless.

But everyone except me was pondering and thinking about whether there was any meaning to it. They were trying their best to deduce the true intention hidden within.

Yes. Everyone except me naturally assumes that some result will come from all these actions!
Rather, they would find it more strange if nothing came of it, so there wasn't even a need to prepare 'plausible evidence.'

"You said it naturally yourself, Lady Serphina. That 'there must be some other reason.'"

"Well, that's because I knew about your Mind's Eye prediction."

"Even without the Mind's Eye prediction, now that mages have appeared on the continent, there are far fewer people who would claim supernatural powers absolutely don't exist compared to before. Most people will certainly believe there must be some reason behind Yuuri's—Aishers' actions."

Only Serphina and I knew that Yuuri had committed 'an act that a ruler should never do.'
There were rumors that she 'sold out her subordinate general to another country,' but rumors are just rumors. Besides, since the counterpart in that rumor was the infamous Lady Serphina, most people would naturally doubt the truth of such claims rather than believing them outright.
At times like this, Serphina's infamous reputation actually helps.

"But what if that action yields results? There would be almost no one who would doubt the cause-and-effect relationship. Even they themselves would probably be fooled. What about you, Lady Serphina? Without my Mind's Eye prediction, assuming such a thing happened—what judgment would you have made?"

"...!"

"Do you understand what I'm saying now?"

At my words, Serphina slowly nodded.

"Yes, Swen, I think I understand what you're thinking. But even if you create a miracle, what exactly do you plan to do?"

I spoke with more confidence than I had shown since meeting Serphina.

"My lord. Please give me full authority from now on. And please keep our conversation today completely confidential."

* * *

"Are you saying... that the fortress will collapse, Strategist?"

"That's correct."

Irian responded with shock to Swen's words.

"I'm truly sorry, but I don't quite understand. We were just about to send the main advance party to Balhart Castle..."

At that moment.
Swen closed his eyes and slowly extended his finger toward the sky.

"It happened a few days ago. As usual, I was observing the movements of the heavens."

Observing the movements of the heavens.
Anyone hearing this for the first time might think it nonsense—but for Irian, a general in Serphina's army, if such words came from Swen's mouth, they carried sufficient credibility.
After all, when the northern fortress of Kelstein Castle collapsed due to a boulder falling from the sky—it was none other than Swen, who was then with the Brands army, who performed rituals to the heavens and created that miracle.

He still vividly remembered that when Swen first arrived here, some ministers had questioned whether it was right to accept someone who had done such a thing as a subordinate.
For his part, Irian was the type who valued practicality.
He had argued that there was no need to discriminate against someone with such power coming to their side.
Looking back now, that decision was nothing short of excellent. After all, it was none other than Swen who had saved his family and his life.

"And I discovered that three red stars symbolizing calamity are pointing toward this place. A great accident will surely happen."

"I... I see?"

Irian immediately adopted a very serious expression and asked.

"Then what would be the best course of action? First, I should report to the Commander-in-Chief—"

"You needn't worry about that, Irian."

With perfect timing, Irene walked toward them from the distance.

"You've arrived, Commander-in-Chief."

"Swen never speaks nonsense. And I myself will vouch for his ability to communicate with the heavens."

Irian knew that Irene had been the commander of the Brands army at that scene.
With the guarantee of essentially the strongest witness plus Swen's mysterious abilities, nothing could be more meaningless than questioning Swen's opinion.

"I've already heard a brief explanation. Please begin preparations to withdraw the troops immediately."

"Yes! Understood! Then, Strategist, excuse me. Please don't worry about this, focus on evacuation preparations!"

As Irian moved farther away from the two—

* * *

'Haa.'

I let out a short sigh.
Of course, my claim about observing the heavens was a lie.

'I was wondering what excuse to give if he asked for specific reasons, but it seems to have resolved itself well.'

"Swen."

Irene approached me as I sighed in relief.

"Yes, what is it?"

"I'm not scolding you, but... isn't communicating with the heavens a task that puts great strain on you?"

Strain, is it?

The reason I collapsed back then was simply from overexertion while being too tense, but Irene firmly believed I had depleted some kind of power by communicating with the heavens.
There was no need to explain everything—but to prevent her from worrying, it wouldn't hurt to be somewhat honest.

I lightly shared my plan with Irene.

"I see? You mean you're going to destroy the fortress yourself...?"

"Yes. As I mentioned, Yuuri is expending all her national power on building altars to appease the spirits of fallen comrades. If we throw a plausible result at that, the Aishers army will mistake it for the real path and self-destruct."

"I see... With magic now widely known and your existence, the idea of communicating with the heavens to achieve something seems quite plausible in this era. But then, why didn't you tell Irian the truth?"

"That's a simple matter."

The reason I told Irian a plausible lie.
It was because if I didn't deceive even our own side, this plan had a very high chance of falling apart from the beginning.
The worst outcome for me would be Yuuri noticing something suspicious and backing out.

'The prediction of Intelligence 100 gave the answer that [it depends on the heavens]. In other words, the result varies depending on what I do.'

So, I needed to thoroughly eliminate as many variables as possible at my level.
Even so, this was Irene we're talking about. It wasn't hard to realize that quickly bringing her in as a firm ally would be more efficient than trying to deceive her clumsily.

"Hmm. I understand. I'd like to ask if there's anything else I can help with."

"Just withdraw the troops quickly, please."

"Understood. If there's anything else you need, please let me know."

I had been planning to repeatedly establish and withdraw from the front lines, so I was quite fortunate that Irene was the Commander-in-Chief.
Come to think of it, Irene, who came to Serphina's army with me, has already reached the position of Commander-in-Chief.
With the thought that so much time had passed... I briefly recalled the face of my true lord that I had momentarily forgotten.

'...No.'

Let's deal with the immediate task first.
I quickly escaped the fortress with Irene.

* * *

After all troops had withdrawn from the fortress.

"Miss Reika...?"

"Ah, hello...! Hehe."

I could barely recognize Reika in her disguise.

"Wow... who did this for you?"

"I did it myself following what Lady Jenis taught me. She... she taught me a lot about how to disguise oneself properly."

Both Ioline and Jenis have such unique skills.
They probably both have the "espionage" skill activated, I bet.

I quickly got to the point.

"Miss Reika. I'm going to destroy this fortress now, but you don't need to use enough magical power to destroy it directly."

I said this while drawing the rapier from my waist.
I had already filled up about 24 hours of meditation to properly use this weapon that could momentarily amplify the magical power received from Reika.

Reika's magic was truly close to omnipotent, but ultimately it was a forbidden power that consumed her lifespan.
It was much better to use the magical power charged in the rapier if possible.

"You just need to throw a small fireball here like before. Understood?"

"Ah, about that... I have something to tell you."

"What is it?"

"If the purpose is to destroy the fortress, I have something better than a fireball..."

"Something better?"

As far as I knew, the only magic Reika could use was healing magic, the magic to raise ice pillars, and fireballs?
Seeing my puzzled expression, she smiled briefly, then slowly knelt down and placed her hands on the ground.
And then—

"...!!"

"Did you feel that?"

I definitely felt it. A very faint vibration.
The ground had just trembled ever so slightly.

"How was it?"

"W-when did you learn this?!"

"Just, while meditating, a new formula suddenly came to mind. I thought—maybe I could move the earth this way."

Learning earthquake magic just through meditation??
I had forgotten, but Reika was the continent's first and greatest mage. She was a monster who could suddenly grasp fireball, ice magic, and healing magic without any effort.

"Great. This is perfect! But... how can I amplify this magic with the rapier?"

"Oh, that! I've thought about that too..."

Huh?
Suddenly Reika began fidgeting awkwardly.
Then, with her fingers pressed together and slightly covering her mouth, she said:

"W-well... I was wondering if it might be... somewhat inappropriate..."

"I don't mind."

"...Really?"

I wondered what could possibly make her so hesitant—
Soon, I would understand why she had been hesitating, whether I wanted to or not.

Reika gently placed both her hands over my hand holding the rapier.
Warm. Her hands, with blood flowing through them, were warmly caressing mine.

"Ehehe. Swen's hands are warm..."

...It seems I wasn't the only one thinking that, which made me smile involuntarily.

"Like this... could you try stabbing the rapier into the ground...?"

I slowly thrust the rapier into the earth as she instructed.

And shortly after—

—RUMBLE!!

Along with the earth shaking, came the sound of birds taking flight.
Various "disaster sounds" passed by—and the fortress where the soldiers had been stationed began to collapse.

Reika and I waited from a distance for the fortress to completely crumble.
As the earth's rumbling subsided... looking at the completely destroyed and devastated fortress, I sensed it.

Success.
It was the moment when I brilliantly took the first step in a deception that would fool even our own side.
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# After the Fortress Fell

After the fortress collapsed, just as I had predicted, strange rumors began circulating first among our troops.

"Did you hear they built an altar in Aishers' territory?"

"Is it true they communicated with the heavens?"

"There's no way an earthquake could be so localized! We would have been in serious trouble if not for the Strategist."

The soldiers were considerably shaken by the thought that they could have lost their lives if they hadn't retreated. This was especially true for our troops. After all, they had witnessed firsthand, closer than soldiers of any other nation, how magic operates on the battlefield and how opponents can be brought down without even being able to lift a finger against it.

For those accustomed to wielding overwhelming power against others, finding themselves on the receiving end of such power was naturally far more terrifying than it would be for those who never had such power to begin with.

Before long, a small number of soldiers began to desert.

Of course, this too was within my calculations.

In a nation with conscription, desertion was a crime punishable by death, but I discreetly asked Serphina to make a show of pursuing the deserters without actually capturing them.

I also instructed her to spread rumors, adding convincing details like "nightmares featuring the Blue Knight."

There's a saying that news travels a thousand miles without feet. Rumors spread much faster than plagues.

Fortunately, the number of deserters wasn't critically high.

I had been quietly concerned about how to handle the situation if our army lost more than we gained from deceiving Yuuri, but in this respect, we could be considered lucky.

Throughout this process, I didn't forget to spy on Balhart Castle.

The scouts I sent periodically for reconnaissance brought back exactly the news I was waiting for.

"They're mobilizing all their manpower to expand the altar! It seems they've succeeded in communicating with the heavens, just as you said, Strategist..."

A few days later, more news arrived.

"The enemy's morale is sky-high due to the continuing miracles! The situation has completely reversed compared to our army."

"Are they training or preparing for war?"

"No sign of that... they're expanding the altar."

"I see."

I responded with the most serious expression I could muster.

Honestly, I wanted to be praised somewhere. It was quite difficult to hold back my laughter.

I feel a bit sorry for Yuuri, but... I never expected her to dance in the palm of my hand to this extent.

'I have nothing against her personally, but we have to do this to avoid putting ourselves in danger.'

It was true that I had no ill feelings toward her. As I thought before, her selling me out was a non-issue to me.

At first, I was surprised that she could betray her subordinate, but thinking about it, it was rather amusing that I, who had been thinking about when to leave her service while working under her, should feel betrayed.

What concerned me more was the potential losses our army might suffer if we simply launched a direct attack.

'It might not be as bad as I think, but honestly, I'd rather avoid any of our soldiers dying.'

Even now, Kransis, who was severely injured in the war with Chel, had not returned to the field.

Considering the severity of his wounds and his age, it was entirely possible that might have been the last time we'd see him on the battlefield.

With our talent pool already depleted due to repeated rebellions despite the country's size, every commander was precious.

So I had no choice but to manipulate Yuuri this time.

As long as I exist in these chaotic times, I can't live like a lofty hermit. If this were a game, I might have done some concept play, but for me now, this world was vivid reality itself.

'Right. Don't get soft-hearted. I need to be thorough.'

We could strike when Aishers' national power was depleted from their excessive construction.

Time was on our side, the powerful nation.

'Now, let's move on to the next step.'

---

"Hello."

"Hello...!"

"You've come, Swen. Reika."

Irene welcomed Reika and me as we arrived by carriage.

This was a small fortress that had been hastily constructed after the collapse of the previous one.

Actually, it was more like a small building resembling a camp, built as quickly as possible with minimal construction.

Of course, I had already completed the process of stationing troops there and then withdrawing them on my orders. I was hoping that spies from Aishers' army would witness this scene.

"I heard this fortress will collapse too."

"Yes. I'm going to make it collapse. You already know the general idea, right?"

"Yes, that's right. Though I don't understand why you asked me to prepare those things..."

Irene pointed to the barrels behind us.

Several barrels were filled with rotten pork and fresh pig's blood.

The meat was military supplies that had been discarded due to poor management, and the blood was specially requested by me to be fresh.

In fact, the foul smell was already permeating the area, causing Ms. Reika, who wasn't accustomed to such situations, to grimace.

And beside them were old, rusty iron armors that were also due to be discarded.

"This should be enough. Please step back, both of you."

Wearing gloves, I stuffed the rotten meat into the armor and sprinkled fresh blood over it.

This process was much more mentally taxing than I had anticipated... but I couldn't be picky about methods if I wanted to create a more convincing scene.

In the modern era, this would be exposed by a precise investigation, but not in this age. No one would be able to distinguish whether the flesh scattered in ruins was human or animal. Besides, no one would thoroughly search ruins located in the heart of enemy territory. After all, they might risk their lives if ambushed during exploration.

Just then, I heard rustling behind me.

When I turned around, I saw Irene and Reika following my actions.

"You don't have to do this."

"How could I, of all people, just watch while you, Swen, struggle alone?"

"Th-that's right...! If you do it alone, it will take much longer... L-let's finish quickly, the three of us!"

After such insistence, I didn't feel like stopping them.

"Alright. Let's finish quickly."

After repeating this process several times, "old armor filled with rotten meat soaked in pig's blood" was placed throughout the fortress.

Irene, removing her blood-stained gloves, looked at the scene with a bitter expression.

"It looks like a grim battlefield right after combat."

"That's exactly what I was aiming for."

"This? A scene of carnage with bodies strewn about...?"

"Yes. And it's going to become even more grim when this place turns into ruins."

"Well, I'm not sure exactly what you're preparing, but my role is already decided."

"And what is that?"

"To stay by your side and help you, Swen."

I smiled at Irene, then approached Reika.

"Ms. Reika. I need you to do the same thing as before."

"Y-yes...!"

So, just like before, we held hands and slowly thrust the rapier into the ground—

RUMBLE...!!

An earthquake occurred, and the hastily constructed small fortress crumbled.

"So it's true that you can even cause earthquakes now..."

Although she had been told beforehand, seeing it with her own eyes was clearly different—Irene stared at the devastation for a long time.

Then, for some reason, she quietly muttered to herself with incredibly sad eyes.

"Despite having such power..."

"Irene?"

"...It's nothing. Let's head back."

I considered pressing further, but believing she would tell me when the time was right, I left quickly without asking more questions.

---

And finally, the time for the decisive battle approached.

Information came in that the Aishers army had finally run out of funds to mobilize immediately.

I promptly summoned Irene and Irian.

"Please prepare for deployment. We will invade immediately."

"Invade? But, Strategist, wouldn't it be dangerous to carelessly provoke the Aishers army that has communicated with the heavens? Of course, I have unwavering faith in our army's victory, but we cannot rule out the possibility of suffering greater damage than expected..."

"I agree with Irian. Why do you think I've called all of you here?"

I smiled confidently again and said:

"I've found a way to counter it. A perfect countermeasure."

"...!"

"So trust me. And—"

At that moment, with the sound of approaching footsteps, our lord slowly walked toward us.

"We greet our Lord!"
"We greet our Lord."

Serphina gestured lightly to Irene and Irian, then placed her hand on my shoulder and spoke:

"And trust me. You will be safe. The soldiers will be safe. Swen and I guarantee it. As proof, I will also participate in this battle."

"What?! Do you mean to take the position of Commander-in-Chief?"

"No. Keep Irene as Commander-in-Chief. I will join the middle of the formation. I won't be a hindrance."

Though not an exceptionally brilliant general, they knew well that Serphina was not the type of commander who would hinder her own troops.

"But my Lord, that could be dangerous..."

"It's not dangerous. If I don't step forward myself, I cannot quell the anxiety of the soldiers fighting for me. And—"

Serphina spoke with a resolute tone:

"I will not die. As long as Swen is by my side, I become an immortal being. So there's no need to worry, Irian."

"My Lord..."

"Yes. I understand. I will prepare for deployment immediately."

Unlike Irian, Irene quickly accepted and bowed her head—

Finally, our army advanced toward Balhart Castle with a force of 198,000 troops.

---

What I did in preparing for this expedition was, as before, a repetition of actions that seemed plausible when viewed without understanding.

First, I unnecessarily widened the spacing between soldiers. I instructed some soldiers to advance while forming impressive patterns.

When I attached the reason "to block the heavenly path of the Aishers army that communicates with the heavens" to all these meaningless preparatory actions, the soldiers believed everything I said without question.

'I feel a bit bad making them run in circles for no reason.'

But I couldn't let my guard down until the very end.

No, this part was actually the most important. For the Aishers army, the Yuuri I knew, the Epinel I knew, to move according to my plan... this "spacing division" work was more important than I had thought.

An unnatural formation that deliberately seemed to invite an enemy surprise attack. But this was fine.

The enemy would probably notice. Having mistakenly believed that "their prayers opened the heavenly path and caused miracles," they might suspect that the strange actions associated with the name Swen were "tricks to block our miracles."

And that was my real aim.

According to intelligence, Yuuri had abandoned state affairs, and Epinel was effectively leading the Aishers army now, so deceiving her was most important.

'Someone with a mind like Epinel's or Anima's would be sufficient. They'll definitely misunderstand. The rumors I've spread so far. The miraculous results that have appeared. And these inexplicable actions... surely, surely they'll notice!'

—The blind spot of veterans. Being a veteran means knowing exactly what results certain actions will produce.

But I'm the only "veteran" in this world.

Anyone who isn't me can only agonize over not knowing what results will follow.

They won't be able to make a decision. They'll keep trying to make the most rational decision, but such rational decisions sometimes tend to blindly trust what they've seen and heard directly.

Anima might notice that this is all an act. Not just anyone can serve as a nation's strategist.

But I was confident. Confident that even she wouldn't be able to prove "why" Serphina was doing this.

She probably wouldn't be able to convince Epinel or Yuuri. So—

'It will go according to my plan!'

—And it didn't take long to realize that my thinking was correct.

"St-Strategist! The Aishers troops have come to ambush us at exactly the location you mentioned...!"

'...Success!'

The moment when all the meaningless actions of myself and our troops finally bore fruit—

It was also the moment when we began to shatter the will of Aishers with our own hands.
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* * *

Despite the chaos from the sudden ambush, Epinel was secretly breathing a sigh of relief.

'If they sent soldiers here, it must have affected the enemy's main formation!'

If that was the case, she could relax. The connection with the heavens would be restored. It was as good as having successfully thwarted Serphina's scheme!

Although it was a foregone conclusion that their forces would suffer some damage, if they could disrupt the enemy's formation, they would achieve their objective.
Now she had to trust Yuuri. Trust her comrades!
Though it seemed impossible—the things she had seen with her own eyes were compelling evidence supporting this impossibility, so Epinel hadn't been particularly shaken until this moment.

However.

Very naturally, despite being gradually pushed back—
Nothing happened.

'What's going on...?'
By now, lightning should have struck the enemy, or a sudden earthquake should have occurred... why was nothing happening?
Had they not disrupted the formation enough?
Epinel briefly retreated on horseback and quickly climbed a nearby hill to survey the battlefield.

'What is this...?'

The battlefield was certainly chaotic. Enemy and allied forces were messily intermingled in combat.
Although our forces were being pushed back one-sidedly—the enemy didn't appear to be maintaining any particular formation.

'But why... is nothing happening?'

Thump, thump.
Epinel's heart began to race.

The anxiety she had buried deep in her heart—simply because it was frightening, because there were no answers, because there were many things in this world that couldn't be explained—began to creep up again.

'Could it be...'

That anxiety soon raised its head and spoke to Epinel.

What if Anima was right?

No, that's impossible.
Serphina staging a false play?
The destroyed fortress, the repeated delays in troop deployment, the deserters—everything according to her plan?
No matter how she thought about it, it made no sense.
Think about it. If it was all staged, then our prayers were meaningless—and she had used magic to destroy her own fortress, kill her own soldiers, repeatedly advanced and retreated battle lines wasting resources needlessly, and even allowed soldiers to desert without stopping them.

If she had gone that far, she must have gained something from it, but there was nothing, was there?
Even Anima couldn't prove it, which is why she couldn't stop me and Yuuri.
Even now, Epinel's thoughts remained unchanged from before.
As long as there was nothing for her to gain by going that far—just as she was thinking this.

'Ah...!!!!'

Epinel's eyes widened in shock.
Only now.
Only now did lightning strike.
To be precise, it struck Epinel's mind, and even that wasn't physical lightning.

'Could it be... that Serphina's aim was exactly this situation...?!'

Regardless of the process, results were extremely important.
Given these results—Epinel thought that the reason Serphina had gone to such lengths was because she had aimed for this outcome.

She couldn't say with absolute certainty. This wasn't something with evidence or proof, but rather a kind of intuition from Epinel's experience as a warrior on the battlefield.
In any case, she seemed to understand now. It felt like Serphina had wanted them to react exactly this way.
If so, her purpose was—

'To deplete our national strength?'

The reason our forces launched this strategically foolish surprise attack from such a position was based on the premise that 'our army is connected to the heavens, and Serphina's forces are somehow interfering with it.'
If her staged play was real, did she induce our forces to waste time and resources expanding the altar?

Finally, a plausible reason appeared—
Yet there were still facts that couldn't be explained.

'Wait... was there really a need to go that far?'

It might make sense if the Aishers forces were just slightly disadvantaged against Serphina's army.
But Serphina's forces could engage in battle whenever they wanted. The Aishers forces could never defeat Serphina's army. No matter what.
Considering the resources and time Serphina's forces had wasted just to deplete our national strength, it simply didn't add up from Serphina's perspective.

Then what was the real purpose—

'...Focus!'

Epinel immediately stopped her train of thought.
She wasn't that clever of a person. She had some expertise in combat-related strategies, but the sharp eye needed to see what was happening beyond the battlefield belonged to Anima, not her.
So instead of thinking further, she calmly considered what needed to be done now.

If Serphina's true purpose was simply 'this situation'... the battle was already as good as over.
The allied forces, thrown into disarray after their surprise attack was discovered, would be annihilated at an alarming speed, and it was only a matter of time before the minimal forces guarding the castle would fall and a white flag would be raised over Bahalrat Castle.
Then she would certainly be captured. Yuuri. The woman who was our leader. The only person who could lead the Aishers forces and their symbol.
Although she was currently in a devastated state due to unfortunate events—ultimately, the survival of the ruler was most important for the future.
Under the cruel reality that being captured by Serphina meant her death, what was the best course of action Epinel could take?

Fight to the death here to prove her loyalty?
Meaningless. It would go against her pride that true loyalty meant achieving merit rather than sacrificing one's life.

There was only one way. Somehow save Yuuri alone.

'In that case...!'

Epinel closed her eyes and quickly deserted the battlefield without informing the tens of thousands of soldiers.
A commander deserting. Under normal circumstances, this would be absolutely unacceptable... but for Epinel now, there was no rationality left to be selective about means and methods.

'Damn it...!'

Beyond repeatedly uttering empty cries, there was nothing else she could do.

* * *

Rewinding time a little—

At the mountainside where the old mansion where she had briefly secluded herself existed, Anima was clearing her head.

'Is it really okay to leave things like this?'

No matter how she thought about it, the fairy tale-like story that our forces were connected to the heavens and finally pushing back Serphina with miraculous power didn't seem real—
But as Epinel said, she couldn't present evidence to the contrary to Yuuri.
Moreover, Yuuri was currently in a kind of uncontrollable, rampaging state, regardless of all that.
She also knew that unnecessarily shaking the ruler in a nation already on the brink of destruction could lead to self-destruction.

'What I can do...'

After spending some time like that, when she arrived at Bahalrat Castle, what she heard was—

"An invasion, you say...?"

"Yes! Commander Epinel specifically asked me to inform you!"

The uneasy feeling she had when she saw a soldier at the door became reality.

'Why, why now of all times...!!'

By this point, Anima naturally wanted to curse her miserable fate.
She had learned swordsmanship, only to lose an arm in an accident. During the war, she was taken prisoner under none other than Serphina.
Although surviving the plague was fortunate—when Emma died, she couldn't shake the thought that Emma had died in her place.
And now, of all times—when she had briefly stepped away, such news arrived.

"...Where did Epinel go?"

"She departed immediately."

Departed? Not to fortify but to intercept?
It was obvious they couldn't win by going out to intercept—

'Epinel wouldn't have acted so thoughtlessly. I need to trust Epinel now.'

Saying that to herself, Anima headed to where the remaining forces for fortification were being managed.
What she could do now was trust her comrade. And prepare an environment where she could help her comrade whose thoughts were unclear, regardless of the situation.
With things turning out this way, she was actually hoping for a miracle as Yuuri had said.
She found herself wishing that Emma and Erinandorf were truly watching over them from heaven.

'Yes. With evidence, and in a situation where the existence of something like magic has been confirmed, nothing is impossible...!!'

As she spent time preparing for battle and watching the direction of the conflict from atop the castle wall—
At that moment, she spotted a mounted general riding toward them from the distance.

'Epinel...?'

* * *

"What's going on? The battle? The soldiers?"

As Epinel immediately climbed up to the castle wall, Anima bombarded her with questions—
But Epinel, without answering any of them—

"Anima. We don't have time, so listen carefully. Understand?"

"What... what is it?"

"Take Yuuri and a minimal number of soldiers and go into hiding somewhere remote."

"Go into hiding? You mean retreat? To Raclaine Castle, or Zeta Castle further up? Besides, what about the soldiers who went to intercept—"

"Yuuri."

Epinel cut off Anima's words sharply.

And then, with an extremely serious expression she had never shown since they had decided to go beyond a master-disciple relationship and become blood brothers, she looked at Anima.

"The Aishers forces... this is the end."
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"What?"

"This is as far as Aishers goes. The war's outcome has already been decided. We... can never defeat them."

"What are you talking about?! No, why did you launch a surprise attack in the first place?"

"I'm sorry. I don't have time to explain everything from start to finish. I'll just tell you what's certain. ...Anima, you were right about everything."

"Huh...?"

"I'm saying there's a high possibility that Yuuri's prayers being answered by heaven was all just a staged act by Serphina."

"...!!!"

Anima was bewildered. She couldn't help but be bewildered.
Her friend who had suddenly returned was bringing up a topic that had been buried, something she had wanted to hear about for a long time.
If circumstances allowed, she would have liked to discuss it in detail. But Epinel's expression was far too serious and grave for that.
Anima swallowed all the questions that were about to pour out and prioritized the one question she absolutely had to ask.

"What's... your evidence?"

Epinel silently handed over a map.
On that map were detailed descriptions of things Anima had organized before launching the surprise attack—the strange formations of Serphina's soldiers and the regular intervals between them.

"This is..."

"Serphina's army has consistently acted in incomprehensible ways. Considering everything that's happened so far, I judged it was to prevent our forces, led by Swen, from continuing to push the front line through divine connection. Otherwise, I couldn't plausibly explain why they would repeatedly waste supplies, advancing and retreating, only to now confidently attack with a large force."
"But it seems I was wrong. It seems their goal was to make me—to make us—think that way from the beginning. Nothing has happened until this moment, right? At this rate, we'll simply be destroyed. At least in this situation, we can't avoid it."

After hearing this, Anima asked with an extremely serious expression:

"Then, the soldiers who went on the surprise attack...?"

"They'll be wiped out soon. How can they win when they're outnumbered more than two to one? If we had prepared properly, we could have fought back and at least inflicted some damage, but having attempted a surprise attack only to be surprised ourselves, there's nothing we can do in this chaotic situation. They'll be defeated miserably, I'm afraid."

"You... knew all this and came here alone?"

"Because I have something I must do."

"...!!!"

"It's okay. I don't mind losing my life. I didn't escape alone to save my own life. Do you understand what I'm trying to say?"

Anima was quick-witted. Naturally, she had no difficulty grasping the context from the conversation so far.

"Anima. When everyone was turning away from the truth, only you consistently pursued it. Even now, I don't agree with making an alliance with Serphina, but at least you should stay by Yuuri's side rather than me if we want to nurture even the smallest hope."

"That's—"

"I'm not saying I agree with your argument that we should have made peace. Even if I knew everything and could go back to that moment, my decision wouldn't have changed. I would have just fought with my life on the line. If I had fought with my life on the line from the beginning, I wouldn't have gone this far. But that's not the situation now, is it? Being fooled and killed like this... it's disrespectful to our comrades who left before us."

"..."

"Don't worry about escaping. I'll take responsibility. After all, I was the one in charge who didn't listen to you. Do you understand what I'm saying?"

Anima didn't say anything. Or rather, it would be more accurate to say she couldn't.
Did she understand? She understood everything. Epinel was saying, "Take Yuuri and escape." Along with the statement that the Aishers army was finished.

That message was all too simple.

"You..."

—You're going to die, aren't you?
You're saying you'll risk your life to stop Serphina here in our place.
Before those words could escape her lips, Epinel placed both hands on Anima's shoulders. Moist blood from her hands flowed down Anima's shoulders.

"This isn't a sacrifice. I'm not doing this unilaterally to save you all; from our army's perspective, this is the most rational decision. For the sake of our comrades who died before us, Yuuri mustn't fall yet. ...Please, Anima. We don't have time for this. You need to go get Yuuri quickly."

Yes. Yuuri.
Anima thought of Yuuri, who would still be focused on offering prayers.

We lost Erinandorf. When we were distracted by illness, our comrade Emma left us. And now we're going to lose Epinel too?
Perhaps Anima herself could endure it. She had a more cold-headed personality than one might expect.
After all, among the five of them, she was the only one who could expand her thinking to consider "temporarily allying with Serphina." In terms of physical loss, she had suffered the most among the members, having lost an arm, but despite that, she was the kind of person who could prioritize moving forward rather than being bound by the past.
But what about Yuuri? If someone who never overcame the loss of two comrades were to realize that her misjudgment had caused Epinel to leave as well?

She would surely break.
Her childhood friend, our leader, the one with the noblest blood—she wasn't just a strong person.

Epinel closed her eyes and said:

"I'm sorry, Anima. This is both a request and an order. I have full authority."

"Epinel..."

"Of course, I know there's no real enforcement power for orders in this situation. Even so, I'm going to get Yuuri right now. If you don't listen to me until the end, well, there's nothing I can do about that... but still, I'd like you to grant my last request."

With those words, Epinel removed her hands from Anima's shoulders and began to walk away with heavy steps.
Now she had to decide. No, perhaps she had already made the decision in her heart.
More than that... there was one last thing she had to ask.

"Epinel, wait! I'll do as you say, but let me ask just one question."

"...Make it quick."

"Why did Serphina waste supplies to stage this elaborate act?"

"The goal of Serphina's army... I think it was to weaken our national power. It's a flimsy reason, but honestly, at this point, does that kind of reason really matter?"

No.
It was clear that the supplies Serphina's army wasted while carrying out this charade far exceeded the degree to which our army's power had declined.
It wasn't for nothing that she couldn't counter Epinel's argument. From Serphina's perspective, the most efficient method would have been to simply advance her troops directly against our army. We would have collapsed anyway. We would all have died anyway.
Yet if she did that, there must have been a reason.
And if there was a reason, it inevitably occurred to Anima that Epinel, as the commander, must have played a significant role.

"You! What was your purpose?!"

"...What?"

"What was your purpose? Your resolve to fight until the end! Was it just throwing away your life? Or did you have some kind of goal? Like trying to cut off Serphina's head... something like that!"

"...??"

"This is my last question."

Although Epinel made an expression as if wondering why she would suddenly ask such a thing—
Epinel also knew well that Anima was not the type of person to waste time with meaningless questions at such a crucial moment.

"I tried to kill the mage."

"What...?"

"Serphina's army's mage. I tried to kill them. Even at the cost of my life. I thought it would be okay if I died in the process as long as I could kill the mage. If that's what you mean by purpose, then yes."

And then, turning her head again, she walked toward where Yuuri was.

'She tried to kill the mage...?'

As soon as she heard those words, there was something in her mind that seemed about to connect—
But now was not the time to leisurely use time.

Anima, momentarily emptying her mind, followed behind Epinel.

* * *

"...!!"

Yuuri, who had been praying to Emma and Erinandorf, was startled when she saw it was Epinel who opened the door and entered, and asked:

"Epinel...? What's going on? Is the siege over?"

"..."

"We won, right? That stupid Serphina. Emma and Erinandorf, our Aishers, will never lose. No matter how many troops she brings, those two will protect us. I'll make her pay for not knowing that simple fact."

Even as Yuuri continued to ramble on, Epinel approached her without giving any answer.

"Are you here to pray together? Yes. Today too, let's tell our comrades together that thanks to them, we were able to hold out well. They'll be happy to hear that."
"Come, this way—!!!!"

"I'm sorry."

—Thud!

Epinel lightly knocked Yuuri unconscious.
A servant using force to knock out their lord—normally a crime punishable by death, but they had no time now.
Epinel, carrying the unconscious Yuuri, placed her in the carriage Anima had prepared and said:

"Zeta Castle won't work either. Raclaine Castle is even more dangerous. Hide in the outskirts of the territory as much as possible. The Brands territory or the southern continent would be safer. Don't come out into the world for at least half a year. Understand?"

"...I understand."

"Anima."

Epinel, finally smiling toward Anima, said:

"Thank you for guiding this incompetent teacher this far."

"...!!!"

"Well then."

Before Anima could say anything, Epinel quickly left.
She knew that sitting here crying would truly make Epinel's sacrifice meaningless.
Anima, shedding just a single tear... said to the soldier:

"Let's depart."

"Yes!"

Just before Serphina's army arrived.
In a truly fleeting moment—Yuuri and Anima successfully escaped from Valhart Castle.

* * *

After eliminating the forces that had launched the surprise attack, taking over Valhart Castle was undoubtedly simpler than any battle we had experienced so far.
Our forces outnumbered theirs by more than 2 to 1, our troops' morale was high while the enemy had lost their will to fight, our soldiers were well-fed and properly paid while the enemy soldiers hadn't eaten properly and hadn't been paid on time.
It was such a decisive victory that it was hard to believe the Aishers army could collapse so pathetically.

—Waaaaaah!!!!!

Simultaneously with the advance on Valhart Castle, I had reinforced the front lines with 20,000 soldiers each and had them advance toward Zeta Castle and Raclaine Castle.
According to intelligence, almost all their forces had been concentrated at Valhart Castle, so there was no need to worry about those areas. They would probably be taken over without much difficulty.

'So it ends like this.'

As I was looking at the burning Valhart Castle from the hill in the distance, recalling the time when I defected to the Aishers army with Irene long ago.

"We've won, Swen."

Beside me, the woman who was my lord spoke to me.

"My lord."

"I suppose this was 'the most efficient' method?"

"Yes. I believe so. No, it is so."

"I see."

Serphina didn't question me further.
On the surface, it might seem like our army lost more by taking unnecessary actions, a losing business—
But my predictions are never wrong. If we had started a war without any preparation, we would surely have suffered some severe damage.
I don't know what it would have been... but perhaps we would have lost someone extremely important?

At that moment.

"My lord!"

In the distance, Ian and Irene were approaching on horseback.
As soon as they arrived, they dismounted, gave a light bow, and said with extremely serious expressions:

"...We have something to report."
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"...?"

What's this?
I clearly just heard the news that our army had won a great victory, but Irene and Irian both... their expressions weren't what victorious generals would typically wear.
Serphina seemed to notice this too and asked in a somewhat serious tone.

"Despite achieving a great victory, why do you both look so troubled?"

"Well..."

Irene clenched her fist in frustration, then looked directly into Serphina's eyes and said.

"General Neian, General Amin, and General Miles have fallen in battle."

"...!!"

While I only knew Neian by name, I had met Amin and Miles before.
Back when I first joined Serphina's army, I met them at an "opinion exchange meeting."
The incident where one woman attempted treason left such an impression that I still clearly remembered the faces of everyone present at that meeting.

"The cause?"

"All three are presumed to have fallen while facing a single opponent."

At Irene's words, Irian knelt down, placed what looked like a bundle before them, bowed deeply and said.

"It's a severed head."

"Whose head is it?"

"Epinel Rosenkroz."

"!!!"

I couldn't help but be shocked again.
Epinel Rosenkroz.
The most powerful figure among the Aishers' Three Ladies and effectively the second-in-command of the Aishers army.
Irene and I were once under her command, following her orders.
Despite knowing that we might meet again in this manner, I honestly hadn't given it much thought.

Serphina also seemed to recognize Epinel's name, as she showed slight surprise before slowly nodding.

"...I see. All three fought valiantly until the end."

"I apologize. If General Irene and I had acted sooner, our forces wouldn't have suffered such heavy losses..."

"Irian. I would appreciate it if you refrained from making statements that might dishonor the dignity of those three who fought for us until the end."

"...!! No, that's not what I meant to say...!"

"I know. I understand what you're trying to say. Still, I believe it was thanks to those three giving their all first that we were able to capture Epinel."

Irian was momentarily flustered, but quickly composed himself, bowed his head and said.

"...My thinking was shallow, my Lord."

Serphina didn't respond and instead turned her attention to Commander-in-Chief Irene.

"Irene. What about securing prisoners?"

"We've nearly secured all those remaining in the Aishers army, but..."

"Judging by your expression, something unpleasant has occurred."

"I'm deeply sorry."

Irene bowed her head deeply and said.

"We were unable to secure Baranga Yuuri Aishers and Anima Ingram."

"You mean they weren't at Valhart Castle?"

"Yes. We dispatched search parties... but there's been no news yet."

'They escaped leaving only Epinel behind?'

The bond between those five people went beyond ordinary, bordering on a kind of madness... was it really possible for them to flee while using one person as bait?
Since I'd left the Aishers army so long ago, and after the plague they had been reduced to an insignificant state that didn't even require attention, I felt somewhat puzzled about their internal situation.

'Well, there must be circumstances I'm not aware of.'

Wait.
Does this mean that letting Yuuri escape is "the most efficient approach for our army"?
Or since my conclusion was that "everything depends on heaven's will"... did I miss something?

'No. The possibility that I missed something is low. Let's not make unnecessary speculations.'

Even if she had managed to save her life, she wasn't in a position to directly do anything to us.
Still, I should be careful. Being unnecessarily vigilant was always more helpful for survival than being careless.

"I see. You've worked hard, Irene. Once again, you've fought bravely for me."

"I only did what needed to be done, my Lord."

"Even so, I will never forget your dedication."

Serphina's eyes as she spoke were clear and benevolent. Even a third party could tell how much she cherished this subordinate.
And for good reason. To Serphina, Irene must feel like a blessing.
At least in the current situation, she was the most powerful person in Serphina's army with an excellent foresight for the battlefield.
Both in the battle against Chel's army and against the Aishers army—although we were in an overwhelmingly advantageous position—she always delivered maximum results with minimum investment, except for this recent battle where I actively intervened.
They had saved each other's lives before, so it wouldn't be strange if a bond beyond the typical lord-vassal relationship had blossomed between them.

It wasn't just Irene. Without Reika, we couldn't have succeeded with this plan either. From the beginning, Reika's mere presence was enough to make enemy forces tremble with her overwhelming presence. If anyone had the highest value in Serphina's army, it would definitely be those two—

Having thought that far, I unconsciously contradicted myself.

'...No.'

I could no longer deny it. At this point, the core of Serphina's army was... me.
Both Irene and Reika were here because I was here. The moment I left this place, the two would follow me regardless of their feelings for Serphina. They had said so multiple times, and I had deeply felt their sincerity.
That wasn't the only reason. I was the national strategist. Serphina trusted and relied on me more than anyone else. It felt almost as if I was directly controlling Serphina's army.

And the more I became an indispensable presence in Serphina's army... a corner of my heart was enveloped in an indescribable sense of déjà vu.
My original goal. And the new goal I had set. The inexplicable disconnect I felt between these two objectives.

'Is this really okay for now?'

I quietly turned my head to look at the burning Valhart Castle.
And then I realized.
With the exit of the Aishers army—the era of feudal lords vying for power across the continent had come to an end.

* * *

After occupying Valhart Castle, news soon arrived that Zeta Castle and Raclaine Castle had fallen.
Yes. The Aishers army had perished and vanished from the continent. The intense red flag created by five people mixing their blood could no longer be found anywhere on the continent.
The first thing Serphina did at Valhart Castle, where a new yellow flag had been planted, was to distribute the supplies piled at the altar to the territory's residents for free.
The situation at Valhart Castle was much more serious than expected. It seemed they had been continuously requisitioning supplies from the residents, claiming they needed to offer prayers at the altar.
Until now, they had somehow managed because of the "miracles" that supposedly occurred... but it was an era where victory in war didn't necessarily mean prosperity for the residents.

They say generosity comes from a full storehouse.
At first, the residents trembled in fear at the notorious Serphina finally planting her flag at Valhart Castle, but after receiving supplies, they began to accept our army quite well.
We didn't bother demolishing the already built altar. It would cost money to dismantle it anyway. Instead, Serphina established a memorial to honor the souls of our fallen soldiers.
Tombs for the three commanders who died fighting Epinel, and in front of them, one tomb representing soldiers who fell in battle but whose identities couldn't be determined.
The scale wasn't as grand as the story might suggest, but considering that this territory, though currently under our control, could fall into another army's hands at any time, this was the best we could realistically do.

And so, before everyone's eyes—
Serphina, accompanied by her knight guards, spoke to each tomb.

"Neian. I hope you can rest peacefully beside your family."
"Amin. We were able to win this battle thanks to your resourcefulness."
"Miles. I will never forget the unwavering loyalty you've always shown."

I hadn't mentioned it before, but Serphina was still consistently meeting with almost all of her commanders.
And she never hesitated to ask what kind of people they were, what they were working for, and what they were thinking.
That's the kind of woman she was. Serphina, the wicked witch and unforgivable tyrant, was that kind of ruler.

Finally, standing before the tomb representing the soldiers, she said:

"If I am able to reunify the continent once more, it will be entirely thanks to all of you. I will never forget those who fought for me."

Then, closing her eyes and slightly bowing her head, she offered a prayer.
Due to the solemn atmosphere, no one around dared to speak.
Nevertheless, what could be felt was—reverence, trust, and respect for Ruler Serphina.

While it might be expected for commanders, her sincere dedication even to the soldiers who died in her place was certainly enough to move people's hearts.
I felt similarly. No matter how many times I thought about it, neither Lynn nor Yuuri could match Serphina as rulers.

And yet, she cannot achieve unification—

* * *

—And the "reason" why she cannot achieve unification, even at this moment...

"Is that really true?"

"Yes, it is. I've confirmed it multiple times..."

What was conveyed to us as we were looking after the former Aishers territories.
It was news about the last remaining piece of the continent—the southern continent.
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# When the Aishers Army Still Existed as a Nation on the Continent

While the same time flowed in the southern continent as in the north-central region.

The new capital of the nascent Lunarienne Army, Madlan Castle.

"My Lord. All prisoners except for three have been successfully recruited into our army."

Luna, focused on her duties as ruler in her office, slowly nodded without looking at Ginor who addressed her.

"Good work. What about those people?"

"They show absolutely no willingness to surrender."

"How long have they been captured?"

"Just over three months now."

"So about 100 days then."

After saying that, Luna continued in a casual tone as if discussing the evening menu.

"Execute all three of them."

"You want them executed?"

"Yes. And here."

Ginor accepted what Luna handed to him.

"This is the 'City Policy' that summarizes the requests from the territory residents. Please deliver it to the lords of each territory. Since I won't be holding a national council, please ensure these policies are followed until further notice."

"..."

"Do you have anything else to report?"

Ginor, holding the documents, fell into thought briefly before carefully meeting her eyes and asking.

"Rather than executing everyone, there's also the option of releasing them."

"Release them, you say?"

"Yes. If you don't intend to rule through fear like Vanessa, showing mercy even to enemy soldiers could help create a positive image."

Especially since this army was essentially the former Karelia Army.
That was the point. For example, if commanders from the Brands Army or Serphina Army routinely executed enemy officers, their subordinates wouldn't waver.
But Karelia was different. Those who chose to serve under Karelia in these chaotic times, giving up easier paths, did so because they believed in the ideals she pursued.
In fact, Karelia was famous for never executing a single prisoner, even if they were rulers. The only person she publicly vowed to defeat was Serphina, a woman close to absolute evil.

Nevertheless, Ginor refrained from directly advising that "since many officers are from the Karelia Army and it hasn't been long since they submitted, it would be wise to consider their feelings to prevent rebellion."
This was the Lunarienne Army now. Whatever its origins, that was the only truth at this moment. By not bringing it up, he was respecting and considering Luna's authority as ruler.

However—

"Are you warning me that I should follow Lady Karelia's methods?"

Luna, with a smile, pulled out exactly what Ginor had tried to hide.
Though his spine chilled momentarily, he felt no sense of threat or contempt in her tone, so Ginor calmly bowed his head without panic.

"Rather than a matter of right or wrong, please consider it in terms of benefit."

Luna smiled at Ginor.
It was no different from her usual smile that tended to put people at ease.

"I understand. I'll follow your opinion, Ginor. However, there's one thing I'd like to know."

"Please speak."

"In your view, which of the three prisoners has the most outstanding talent?"

Talent.
None of them were particularly exceptional, but there was one whose name even Ginor knew.

"Badian Selog is known for having some insight into strategy. Haven't you heard of him, my Lord?"

"Ah... Lord Badian! Of course I know him!"

Luna smiled brightly as if pleased. It was an incredibly pure, sunny smile.

"When I first joined Karelia's army, he, along with Cecile, helped me adapt tremendously. When I first arrived, most officers didn't think much of me, and with Kyle and Tifa sent far away to Tepelo, it was really difficult. He advised me not to lose courage and that everyone would recognize me if I achieved merit. It feels like just yesterday."

Though Luna spoke as if recalling pleasant memories, her expression quickly filled with sadness.

"So... Lord Badian said he couldn't work under me?"

"Yes. It seems he's determined not to surrender no matter what, even with a blade at his neck. He appears to have quite a principled character."

"How could that be..."

Luna uttered with apparent regret, then—

"What about the other two?"

"The other two... they don't seem to have made any significant achievements. They appear to have lived earning small merits here and there."

"You mean they're rather unremarkable?"

Unremarkable...
Though somewhat harsh wording, it wasn't incorrect. Both had names Ginor had never heard before.
If anything, their refusal to surrender even in this situation might be the most dramatic moment of their lives.

"That's correct."

"I see."

Luna turned back to her paperwork and casually said:

"Execute Lord Badian, and release the other two."

"...Execute him?"

To Ginor's question, Luna replied in an innocent, childlike tone as if wondering why he would even ask.

"Yes? Judging by his continued refusal to surrender, it seems he cannot accept me as a person. If someone has no ability, I wouldn't mind releasing them, but... if someone is even slightly talented, the possibility of them joining another ruler and continuing to interfere with us increases. So—"

—isn't killing him the most efficient option?

"..."

"Am I wrong? If I am, I'll follow your opinion, Ginor."

Ginor nodded silently and said:

"If we consider efficiency, it's a reasonable opinion."

"Then please handle it that way. Is there anything else you need to report?"

"No."

Luna smiled that sunny smile again and said:

"Great! Thank you for your hard work as always. I'll trust you to handle what I've asked."

After leaving the office.
Ginor, confirming he was alone, let out a brief sigh.

'Somehow... she feels like a completely different person.'

Normally, he would have suggested executing someone like Badian, Luna would have hesitated, and he would have had to urge her again—
But now Luna seemed willing to spill necessary blood without hesitation.
In truth, this approach was much closer to the ideal ruler model.
Of course, "ideal" here meant "suitable material for a unifying ruler."

The Luna he first met after hearing from Swen had seemed so fragile that he worried whether she could even manage as the lord of a single city, let alone as a ruler.
He served her not because he believed in Luna, but because he believed in Swen.

However, if the Luna he first met had been like she was recently, he wouldn't have had any doubts.
She consistently made surprisingly rational decisions.
She had no stubborn insistence. Luna's habitual phrase was, "May I ask for your opinion, Ginor?"
Ginor knew this essentially meant, "If you think my idea isn't efficient, tell me anytime, and I'll listen."

A ruler who always chooses the most efficient method without hesitation.
Yet she doesn't force her will and always listens to others. What mattered to her wasn't her own will, but "how efficient this decision is."
That was, at least in Ginor's mind, the foremost virtue of someone destined to become a unifying ruler.
He knew all too well about the Sleeping Dragon who, trapped in his own stubbornness and refusing to listen to others, lost not only what he could have gained but everything he already had.

So he should naturally be satisfied with the current situation, but why—

'Am I feeling anxious?'

Was it because she seemed to have suddenly changed?
Or was it because of what Violet had recently said to him?
Yes.
Violet had brought up that conversation after returning to Madlan Castle following the fall of the Karelia Army.

* * *

"Are you claiming our Lord has changed?"

"Yes. No matter how I look at it... something seems strange. I can't shake the feeling that she's not the Luna I knew."

According to Violet, Luna kept repeatedly scribbling in the air with an inkless quill.

"The same thing, you say?"

"No, rather than the same thing... I'm certain because I saw it myself."

"Perhaps she's feeling conflicted after killing Karelia, who was practically her benefactor? Besides, from what I understand, she's managing state affairs quite well."

"But..."

"Violet. While it is our duty to prevent a ruler from taking the wrong path, it's not a retainer's place to threaten their position by making a big issue out of every small problem."

"..."

After remaining silent, Violet cautiously brought up something with an anxious expression.
That was—

* * *

'She said it seemed to involve Swen.'

Violet had said this: the normally composed Luna would become severely shaken whenever Swen's name was mentioned.
Moreover, she added that Luna would change into a completely different person just by association with him.
The fear in Violet's eyes as she asked what kind of person Swen could be to disturb their lord so much would surely remain in his memory for a long time.

'...'

Ginor assessed the current situation with cool judgment.
If Luna was indeed being affected by Swen as Violet claimed, the wisest approach would be to keep Swen out of her sight as much as possible.
But there was no need to change the current direction. However she had changed, at least in Ginor's view, a ruler should have the decisiveness Luna now displayed.
She wasn't acting recklessly, and she listened to his advice quite well, so he was confident he could control her if needed.

This might be somewhat optimistic thinking, but in fact, Ginor had some basis for such optimism.

And a few days later, once again—

"Is that really true?"

"Yes! I've investigated it multiple times... it's certain!"

—once again, another "basis" was added for him to remain optimistic about Luna's future.
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***

The items brought back by the armed men who went out to explore the territory were all extraordinary without exception.

First among them was a handwritten copy of a strategy manual written by a famous strategist of the old Aingart Empire, said to have been lost several hundred years ago.

Initially, its authenticity was doubted—but after hiring experts skilled in deciphering ancient documents, it was confirmed to be a genuine copy of the original.

A supreme military text that any strategist would be compelled to read had unexpectedly surfaced in the southern part of the continent!

"This is not all we have brought back."

Next, the armed man beside him knelt down and presented a sword to Luna with both hands.

The golden hilt that hadn't lost its luster, the clearly engraved eagle emblem, and the blade that hadn't forgotten its sharpness even now.

What proved this weapon's value was the eagle emblem and the distinctive shape of the blade. Anyone who had walked the path of swordsmanship even briefly could easily identify this weapon by these two features.

Like the strategy manual mentioned above, it was the legendary sword—Adina Sword—belonging to Adin von Aingart, a founding contributor to the Aingart Empire and a legendary general known for his exceptional talent in battle and military strategy, also believed to have been lost.

"Thank you both for your hard work."

Luna slowly rose, gathered the military text, and without any hesitation approached Ginor who was standing by her side.

"Lord Ginor. I believe this item would be more useful to you than to me. Please accept it."

"I accept with gratitude."

Ginor bowed respectfully but didn't bother with false modesty. He too had known about the existence of this military text.

While he generally didn't covet other possessions much—his desire for books was something he found difficult to suppress even at his age.

"And as for this sword... I, Lunarienne Iniang, will keep it in my possession."

Luna slowly took the sword and then—
raised the Adina Sword high toward the sky.

"...!"

It felt as though she was proclaiming to the entire continent that she would be the ruler of a new era—
Though it was just a simple action, it evoked a sense of exaltation in those watching.
At the same time, everyone present could instinctively feel it.
That they would never forget this sight for the rest of their lives. And that this person was truly the rightful lord they should serve!

Ginor was struck by an eerie feeling as he watched Luna.

'If even this was part of her plan, her showmanship is better than I thought.'

Luna, who had seemed somewhat naive, was changing just as Violet had said.
The change in her character wasn't the only significant thing.
Ginor carefully recalled Lunarienne's recent activities.

It all began at the mountain behind Madlan Castle.
There, a gold mine of unbelievable scale was discovered. And it was highly pure gold with no signs of having been touched!
The scale was so vast that it was incomprehensible how the Karelia forces had failed to discover this gold mine for such a long period.
Gold was an extremely valuable mineral. The currency used as military funds, Gold, was made of gold. A nation possessing a gold mine would have the power to easily overwhelm other nations financially. That's why there was a saying that "it's good to have a large territory first."

In such a situation, the sudden discovery of a massive gold mine.
This impeccably timed discovery—as if a space that hadn't existed before was created just by planting Lunarienne's flag—was enough to attract the attention of many, including the territory's residents.
And so, rumors spread among the people—

"This is a miracle. Heaven has acknowledged Lady Luna."

"If this isn't a miracle, what is?"

Indeed. For people, miracles weren't limited to magic alone. The series of events provided sufficient grounds for all of this to be perceived as Luna's virtue.
For example, if Luna said, "I think it would be good to explore that area," treasures would actually emerge, or at the very least, gold that seemed to have been hidden somewhere would be discovered.
If she said, "We need to eradicate the bandits," the act of eliminating the bandits would often win the hearts of the territory's residents in ways they hadn't anticipated.
Even without intention, the best results always occurred. Watching this, one couldn't help but recall how she had been consuming Karelia even during times when the military power difference was overwhelming.

Everything Luna intends to do turns into luck for her. And not just any luck, but an incredible amount—the kind others might taste only two or three times in their entire lives!

Even the rational Ginor couldn't help but think:
It was as if the entire world was straining to make Lunarienne Iniang the material for a unifying ruler.
Ginor didn't know it, but this was the exact opposite of what Swen felt in Serphina's army—'as if the whole world hates Serphina von Aingart.'

Thus, Lunarienne, having absorbed the Karelia forces, was rapidly winning the hearts of the territory's residents at an unprecedented rate.
Considering that Karelia was also a person of high virtue who was loved by the territory's residents despite his grave mistakes in his later years, this was truly remarkable.

Even as they focused all their energy on internal affairs, enjoying a peaceful time despite it being the calm before the storm, news from the central continent was gradually reaching the southern continent.

"It seems a war between the Aishers army and Serphina's army will break out soon."

At Charlotte's words, Tifa asked thoughtfully.

"Charlotte. Do you think Serphina's army will successfully establish itself in the central continent this time?"

"I'm confident in wielding weapons, but my sister Violet would provide much better insights on the big picture..."

"No, still. There's something called a warrior's intuition. You just told me, 'It seems a war between the Aishers army and Serphina's army will break out.'"

"I'm sorry, but I actually heard that from my sister..."

"Pfft!"

Tifa laughed joyfully and placed her hand on Charlotte's shoulder.

"You know, you seem to have a talent for making people laugh. Why are you just fighting here?"

"Really? Since childhood, I've always been told I have 'too serious and boring a personality'..."

"No, no. You've got talent. You might not do badly as a jester. Though it still seems distant, once the continent is unified, there won't be much need to wield weapons. By the way, where's your brother?"

"He seems to have gone off to train alone again today."

"He hasn't been around lately. That kid, has he hit puberty now that he's grown a bit?"

Recently, the person Tifa spent the most time with wasn't her childhood friend Luna, who had become busy as a ruler, but Charlotte, who was practically her disciple.
Violet was more of an administrative type, so she didn't have much in common with Tifa, and naturally, Tifa grew closer to Charlotte and Francis, who fought alongside her on the battlefield with swords.
Even then, Francis had recently been training alone more often rather than under Tifa, so at least since coming to Madlan Castle, she had been spending much more time with Charlotte.

"Should I call for him? I have an idea where he might be..."

"No, no. Leave him be. Men sometimes need time alone to sort out their thoughts."

"Pardon...?"

Unlike Charlotte, who tilted her head in confusion, Tifa had an idea why Francis had been spending more time alone.

'That guy, he seems to like Luna.'

He probably thought he was hiding it well, but to Tifa's eyes, it was crystal clear.
That Francis's feelings for Luna weren't just simple loyalty.
He often declared he would protect her and frequently emphasized that he would do anything for her.
Of course, it wouldn't have any effect on Luna. Being her closest friend, Tifa knew that Luna was the type who would never turn her eyes away from someone she had fallen deeply for.

'Come to think of it, I wonder how he's doing.'

Her thoughts naturally shifted to the white-haired man.
Though they had been together for only a brief period, he was our army's only strategist—unforgettable and impossible to forget.
The last news she had heard was that he was working under that wicked witch Serphina... but even she didn't consider herself particularly clever, so she had never once tried to delve into the meaning of it.

However, if there was one thing she was certain of—it was that since the day they escaped from Jeilant Castle, she, Luna, and Kyle owed their lives to him.
Without him, she would have died. She had no intention of joining Lynn, and Lynn would never have saved Luna no matter what.

'Well, he must have his reasons. That's the kind of person he is.'

"Anyway, let's do what we need to do today. Got it?"

"Yes, understood. I'll learn from you."

While casually sparring with Charlotte, Tifa was also focusing on learning how to control her magical power.
If no one else, she, who directly used magical power, knew. If she continued to overuse magic in every battlefield as she had been doing—she would soon be a dead person.
That's why she devoted herself even more to training. She put effort into repeatedly reading mana to find the optimal point that wouldn't put too much strain on her body.

'I need to learn how to operate safely for a long, long time.'

Tifa didn't want to die.
Not because she valued her life. After all, her current life was essentially just extended by Swen.
More precisely, she had no intention of dying until Luna had a solid foundation for unification.

***

And so, after a very brief period of peace where everyone spent their time in their own way—

"You seem to have made up your mind, my lord."

"Yes. I would like to consult with you, Lord Ginor."

In the audience chamber, Luna asked the national strategist Ginor with a more serious expression than ever before.

"In which direction do you think our army should march now?"
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Luna looked at the map on the table after speaking.
It was a neatly organized map of the Southern Continent.

Ginor couldn't help but admire the detailed map that showed even small mountain ranges and forests.

"The reproduction quality is quite good. Did you draw this yourself, Lord?"

"...No."

Luna replied with a somewhat bitter expression.

"The Strategist left it for me."

"..."

Ginor had spent considerable time under Luna's command.
He knew well that the "Strategist" in the Lunarienne army didn't refer to himself, despite his position as the national strategist.
Sensing that continuing to discuss Swen would not be good for Luna, Ginor tactfully changed the subject.

"Regarding what you asked about, there's actually nothing to consider. If we were to launch a conquest from here, there's only one direction we should take."

"One direction...?"

"The Roland Kingdom."

Ginor pointed to Roland, one of the four nations of the Southern Continent, located north of Karelia and south of Brands.

"We have exactly two options. Invade Roland to the north or Ohana to the east. You remember how the four southern nations have maintained a rough balance of power until now, right?"

"Yes, I remember."

"That balance is still effectively in place. Actually, if we consider just troop numbers, we're somewhat lacking. Many died or were injured during the subjugation of Karelia. This calculation excludes asymmetric forces like mages, of course—but the point is, we haven't escaped the premise that 'invading one side might invite attack from the other.'"

"Then? Assuming we must move our troops, what should we consider first?"

"Wouldn't it be the enemy's military strength and their commanders?"

"That's about half the correct answer."

Though his tone and phrasing might have been considered inappropriate to address a ruler in some situations, Lunarienne didn't mind at all and focused intently on Ginor's words, her eyes gleaming.

"Those factors should certainly be considered. If we only think about that, attacking Ohana, the weakest of the four nations, instead of the relatively stronger Roland would be the wise choice. But beyond that, there's something even more important to consider—not offense, but defense."

"Defense...?"

"When a country attacks us, which situation allows us to defend more easily? In other words, which enemy would be more troublesome if they invaded?"

Ginor pointed to Tepelo, the eastern fortress that was the new Lunarienne army's first stronghold and where Luna had once served as castle lord.

"Let's assume Ohana attacks. We need to focus on Tepelo. Thanks to its natural defenses, we can sufficiently block Ohana's assault just by defending Tepelo Castle. Of course, if Tepelo falls, we'd be in grave danger, but..."

He then moved his finger to the area above Madlan Castle.

"It's much simpler than the alternative scenario of us invading Ohana while defending against Roland. As you can see, there are three territories along the border with Roland. With Roland's size, they could easily launch simultaneous attacks from three directions. It's obvious which is easier—winning one defensive battle or three. This should help you understand why I can be so certain."

"I see..."

"Well, if we're talking about the 'most efficient method,' we could make a temporary agreement with Roland before invading Ohana... but as you know, they're unlikely to accept a short-term agreement. Considering your intentions, I believe you understand what I'm saying."

"..."

Luna slowly nodded.

"We need to unify the Southern Continent as quickly as possible. We can't waste any more time on unnecessary agreements."

"Then this remains the best option."

Instead of adding to Ginor's opinion, Luna nodded and asked:

"I'd like to discuss how to deploy our forces now... but before that, I have a request for you, Ginor."

"A request, my Lord? If I may say so, you are in a position to give orders. Please don't forget to act in a manner befitting the weight you carry."

Luna smiled amusedly at Ginor's concerned words.

"That must be important. You're saying the same thing, I see."

"Pardon?"

"The Strategist said the same thing. That I need to have dignity as a ruler. But I... I'm not sure. Left alone, I don't know if my thoughts are correct or what I should do next."

Ah.
For a moment, Ginor felt a chill, wondering if he had touched on something he shouldn't have—
But fortunately, it seemed they were moving past it without incident.

"I apologize. Anyway, let's get to the point. What I wanted to ask, or rather, what I'd like is your evaluation."

"My evaluation?"

"Yes."

Luna said this while writing something on a blank piece of paper with a quill.

"Under the premise of invading Roland, I've selected people to become the occupation force and those who will defend Tepelo Castle. I'd like you to check if this is strategically efficient."

"You're asking me? If you have your own intentions, it wouldn't be bad to follow them..."

"Objectively speaking, I can't match you in military strategy. So please, just be honest with me now."

"Is that an order?"

"Yes. It's an order."

Ginor fell into thought for a moment, then closed his eyes, bowed his head, and said:

"...I've just seen and heard more due to my age."

With that, he began to point out issues in the ruler's strategic plan one by one.

"First, you've allocated too many troops to Tepelo Castle. You could reduce it by about a third."

"Wait. Since we need to block one location, I thought we needed at least this many troops..."

"It's fine. Instead of troops, we can deploy General Tifa."

"...!"

"Just having an asymmetric force will make Ohana hesitate. Of course, General Tifa uses mana to enhance her body for close combat rather than casting long-range spells... but since this fact isn't widely known yet, they'll be cautious based on the reputation of the mage from Serphina's army. Making them hesitate is enough to fulfill the role."

He didn't emphasize that the mage who had been active in Serphina's army was none other than his own adopted daughter.

"Additionally, Navidos Ohana, who leads Ohana, is quite a petty character. He's likely to overthink rather than act boldly. Seeing that we've left only this many troops, he might think, 'They must believe one mage is enough to stop us,' and fail to make proper decisions."

"I see..."

"Even if he does make the right decision, with General Tifa there, we won't easily be pushed back. This isn't boasting, but I know quite a bit about magic."

"So you're saying we should place most of our troops along the Roland border?"

"Yes. And regarding the placement of fortresses and formations—"

Ginor's critiques continued for quite some time.
Luna listened without showing any displeasure, focusing on his words like a student listening to a teacher.

"After hearing your explanation, I think your judgment is correct. You truly are remarkable. If the war goes well, I will certainly remember this contribution. If there's anything you want, please let me know."

"Something I want... It's nothing much, but I'd like to ask one question."

"A question?"

"Why did you specifically ask me to evaluate your plan?"

Luna answered with a very serious expression.

"Just... I can't rely on the Strategist forever. When the Strategist returns, I want to be a ruler who can support him."

"I see."

So she's trying to learn military strategy—knowledge she lacks—from me to help Swen.
This spirit was refreshingly different from what one would expect from ordinary rulers.
In high positions, one could be considered a good ruler simply by placing the right people in the right positions. Many lords couldn't even manage that.
Compared to such people, Luna had taken a step further—becoming exceptional herself. After all, even Ginor, as the national strategist, couldn't always stay by her side as her territory expanded.

Nevertheless, he couldn't shake a sense of unease in this moment.

'She seems too rushed.'

No matter how he looked at it, Luna seemed to be chasing after something—
But whatever it was, her direction itself didn't seem wrong.

"This should be sufficient. Thank you for your hard work. If it's not too much trouble, could you gather the commander-level officers, including Tifa, right away?"

"Of course. I'll see you in the audience chamber."

Luna stared at the door Ginor had left through for a long time.

'No matter what, I need to organize the Southern Continent as quickly as possible. And then, next is Serphina—'

Erasing Serphina von Aingart from this continent.
All of this, at least for Luna, was merely a process.

After Karelia's death—the Southern Continent was no longer a peaceful region.
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Not long after, Luna finally declared her resolve before everyone.

"Our enemy is Seta Roland! By defeating Roland's forces, we will save more territory residents! Follow me!"

The news of this major declaration of war began to spread across the continent at an incredible speed.
The first places it reached were, naturally, the four countries in the south.

In the southern continent, there existed four massive cities.
First, Madlan Castle, formerly the capital of the old Karelia forces and now the capital of the newly established Lunarienne forces.
Dofer Castle, the capital of Roland forces and known as a natural fortress city.
Mertian Castle, the capital of Hesna forces and the oldest major city in the southern continent.
And finally, Iekaida Castle, once a small place but recently developed remarkably after being made the capital of Ohana forces.

In the royal castle of Iekaida, a city that had risen to prominence overnight in human terms, Navidos Ohana, the ruler of Ohana forces, was lost in thought, absently stroking his beard.

"I don't know what to do..."

The rebel Lunarienne had pointed her blade at Roland.
He had secretly expected that after things settled down, she would inevitably march her troops toward them, so he had concentrated his forces at the frontline—but he never imagined that the opportunity to cast the dice of choice would come to him.

"My lord. Now is the time to make a decision. Send troops to Tepelo Castle!"

Despite the urging of his hawkish national strategist, Ohana couldn't easily make a decision.

"Wait. Haven't you heard that the lord of Tepelo Castle is that magician?"

"Even so, war ultimately comes down to overwhelming numbers. If magic were truly such an omnipotent power, they would only need one magician without any soldiers, or they would have already swept across the southern continent by now."

"That's still just speculation. What if it's not? What if this is all bluffing from those rebel forces?"

"Bluffing, my lord?"

"Yes! Think about it. Doesn't it feel like bait to place relatively few troops and just one magician there? I can see it clearly. It would be disastrous to take that bait! You said there must be limits to a magician's abilities, but considering another possibility, they might be deliberately hiding their power for this moment. Am I wrong?"

"My lord...! But if we miss this opportunity due to such uncertain reasons, our Ohana forces will have no growth potential unless we advance toward Hesna forces—"

Ohana began to lose his temper at the strategist's words.

"Enough, be quiet! You might feel comfortable giving such advice under me! But I'm not! One wrong choice could instantly destroy the Ohana forces that I've built up from nothing! Are you saying this after seeing how Makana Karelia collapsed so pathetically because of a magician?!"

"My lord! I agree a hundred times that we must decide carefully, but if we continue to do nothing like this, how can you not understand that we'll never bring about any change!"

"Shut up! I don't want to hear any more. How could someone who carries no burden on their shoulders understand the weight I feel?!"

"My lord...!!"

"On my shoulders! The lives of countless territory residents and the military leaders who follow me are at stake! Your life too, Lupio!!"

"...!"

"If I make the wrong choice, will I be the only one to die? You'll die too! Everyone who follows me will die! That's the issue!"

The national strategist couldn't respond.
Navidos Ohana came from humble beginnings. He had led a bandit group and lived a carefree life until, during chaotic times, he luckily became a lord and somehow established a country—the strategist had been with him through it all.
As a ruler, he wasn't that bad since he prioritized practical matters over the sense of royal authority—but his flaw was that when important decisions needed to be made, he became indecisive and unable to decide anything.
He had a talent for protecting his country when caught up in others' decisions. It was no coincidence that he had managed to survive between Karelia forces, known for justice and cooperation, and Hesna forces, the strongest nation in the southern continent.
But now was the time for him to decide. Should he attack Lunarienne forces from behind after they had taken Karelia's place, or not?
If not for the presence of the magician, he could have chosen easily... but with that unknown entity standing guard, he knew it was nearly impossible to demand an independent decision from himself.

Even so... no matter how he thought about it, this was the last chance.
If he missed this opportunity, he felt it wouldn't just be a problem for Ohana forces, but the fate of the southern continent would be determined in an instant.

"Lupio, you're too reckless. You shouldn't approach this with the mindset of leading a bandit group forever. One must be cautious, extremely cautious. Even if we gain nothing, it's far better than losing what we have. Once war breaks out, opportunities to take advantage of the chaos will surely come. We just need to wait for those opportunities! I don't understand why you don't see that!"

The national strategist bowed his head and thought.

'Is it really okay to just stay still like this...?'

* * *

In the royal castle of Mertian, the capital city of Hesna forces, the largest city in the south.
Sitting on the throne was a beautiful woman with brown hair flowing freely and tanned skin—Aski Hesna.
For a ruler, she wore surprisingly undignified, revealing clothes as she leaned back in her chair and spoke with a seductive smile.

"So the rebel girl has provoked Roland?"

"Yes. That's correct."

"That's unexpected. I thought she would target a weakling like Ohana first."

The middle-aged woman serving as national strategist beside Hesna bowed her head and said:

"Lunarienne has Ginor Nighthart under her. That old man is quite skilled at making unexpected moves."

"So you're saying it's more Ginor's thinking than the rebel girl's?"

"Yes."

Hesna ran her hand over her mouth and let out a slight laugh, finding it amusing.

"Tera. Didn't you say you had a master-disciple relationship with Ginor?"

"That's merely a thing of the past."

"Even if it's in the past, you must be able to read the thoughts of someone who was once your master. What do you think? What will be that girl's next step?"

Hesna forces' national strategist—Tera raised her head to meet Hesna's eyes and stated firmly:

"Prepare for war. We will be next."

"As expected?"

Hesna nodded slowly, as if the answer was within her expectations.

"If Ohana forces attack Lunarienne forces from behind, that might change things, but Navidos Ohana isn't the type of person who can make such a decisive choice, so naturally we'll be next in line."

"Right. He's really not someone I'd want to be friends with—such a petty man."

Even during the few diplomatic exchanges they'd had, Hesna had felt that Ohana was truly an extremely materialistic person.
Moreover, he had no boldness at all, so it was clear he wouldn't be the first to start a war.

"How's the border with Roland?"

"They won't withdraw their troops. Roland must know we don't intend to stay idle."

"What do you think would happen if we proposed an alliance?"

"...An alliance?"

Tera, who had been responding calmly, finally looked at Hesna with slight surprise.

"Yes. Do you think Roland would accept?"

Tera thought for a moment, then shook her head.

"They probably won't accept. Seta Roland is a person with too much unnecessary pride. He would find the very idea of an alliance with us, whom he considers rivals, insulting."

"I thought so, but it seems I was right. Sigh... I thought he had some flexibility when he was younger. I want to tell him that such simple-minded men aren't popular in times like these."

"Were you thinking of joining hands with Roland forces?"

"Yes."

"May I ask why?"

It was then that Hesna's eyes, which had been playful and casual in her responses, suddenly sharpened.

"Well, it's always better to catch the truly dangerous person first rather than someone you can tease anytime."

"By truly dangerous person..."

"Who else could it be besides the rebel girl?"

Hesna spoke in an extremely serious tone.

"Karelia collapsed helplessly. Everyone focuses on the magician, but wasn't it that girl who deployed such a magician in the first place? We obviously need to check her. Besides, if Roland falls this time, we probably won't be able to defeat Lunarienne forces either. So I'm just preparing in advance."

"I understand, but... unless Roland agrees to join hands, there's no suitable method, is there?"

"Why wouldn't there be? We still have a few options left."

At these words, Tera fell into thought briefly before asking with a slightly surprised expression:

"Are you thinking of joining hands with Lynn Brands?"

Brands forces had been an enemy state with whom they had been engaged in localized border conflicts until recently.
Even so, if they were thinking solely in terms of countering "Lunarienne forces who had devoured Roland forces," it was an undeniable fact that there was no better option.

At that moment.

"Hohohoho."

Hesna laughed again, finding it amusing.

"Right. Allying with Brands forces is one of the options."

"Pardon...?"

"Tera. Remember? I said we still have 'a few' options left. Besides allying with Brands forces, we have one more choice we can make."

"A choice we can make? Aishers forces have essentially collapsed and are too weak to be worth allying with... but..."

Only then did Tera's eyes widen as she realized what her lord was suggesting.
Among the southern continent's nations, excluding Brands and Aishers in the central region, there was only one remaining possibility.
The absolute evil of the world that everyone turns away from but cannot hide—

"Surely... you're not thinking of joining hands with Serphina von Aingart...?"
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# Hesna laughed again when she saw Terra's shocked expression.
A seductive laugh, but not light enough to be called a joke.

"A law saying not to take Serphina's hand... I'm not sure where that exists?"

"My Lord. Have you forgotten that your... no, the lords' cause was 'we cannot stand with the corrupt Aingart Imperial Family'? Have you not seen what happened to Brands when she broke that implicit rule and joined hands with them?"

"I'll be honest. I just think Lynn had bad luck."

"Excuse me...?"

"She happened to be in the Central Continent. Plus, she received twice the criticism for hastily joining hands when Aishers was still intact. And they were directly crossing blades with Serphina. But we're different. The four southern nations have been able to spend frighteningly peaceful times without a single war despite this complicated situation. So relatively speaking, the southern territory's people have less hatred toward Serphina. Time tends to cover everything."

"Even so..."

"Well, what do you think is another reason we've been able to spend peaceful times?"

"Is it because we're separated from the Central Continent, which could be called the continent's origin, and the North where the capital is located?"

"By that logic, it doesn't explain why Brands didn't come down here when she was conquering the Central Continent, does it?"

"Well, I suppose we were a lower priority."

"Then why do you think we were a lower priority?"

"...!!"

Only after this exchange did Terra seem to realize something, slowly nodding her head.

"Because there's not much to gain by invading us... is that what you're saying?"

"Yes. The South is just an unremarkable countryside."

Her words, as someone from the South, were accurate.
Why was the Southern Continent safe? Certainly, the peace wasn't built on just one or two reasons.
First, to get from the Central to the Southern Continent, one had to cross rugged mountains and a massive river. Either obstacle alone would create various problems for an invasion, but in this case, both obstacles existed.
While individual movement wasn't impossible—after all, they had been one country before the division—securing stable supply routes and moving large armies was an entirely different matter.

Additionally, there wasn't much to gain from such a difficult invasion.
There were few fertile plains where crops grew well. No iron or gold mines, and no essential major cities to secure.
From the imperial era, the only major city in the Southern Continent was the capital of Hesna's territory, Mertian Castle.

A remote, peripheral region furthest from Aingart Castle. A neglected territory that only attracted attention when rebellions broke out.
That was the southern region of the continent during the imperial era.

"So let's be cold about this. First, the cause—yes, everyone came forward with the cause of stopping Serphina. I don't think anyone established their country with any other cause, right? She was conveniently the perfect villain. But can we really defeat Serphina's army now? No, even with her weakened state, could we win in an all-out war against Brands? Let's be even more honest. Assuming the rebel lady devoured Roland's army—"

—do you think we could defeat Lunarienne?

"..."

"I don't want your loyal answer, I want your honest feelings."

"With all due respect, I must speak frankly. We cannot win."

"Right?"

"I'm not saying Roland's army is superior to ours. It's just... if you think about why the 'balance' was achieved, and which way the scales would naturally tip if that balance broke, it's simple."

Hesna shook her head at Terra's words.

"No, Terra. That's not entirely true."

"Pardon...?"

"Let's say we devoured Ohana's army. And somehow, Roland's army successfully fended off Lunarienne's army. Could we then defeat Lunarienne's army?"

"With that difference in national power, couldn't we win?"

"That's not necessarily true."

"Pardon...?"

"Think about it. When Lunarienne first raised her army at Tepel Castle, what was the difference in national power compared to Karelia?"

"...!"

"It was at least three times greater, right? But that lady crushed even that level of power difference and took Karelia's head. Can we be certain she couldn't defeat our army, which has a smaller power difference?"

"What do you want to do, my Lord?"

Hesna nodded with a serious expression, resting her chin on her hand.

"Hmm... This is probably the first time I'm telling even you, Terra. It's a plan I've been thinking about alone."

Then, slowly rising from her seat and walking forward—

"Whether it's Serphina or Lynn, I plan to propose an alliance. Not just an alliance—I'll offer to invest all of Hesna's resources and troops to help conquer the Central Continent."

"Then our army...?"

"Just helping to organize the Southern Continent? That should be enough."

"What do you plan to do after that? If only our Hesna army and the unified North-Central state remain on the continent?"

Hesna smiled at those words and said:

"I plan to surrender."

"...Pardon?"

"More precisely, I plan to propose becoming a vassal state from the beginning. Receiving a suitable title, becoming a duchy under the new unified empire would be perfect."

Terra finally understood her lord's true intentions and said:

"So you mean...!"

"Yes. In all these alliance relationships, I only demand one thing."
"Autonomy for the South."

"In exchange for autonomy over the Southern Continent, I'm willing to become the new emperor's dog—whether it's Lynn or Serphina."

"...So that's why you argued it doesn't matter if we join hands with Serphina."

"Right. If Aishers was still functioning properly as a nation, it might be different, but now it's just an empty shell. At this point, it would be wise to consider that Serphina might be able to unify the continent—no, that Serphina has the highest possibility of unifying the continent."

The two greatest pillars preventing Serphina from running wild—Brands and Aishers.
Both nations had collapsed in different ways. Brands had barely managed to survive through a miraculous recovery, but Aishers was essentially a living corpse, a situation where nothing could be expected from them anymore.

No matter how many times she thought about it, Hesna could only reach the same conclusion.
The probability that Serphina's army would unify the continent exceeded 70 percent.

"There's no reason why one must become the ruler of a unified nation, right? It's wise to choose the most realistic option from our position. Don't you agree?"

"...Well, since I decided to serve you, my Lord, I will support whatever decision you make. However, I do have something to say."

"Go ahead."

"If that's truly what you believe, I think it would be better to avoid Serphina's army."

"Why? Honestly, I'd rather join hands with Serphina than Brands. She has a much higher chance of success."

"That's precisely the point, my Lord. The fact that an alliance with Serphina's army seems attractive from our perspective means, conversely, that an alliance with our army might not seem particularly attractive from Serphina's perspective, wouldn't you agree?"

"So you're saying our proposal wouldn't be attractive to Serphina, and it would be an unnecessary agreement she doesn't need to make?"

"I didn't go that far, but seeing you say it that way, it seems you've been thinking along those lines to some extent."

Hesna nodded as if conceding defeat.

"That's true. Honestly, if I were Serphina, I'd probably think 'what nonsense is this' and just push straight into the Southern Continent. I don't think a woman descended from the Aingart Imperial bloodline would allow vassalization anyway."

"But it's alright, my Lord. There's still one place left, isn't there?"

"...!"

Hesna's eyes lit up at Terra's words.
The only nation they could join hands with in this situation. That is—

* * *

Anel Castle, the capital of Brands.
There, several armed officers were kneeling before Lynn.

"So, you're saying you want to work under us again?"

"Yes."
"Despite our shamelessness, please allow us one more opportunity to serve the Brands family."

After the successful integration with Kalinz's army—
Brands had been receiving a flood of commission requests over the past few days.
Most of these people were commanders who had originally been with Brands but had followed Chel when he established his independent army.

"Interesting. You've really come all this way to see me. You do understand your position as traitors, right?"

"Yes. We understand that you would be justified in beheading us right here. However, if you would show mercy just once, we will certainly repay that grace."

"..."

Lynn twisted her head for a moment, then nodded as if bored and said:

"Fine. I'm tired of power struggles now."

"My Lord...?"

"Alright. Anyway, you've chosen Brands again, right? I'll show you that your choice was correct."

—In this way, Lynn prioritized practicality over principle and accepted all the remaining officers from Chel's army who had been traitors.
It was a deal that wasn't bad for either side—for Lynn who lacked officers, and for the officers who wanted revenge against Serphina at any cost.
Unlike before, by listening to her subordinates, rumors were spreading that "Lynn Brands has changed into a different person."

'I don't care what others think of me. What matters is the revival of Brands. Even if we fall, I won't let all those sacrifices be meaningless...!'

To Lynn, who was moving forward with only this thought in mind, news from the Southern Continent naturally reached her ears.

* * *

"Really? So you're saying Lunarienne has finally made her move?"
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"That's right. I think it would be good to take this opportunity to invade Roland, but what does my Lord think?"

In response to her officer's words, Lynn shook her head slowly.

"No, Navie. I understand your thinking, but now is not the time to move troops carelessly."

"Is that so...? With my limited insight, I don't understand, but may I ask for an explanation?"

A subordinate daring to question their lord's decision rather than simply obeying—this was a situation that the old Lynn would never have tolerated. But the current Lynn answered her officer's question in an extremely calm tone, without any emotional fluctuation.

"Yes. There's Serphina in the north, isn't there?"

"Even so, we have an agreement with Serphina's forces, don't we? I believe there's still plenty of time left on it..."

"That's right. We made an agreement. But the moment that agreement holds significant meaning is when there's a guarantee that various lords are scattered across the continent. Actually, we don't even need multiple lords. Perhaps just one country with power comparable to the former Aishers would have been enough to feel secure."

"...?"

"So, think of it simply. Everyone more or less strictly adheres to agreements because of honor. Well, that's obviously important. There's no benefit in damaging the image of keeping one's word. But do you know what has an even stronger binding force than honor?"

"A stronger binding force, you say...?"

Lynn extended her finger that had been twirling her hair and said:

"It's falling into a situation where you can't engage in diplomacy with any country."
"Everyone strictly keeps their treaties out of fear of that. Moreover, since breaking a promise once creates an image within the continent that makes attacking indiscriminately seem like a righteous action, everyone can easily join hands under the pretext of 'let's eliminate the great evil first.' Do you understand what I'm saying?"

To the officer who nodded silently, Lynn continued her explanation with light gestures.

"However, Serphina's forces won't feel that absolute fear at all right now. Small and medium-sized countries can band together all they want, but they'll only act when they calculate they have a reasonable chance of winning. Usually, the target of a united front tends to be the most powerful country."
"Let me explain it simply. Say Serphina broke the treaty and invaded our borders. Many would condemn her, right? But realistically, is there an excellent way to stop her? Would Serphina, who has even swallowed Aishers, fear losing trust on the continent?"

"...!!"

"Like it or not, Serphina's forces have already consumed half the continent. The national power now compared to when she was confined to the northern continent must be vastly different. After all, soldiers and resources come from extensive territories. The most frightening thing is that, strangely enough, the public sentiment among the subjugated territories toward that devil isn't particularly bad."

Lynn still clearly remembered the news that came when Serphina was conquering the northern continent.
Due to her inability to manage public sentiment in occupied territories, rebellions were occurring at an unprecedented rate in history. Lynn acknowledged that the main reason Brands forces were able to steadily organize the central continent without significant threats was because Serphina's forces in the north were so preoccupied with successive rebellions that they couldn't even touch other parts of the continent.

"In the past, rebellions would have already broken out... But not only are there no rebellions, rumors are spreading that 'Serphina might not be such a bad person after all.' Of course, it's likely organized propaganda from Serphina's side, but we can't deny the result that 'she's governing quite successfully without any disturbances.'"
"Now there are essentially only six countries left on the continent, excluding the nearly extinct Aishers. And of those, apart from our Brands forces and Serphina's forces, the other four countries are all clustered in the southern continent. So Serphina has nothing to lose by ignoring the treaty and invading us. No one is in a position to check her."

"Then is the conclusion already determined? What should we do? Must we watch as the villainess Serphina once again dyes the continent with the detestable Aingart flag?"

At those words, Lynn wore a very serious expression.

"Navie. You lost your father to Serphina, didn't you?"

"Y-you remember that?"

Lynn replied in a confident tone, as if wondering why she would even ask such a thing.

"Of course I remember. It's the story of a man who bet his life on me. How could I forget that?"

The officer bowed her head briefly in appreciation, then spoke with reverence in her voice.

"My father simply worked for the Imperial Army, for Algot von Aingart. And Serphina so cruelly...!!"

Even now, it was an unbelievably cruel story.
Serphina, solely determined to ascend to the throne, had summoned her competitors Algot and Sidmid to one place and massacred them.
In the process, his father, who was a soldier protecting Algot, was sacrificed—
He harbored the same hatred for the Aingart imperial family that perhaps one in ten people would have.

"It's okay. You don't need to bring up painful stories anymore."

Lynn, with that leisurely smile characteristic of those in high positions—

"You're helping me to prevent such things from happening again, right?"

"My Lord...!"

"We won't lose. Serphina may seem to be doing well now, but rapid expansion inevitably brings chaos. We're waiting for the right time. If we can hold out, an opportunity will surely come. So I'm counting on you until then, Navie."

"I... I swear to dedicate my life to Brands...!!"

"Good."

After the brief audience in the reception hall—
Cecile, who was guarding her side in place of Farfalle who was away on business, approached Lynn and asked:

"How do you see it?"

"You mean Roland?"

"Yes."

Lynn answered without any hesitation.

"Lunarienne will win."

"Is that so? Because of the magician? But considering the difference in military strength, wouldn't Roland's forces, which have been stockpiling troops and not wasting resources, be more—"

"No, Cecile. My thinking isn't based on supplies or resources. It's because of a more fundamental reason, you could say."

"A fundamental reason?"

Lynn said this, then sighed deeply and self-deprecatingly as if it were absurd.

"Even I think it's a bit ridiculous."

"What is it...?"

"Lunarienne was that man's first master."

"By 'that man'... do you mean the white-haired magician?"

"Yes."

Now she was certain. The white-haired magician—Swen—had continued to serve Lunarienne, at least while he was under her command.
And watching how situations unfolded, Lynn often found herself thinking that all of this—Luna's rebellion, her raising an army, her consuming the Karelia forces—might all be within Swen's palm.

Lynn was conscious of Swen in her own way. She had to be. After all, his touch was everywhere in every element moving the continent now.

'I don't know why he's still under Serphina... but at least it's true that he never truly served me as his lord. Then what could his aim be now...?'

"He must have been a truly remarkable person. Both Lady Farfalle and you, Lady Lynn, and... that woman too—seeing how he continues to influence things despite not being here."

Lynn fell into thought for a moment.
The woman Cecile was referring to was probably Lunarienne.
Although it was already in the past, she seemed to still hate her, the enemy of Karelia, deep inside.

"Looking at it objectively, there's nothing our forces can do directly right now. If we had ample troops, we could have stationed sufficient forces in the north and attacked Roland or Hesna... but there's no need to make the mistake again of losing existing territory while trying to expand."

"Then..."

"We have to survive by diplomacy. I've already joined hands with Serphina to survive. And having drunk my brothers' blood, I can't collapse in vain."

Watching her profile, Cecile thought.
She wasn't sure exactly what future Lynn was envisioning, but she felt like she was realizing once again a single truth that applies at any moment in the world.

"You're certainly different from what I've heard about you."

"Hm? You mean me?"

"Arrogant, self-righteous, a ruler who looks down on others. The stories about you that circulated when I was under Lady Karelia were full of negativity. But meeting you in person like this, you seem like a completely different person. The way you remember each subordinate's story, how cautious you are in everything... Although I ended up here by chance, I think Lady Lynn is someone worth serving."

Lynn gave a bitter smile at those words.

"That assessment was probably correct. That's why I tumbled all the way down here. I'm just a youngster who only realized how great the things I held were after being thrown to the bottom."

"No. Even if that's true, what matters is that you've changed. Lady Karelia used to say that people can change as much as they want."

"Really? From what you're saying, Karelia seems to have been exactly as rumored."

"..."

Lynn didn't press the silent Cecile who didn't respond, and once again twirled her blue hair with her finger.

'It's unfair... but having realized too late, I can only wait. I have to survive somehow. By extending the agreement as much as possible and creating discord between Serphina's forces and Lunarienne's forces, I'm sure I can find a way.'

Unfortunately, because it was too late, Lynn couldn't choose her own fate with her own hands.

Having destroyed all the options given to her, her available answers had become limited.
Nevertheless, she had no intention of giving up.
She was now somewhat confident in dealing with Serphina's side, so the real issue was Lunarienne.
Her fate would depend on what kind of woman she was.

Enduring as long as possible, and not cursing the fate she had twisted with her own hands, no matter how it ended.
That was her own form of atonement for those who died for her, and for Irene, who believed in her at every moment.

* * *

While everyone was assessing the current situation with their own calculations—
There was a man who, far from assessing the situation, was sitting on the throne in deep anguish with an urgent crisis at hand.

"Damn it! How dare she point her sword at us? Such an insolent woman...!"

This man was none other than Seta Roland—a born warrior who had now spent more of his life as a lord than as a warrior, former deputy commander of the 3rd Knight Order of the former Aingart Empire, and current ruler of Roland.
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# Roland Army's Capital, Doper Castle.

With Luna's declaration of war, the conflict between the newly formed Lunarienne Army and the Roland Army officially began.
The southern continent was violently shaken by news of this full-scale war.
The moment the peaceful balance of the southern continent broke was undoubtedly when rebellion erupted within the Karelia Army—
But until then, it was more accurately viewed as internal chaos within the Karelia Army rather than a problem for the entire southern continent.
The Roland Army and Hesna Army, which bordered the central continent, had gradually expanded their borders taking advantage of the Brands Army's fragmentation, but ultimately they remained inactive within the south, and the Ohana Army likewise simply maintained a defensive posture.

In other words, it's no exaggeration to say that this war between the Lunarienne Army and Roland Army was effectively the first war in the southern continent since it fell into chaos.
So from the perspective of the unfortunate lord who somehow got caught up in this first "Southern Battle"—

"Damn it! War... We haven't even recaptured Arkan Castle from the Brands Army, and now this wretched situation!"

It naturally felt like a bolt from the blue.
With short black hair and somewhat fierce features,
Seta Roland, ruler of the Roland Army, was repeatedly examining the map to assess the current situation.

The southern front. Naturally, numerous trained soldiers were concentrated there. There was no shortage of troops or resources. They had spared no expense in establishing the front line as a deterrent against war.
Nevertheless, they never thought an actual war would break out here. From the Karelia Army's perspective, it would have been much easier to deal with the Ohana Army than this area.
In terms of national power in the southern continent, there might be various opinions, but it was correct to say that the Hesna Army was strongest, followed by Roland's own army, and then the Karelia Army and Ohana Army in that order.
The current Karelia Army, now the Lunarienne Army, would have inevitably lost soldiers during the rebellion process, so it would be fair to say the Ohana Army was now stronger.

Considering that Karelia had planned to target the Ohana Army first when he was alive, Roland's thinking was close to correct.
If they occupied the Ohana Army, they would share a border with the Hesna Army, making northern invasion more difficult, but that would still be an easier decision for the Lunarienne Army.
So he thought that even if war broke out, it would happen between those two first, and he had been planning how to act when that happened—

'Declaring war first means they must be confident!'

The problem was that Luna planned to occupy the southern continent in a short time rather than over a long period—
And unlike the original Karelia Army, she possessed powerful asymmetric forces that more than compensated for her lack of national power.
A magician. The being that first appeared in the Serphina Army and shook the continent.
The second magician to appear in the south literally devoured the existing nation of Karelia Army upon arrival.
What if that power were used against us?

The frightening thing about magic wasn't just its supernatural power, but that there was no way to know what was possible and what wasn't.
If they had known its limitations, they could have at least prepared countermeasures, but that wasn't possible in this situation.
All Roland could do now was gather whatever information he could.

"Hey! How much longer for the investigation results?"

"Please wait a little longer. We've sent spies in all directions. News should arrive soon."

Soon after, information about the Lunarienne Army began to trickle in to Roland.

"It appears that Ruler Lunarienne has quickly secured the hearts of her territory's people. Causing internal chaos seems nearly impossible."

"Unlike the magician from the Serphina Army in the northern continent, the Lunarienne Army's magician has never been observed performing 'long-range attacks'!"

"The Raven Mercenaries and Chilein Mercenaries are believed to have pledged allegiance to the Lunarienne Army."

The common thread was that "for a nation born of rebellion, they enjoy high public support and loyalty from their commanders."
They had investigated the most important "Battle of Tepelo Castle," but little information was available since it was an internal rebellion suppression.
The only thing known and understood was that the magician had performed remarkably there.

Moreover, this information had recently come in:

"Are you saying the magician isn't at the front line?!"

"Yes, that's correct! How could I possibly lie to you, my lord?"

According to the spy, the most troublesome magician of the Lunarienne Army had been deployed to Tepelo Castle—that is, toward the border with the Ohana Army.

'Does she intend to defend against the Ohana Army with minimal troops plus the "magician," and pour all her forces against us?'

Roland called the national strategist and explained the situation.
He wasn't particularly brilliant, but he was known within the Roland Army as someone who had read a few books.

"What do you think, Miel?"

"Well... I'm hesitant to say."

At those words, Roland slammed his fist on the armrest of his throne.

"I gave you all this time, and you couldn't come up with a single good idea?!"

"M-my lord. Please calm yourself. It's not that, it's just that everything about the Lunarienne Army is completely unknown..."

"Completely unknown?"

"The Battle of Tepelo Castle, where the Lunarienne Army first revealed itself, was essentially the suppression of an internal rebellion within the Karelia Army, so very little about what happened has been revealed externally. My lord, haven't you also only heard fragmentary facts like 'the Karelia Army was completely shattered by the magician's activities' rather than how the battle actually unfolded?"

Roland's expression soured, but he didn't pick a fight over it.
Though hot-tempered, stubborn, and impulsive, he wasn't foolish enough to disrespect a minister who spoke frankly to him.

"We have too little information. Who Lunarienne is, who her commanders are. Even information about the magician, though reportedly not at the front, is completely uncertain. If she had waged war against other armies, we would have much more information available, and preparing accordingly would have been easier..."

"So you're saying our army has become a sort of test subject?"

"Yes. Navidos Ohana and Aski Hesna are probably breathing sighs of relief that we're the first to wage war against the Lunarienne Army."

"Damn it!"

Bang!

"That pathetic Ohana fellow aside, to think I have to do that damned fox Hesna's dirty work with my own hands...!"

He struck the chair again, but that wouldn't solve anything.

"Fine. Forget preparations, let's examine what's right in front of us one by one. Enemy forces?"

"Approximately 80,000 men, I believe."

"Since we can't leave the northern front connecting to the Brands Army and the eastern front connecting to the Hesna Army empty, we can mobilize about 100,000 at most."

"Couldn't we leave the Brands side empty? They don't seem to have the capacity to send troops this way anyway."

"No. Not many troops were stationed on the Brands side to begin with, and it's right to keep them there as essentially reinforcements for the Hesna side, which is what we really need to protect. We don't know when Lynn Brands might stab us in the back. Those Brands people, I hear they swallowed their pride and knelt like dogs before that damned Serphina? That means from Lynn's perspective, we're the only front she needs to worry about. You understand what I'm saying, don't you?"

"I understand what you're saying, but..."

Roland adjusted his posture and spoke in a serious tone.

"It's fine. I don't know what tricks the enemy might pull, but without a magician, our advantage of 20,000 troops will inevitably have great significance on the battlefield. With one or two excellent generals, the tide of battle could easily turn. Like Epinel, who became a wandering ghost after resisting Serphina, or that fool Chel who died making stupid choices. But well, I doubt the Lunarienne Army has such generals."

"That means...?"

"We subdue them early. We'll make them deeply regret pointing their swords at our Roland Army."

Roland clasped his fist with a sharp sound and said:

"Even if it means gathering more troops, we'll completely shatter their momentum in the very first battle. Anyway, losing even one of the three castles would throw our front into chaos either way. Besides, my body's been itching for action for a while."

"W-wait a moment, my lord. Are you... planning to take the field yourself?"

At the strategist's words, Roland nodded as if it were obvious.

"Miel. According to our information, Lunarienne frequently appears on the battlefield, correct?"

"Yes, that's right. She seems to appear on the battlefield often, perhaps to boost morale... but I understand that actual combat is led by the female general known as the magician and the mercenary groups. There are rumors that she's quite a powerful warrior since she appears on the battlefield so often, but that hasn't been fully verified yet."

"Ha! No matter how excellent a warrior she may be, she's just a young girl who hasn't even made a name for herself. She's no match for me, Roland. Don't you agree?"

"Yes!"

It wasn't mere bravado.
Roland had confidence. Especially in one-on-one combat, he believed he wouldn't be overwhelmingly defeated by anyone!
Especially when he considered what had put him in this position!

"First, we'll throw out bait. If she takes it—"

Roland curved his lips into a smile.
At the edge of that smile was his confidence as a warrior, tightly packed.

"I'll go out as the commander-in-chief myself and teach that young pup the terror of the battlefield!"
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In the southern continent, just as the war between Roland's forces and Lunarienne's forces was about to officially begin, Swen was traveling with Iolline to the Aishers forces in the central continent for intelligence gathering.

Serphina, spending a rare day without Swen by her side, was handling backlogged work in her office at a fortress near the frontlines.

'Once we deal with the Aishers forces and take Laclaine Castle, we'll finally be bordering the southern continent.'

What she was looking at was a continental map drawn by Swen.
He was incredibly versatile, but this map was so meticulously detailed that she thought he could make a living from cartography alone.

'The first country we'll encounter is the Hesna forces.'

Next to the Hesna forces led by Aski Hesna were the Roland forces led by Seta Roland.
Both were people whose names she had heard since childhood. Roland had been a promising young rookie in the Imperial Knights, and he went missing during the period when his Third Knight Division was entangled with and decimated by Sidmid von Aingart.
Hesna was originally a lord managing territory in the southern continent. She remembered that Hesna had also declared independence during the period when numerous lords broke away, triggered by Orlando Brands.
Below them were the Ohana forces. She knew nothing about them except that they were a nation established by bandits.
And beside them... the rebel army that had consumed the Karelia forces, the very nation that was shaking the once-peaceful southern continent.

'...Lunarienne Iniang.'

Serphina pondered the word "Iniang" for a long time.
The image of the woman named Aria Iniang remained vivid in her memory.
How could she forget those ruby-colored eyes that remained calm until the end despite losing both legs, pleading for peace to be brought to the continent?
Aria had mentioned having a younger sister around Serphina's age.

'If Lunarienne is Aria's sister...'

Did Kail von Aingart, who had approached her, know about Aria Iniang, who had merely been Algot von Aingart's mistress?
What possibility did he see in her? Was the appearance of a magician from her country just a coincidence?
Having ascended to the unwanted position of imperial successor and spending quite a long time as a ruler, what had grown was her intuition as a sovereign.
And that intuition was strongly whispering to Serphina.
—That the Lunarienne forces were a nation that absolutely could not be ignored.
This was a sensation she had never felt before, not even when the Brands forces were at their peak, nor when the Aishers forces declared war.
Moreover, she clearly noticed when discussing the Lunarienne forces that Irene's eyes trembled slightly.

'It seems there's still much I don't know.'

After organizing her thoughts and finishing all her pending work, Serphina summoned a soldier who had come from Aingart Castle.

"You've waited long."

"Not at all!"

"Take this. You need only deliver it to Jena."

"Yes, understood!"

"While I've been away, is there any news I should know?"

"Ah, come to think of it... the Strategist, I mean, Lady Jena asked me to deliver this to you."

Serphina received the letter from the soldier and nodded, commending him.

"Good. You've worked hard. I've prepared a separate envoy to send to Aingart Castle, so you may return to your nearby territory and take sufficient rest."

"Thank you for your kindness, my Lord!"

After sending the soldier away, Serphina slowly read the letter from Jena.
Excluding the ceremonial greetings and words maintaining proper lord-vassal etiquette, the core message was—that ominous signs were detected in the northwest of the continent.

It seemed that the strange rumor, once raised by Yuuri and then subsided, claiming that the plague spreading in the central continent was Serphina's doing, was now inexplicably circulating again among the residents of the northwestern territories.
Serphina sighed briefly at the rumor that instilled fear by suggesting that anyone could become its target.

'This is a problem I cannot handle myself...'

Rumors already spread, and images already tarnished.
She knew better than anyone that it was nearly impossible to completely erase stories that had already spread, no matter how much she tried to remedy the situation through actions.

'No signs of rebellion, but still requires caution... is it?'

Jena, as the acting lord of Aingart Castle, was in charge of internal affairs in the northern continent.
It was no exaggeration to say that the monarch being able to leave her position for such a long time to be at the frontlines was entirely thanks to Jena.

'...'

Serphina recalled once more the conversation she had with Jena the night before departing as commander-in-chief.

* * *

"The position of castle lord, you say?"

"Yes. Jena, I never once thought of entrusting Aingart Castle to anyone but you."

At Serphina's words from the throne, Jena bowed her head deeply and said:

"I am humbled. There are many in Serphina's forces who have served the Empire for a long time and are far more capable than I."

"...May I speak frankly, Jena?"

Serphina gave a bitter smile, lowering her golden eyes as she spoke:

"Those who have served our family since the days when the Empire was still intact... I simply cannot trust them."

"My Lord..."

Jena silently looked at Serphina, who had bowed her head without saying anything more.

Including Rahelven, all major rebellions had started from those who had sworn loyalty to the Empire, and thus appeared to swear loyalty to its successor, Serphina—Jena knew this better than anyone.

"Jena. Come to think of it, you were originally hidden away from public life."

Jena had been commissioned into Serphina's forces only after Serphina took the throne, making her not particularly senior in terms of service years.

"That's correct."

"If it weren't for you, I would surely have been pushed out early in my reign by the pressure of existing ministers. I have never forgotten that I was able to maintain my position thanks to you."

"That's not necessarily true. Both then and now, the only legitimate authority in Aingart was ultimately you, my Lord. If you had stepped down, our Aingart Empire—Serphina's forces would have lost their center and fragmented."

"Kail von Aingart might have reappeared."

"That seems unlikely, and besides, he is ultimately just a collateral family member."

"You never fail to have a retort. That's also why I've been able to trust you."

Serphina laughed and made a joke, then asked in a serious tone:

"I'm curious about something."

"Please ask."

"Why did you join? At that time, our forces were in complete chaos. All successors, including Algot and Sidmid, had disappeared, and the Empire's loyal subjects were rising up everywhere, refusing to acknowledge me. I think you could have had an easier path."

Jena hesitated for a moment, then spoke as if it were nothing:

"May I speak honestly?"

"Whatever you like. Tell me."

"I was convinced that someone who could hide their ambition until this moment, get blood on their hands, and finally achieve what they wanted would create a world different from before."

"Oh? So you found the previous world unsatisfactory?"

"The high nobility were corrupt, and the territory residents were suffering under excessively high taxes. Although these may be troubled times, isn't it enough that we no longer hear those tiresome talks of bloodlines?"

The class system hadn't completely disappeared. Even now, in many people's hearts, there existed walls of status that could never be overcome.
Nevertheless, the concepts of "nobility" and "titles" had become virtually nominal. In an era favorable for advancement through outstanding ability alone, how much effectiveness could old-world values have in a situation where the ruler of this land kept changing?
Moreover, whether one liked it or not, most powerful families had been eliminated in the form of massacres amid the power struggle between Algot and Sidmid, and the few remaining influential families, including the Al Kaski family, naturally had their influence reduced.

"That's why I followed you, my Lord. I committed myself to the transformation you are trying to create. I don't know what others might think, but I had always been waiting for someone like you to appear and change the world."

Serphina gave no reply.
She couldn't tell Jena that she herself had merely been swept along by the waves.

Whether Jena knew what Serphina was thinking or not, she turned the topic in an unexpected direction.

"My Lord. You said you couldn't trust those who had worked for the Empire for a long time, correct?"

"Yes."

"I won't make the naive suggestion that you should extend trust first to those you can't trust. However, I want to say that it's time to start creating people who will be on your side no matter what happens."

"People who will be on my side?"

"Yes. We're still in a situation where rebellions occasionally arise from those blinded by past glory. In times like these, it's not efficient for you to shoulder everything in Aingart alone. You need to find someone who will share the symbol of Aingart with you and be on your side at any moment, under any circumstances."

"...What are you trying to say, Jena?"

"It's simple."

It was then that Jena bowed deeper than ever before.

"My Lord. Get married and create someone who will be on your side and someone who will succeed you. This is absolutely necessary to solidify the legitimacy of Serphina as a person."

"...!!!"

Marriage?
At such a sudden word, Serphina was startled and turned pale.

"Marriage... but I'm about to go to war..."

"It's fine. You don't even need to look for someone. There's already a perfectly suitable person nearby."

"What...?"

Jena raised her head and looked into Serphina's golden eyes.
To her, with slightly flushed cheeks... she offered the advice of a lifetime.

"Marry Swen and bestow the name of Aingart upon him. The Strategist is someone our forces absolutely cannot afford to lose."
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"What...!!"

Unlike Serphina who was greatly agitated, Jena spoke in an extremely calm tone.

"My Lord. You must already know. Only political reasons factor into royal marriages. I believe you understand that this isn't decided by things like love as common territory residents might do."

"That's..."

"I don't know how you feel about the Strategist. However, if we consider only the abilities he has demonstrated, I believe we would agree that regardless of his family background, he is a person worthy enough to bear the Aingart name. Am I wrong?"

"..."

Despite Serphina's continued silence, Jena continued her explanation without particular concern.

"It doesn't matter how you do it. You must keep the Strategist. His existence will be the greatest help to your cause, Lady Serphina. If the Strategist shows any sign of wanting to leave our forces, then at that time, the Strategist—"

"...That's enough, Jena."

At Serphina's words, Jena bowed her head once more.

"I apologize, my Lord."

"No. I understand... what you were trying to say."

"Please consider it seriously, my Lord. I wish you a safe expedition. Please leave Aingart Castle to me. Though I will certainly be inferior to you, I swear I will perform the role of lord to the best of my ability, even at the cost of my life."

* * *

Finishing her reminiscence, Serphina turned her head to look at the window where sunlight was streaming in.

At that moment, she could almost guess what Jena had been about to say before she cut her off.

—At that time, you may need to eliminate the Strategist, would be about right.

Make him an ally without fail. If he doesn't seem likely to become an ally, eliminate him.
From a purely vassal's perspective, that advice had sufficient basis.
If it had been before she knew him, perhaps she wouldn't understand, but after getting to know him, she understood that the prospect of him becoming an enemy was more frightening than anything else.
The problem existed in a place Jena didn't know.

That was—

I love Swen.
I love that man.

By thinking about marriage with Swen, she could clearly feel her own heart.
This feeling was clearly love. To put it simply, Serphina wanted Swen.
What she wanted wasn't his strategies, or his "Mind's Eye" ability, or his unbelievable insight.

What Serphina wanted was— his gentleness that made her want to lean on him.
The way his eyes curved into half-moons when he smiled.
The warmth she felt when he stroked her back.

'Marriage...'

Would he accept my feelings?
From what she could see, there was definitely a woman named Irene in his heart.
Although men could have up to four wives... here again her status as a ruler became an issue.
The question of 'whether the husband of a ruler, especially an emperor, could have other wives.'
Serphina herself didn't mind at all, but there was the matter of public perception. As Jena said, royal marriages were extremely political actions.

But apart from all that— naturally, things got complicated from the very first step.
There was no way she could fully convey her feelings to him.
After all, she wasn't the true ruler he served.
She didn't want to take a step forward only to have Swen truly leave her.
Even if he left, she couldn't possibly eliminate him as Jena had advised. Nor could she hold onto him.
Sometimes, Serphina thought about wanting to grasp in her hands not the world, but simply the white-haired man who would speak warmly to her, despite any effort.

At that moment.

'...Wait a minute.'

Truly, at a moment she never expected.
A thought crossed her mind.

Who is the ruler Swen is really serving, the one in his heart?

Unless there was a rebellion, there were very few lords left on the continent now.

Among them, Lynn and Yuuri were naturally excluded. They were countries Swen had already "passed through."

What remained were the four lords who divided the southern continent—Aski Hesna, Seta Roland, Navidos Ohana, and Lunarienne Iniang.

So it's one of them?
And among them, the most likely person would be—

Knock knock knock.

"...!!!"

"My Lord. I bring news that the Strategist who went out for reconnaissance has safely returned."

At the soldier's words, Serphina immediately dismissed the question that had arisen.

"I understand. I'll go out right away."

Yes. First, let's resolve the Aishers forces.
Marriage with Swen is something to think about afterward.

Serphina lightly adjusted her clothes, then needlessly arranged her hair.
Seeing how her mood improved at the thought of meeting Swen after a while, she could confirm it again.

I like Swen.
I like him so much that now, I couldn't possibly imagine a life or world without him.
I desired him to gain the world, but now my heart that yearns for him doesn't contain anything like the world.

If.
Just if.
If Swen were to say to me, 'I'll marry you if you hand over the world to me,' I would...

'...'

She tightly clenched her fist and held it to her chest, counting to three.
One, two, three.

'...Let's go.'

Serphina, once again becoming "Serphina von Aingart," left the quiet office.
To meet the man who could be said to constitute everything she was now.

* * *

Near the border between Lunarienne and Roland forces.

The news that reached Luna, who had built several watchtowers and a small fortress, was that Seta Roland was coming to intercept with a large force.

And surprisingly—

"Is it true that the ruler Seta Roland himself is coming as commander-in-chief and vanguard?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Charlotte, who was beside the contemplative Luna, spoke in a serious tone.

"I wonder if he's underestimating us, or if he's truly serious."

"Probably both."

The one who interjected was Ginor, the national strategist of the Lunarienne forces.

"'I must personally take the field here, yet this battlefield is sufficient for me alone.' It's a case of having two conflicting emotions."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. He's an extremely bellicose individual, and a person with tremendous pride in himself."

"A bellicose individual, you say?"

At Luna's words, Ginor turned his head and immediately bowed to show respect to his ruler.

"He probably came out personally because he has his own high evaluation of you, my Lord. At the same time, he must be confident of victory, which is why he's personally attending from the first battle."

"I see..."

"Our position remains unchanged. Regardless of who the commander-in-chief is, winning the battle is all we should think about."

Luna slowly nodded, then asked with a serious face.

"How do you think we should respond, Lord Ginor?"

"My proposal is as follows."

As if he had been waiting, he placed a map on the table and gave a general briefing.

"I propose placing you, my Lord, as commander-in-chief, myself as chief of staff, Violet as deputy chief of staff, and Francis and Charlotte as the vanguard. I also propose ambushing with the Chilein Mercenaries between the mountains on the right."

"Is there a reason?"

"The enemy will likely advance sequentially from three castles. If we can hold up just one of their units, we can lead the battle situation favorably despite our insufficient forces. I believe the elite soldiers of the Chilein Mercenaries are more than capable of this."

Luna thought for a moment, then looked directly into Ginor's eyes.

"May I hear why you placed two people in the vanguard?"

"Roland is quite a powerful general. Although he's acting as a ruler now, he can be considered closer to a warrior, having come from a military background. There's probably no general in the Roland army who can match his skills. Since our strongest general, General Tifa, is guarding Tepel Castle, I first designated General Francis, who is judged to be the next strongest, as the vanguard. By adding General Charlotte, I've roughly balanced the power."

"In other words, you've played our strongest card against the Roland army?"

"That would be correct."

Luna nodded a few times, then—

"In that case, I will take the vanguard myself."

"...Pardon? But for a ruler to personally enter the battlefield, especially as the vanguard, carries too much risk. During the rebel army days, there may have been no choice for the sake of boosting soldier morale, but now there's no need to take such a reckless adventure like Roland—"

"No, Lord Ginor. This isn't a reckless adventure."

Luna slightly raised the corners of her mouth in a smile.
Her ruby-colored eyes were sparkling with a remarkably impressive light.

"Just as Roland has done—we're simply putting our strongest force in the vanguard."

"What...? What do you—"

At that moment.
Kyle, who had been quietly listening to the conversation, placed his hand on Ginor's shoulder.

"You don't seem to know yet."

"...???"

"The strongest person in our Lunarienne forces is... Lady Luna. Our ruler."
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"...?"

For a moment, Ginor looked confused, glancing back and forth between Kyle and Luna with an expression that seemed to ask what was going on—
But she spoke to him in an extremely calm tone, looking straight into his eyes.

"My taking the vanguard isn't simply for maintaining morale."

"Lord...?"

"I'm merely making the most efficient choice possible. So please reorganize the advance party."

Ginor slowly studied Luna's expression.
Those weren't the eyes of someone telling a lie.
Could it be that Lunarienne truly was the most skilled warrior in the Lunarienne army?

He recalled several battles from the rebellion days when she had taken the vanguard.
She had certainly returned safely without any particular difficulty.
Even though a ruler at the front lines should have drawn concentrated attacks from enemies desperate to kill her, she hadn't received even a scratch.
Since she had always been coordinating the battlefield from the rear rather than the front, he had assumed that they had efficiently protected their ruler who had taken the vanguard to boost morale... But was it actually the case that this slender woman was the strongest person in the country?

At that moment.

"My lord. Though you seem to have made up your mind, this old man is concerned about something trivial."

The voice belonged to Kyle.
His sunken eyes were fixed on Luna, who kept her lips tightly closed.

"Seeing you speak this way... may I assume you've made your resolution?"

"..."

Luna remained silent for a moment, then slowly nodded.

"Yes. I am resolved."

There was no hesitation or trembling in her voice.
Her tone conveyed an unwavering determination to march steadfastly down a single path, sending a kind of shiver through not only Kyle but even Ginor, who didn't fully understand the situation.

"Then it's fine."

"Ginor. I'll ask you once more. Would you please reorganize the list? We plan to deploy within a week."

Ginor swallowed the questions that threatened to spill from his throat and nodded.

"Understood, Lord. As you wish, I will place your name in the vanguard."

"Thank you."

After saying this, Luna looked at each of the armed officers gathered here—the core talents of the Lunarienne army.

"Everyone, please do your best in your respective positions. And Francis and Charlotte, please follow me for a moment. I have something to discuss with you regarding strategy."

"Ah, yes!"

"Understood."

* * *

Only after Luna had disappeared somewhere with the two people and the members had dispersed—
Ginor was finally able to ask his old friend the question he had been holding back.

"Kyle. You know what I want to ask you about."

"Of course. About our lord, right?"

"You're quick to understand."

Kyle stroked his beard for a moment, then let out a chuckle.

"Our lord... Luna's martial prowess surpasses anyone I've ever met. You know about the legendary spearman of the Al Kaski family, don't you?"

"Of course I do."

"Would you believe me if I said she's on par with what that fellow showed in his lifetime?"

"That's hard to believe. No matter how I look at it, our lord doesn't fit the image of a warrior."

Finding it quite amusing that his old friend would say such things in a serious tone, the empty conference room was filled with Kyle's laughter.

"It's true that she looks like a delicate, ordinary noble maiden. But you know as well as I do that humans are surprisingly influenced by their physical bodies. Even the dimming of wisdom with age can't be said to have nothing to do with the weakening of the body. It's no exaggeration to say that strength of will comes from physical strength."
"And our lord—Luna possesses a stronger will than anyone else. When she lost her country, one might have wondered what would happen, but she ultimately proved herself worthy of being one of the lords."

So, does that mean she's a strong person in many ways?

"Did you come to serve her because you saw her potential?"

"Haha, potential? If I had an eye for people, the emperor's crown would be on my head now, not the princess's. I was just trying to quietly hide myself. I was lucky. I never imagined I would serve a ruler who would overturn the world when my life's candle was almost extinguished."

"You still look healthy enough to live another ten years."

"No. I probably won't last a year. You still seem healthy, Ginor, but even so, as you age, you'll notice at some point. What it feels like to have the grim reaper following behind you. It's a different sensation from being sick. Food doesn't go down like it used to, and every time you wake up, you're overcome with the feeling that you might collapse just like that."

"..."

Ginor didn't add anything.
Humans aged with the passage of time, and everyone eventually faced death.
It wouldn't be unusual if one or two elderly people suddenly died.
In these times, surviving to old age was itself a miracle.

"We've gone off topic. Let me get straight to the point. Our lord's resolution is to stain her hands with blood."

"Stain her hands with blood?"

"Once war breaks out, killing people is unavoidable. But because of her tender heart, our lord couldn't completely subdue her enemies despite having such power. Well, I can't say she never took lives, since leaving someone bleeding would lead to death anyway—but in any case, our lord has been fighting while bearing a self-imposed penalty."

"That's hard to believe, and it's reckless behavior that should never be done on the battlefield, whether as a ruler or a general."

"Ha ha ha! I think so too. Anyway, she said she's resolved now. She's no longer afraid to let her sword taste blood. Probably..."

Kyle smiled wryly, tilted his head back, and pointed to the sky with his finger.

"People will finally realize that the most powerful being on the continent has been hiding her claws all this time."

* * *

A few days later, the Lunarienne army officially dispatched an interception force.
Their marching route was exactly opposite to the route the Roland army was advancing on.
And finally—they were close enough to see each other's flags with the naked eye.

"That brown flag..."

"It's the Roland army's flag."

Charlotte, who was accompanying Luna, spoke up at her words.

"Judging by the fact that they've stopped advancing, they seem to have noticed our presence."

A tense situation where conflict could break out at any moment.

"What will you do? Should we set up a formation in the rear?"

Luna shook her head without a moment's hesitation.

"No. We'll proceed as we are. Charlotte, Francis. Are you ready?"

"Yes!"
"...No matter what happens, I will die for my lord on the battlefield."

Luna smiled slightly at Francis's words—

"Then, please do as I instructed."

Just as she was about to order the advance, at that very moment.

"...Huh?"

* * *

Rewinding time just slightly—

"Lord! I can see a bright green flag. It's the Lunarienne army's flag!"

In response to Roland's question, the officer standing with him at the vanguard answered.

"What news from the scouts?"

"Yes. It appears that ruler Lunarienne Iniang herself has taken position at the vanguard! On either side are... young male and female generals, likely Francis von Aingart and Charlotte von Aingart."

"The blood remnants left by the imperial dregs who supported that rebel woman."

Roland spat on the ground and spoke in an irritated voice.

"There's a limit to underestimating me—putting green youngsters in the vanguard? The enemy must surely know that I myself have come to the front lines."

"Perhaps they have something they're confident in?"

"Something they're confident in?"

"Yes! Perhaps there's a hidden magician... or some kind of mysterious strategy they've concealed..."

"Those are all ridiculous assumptions, though the very existence of magicians is ridiculous to begin with."

Our forces had a slight advantage in numbers.
Of course, whether we could win was uncertain. The very fact that their ruler had recklessly come out was concerning.

"What shall we do?"

"What do you mean what shall we do? Before entering full-scale battle, we should lower the enemy's morale. Whatever they're planning, all we can do is fight back, right? Besides, if they really do have another magician, it would be advantageous to fight in a complex, mixed formation."

"Lower their morale, you say?"

At the officer's words, Roland pulled the corner of his mouth up in a smirk.

"I'm going to play the role of a life mentor teaching battlefield etiquette to a naive young lady who doesn't know any better."

"Pardon...?"

Instead of answering the officer, Roland called out to the scout standing nearby.

"Hey, you!"

"Yes!"

"Go forward and call out to Lunarienne Iniang."

"Pardon...?"

"Didn't you hear me? Call out to Lunarienne Iniang. And tell her this."

Right now—

* * *

"...Huh?"

Luna, Charlotte, and Francis saw a soldier wearing armor engraved with the enemy's insignia running toward them.
Judging by his equipment, he wasn't a combat soldier. His attire was closer to that of a scout.

'What's this?'

Their confusion was brief.

The man, who had arrived close enough that his voice could reach them if he shouted loudly, looked at them and called out in a loud voice.

"Lunarienne Iniang! A message from Lord Seta Roland! He challenges you to a one-on-one duel!"
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# Sudden Challenge from Roland

Amidst the commotion following Roland's unexpected one-on-one challenge, Ginor was the first to offer his opinion.

"It's an obvious provocation. Not worth responding to."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Considering Roland's personality, it's quite clear."

After answering Charlotte's question, Ginor immediately turned to Luna and bowed his head.

"If our ruler were to be injured during a duel between leaders, the situation could become problematic. A commander-in-chief must fulfill duties befitting their position, and that role isn't about personally beheading enemies on the front lines. While leading from the front might be acceptable, there's no need to accept every duel request."

After saying this, he briefly glanced at Lunarienne before continuing—

"From what I've observed, Your Majesty's martial skills seem exceptional... but since the opponent is Roland, we must remain cautious. There's no harm in being prudent."

"Strategist, I have a question."

This time it was Francis, standing beside Charlotte, who interjected.

"Go ahead."

"Is Seta Roland truly such a formidable warrior? Honestly, I find it hard to believe..."

"Someone of your age might not know, General Francis. Roland was a prodigy who exceptionally young became the vice-captain of the former Empire's Third Knight Division. And the sole reason he rose to that position was his remarkable skill in one-on-one combat."

"What do you mean by skill in one-on-one combat?"

"Simply put, he was at least one level above other generals. His timing for striking and retreating, his methods of intervention, his speed in reading opponents' psychology, his responses to different weapons... it was as if he was born into this world specifically to win duels. While he wasn't lacking in other abilities, if we're talking strictly about one-on-one combat, even Epinel Rosenkroz—no, even Chel Brands himself would need to be cautious against Seta Roland."

"Did you say Chel Brands...? Is he really that skilled?"

As soon as this relatable comparison was made, Francis's expression quickly hardened.

Chel Brands. Though he had died recently, during the height of the Brands nation's conquest of the central continent, he was known as "the most powerful man on the continent."

Although his prime had passed, if asked to name someone who represented martial prowess in the current era, many would still think of Brands' greatest swordsman.

"Of course, unlike Chel, Roland hasn't risked his life much, and having lived peacefully in the southern continent for a long time, his skills might have deteriorated... but there's no need to take chances on that possibility."

Ginor turned his head again to look at his lord.

"The enemy's likely aim is to make us appear cowardly... but we needn't worry about that. This won't be our only battle—it's just the first one. I don't think there's any need to get entangled in the enemy's intentions from the start."

"..."

Luna, who had remained silent until now, finally parted her lips slowly.

"There's one thing I'd like to confirm."

"What is it?"

"Will Seta Roland himself be representing the Roland forces?"

"Yes. Since the proposal was made with the intention of provoking Your Majesty, their ruler himself—"

Before Ginor could finish, Luna cut him off.

"Then I will go."

"...Pardon?"

Ginor quickly studied Luna's expression.
There was no sign that she was disregarding or ignoring what he had said.
What could be read in her ruby-colored eyes was determination. And... overwhelming confidence.

"If I can defeat Lord Roland in a one-on-one duel, wouldn't that put our nation in an advantageous position?"

Her words were logical.
It was obvious that if they could take down the enemy's commander-in-chief, the enemy's morale would plummet.

"That's true, but as I mentioned, even with his period of inactivity, Roland has exceptional talent in one-on-one combat—"

"That might actually be fortunate."

Luna spoke while slowly caressing the handle of her Adina Sword.

"In my opinion, an opportunity like this will only come once. So we shouldn't miss it."

"...?"

Leaving Ginor still looking puzzled, Luna stood up and said:

"Please tell the scout who came that I will personally accept, as they wish."

"M-My Lord! Just a moment—"

As Ginor desperately reached out to stop her—

"Don't worry, Ginor."

Luna said with an incredibly benevolent smile, hiding her burning ruby eyes behind it.

"In the end, we will win."

"...!!!"

What emotions did Ginor himself feel at that moment?
In fact, he had been caught up in his ruler's stubbornness like this before.
During his time with the Aishers forces, when Yuuri betrayed Swen.
Seeing those clear eyes of determination that wouldn't listen to anything he said, Ginor's first thought was—that he should no longer follow Yuuri.

What about now?
If there was a difference from then, it was that when he saw Yuuri, he had wanted to cut ties with her without a moment's hesitation, but now...

'I...'

It was a "feeling."
An intuition built up over more than 60 years of life spent not at the top position, but supporting someone in that position.
That intuition was fiercely crying out that the Yuuri of then and the Luna of now were different.

Ginor recalled Swen's claim.
Lunarienne Iniang, the woman he had boldly claimed would conquer the world.
From the moment she started the rebellion until now, her trajectory had been blessed with such good fortune that it couldn't be explained without the word "miracle."
If, as she said, "in the end, we will win" was true, just as it had been until now...

'...'

Ginor no longer blocked Luna's path.
His clumsy advice might have altered her destiny.
Instead, he yielded to Luna's will.
If her words proved right this time too, he would no longer doubt Swen's claims.

'Depending on the outcome of this, many things will change from now on.'

Thinking that this might be the point where the fate of many lords of the continent, including Luna, would be decided—
He watched the back of the newly born hegemon with his own eyes.

# Roland's Reaction

"What? She accepted the duel?"

"Yes! Lunarienne Iniang will come out herself."

"Did you properly explain that her opponent would be me, Seta Roland?"

"Yes, we did!"

"Ha!"

Roland started with a short sneer, then threw his head back and laughed loudly enough to shake the heavens.

"I've been wasting my time! Instead of being stuck in the south, I should have already destroyed half of Hesna or Karelia by now!"

"Are you planning to go out, sir?"

To the officer's question, Roland replied in a low voice:

"Should I show my back to an arrogant woman with no name?"

"N-no, that's not what I meant..."

An unprecedented one-on-one duel between rulers.
Given the absurdity of the situation, he wanted to advise caution about potential variables, but... everyone who worked under Roland knew:
Touching Roland's pride was like touching his reverse scale.
So no one could say what they really wanted to. It also helped that they had the subtle belief that "there's no way our lord would lose to a young female ruler," which gave legitimacy to their cowardly behavior.

"This battle might end sooner than expected. Hey, you there!"

"Yes, sir!"

"Tell the soldiers stationed at the front line to join the vanguard as soon as the battle ends! We'll push south immediately!"

"Does that mean... you intend to invade Lunarienne's territory?"

"She couldn't have thought she could invade without being invaded in return! This is perfect. I'll deal with that rebel girl, become the number one in the southern continent, and then take care of Hesna and Ohana too!"

Roland laughed heartily again for a while, then stood up and gripped his sword.
The sword, armor, and famous horse that had made him the captain of the Third Knight Division.

"I can barely contain my excitement after so long!"

With a pounding heart, he took steps to open a new era.
Firmly believing that the "new era" would naturally be for himself.

# The Duel

In the middle of a desolate land, two rulers on horseback stared at each other.
Seta Roland. Across from him was the female ruler with ruby eyes—Lunarienne Iniang.

"My name is Seta Roland! You filthy traitor who betrayed the kindness shown to you and killed your own lord! I'll make you regret accepting my challenge from the afterlife!"

Roland continued to hurl insults at her.
Knowing that nothing was worse than getting excited before battle, his goal was to somehow shake her.
Luna, without moving a muscle, waited until he finished speaking and then—

"Mr. Roland."

"Do you have some last words before you die?"

Quietly, looking straight into Roland's eyes—

"Recklessness is not courage."

"...What?"

"Let me greet you in advance. Farewell."

Roland easily understood what Luna meant.
Recklessness is not courage?
So, her accepting his one-on-one challenge was... reckless?

Grind!

Roland had to admit it.
The fact that he was the one who had fallen for the provocation.
Even so, it didn't matter. Because there was no way he could lose!

"Damn woman... this place will become your grave!!!"

Roland readjusted his weapon and charged at Luna on horseback.

Luna also readjusted her Adina Sword and charged fiercely toward him as he started.

—Haaaaaaaaaah!!!!!

And then—

With the sound of clashing metal.

Clang.

A weapon falls to the ground.
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* * *

At the exact moment when the battle between Roland's army and Lunarienne's army was officially beginning, at the military barracks of Tepello Castle.

"Everyone! Don't slack off in your training! Never forget that Ohana's forces could launch a surprise attack at any moment!"

The one personally commanding the soldiers and focusing on training from early morning was Tifa, the defense commander of Tepello Castle and its temporary lord.
It was quite ceremonial for a castle lord to personally come to the barracks and conduct training, and naturally, she had one or two retainers by her side pointing out this situation.

"My lord. I believe it would be better to leave this to General Metz and attend to your administrative duties..."

Just like this, right now.

"You're at it again, Violet? I already told you. I hate sitting on the throne wrestling with paperwork because it's boring!"

"But that is the duty of a castle lord..."

"That's why I handed the lord position over to you!"

"Without the sovereign's approval, the position of castle lord is not something that can be casually passed around."

"Come on... Luna will definitely listen to me! Do you know how long we've known each other? Huh!"

Seeing Tifa's stubborn attitude, Violet naturally let out a sigh.
It might have been a serious problem for a subordinate to dare sigh in front of a superior, but at least Tifa wasn't the type to nitpick about such things.

"Oh? Now you're even sighing? Are you looking down on me? Is that it?"

"...My lord. I thought I was being generous by considering you 'a magnanimous person who overlooks such things,' but do you want me to change that assessment as well?"

"You made me like this! Refusing to be the lord when I asked you to! From the beginning, someone like you would be much better at it than a blockhead like me!"

Without arguing further, Violet looked for the man who should have been here originally.

"Where has General Metz gone?"

"I gave him command of the patrol unit. We don't know where Ohana's forces might pour in from."

"Is there any news?"

"No, nothing. Those Ohana bastards haven't moved an inch. I thought they would definitely move given the significant difference in military strength... How scared must they be to not even take a single step outside the castle? Wouldn't the right decision be to at least poke around the front lines to assess the situation?"

"From what I've heard, Navidos Ohana has an extremely cautious personality. Even when tensions were rising with Hesna's army, they only reinforced their troops and strengthened their defenses. They don't seem to be the type to make the first move unless there's a clear advantage to be gained."

"Is that being extremely cautious? Isn't that just being a coward?"

"Pfft."

Violet, who laughed without realizing it, quickly bowed her head.

"I apologize. I was disrespectful, my lord."

"What's with that now... Anyway, I was kind of looking forward to them attacking. It would have been a good opportunity to measure how many people my magic could cover, right?"

"Are you feeling better now?"

"I haven't used magic since fighting Karelia. I've been meditating regularly as old man Ginor suggested. I've come up with some ideas and want to test a few new spells, but I'm itching all over because I don't want to waste them and not be able to use them in battle."

With her incredibly toned abs for a woman, she certainly had an unmatched talent when it came to appearing "healthy."
In battle, she was sometimes closer to a beast than a human.

"Such confidence. Well, you are the strongest general in our army, my lord... Even so, you shouldn't be too careless. Surely you know that the stronger one is, the more important it is not to let your guard down?"

"What?"

Tifa looked at Violet with a dumbfounded expression, then burst into laughter loud enough to shake the barracks.

"What's so funny? I thought we were having a serious conversation..."

"No, it's just that I'm surprised someone like you knows how to flatter. Even if you do that, I don't have anything to give you."

"It's not flattery, I'm seriously stating my assessment of the situation. If it weren't for you, we couldn't have defeated Karelia."

"I guess my magic was helpful. But, do you really seriously think I'm the strongest?"

"...Pardon?"

Violet only then realized that Tifa was looking at her with puzzled eyes.

"Do you think I'm the strongest in this country?"

"Aren't... aren't you?"

"No, no. There's someone who could make someone like me look trivial, so I don't understand why you'd think that."

"...What? Who would that be?"

A general more powerful than Tifa?
The answer that came was even more unbelievable than the question.

"There's Luna."

"Luna... you mean our sovereign???"

"Yes."

Luna is much stronger than Tifa?
Of course, she always led from the front in battle and had even won the martial arts tournament held in Karelia's army... but Karelia's army had a shortage of skilled martial generals to begin with, and crucially, Tifa, who resembled a beast in human form, hadn't participated in that tournament because she found it bothersome.

"Well, now that I can use magic, we're about evenly matched, but if we just fought normally, I could never beat Luna, not in a million years."

Violet couldn't answer and just carefully studied Tifa's face.
...At least, she didn't seem to be lying to tease her.
Tifa was the type of person who was transparent and not good at lying anyway - considering that she would have been able to detect any hint of mischief if this were just a prank...

'Is she... telling the truth?'

"Hey. Even a smart person like you is making such a stupid expression. I'm learning all sorts of new sides to you today, aren't I?"

"No, it's just..."

Violet barely regained her composure before asking.

"Then why... hasn't this been revealed until now?"

"Huh?"

"If Luna... if our sovereign is such a powerful general, why hasn't that reputation spread until now?"

"That's simple. Luna has a very tender heart."

"Tender?"

"Yes. There's hesitation when facing enemies. Thinking that if they went all out even a little, the enemy would die immediately, and wondering if that's the right thing to do. I only heard this once when I asked, so it might not be completely accurate... but I've known Luna for a long time, so I can guess that their thought process flows in that direction."

"To have such concerns..."

"So Luna, at least until recently, has never gone all out. Whether participating in martial arts tournaments or engaging in battle. Always controlling their strength."

Tifa placed her hand on the shoulder of the dazed Violet.

"Sounds unbelievable, right? But it's true. Before coming here, Luna told me something."

"What did they say?"

"That they've made up their mind. That they won't hesitate anymore. I think a lot of thoughts came up after killing Karelia."
"So now people will know. Who has been crouching low, waiting desperately for the right opportunity all this time."

"...!!!"

Tifa spoke casually while looking at the soldiers training in the barracks.

"Chel Brands, Epinel Rosenkroz... all of them were able to make their names only because Luna didn't reveal their true self."

After muttering this, Tifa recalled another powerful figure - a face she could never forget.
The female general with the same red hair as herself, Irene Juliet.
Although she had survived thanks to Luna back then... now she was confident she wouldn't be defeated so easily.

'...That woman, I'll deal with her myself, not Luna. Definitely.'

* * *

Everyone watching the one-on-one duel held their breath when they heard the sound of a weapon falling.
Not a single person realized what had happened.

"Uh... uh."

It was a strange sound, too pathetic to even be called a death rattle.
The kind of sound that might be uttered by someone who was already half a corpse, whose chain of thought had been severed before they could even think to say something.

Ting!

The first thing to fall was the weapon.
The pride of the human called Seta Roland, the half-soul that had been with him since the moment he became the commander of the 3rd Knight Division all the way to his position as the lord of Roland's army.
Such an existence was discarded on the ground, having lost its sharpness and broken in half.

And then, next.

With a thud, what fell was—a head.
A human head.

They had exchanged only a single blow.
They hadn't even traded swords back and forth several times. There was truly just one point of contact.
That's why people couldn't say anything.
Even though they saw with their own eyes that the head rolling on the ground was Roland's, their thought processes froze, unable to immediately comprehend what had happened.

"......"

Thump!

Only after the weapon fell and the head fell did the body that had been sitting in the saddle crash to the ground.

Luna slightly turned her head, directing those red glowing eyes toward the fallen Roland—no, what used to be Roland.
The Adina Sword in her hand was soaked with crimson blood, making it appear as if the blade itself was red to those watching.

She, with her blood-colored eyes, held the blood-soaked blade for a moment without saying anything...
Then she raised that sword high with her hand—

—UOOOOOOOOOOOOHHH!!!!!!!!

She silently responded to the cheers directed at the new hegemon of the era.
Anyone who witnessed this scene couldn't help but think:

—The name that would define this era would be Lunarienne Iniang, not Serphina von Aingart.
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"Lord... Lord...!!!!"

"Aaah! My Lord!!!!"

The Roland Army, suddenly losing their commander-in-chief, fell into panic.
This wasn't just about losing a battle commander. Even that alone would have sent the soldiers' morale plummeting, but what they had lost this time was... their absolute ruler, their sovereign.

"Strategist!! How, how could this...!"

"Just... just wait a moment! This situation, this situation...!!"

Unfortunately, the Roland Army had no one who could respond quickly and deal with such an unexpected situation.
While they were in disarray, trying to comprehend what had just happened—quite naturally, the Lunarienne Army wasn't simply standing by watching.

"Now's our chance! Charge in!"

"Follow our ruler!!! Earn your glory!!!"

Charlotte on the right, Francis on the left.
Led by these two young talents, the wave of the Lunarienne Army instantly engulfed the Roland Army.
Luna, who had just finished her duel, immediately mounted her horse and charged straight into the heart of enemy lines, wielding the Adina Sword.

"Run, run away!!"

"She's coming!! That woman... that m-monster...!!"

The Roland soldiers were cut down like autumn leaves as the red-eyed woman, Luna, swung her sword.
The Roland Army, having enjoyed an excessively long period of peace compared to the rest of the continent, could not possibly defeat Luna, who overwhelmed them with her killing intent and superior strength.
No, it wasn't just that they couldn't win. Simply looking into her eyes emptied their minds. And what quickly filled that empty space was—fear.

"S-save me!!"

There were few things as simple and easy as pursuing and finishing off a disorganized enemy with no proper command.
Luna shouted loudly, as if determined not to give the enemy a chance to escape.

"Follow me! We cannot let even one of them get away! The Roland Army still has many operational soldiers left! Everyone, don't miss this opportunity!!!"

"Waaaaaaah!!!"

At Luna's call, each soldier pursued the Roland Army with all their might.
The Roland Army, having unexpectedly lost their ruler, could do nothing in this situation.

"Eeeek...!!"

A fallen soldier looked up at the grim reaper who had come to collect his life as he sat back on the ground.
A woman with red eyes, holding a blood-soaked sword.
The woman who had severed Lord Roland's head with a single strike.
Though she appeared to be just an ordinary woman on the surface... her aura was so overwhelming that an ordinary soldier couldn't even think of running away.

What is this?
This is clearly a battle. It should be a battlefield where both sides face each other as equals with swords... but I can't do anything, I'm too terrified to even make a sound just from meeting her eyes.
This isn't a battle between humans.
It's the helplessness and terror of being pursued by an unknown, monstrous being that can only overwhelm you one-sidedly!
Like—a dragon, an overwhelmingly powerful creature that should only exist in legends.

Everyone on the battlefield shared this soldier's mental image.
We can't win. Against that red-eyed, dragon-like, impossible woman... absolutely not!!!

"I, I...!"

—Thud

Before the soldier could finish his dying words, the Adina Sword pierced through his body.
Luna, with an expressionless face, moved her sword a few more times... carefully checking if he was definitely dead. That was the most efficient method.

She knew that this pursuit would soon end.
On the escape route, the Chilein Mercenaries were lying in ambush. She had deployed Francis and Charlotte on the left and right to drive the enemy toward them, naturally trapping all enemies in the encirclement.
This operation, based on Ginor's proposal with Luna's bold ideas added, was a great success starting from the moment Luna beheaded Roland, and as a result—

"We've won!!!!"

"Long live Lunarienne!!!"

"Now begins the era of the Lunarienne Army!!!!"

Friendly forces: Lunarienne Army 80,000 vs Enemy forces: Roland Army 100,000.

Enemy casualties: 86,000.
And friendly casualties—13,000.

An overwhelming exchange ratio approaching 8:1!
In many ways, it was a greater victory than even the battle for Tepel Castle, which had been led by mages.

With this battle, Lunarienne could clearly engrave its name across the entire southern continent.
The soldiers who barely survived the battlefield, and those who fought alongside her, created a new title to describe her—the Red-Eyed Dragon.
It was the moment of birth for the Red-Eyed Dragon of the South.

* * *

"..."

In the middle of the horrific battlefield where enemy corpses formed mountains, Luna looked at her outstretched hands.
Blood. Bright red blood covered both hands as if it would devour them.
The Adina Sword she had been holding was completely painted red with blood.

What was contained in Luna's dead eyes was not the lives of those she had killed.
She had decided to stop bearing excessive weight for others' lives, as it was inefficient for a ruler living in turbulent times.
Since facing Karelia's severed head with a smile, Luna had resolved not to hesitate to get blood on her hands.

At that moment.

"My Lord!!"

In the distance, someone was approaching on horseback.
It was the female general Charlotte, who had led the vanguard with her.

"So this is where you were. Everyone is waiting. We've won! Our army has achieved an overwhelming victory!"

Charlotte said with sparkling eyes.
The first battle as a proper official nation, not as rebels in a civil war, and a victory.
It couldn't help but be exciting for the young general.

"Can you hear it, my Lord? Everyone is calling your name. This is just the beginning! As your uncle said, this is the moment when our Lunarienne Army takes its first step toward unifying the continent!"

Luna looked at Charlotte.
In her eyes, the image of the young female general purely rejoicing in victory did not register. No, it would be more accurate to say there was no place for it to register.
She merely opened her mouth with a benevolent smile, as if soothing her.

"Charlotte. Please tell everyone that we will prepare for the next battle immediately upon our return."

"What...? I think it would be better to give the tired soldiers time to rest after recognizing their merits..."

"No."

Luna shook her head.

"We can't keep the Strategist waiting any longer."

"Pardon...?"

"The Roland Army is just the beginning. We must unify the southern continent as quickly as possible, then deal with Lynn Brands... and face Serphina's army."

After saying this, Luna looked up at the sky and murmured.

"I can't... make him wait any longer."

I can't make him wait.
Swen. My Strategist.
She had to rescue him from being deceived and manipulated under Serphina.
Just as he had thrown himself to save her, wasn't it now her turn to save Swen?

"I can't let you... suffer in agony under that witch any longer..."

In her empty red eyes, which contained neither her comrades like Charlotte who had fought alongside her nor any of the lives she had taken, there was only the white-haired man.
Only Swen filled her eyes so completely that no one else could intrude.

Everything is for you.
Getting blood on my hands from many people, no longer hesitating to kill—all of it, all of it is to rescue you quickly from Serphina.

Luna, looking at the sky, asks questions that will never reach their destination.

When we meet again, will you...
Like that time, like that moment when we won against the Brands Army... will you hug me tightly?
If you could do that, I... I could do even worse things.

At that moment, a terrible situation she didn't want to think about flashed through Luna's mind.

What if.
When she met Swen, if he said something like "I've decided to serve Serphina as my ruler, not you."
Then—

"My Lord...?"

Charlotte had no choice but to close her mouth that was about to speak.
Because Luna's expression, seen from the side, was too sad and empty for a ruler who had just won a great victory in battle.

* * *

The one who succeeded Seta Roland as ruler was Miel, the state strategist of the Roland Army.
Roland had neither a wife nor children to succeed him. So naturally, the highest-ranking state strategist took over, and the Roland Army became the Miel Army, which was fine, but—
Of course, an ordinary person who had never thought he would become ruler, who was just good at thinking within the Roland Army, could not properly handle the situation.

After the interception battle, the Miel Army essentially surrendered three territories near the border to the Lunarienne Army at an unprecedented speed.
Miel was trying his best to use his numerical advantage, but as if it were destined from the beginning, he couldn't achieve even a minor victory in any battle against the Lunarienne Army and could only helplessly taste the bitter cup of defeat one after another.
Before long, the new ruler Miel died from overwork and stress, and another general who had been somewhat vocal took over, but—
By that point, only three territories remained, including those near the border.
By now, everyone could see that the former Roland Army was already as good as destroyed.

While the Aishers Army was finally erased from the central continent—
In the southern continent, the balance between the four nations that had seemed unbreakable was finally shattered by the Lunarienne Army.

Now, excluding the hollow shell of the former Roland Army, there were a total of 5 countries left on the continent.
The Serphina Army, the Lunarienne Army, the Hesna Army, the Ohana Army, and the Brands Army.

The era of competing lords was coming to an end.
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# Heisel Castle's Royal Palace

Seated on the throne, Serphina tapped her fingers on the armrest with her eyes closed and spoke.

"So I hear Seta Roland is dead?"

"That's correct."

"And he was killed by the rebel lord Lunarienne?"

"...Yes. Just as you said."

Though I answered readily, I still felt dazed while delivering this news.
An unbelievable story that had reached us from the southern continent.
Lunarienne Iniang... or rather, Lady Luna had reportedly taken down Seta Roland in a single exchange.

I was a veteran player of this game. Naturally, I had played as Seta Roland before.
Roland wasn't exactly a great lord, but because his strength stat was always quite high, the standard strategy in Roland's army was to place him at the vanguard as commander-in-chief despite being the lord—an unusual play style.
This meant he was by no means a pushover.
It was hard to imagine someone losing their head in a single exchange, no matter how powerful their opponent.

Did this mean Luna was far stronger than Roland?
Considering Irene's advice and various circumstantial evidence, it wasn't completely implausible.
This game had a "Random Mode."
Starting with this mode randomized both the starting positions of countries and character stats, allowing experienced players to enjoy a completely fresh experience.
So theoretically, it wasn't impossible for Lunarienne's strength to surpass Roland's, but even so, this level of power...

"I see. To defeat someone of Roland's caliber in a single exchange... That's an incredible display of strength for a young woman."

"What do you plan to do?"

"You're asking what our army should do about the chaos in the southern continent, correct?"

"Yes."

"In return, I would like to ask you a question."

Serphina gave a faint smile and continued—

"There's only one thing our army can do. Deal with Hesna's forces, the only ones we share a border with. I think it wouldn't be a bad strategy to use this timing to invade, but... I'm curious about your thoughts."

I immediately and honestly processed Serphina's question in my mind.
Would invading Hesna's forces now be the most efficient approach?
If my thinking was correct, the answer should be "no."
The answer was indeed quickly generated.

[No, it would not.]

"Phew."

A sigh naturally escaped from within me.
If the result had differed from my thoughts again, I would have had to rack my brain to work backward.

I shook my head as I looked at Serphina.

"I believe it would be best to refrain from war for the time being."

"Swen. Is that your will, or the direction revealed by your Mind's Eye?"

"I can answer that it's both."

I explained my thoughts exactly as they were.

"First of all, our soldiers are fatigued after consecutively conquering Chel's forces and Aishers' forces. Though we've always achieved great victories in battle, considering the distance we've marched, achieving this much is already close to a miracle."

From Aingart Castle in the north to Heisel Castle at the central-eastern edge.
Some soldiers, including Irian, had even advanced as far as Zeta Castle.
No matter how high morale might be, when troops continue fighting without rest for such a long period, even the most capable soldiers would become exhausted.

"Moreover, since we've conquered so many territories, I believe it would be best to focus on stabilizing these territories now. We'll need to station some troops in each area until they stabilize."

Serphina slowly nodded.

"I understand. Then I suppose we'll spend some time at Heisel Castle for now."

"Are you sure you don't need to return to Aingart Castle?"

"Jena is there, isn't she? Don't worry. It's better for me to stay here for the time being."

It wasn't difficult to read the confidence in Serphina's profile as she spoke firmly.
It wasn't surprising given that she never gave up trusting her subordinates despite being betrayed repeatedly, but she seemed to trust Jena particularly strongly.
Had something happened between them?

"Understood."

"I'll be counting on you during this time, Swen."

"During this time, my Lord? I will always be by your side to assist you."

"For the rest of your life, you mean?"

"..."

As I remained speechless, Serphina's laughter rang out.

"It's alright, Swen. I don't mean to tease you. Anyway, you should take some rest as well."

"Rest, you say?"

"Yes. I'm thinking of giving you a week's vacation. You must be tired from staying by my side all day. I won't summon you during that time, so once you finish appointing the officials in charge, forget about work for a while and get some good rest."

A vacation.
It had certainly been tiring following her around. I'd newly realized that my stamina wasn't particularly good.
So there was no need to decline. Heisel Castle was a place with some memories for me, after all.

"Understood."

I bowed deeply, then turned to leave the audience chamber without much thought—
When suddenly.

"Huh...?"

I noticed her face falter ever so slightly.
This was clearly different from usual. An inexplicable emptiness in those golden eyes.
Without thinking, I addressed her.

"My Lord."

"...? Speak."

"Do you perhaps have something troubling you?"

* * *

"...!"

Serphina couldn't hide her surprise.
If she said she had no worries, that would be a lie.

"...Why do you ask that so suddenly?"

"Just that you seem a bit different from usual. Honestly, if you asked me to explain it in words, I'm not sure what to say."

Swen said this while tilting his head slightly, then bowed deeply and answered.

"If it's nothing, please don't worry about it. However, if there's anything you need to discuss, please rely on me anytime. As the national strategist, I would gladly do anything for you, Lady Serphina."

"..."

"Then, excuse me."

Only after Swen had disappeared from sight—
Serphina could finally bow her head and let out a long sigh.

"..."

—Since childhood.
She had realized she possessed a talent for understanding other people's emotional states.
At the same time, she knew that few people could maintain a poker face like hers, able to hide their emotions in any situation.
This was a more powerful weapon than anything else for her as a ruler. Especially after inheriting the unwanted crown of Aingart.

In the midst of all this, she never expected that the inner turmoil she thought she was hiding well—
Would be noticed by the very man who caused that turmoil.

"..."

Thump, thump.

Serphina placed her hand on her chest.
Through her fingertips, she clearly sensed her racing heartbeat, a definitive sign of her agitation.

In her mind, she kept hearing Jena's voice urging her to make a decision.

"Marriage, is it."

Perhaps in the past, but now she couldn't casually bring up that topic. He had somewhere to return to. The person he wanted to stay beside wasn't her.
What he had done for her so far was more than enough. Without Swen, they wouldn't have successfully advanced into the central continent. No, even before that, there was a very high possibility she wouldn't be alive now if not for him.

What should I do?

Despite being an absolute ruler who could have anything she wanted just by speaking, with nearly half the continent under her feet—
She couldn't help but laugh bitterly at the fact that in matters of love, she was so helplessly weak that she couldn't do anything about the one man who occupied her thoughts.

"...I'm envious."

I envy the person in your heart.
I envy whoever the lord is that you wish to serve.
Even if they have a weaker foundation than our forces, it's fine.
If I could switch places with that person, I would gladly...

In this way, gradually, little by little—
The "priorities" in Serphina's heart were steadily being reversed.

—How much time had passed since she organized these thoughts?

"My Lord."

A soldier approached Serphina from the distance.

"What is it?"

The soldier bowed deeply and answered.
His response was something she never imagined hearing at this moment.

"A diplomatic envoy has arrived. Will you receive them?"

* * *

At first, Heisel Castle had been in a depressed state, having lost its vitality due to the fall of the Aishers forces that had long ruled them and the suffering caused by the excessive construction of altars in their final years—
But with Serphina directly governing, the castle was regaining its former vitality at an incredibly fast pace.
Before I received my vacation, she had appointed all city officials by consulting me.
In other words—the internal affairs of Heisel Castle were bound to achieve "optimal efficiency" through predictions made with an Intelligence stat of 100.

As a result, laughter from the territory's residents began to be heard in the streets again.
It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the castle had regained the vibrancy it had when I visited with Irene before.

And I, having obtained a vacation period at last...

"...Where could she be?"

I was sure we were supposed to meet around here, and just as I was thinking that—

"Swen."

I turned my head at the familiar voice, and there—

"...♪"

Irene, dressed in adorable casual clothes, was waving at me with an unprecedentedly girlish smile.
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"Irene... ma'am...?"

I was surprised.
Without thinking, I let my words trail off awkwardly.
The outfit I usually saw her in was a female knight's attire with light armor over the chest, extremely modest.
Even the comfortable clothes she wore at the mansion weren't particularly provocative. Well, Irene's figure was stimulating enough that her femininity overflowed regardless of what she wore, but...

"...Does it look strange?"

There was indeed a difference like heaven and earth between her usual attire and this one that so boldly emphasized her femininity.
It was an extremely proper dress that a high-ranking noble might wear on an outing.
Of course, "proper" was just the initial impression of its overall appearance. The décolletage in the middle strongly declared that this dress was designed to intensely highlight a woman's charms.
The biggest issue was—Irene's chest was enormous beyond what words could describe.
A chest that would stand out in any outfit was now in clothes specifically designed to emphasize it, so naturally the impact was tremendous.

"Swen?"

"Ah, yes. Yes, Lady Irene."

Irene asked with a flushed face, seemingly at a loss, as I stood there staring blankly, forgetting even to respond.

"I asked if it looks strange... Is it really that strange?"

"What?? No, no. Not at all. It's good. Very good. Where did you get such an outfit?"

"Well, when I mentioned I'd be spending time with you today, Reika dragged me off and..."

After leaving Aingart Castle, I naturally ended up staying in different quarters from Reika and Irene.
While traveling, we'd sleep on the streets, or when we reached a castle, we'd stay in temporary lodgings, which naturally maintained strict gender separation.
I thought we'd become quite close by now... but had they become close enough to recommend clothes to each other?

"By the way, how are you two getting along?"

"Miss Reika has no special duties, and I've been granted leave from my lord."

Unlike Irene and me with our regular duties, Reika had no particular responsibilities except when she was called to battle as a mage.
The most she did was serve as a librarian at the Aingart Grand Library, and even that was only when she was stationed inside the castle.
Even so, she was paid regularly. It was essentially compensation for her ability to use magic.

"When I suggested the three of us come together, she insisted that 'you two must meet alone here'... Swen, do you have any idea why she would say such a thing?"

"...I'm not sure."

I had a pretty good idea, but I shook my head in embarrassment.
I can't hide my awkwardness. This kind of consideration isn't necessary... well, honestly, I'm grateful for it...

"Anyway, Swen. I'm glad you invited me today. But what's the occasion?"

"Oh, nothing special... This is Valhart Castle, right?"

I glanced around lightly as I spoke.

"Do you remember this place?"

"Isn't this the square I always passed through on my way to the royal castle?"

"Yes. It's one of our places of memories. Since we're here after so long, I wanted to casually visit the places we used to frequent together."

"I see."

Irene hesitated as if wanting to say something, then carefully parted her lips with what seemed like determination.

"The marriage talk... that came up during that time too, didn't it?"

"...?"

I glanced at Irene's face.
Is she still concerned about that?
Right now, rather than complicating her feelings with unnecessary words, I wanted to reassure her.

"You don't need to worry too much. As I told you, I want to proceed step by step, slowly."

Irene didn't respond to that at first—
Then, with a bright smile, she slowly nodded.

"Yes. Swen. I trust you."

I gently stroked her head.
She accepted my touch like a cat, without resistance.

"Right. I wonder if it's still there. You remember? That bakery I used to buy bread from."

"Of course I remember. You mean the place that sold cookies that went well with black tea?"

"Let's go there."

"...Yes!"

And so, Irene and I spent time until sunset touring places of memory in Valhart Castle.
It was a healing time for me, away from battles, efficiency methods, and all those concerns.

* * *

After nightfall, Irene and I were walking down a street that was very familiar to both of us.

"It's been so long since we've been on this road. This is the way home, isn't it?"

"That's right. I always used this road after finishing work at the barracks."

If we turn right here, pass through that small alley, and go that way...

"We're here."

Our former shelter, given to us by Yuuri, came into view.

"It seems... quite worn down."

"It was a new house when we moved in."

No one seemed to be maintaining it, as ivy-like vines could be seen growing up the walls.
There was no light leaking through the windows, and it had a somewhat eerie feel—perhaps no one was living here now?

I grabbed the doorknob without thinking much.

Creeeeak—

"...Huh?"

"It's opening?"

"Seems so?"

Feeling somewhat embarrassed for some reason, I paused briefly before carefully opening the door and entering.
Relying on the intense moonlight pouring in through the windows, I lit a torch—

"Wow... nothing has changed at all!"

I could see that the table Irene and I used, as well as the furniture, were all still in place.
It seemed no one had come to stay here in the meantime.

"Even all the tea leaves are still here."

"Are you going to take them?"

"Of course. There are some that can only be found in this region, not at Aingart Castle."

Unlike our well-prepared departure from Anel Castle, we left Valhart Castle almost as if we were being chased out, so there was no time to gather our belongings.
I wasn't the type to hoard things, so it didn't matter much to me, but Irene seemed to have had some regrets.

"This is amazing. Everything is exactly as it was. It's like time stopped only in this place."

I dusted off the table top, which sparkled as it caught the moonlight.
Yes, that's right. The training dummy next to it, the bed where we slept—everything was exactly as it was before, making me feel as if I were still serving Yuuri.

"Irene, look at this. Even the bed is still the same."

"..."

For some reason, there was no response from Irene, so I turned my head to look at her.

"Irene?"

'...Huh?'

"..."

Irene, who had been casually gathering tea leaves just a moment ago—
Now had her head bowed deeply with a completely flushed face. Noticing my gaze, she began to stammer like Reika.

"Uh, huh? Ah, ah... yes. It-it's the same. L-like time has stopped... yes, that's quite remarkable indeed."

And only after seeing her like this did I finally realize.
That Irene and I were—under the dark night sky, alone in a secluded room, just the two of us.

Ch.326 - Chapter 326. Evidence Needed
"...Why am I acting like this?"

Thump.
Thump.
I certainly had no particular thoughts when I entered.
I came in simply out of curiosity when the door opened, without any ulterior motives.
Neither I nor Irene said anything, we just kept our heads down, staring at the floor.

Feeling like I might get caught up in strange emotions if I stayed any longer, I quickly put on a smile and spoke to Irene in a tone trying to sound as casual as possible.

"Sh-should we head out now? It doesn't seem like anyone lives here, but someone who manages the place might come... And it's not our house anymore. Let's gather what we need and get back quickly."

After saying that, I hurriedly tried to take a step.
No. To be precise... I tried to take a step. If only someone hadn't grabbed my wrist from behind.

"...Irene?"

When I turned my head... Irene was looking at me with her lips tightly pressed together, as if she had made some kind of resolution.

"..."

"Um... wh-what is it...?"

I deliberately put on a puzzled expression.
But Irene, as if she had no intention of giving me any leeway, spoke in a strong tone.

"Swen."

"Yes?"

"You... know what I'm... trying to say... don't you?"

"Uh..."

"You're smart... so you must know. ...Right?"

At those words, my heart went thump, thump again.
Unlike my rational mind, it began to beat more fiercely than at any other moment.
Smart enough to know? No, even a fool would understand.
What she was implying to me now, what two people, a man and a woman, could typically do in this kind of situation.

We had essentially confirmed our feelings for each other.
I had told her many times. Please wait for me. She had answered many times. That she would wait.
So, even if we were to achieve the "fruition" of love a bit quickly... it might not be so strange.

I carefully looked at Irene.
Her chest. Of all things, her most powerful weapon that no other woman could match entered my vision.
Quite audaciously, I found myself thinking that with that chest, a long night would be extremely enjoyable. I probably wouldn't be able to sleep. In many different ways.

"..."

We didn't say anything to each other.
The heat from the dimly burning torch that barely emitted light, and the brightness of the moonlight pouring through the window illuminated the woman named Irene more beautifully than ever before.

What should I do?
What would be the best thing to do?
Would it be okay for me to... cross the line with Irene?
It's not like I'd be forcing her, and if she wants it too... then I...

"...I."

That's when it happened.
She who never trembled on the battlefield... confessed her true feelings with a trembling voice.

"I'm not feminine like Reika, and... I don't possess extraordinary beauty like our Lord. All I can do is... just give you... what you want, what men want... I don't know where to start or how to do it."

"...!!!"

I flinched.
I clearly felt something piercing my heart.

"Soon, you will marry Reika. After that, you might meet many other women. Women who are very modest and beautiful like Iolline will constantly court you. Because you're a wonderful man."
"In the midst of all that, somehow, to convey my feelings to you, Swen, I... I."
"I'm... okay with anything... giving you my everything..."
"If I don't do at least this much, I, who am not feminine enough, might not be able to keep you by my side..."

It was strange.
A situation where a beautiful woman like Irene was saying things like "I'll give you my everything."
Normally, I would have felt an intense attraction and sexual signals along with the sound of my heart about to burst... to put it crudely, I would have felt crazy with desire.
Apart from my affection for Irene, feeling a fierce attraction to a woman as a man, and wanting to "do things" to her, was a natural physical response.
But what I felt now was clearly different from that.
Concern, and... sadness.

"Irene."

I approached Irene and embraced her tightly.
To calm her as she flinched slightly, I gently stroked her back.

"It's okay. You don't have to do this. I won't leave you. I won't look down on you or take you lightly. No matter what moment, no matter who I'm with, I've never forgotten for a single moment that you're always by my side."

"Swen..."

"I really appreciate your feelings. But I... don't want Irene to force herself to accommodate me just because she feels desperate, when she doesn't really want to. You know my feelings well, don't you?"

"..."

I slowly stroked her hair until Irene, who wasn't answering, would respond.
It's okay. Only talk when you want to, as much as you want to... I wished my feelings would be conveyed silently.
Finally, she slowly nodded.

"So, it's okay even after we get married. After everything is settled, in a more elegant place. It will be an unforgettable day for both of us... Let's prepare nicely and have a day that we won't envy anyone else for. Okay?"

"...Yes."

Of course, a night with Irene was an offer I didn't want to refuse.
To be honest, if I said I had never imagined defiling her in my mind, that would be a lie.
Her overwhelming chest had stirred my manly heart more than dozens of times.
If I followed my instincts, I would have wanted to pour all of my passion into her right now.

But I didn't want it like this.
I wanted to do everything properly with her, in a situation where we could both be at ease.
I didn't want to take advantage of her anxious feelings... to hastily take her.
That was my true feeling.

Irene seemed to understand my feelings as well, and slowly looked up at me.

"You... won't abandon me?"

"No."

"No matter what happens?"

"No."

She was usually quite obedient to my words.
I thought she might be reassured after this much conversation, but-

"Proof."

"...What?"

"I need proof."

"..."

I thought about pretending not to understand what she meant by "proof."
But I didn't want to ignore that either. It was closer to my own will than consideration for her.

And so I...
pressed my lips against Irene's.

"Mmm... mmph."

Chu, chuup... chubp, chububp.
The vulgar sound of lips rubbing against each other filled the house where we used to laugh and talk.
In the place where we had sweated together, talked about our past and future together... the two of us were only sharing a primal, vulgar stickiness.
It was just lips meeting and interlocking... but a throbbing sensation that I had never felt on any battlefield was filling my entire body.

Unlike when I was suddenly taken under the tree where flowers were falling, this time I took my time savoring her tongue.
Irene kept colliding with me intensely.
As if trying to erase all the memories this tongue originally had and dye it completely with her own color, she dug in strongly.
The more we mixed our tongues and exchanged saliva... the presence of Irene within me grew larger and larger, replacing Reika or Serphina who had once crossed my mind.
She made me a man. Similarly, was I making her a woman rather than just a general or knight?
The more I hoped for that, the more I realized.

"Haah...♥"

Finally, we slowly separated our lips.
Drip, saliva flowed down. We were connected. Even after separating our lips, we were still connected by a string of saliva.
I looked into her purple eyes as she stared at me with a deeply flushed face.
Her eyes were completely relaxed, as if she had been drinking.
As soon as our eyes met, we rubbed our lips together once more.

"Mmph... mmph... mmm... mmph... chubp...♥"

An even more vulgar sound than before filled the empty room.
I sucked on her lips, sucked on her tongue, ran my tongue over her teeth... intensely exploring every corner inside.

When I slightly opened my eyes, I could see Irene focusing on our kiss with a dazed expression.

And I realized.
Only I could see Irene Juliet melting like this.
The fact that the strict and solemn female knight in front of others becomes just a woman, no, a female in heat only in front of me.
The moment I noticed that—

"Irene?"

"..."

Irene grabbed my arm...
and pushed me backward.

"Huh...?"

Thud!

I stepped back a few steps and conveniently fell onto the bed where we used to sleep.
What?
What's going on?
Did Irene... push me back?

Before I could even grasp what was happening-

"...!!!"

Irene climbed on top of me.
I admit the expression is very strange. But there was no other sentence that could explain this bizarre situation.

"Irene...?"

I uttered in a trembling voice out of confusion... and only then did I notice that my arms were being restrained by her.
No matter how much strength I tried to use to move, it was useless.
There was no way I, with my low strength stat, could overcome the power of a female knight trained on the battlefield.
Irene... was restraining my arms, on top of me, looking down at me.

'...?'

I sensed hot droplets falling on my cheeks.
Sweat drops.
These were Irene's sweat drops.
The sweat beads that had formed on her face or in her cleavage were falling onto my face.
Her breathing, the soft breasts that had to touch my chest due to their enormous size, her purple eyes, face, red hair were all so close that...

'What... is this?'

Just when I was about to have the silly thought that I might be devoured by her-

"Swen."

She finally parted her lips.

"Ye... heh...?"

A very stupid-sounding response came out, but she didn't comment on it, and with a flushed face, looking straight into my eyes—

"This is the last time."

"...?"

"Swen... I'm so grateful for your consideration... I feel your care for me, and I like your kind heart. Because you're like that, I can trust you even more... I truly think so."
"But."
"I also think... this will be the last time. If, just if—"

—If a similar situation comes up next time. I don't think I'll be able to hold back.

Only after hearing Irene's voice did I realize.
This is the last time.
If a similar situation comes up again, my will would never be able to overcome Irene's will like it did today.
No, it wasn't even a matter of overcoming. When that time comes, both she and I...

—Gulp.

"Understood?"

"What? Oh... y-yes!"

At that moment, what filled my eyes was- her face dyed crimson red under the full moonlight, her tightly closed lips, her chest covered in sweat.
More than all of those things, what caught my eye first was- her purple eyes. Those eyes that had been cultivated to protect only one person, so loyal and upright, eyes that made me want to protect her somehow.
Only after seeing those eyes before her beautiful figure or face did I newly realize and ask myself inwardly.

Do I... love Irene?

Since it wasn't a question I was asked, my intelligence 100 brain naturally didn't answer, but I slowly nodded.
I love Irene.
And I will never forget this scene until the moment of my death...

And so, our "night before the final stage" was coming to an end.

Ch.327 - Chapter 327. Again, A Brief Peace (3)
# Chapter Translation

After enjoying an outing with Lady Irene after a long time,
I soon found myself spending time with another woman.
This time it was... yes. The one with adorably cute pink low twintails, now an indispensable asymmetrical force for Serphina's army.

"Lord Swen-!"

Running toward me from a distance with an innocent expression was Reika Nighthart.

"Huff, huff..."

"You worked hard, good job."

I gently patted Reika's back.
It was nice that she excitedly ran all the way from a distance upon seeing me... but it seemed she quickly tired herself out from running here.
Both she and I were weaklings when it came to physical strength. If we were to compete based on raw power, the female knight Irene would easily maintain first place among the three of us.

"Th-thank you... Lord Swen."

She smiled brightly at me despite the beads of sweat trickling down her face.
Only then did I properly take in her appearance.
She was wearing an extremely pure and elegant white dress. Made of a cool material, it was the perfect outfit for this time of year.
As a bonus, her rather large chest had been bouncing non-stop while she ran here. ...She must be wearing underwear, but it's probably best not to mention the surprising amount of movement.

"Shall we get going?"

Just as I was about to move along with her.

"W-wait a moment-!!"

"?"

"L-Lord Swen! I, I have something... huff, to ask you!"

"Take a breath first."

"Huff, huff... ah, yes..."

She took out a water flask from her waist, took a few sips, and then.

"About last time! How was it?"

"Last time?"

"With Lady Irene! You went on a date, right?"

"Ah..."

Recalling that time suddenly made me feel embarrassed, and I scratched my cheek awkwardly.

"Well... it was enjoyable."

"And then?"

"Pardon?"

"Did... did anything happen?!"

Reika was clenching her fists tightly, looking at me with sparkling eyes.
What's with this girlish gaze? What kind of answer is she expecting?
I thought about being honest, but it was too embarrassing, so I gave a vague answer.

"No... nothing special happened."

"Is that so...?"

Seeing her deflate, I teasingly asked:

"What exactly were you expecting...?"

"No, just... something, you know... I can't get ahead of Lady Irene..."

"What?"

As she fumbled with her words in response to my question:

"S-since we k-k-kissed... at least Lady Irene should also... kiss...!!!"

"...How did the conversation end up there?"

"Well... I'm... the second wife, after all...!"

I couldn't help but laugh at her flustered claim that she couldn't get ahead of the first wife.

"Of course! It's only possible if I marry Lord Swen, but still, that's..."

The fact that even this nonsense seemed cute meant that I had somehow become attached to Reika.
I wasn't sure if I should tell her the shocking truth that Serphina was actually the first one I kissed—I didn't even know my own feelings on the matter.

Anyway, it wasn't unpleasant or uncomfortable.
She was acting this way out of consideration for me and Irene, in her own way.

"Well, you don't need to try too hard. Things will progress naturally, so don't worry too much."

"N-naturally...!! That's just like you to say, Lord Swen...!"

I gently patted Reika's head and took her hand.
She seemed surprised... but now she calmly held my hand without refusing.
Both of us had much lower emotional barriers than when we first met.

"Shall we go then?"

"Yes...! I, I look forward to... your escort today...!"

***

The first place I took Reika to was, naturally, the Nighthart mansion.

"Miss, you've arrived...!!"

"Lady Reina! It's been a while...!!"

After their reunion, I was able to hear some news about Ginor.

"That's right. Lord Swen, was it? You asked about him last time, right? The timing is perfect—we received news about the master that very evening."

"Is that true?"

"Yes. It seems he's doing well and safe."

There was also news about Reika, which made her respond with embarrassment.

"He doesn't need to worry about me so much...!"

From a third-party perspective, Ginor's concern seemed more like serious contemplation about whether she could manage well rather than simple worry... but there was no need to hurt Reika's feelings.

"Anything else?"

"Nothing special. It seems he's doing fine under the new ruler he's working for."

The new ruler... must be Luna.
With Ginor's abilities, he would certainly have secured a position as a national strategist.
His contribution must have been significant in effectively utilizing the magician who first appeared and in defeating the Karelia and Roland armies one after another.

Afterward, I enjoyed a light tea time with her after a long while.
Though I call it a "light tea time," I spent the evening soaked in sugar, eating the pastries and cakes she continuously made.
I didn't particularly like sweet foods, but I wanted to accommodate her mood as she used the familiar kitchen.
That way, both Reika and the maids were able to enjoy our time together.

After eating, we concluded our date by leisurely meditating together.

"Being able to close my eyes and feel mana with Lord Swen again... makes me so happy. Hehe..."

"I enjoy it too."

"I want to quickly return to Aingart Castle and live peacefully with Lady Irene and Lord Swen... the three of us together. For that to happen, I need to work harder...!"

It must have been unfamiliar for her to use magic to kill soldiers, but Reika admirably showed no signs of struggle and accommodated us.
Peace across the continent... huh.
My heart became complicated for a moment knowing that the person who would eventually bring that peace would be Luna, not Serphina... but now wasn't the time to show that. I should focus entirely on Reika.

And so, I was able to take a different kind of rest compared to when I was with Lady Irene.
Whatever it was, it was a precious time for me.

***

During the rest of my vacation, I spent a very leisurely time as Serphina had instructed.
I invited both Reika and Irene to eat delicious food together, or quietly walked alone through Balhart's downtown to observe the city's situation.
Fortunately, the public sentiment of the territory's residents was improving day by day.
Even though Yuuri had squandered the territory's assets in her later years, the speed at which public sentiment was being recovered was remarkably fast—contrary to my expectation that many would still miss the Aishers family after their long rule.
Well, from my perspective, it was good that I didn't have to see Serphina being demonized and unreasonably cursed by everyone.

Anyway, since Serphina truly never summoned me once during the vacation period, I was able to get a proper rest in the literal sense.
It had been a long time since I'd had such a leisurely time—not since I first possessed this body and spent time at the tavern before meeting Lunarienne.

Finally, after a full week had passed.

"Swen. Your expression looks much better. Have you been well?"

"Thanks to your consideration, I was able to get a good rest after a long time. I'll work hard to repay you."

"There's no need to work hard or anything. With what you've already done for me, I don't expect anything more from you."

"How can you say that, my lord? Please don't forget that the Prophecy of the Mind's Eye for you is still valid."

"Hahaha, indeed. Seeing you flatter me, you've certainly regained your composure."

Serphina covered her mouth and laughed amusedly, then looked down at me and said:

"Then let's get straight to the point."

"Yes. Please tell me anything."

"A diplomatic envoy has arrived."

"...Pardon?"

A diplomatic envoy?
Was there someone who would send diplomatic messengers to our army?
It's somewhat odd to mention this now, but Serphina's army was essentially everyone's enemy. Naturally, far from diplomacy, we would have been fortunate if other countries didn't openly condemn us, let alone form any agreements with us.

"Where are they from?"

"The Hesna Army."

The Hesna Army.
They were the southern nation with whom we now shared a border after destroying the Aishers Army and taking Raclaine Castle.

"When did you receive their proposal?"

"About a week ago."

A week ago? So the envoy arrived as soon as I went on vacation?
I thought she could have just called me, but considering this might have been Serphina's own way of being considerate, I didn't want to complain.
Serphina seemed to notice my thoughts and shook her head with a smile.

"The envoy has been resting with the best hospitality. Given their long journey, rest was not a bad proposition for them either, so don't worry."

Although we shared a border, traveling from the central continent to the southern continent required quite a long journey.
One had to cross a massive river and traverse high mountain ranges to finally reach it.
This was precisely why the southern continent had been able to maintain its own order without being caught up in the continent-wide conflict.

"What are their demands?"

"An alliance."

"An alliance?"

That's all well and good, but what are they offering?
I was thinking there was no reason for us to accept their hand, when at that moment:

"If we accept, they'll recognize me as emperor."

"...Pardon?"

Seeing my dumbfounded face at this unexpected statement, Serphina smiled slightly and casually said:

"In other words, they're saying they'll come under me—they want to become a vassal state."

Ch.328 - Chapter 328. Beneath The Surface (1)
"A vassal state?"

I tilted my head at the unexpected term, but quickly organized my thoughts.
This game did have a vassal state system.
However, once a country became powerful enough to have vassals, they could easily unify the continent just by investing time, so unless someone was doing a concept play, no one bothered with vassals.
Additionally, since vassals might suddenly backstab you or rebel, people would recommend surrender rather than creating vassal states.
But since this was the real world, proposing to become a vassal state wasn't such a strange suggestion.
No. Thinking about it carefully, it was actually the best move Hesna's forces could make.

'She seems to have excellent self-awareness.'

Let's assume omniscient beings were watching the situation on this continent and could place "bets" on which country might achieve unification.
Then the lowest odds—closest to a sure thing—would be our Serphina forces.
I personally predict that "Lunarienne Iniang will be the monarch who unifies the continent," so I know Serphina can't achieve unification—but from an outside perspective, everyone would see Serphina smoothly unifying the continent.
Next would probably be the Brands forces. But from this point on, the odds would be quite high. The southern countries would each have lottery-winning level extremely high odds.
In other words—even from a third-party perspective, the conclusion that Hesna's forces could never unify the continent under any circumstances was undeniable.

In such a situation, the most likely way to maintain her country was to become a vassal of a country capable of unification.
Even if she couldn't become emperor herself, by becoming a vassal and receiving an appropriate title and governing a certain territory, she wouldn't have to relinquish her power.

"Are there any other conditions?"

"Conditions, yes. What Hesna wants isn't just autonomy over the current Hesna territory."

"Pardon?"

"What she proposed was—autonomy over the entire southern continent."

"...??"

"She said if we grant her the authority to govern the southern continent, she'll help us capture the Brands forces. She also asked me to tell you that she wants help cleaning up the south."

"This proposal doesn't seem to offer us any benefit... Why should our forces guarantee autonomy over the south in the first place?"

"Those who died before me would curse me from the afterlife. Our territory would effectively shrink."

"What does she offer in return?"

"Didn't I mention it earlier? She said she would recognize you as the new emperor."

"...!"

I see.
In fact, although the situation had devolved into various feudal lords establishing separate countries, nominally they were still vassals of the former Aingart Empire.
Recognition as emperor meant that a person of ducal rank would be the first to officially recognize Serphina.
In normal circumstances, this would certainly be an attractive offer—but it's too late now. Our Serphina forces could achieve unification without recognition from the feudal lords. ...At least, from the perspective of someone who doesn't know that "Luna will unify the continent."

"What does my lord think?"

"I determined there's no particular reason to accept the proposal. However, I didn't want to decide without seeking your advice."

Indeed, if I were Serphina, I would have asked someone like me with the Mind's Eye ability at least once.
After all, apart from the basics, my advice so far had been nothing but things that defied common sense.

"Please feel free to ask me anything."

Serphina smiled, closed her eyes once, then opened them—
and directing all the golden light in her pupils solely at me, she asked:

"Swen. I ask you. Do you think forming a vassal agreement with Hesna's forces would benefit our forces?"

And the answer came:

[It would be a loss for the individual, but a long-term benefit for the country.]

"...???"

What?
A loss for the individual but a long-term benefit for the country?
What does that mean?

I was momentarily confused by this unprecedented answer.

"Swen. It seems you've heard something quite unusual again."

"...Truly, I can hide nothing from my lord."

"Huhuhuh, is that a compliment?"

Serphina amusedly touched her lips lightly with her snow-white finger.

"Well then, what should the next question be?"

She perfectly understood what I wanted and responded accordingly.
The more I worked with her, the more I wondered if I could ever find a ruler who understood me as well as she did. While Lady Luna also listened to me well, thinking about it, that was closer to one-sided trust, so in terms of give-and-take, Serphina might be a slightly better match.

Anyway, what question should I ask to complete this puzzle?
Without much deliberation, it was a relatively simple matter.

"Please ask the exact opposite question this time."

Serphina tilted her head briefly, but instead of asking for clarification, she did exactly as I requested.

"Do you think we should reject the vassal agreement with Hesna's forces?"

[It would inevitably be a loss for the country.]

'The answer here is a bit lighter.'

Moreover, this answer was as I expected. Good. With this much information, I could decide what to do without additional questions.
I told her with a very confident expression:

"Reject it. I believe it would be better not to form a vassal agreement."

"Is that the answer from your Mind's Eye?"

"Yes, it is."

Serphina tilted her head back slightly with interest and said:

"How unexpected. Usually in situations like this, instead of the obvious answer, something different comes out, but not this time."

"However, this is the best course for us."

Serphina looked into my eyes for a moment, then nodded.

"Very well. Swen, I'll do as you say. I'll inform the messenger that we reject the agreement."

Instead of answering, I bowed my head deeply.

The reason I rejected "it would be a long-term benefit for the country"—was to protect Serphina.
The first statement was that "it would be a loss for the individual." At first, I wasn't sure what this meant, but by asking the opposite question, I could roughly understand the situation.
If we made this agreement, something problematic would happen to the individual—meaning the ruler, Serphina. Since she was ultimately the decision-maker, it wasn't difficult to deduce that the "individual" here referred to her.
Of course, it wouldn't be enough to change fate completely, so she wouldn't die or anything, but I suspected this decision itself might become a catalyst that would lower her reputation.
If not that, perhaps this would reduce the possibility of her being in danger.
After thinking that far, I found myself contemplating Serphina's peculiar fate anew.

'The path that benefits the country must inevitably be a loss for the individual... for Ruler Serphina.'

What a miserable and tragic fate—the more her evaluation as a ruler falls, the more public opinion grows that she is unsuitable for the ruler's position, the closer the country comes to unification.
Since unification was impossible no matter what, all I could do was protect this country—no, not Serphina's forces, but Ruler Serphina herself.

'That said, I doubt Hesna only made a deal with our side.'

If I were Hesna, a ruler prepared to become a vassal, what decision would I make in this situation?
After figuring out the answer, I slowly raised my head to look at her.

"My lord. I think it would be good to send spies to the Brands forces."

"To the Brands forces? Why? Is there a problem with the agreement?"

Just to be sure, I tried asking "Will there be a problem with the Brands forces agreement?" but as expected, the answer came back unknown.

"It's not that... I just want to find something out."

"Very well. I know well that you're not a man who gives frivolous advice. I'll immediately organize personnel for intelligence gathering."

Well, since it's not the Brands forces I want to monitor, it should be fine.
What I want to find out isn't about her but—

* * *

The royal castle in Mertian, the capital of Hesna's forces.

"They rejected it, you say?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"Hmm... as expected. If they had accepted the proposal, I could have created a more interesting situation."

Hearing Hesna's words, Terra asked with puzzlement:

"Please tell me now, my lord. What were you planning if Serphina had accepted?"

"Well, I thought I might be able to extract more from Lynn using that as leverage."

"What? You mean..."

"Yes. You're thinking correctly. I was planning to use Serphina."

Upon hearing this, Terra sighed deeply and said:

"I understand now why you didn't consult with me."

"But without taking risks like this, we can't hide the fact that this agreement would be one-sidedly advantageous to us."

"What if you had incurred Serphina's wrath?"

"Well, I could have figured that out when the time came, couldn't I?"

Although she spoke like that—she probably had some strategy in mind.
Terra was a woman who understood her position coldly and realistically.
Although she served as the country's strategist, in our forces, Hesna the ruler was the most intelligent.

"What do you plan to do now?"

"Since our weapons aren't ready, we'll have to face them head-on."

Hesna said this while running her tongue over her lips.

"She's the lady whom that rigid Orlando Brands appointed as successor over his two older brothers. I do hope she'll entertain me. Huhuh..."
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# Chapter Translation

***

The capital of Brands Kingdom, Anel Castle's royal palace.

"An diplomatic envoy has arrived?"

"Yes. They just arrived."

"Where are they from?"

At Lynn's question, Farfalle bowed her head and replied.

"Orange flags... It seems they're from the Hesna Kingdom."

"Hesna? Why would she be looking for me?"

"I'm not entirely sure about that, but shall I have them come in?"

"Yes."

Shortly after, the messenger from Hesna strode across the red carpet of Anel Castle, knelt down, and bowed.

"I am honored to meet Lynn, ruler of the Brands Kingdom. Today I have come to present a proposal from our ruler, Lady Hesna."

"Go ahead."

The envoy raised his head and met Lynn's blue eyes.

"Would you consider forming a permanent alliance with our Hesna Kingdom?"

"...What?"

"Would you consider forming a permanent-"

"No, no. I'm sorry for interrupting, but I wasn't asking you to repeat yourself. So... um, permanent, meaning an alliance without a set time limit?"

"That would be the conclusion, yes."

Upon hearing this, Lynn placed her hand on her forehead, thought for a moment, and then said:

"...I feel like there's more I should know."

"What is there to hide, Lady Lynn? I will tell you everything. In short, please help our Hesna Kingdom occupy the southern continent."

"And if I do?"

"We promise to be of great assistance in achieving your grand ambition by helping you in your war against Serphina's forces."

Only after hearing those words did Lynn let out an amused laugh and begin twirling her side hair.

"Helping me achieve my grand ambition... that's quite meaningful. But that's not all, is it?"

"We will..."

The envoy's eyes gleamed as he met Lynn's downward gaze without flinching.

"Relinquish our autonomy over the central continent."

"...!"

"Even if our nation reclaims the territories currently held by Serphina's forces, we will transfer that authority to you, Lady Lynn."

Lynn was so surprised that she stopped fidgeting with her hair and maintained silence for a while before asking:

"And the southern continent?"

"The opposite applies there. You would transfer the governing authority of any territories you acquire in the southern continent to our Hesna Kingdom."

"This seems like... a difficult proposal to understand. It almost sounds like you're saying you'll become a vassal state of our country."

"You've put it perfectly."

"...What?"

"Once our Hesna Kingdom conquers the southern continent and your Brands Kingdom conquers the rest of the continent, we will gladly become a vassal state of the Brands Kingdom. That is the ultimate purpose of this 'permanent alliance.'"

As if someone had frozen the entire royal palace—
After the envoy's bombshell announcement, no one dared to speak.
The envoy didn't rush Lynn, quietly waiting for her response.

How much time had passed?
Finally, Lynn parted her heavy lips.

"...You're saying you'll become a vassal state?"

"Yes. If you recognize our autonomy over the southern continent, we promise to pledge our loyalty to the ruler of Brands Kingdom—no, to the new emperor of the continent who will end the era of Aingart."

Despite the flattering reference to her as emperor, Lynn's expression remained quite cold.
What mattered now was figuring out "what Hesna truly wanted to gain" hidden behind all the rhetorical expressions.

"Fine. Let's say I understand how you might have reached that conclusion.
But why us specifically? If I were in your position, I would have chosen Serphina's forces, not Brands Kingdom—if I were determined to become a vassal state. I don't think a country that's already decided to become a vassal would say something like 'because we can't accept Serphina von Aingart as a person.'"

"You are correct, Lady Lynn."

"What?"

The envoy's eyes gleamed as he boldly faced Lynn.

"Why do you think we didn't approach Serphina's forces?"

"...So you're saying you were rejected by them and came to us as a second choice?"

"Please don't think that way, Lady Lynn. Even if there were a second choice, our best option is Brands Kingdom, not Serphina's forces."

"I don't quite understand."

"If you consider how beneficial it would be for our Hesna Kingdom to become your vassal state, I believe you can easily understand our lord's intentions."

Upon hearing those words, Lynn nearly grimaced but managed to hold it back.
Unlike Serphina's forces who wouldn't find the proposal attractive, our forces would find it appealing—essentially telling her to know her place.
The Lynn of the past would have been offended at this point and refused to deal with such a disrespectful envoy—
But thinking rationally, she had to admit that what the envoy was saying made sense.

It wouldn't be particularly helpful to Serphina.
But we're different.
Guaranteeing autonomy over the southern continent is quite an attractive proposal. We wouldn't have to worry about the southern continent, and it could serve as a hidden card to reverse the balance of power that had already tilted toward Serphina.
Before that, in our current state, we ultimately cannot defeat Serphina's forces. From Lynn's perspective, this meant she had to do something.

However, if there was one concern—

"For the time being, we can't help you even if we want to. You'll likely have to conquer the southern continent with your own strength."

"That's fine. However, we would find it difficult to deal with Lunarienne's forces on our own. We would only need your help in defeating Lunarienne's forces."

'...'

Lynn was aware that Lunarienne had recently earned the title "Red-Eyed Dragon of the South" after defeating Seta Roland in a single battle.
And now she finally understood why Hesna had approached her.

"So that's your true intention. You can't possibly face Lunarienne alone. So if we help you capture her, in return, you'll help us capture Serphina. You also know that our country currently has an agreement with Serphina's forces, meaning there won't be any battles in the central continent for the time being. In the end, you stand to gain more, but it's a proposal that's difficult for me to refuse, isn't it?"

Instead of answering, the envoy bowed his head with the utmost respect and said:

"Lady Lynn, I am certain this relationship will benefit both you and our lord, Lady Hesna. Please make a wise decision."

"..."

Lynn finally turned to Farfalle, who had been silently watching beside her.
Recognizing what this meant, Farfalle slowly nodded and approached her.

"I will follow my lord's decision whatever it may be, but no matter how I think about it, this doesn't seem to be a disadvantageous decision for our forces."

"What's your reasoning?"

"I could explain it directly. However, I don't think you're unaware of the reasons."

After hearing Farfalle's words, Lynn lowered her head and began calculating mentally.

The most important question now was—could our forces defeat Lunarienne's forces?
Even if we didn't collapse helplessly at an absurd speed like Roland's forces or Karelia's forces... what if we faced Lunarienne's forces that had conquered the southern continent?
Could we really subdue Lunarienne's forces after they had taken over the entire south?

'...No.'

We can't win.
We cannot win.
Pride and honor don't matter anymore. She had abandoned all that long ago after sending off her brothers.
Now was a time when she could only survive by thinking realistically.
Lynn, who was more self-aware than ever, could sense it. She could never defeat Lunarienne after she had consolidated the southern continent.
A ruler who couldn't even possess Swen couldn't possibly defeat a ruler who once possessed him completely.

If the Hesna Kingdom was willing to become our vassal state, perhaps this was the last chance for our forces?
To resist Serphina with the southern continent as our ally.
The biggest problem here was the possibility that Aski Hesna might be planning to betray her.

"You there, what's your name?"

"Derion, my lady."

"Right, Derion. I'll admit it's a good proposal. However, I can't give you an answer right away. I think I should meet your ruler—Aski Hesna—at least once."

"If that's what you wish, I will convey your message."

The decision should only be made after confirming Hesna's true intentions.
Even as she thought this... Lynn's heart was pounding relentlessly with the feeling that an opportunity had finally come her way.

***

"Strategist, the intelligence results are in."

"What do they indicate?"

In response to my question, the officer in charge of intelligence respectfully answered.

"As you said, we've detected several circumstances suggesting that the Hesna Kingdom has made contact with the Brands Kingdom."

'So they've thrown bait to that side as well.'

Lynn probably won't refuse. In fact, considering the current state of the Brands Kingdom, this proposal would feel like almost the last remaining opportunity for Lynn.
What I can determine from this is that the collusion between the Brands Kingdom and the Hesna Kingdom will ultimately bring losses to our country but benefits to our lord, Serphina.

'I can't yet tell what results this will bring... but clearly, a very important issue will be decided here.'

Considering Luna's current momentum, confronting her is only a matter of time.
My goal was to ensure Serphina's safety before that happens.
I was about to start contemplating what I should do—

But the dice of fate were cast regardless of my thoughts.
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# Aingart Royal Castle.

Despite the monarch Serphina's long absence, the territory was running smoothly without any particular issues.

"My lord, as you instructed, we have begun repair work on the irrigation facilities."

"Good work. With this, we can increase next year's harvest without any problems."

For Serphina's army, which didn't have much crop yield compared to its vast territory in the barren northern continent, properly expanding irrigation facilities to help farming was the most important task. To make matters worse, being a large island between major rivers, the capital Aingart lacked farmable land except for areas near rivers on the outskirts.
Even if they conquered the entire northern continent, it would only yield about half the efficiency of the fertile central continent where milk and honey flowed.

"Has there been anything else unusual?"

"As you mentioned, we are keeping an eye on the powerful local clans in the Inav region. And in that process, we detected some strange movements."

"Strange movements?"

"It's not entirely clear... but they seem to be repeatedly deploying garrison troops to different territories within the same region. When asked about the reason, they claim it's for more effective reconnaissance by the soldiers..."

Moving soldiers?
Authority over those soldiers belonged to the lord of the territory where the soldiers were stationed. It meant that simple matters like sending or receiving a few thousand men to or from other territories didn't require the monarch's approval.
But Inav was a region enjoying relatively peaceful days after a period of turmoil—was there really a need to keep moving soldiers around like that?

'Simple attention-seeking? Or if not that...'

"What would you like to do?"

"I think it's probably nothing serious, but we should check. Without changing their affiliation, I'll send 30,000 soldiers in the form of a transport unit to patrol the outskirts of the Inav region. Please arrange that."

"I will carry out your orders, my lord."

Only after finishing all the day's work could Jena finally sit on the throne and take a brief rest.
This short moment of sighing was the only break she had all day.

'I knew this wouldn't be easy, but...'

The lord of Aingart Castle didn't just rule Aingart.
All roads in the northern continent led to Aingart Castle, and all infrastructure spread out like a spider web centered around it.
It meant she had to oversee the north-central region at minimum, and the entire northern continent at maximum.
Having always assisted Serphina, she already knew that Serphina handled an enormous amount of work—
But because the superhuman Serphina handled everything so effortlessly, Jena wondered if she had underestimated the difficulty of the tasks.

'She never showed any sign of struggle despite such overwhelming work.'

If Serphina had any weakness—it would be that she had no true allies by her side.

'I wish she would make a decision soon...'

Jena had very valid reasons for recommending Swen as Serphina's partner.
First and most importantly, Swen was an exceptionally capable talent.
Losing the position of strategist was an extremely humiliating thing for any person to accept.
Yet there was only one factor that made it acceptable—someone clearly superior to oneself.
Swen was definitely a person who fulfilled this requirement. As long as someone like Swen existed, handing over the strategist position was inevitable. It was just a matter of timing.

Moreover, though she hadn't mentioned this to Serphina—from Jena's perspective, Serphina clearly had special feelings for Swen.
Despite not showing it due to their difference in status, Serphina's feelings for Swen were easy to notice just by looking at her eyes when she dealt with him.
No matter how political royal marriages might be, relationships formed purely on political logic without any affection would struggle to develop into truly trusting relationships.

Exceptional ability, the Emperor's own affection.
There could be no more ideal candidate for consort than Swen.
The only problem was the aforementioned difference in status—that a commoner without even a family name would dare to become the consort of the Aingart imperial family... but fortunately, this was an era of chaos that swallowed up things unfavorable to survival, like status gaps.

All that remained was Serphina's will.
If Serphina wanted to take Swen, at least from Jena's perspective, she could incorporate him into the Aingart royal family without any problems.
And if that happened—

"Excuse me, my lord. It's time for patrol."

As she was organizing her thoughts, a woman walked into the audience chamber.
It was Mary, the intelligent woman whom Jena had been taking around as a virtual successor and teaching various things, though that had become somewhat unclear since Swen's appearance.

"I understand. I'll prepare quickly, so please wait at the castle entrance."

Having essentially conquered half of the central continent with the fall of the Aishers army, it wouldn't be bad to take a pause and hold a wedding at this point...
With such thoughts, she began preparing for patrol.

# * * *

That day was no different from any other ordinary patrol day.
The night sky was filled with stars, pouring down bright light as if blessing those who looked up at it.

"You've arrived, my lord. This way, please."

"Yes."

Jena set out on patrol, escorted by Mary.
Mary was a grateful presence who continued to serve by her side just as before, even after Jena had been pushed out of the national strategist position and essentially lost the political battle for control of Serphina's army to Swen.
Even knowing she could no longer pursue a career as the strategist's successor, Mary helped without any change in attitude—Jena honestly wanted to reward her somehow, but knowing that Monarch Serphina would not allow it, she couldn't take direct action.
She could only hope that Mary would prove her "value" through her own achievements.
Still, Jena thought she had plenty of potential to do so. After all, she hadn't chosen just anyone as her successor candidate.

As they patrolled various parts of the darkened Aingart territory with the soldiers, Mary, who usually followed silently behind until spoken to, unusually spoke first.

"My lord. There's something I'd like to ask."

"What is it?"

"When a situation arises where you can seize an opportunity, but must miss it for moral reasons, what decision would be right?"

It was quite a specific question for such a sudden inquiry.
Jena lightly examined Mary's expression.
She looked no different than usual.

"I think I need some more context to answer that."

"Then let me change the question. What is your assessment of Lunarienne?"

"You mean the leader of the southern rebel army?"

"Yes."

Though called a rebel leader, she was now already the proper monarch of a country.
Rumors said that even the Roland army had been swallowed by Lunarienne's forces. Though focused on events in the northern continent, Jena couldn't help but know that Lunarienne was currently the hottest topic of conversation across the continent.

"Despite various incidents, she ultimately betrayed Karelia, who trusted her and gave her the position of lord, seized that opportunity, and devoured the country to establish her own. In this process, I'd like to ask what you think about her decision—the decision to betray Monarch Karelia."

It was a strange question, but one worth considering if one wanted to develop a perspective on grand politics.
Can one really only condemn someone for seizing an opportunity by betraying their monarch's trust?
Perhaps in peaceful times, but in an era like this where even parent-child bonds have weakened?

In truth, the answer she would give was practically predetermined.
After all, her lord Serphina could never escape from such "moral issues."
The reason she came to follow someone who had killed all her siblings with her own hands—she thought that someone with such determination and courage might bring true revolution to this world.

"I think Lunarienne made an extremely wise decision. Opportunities don't come along just anytime, and even if you seize an opportunity, it doesn't always lead to results. Though she violated the duties of the lord-vassal relationship, in times like these, who can carelessly condemn her and cast stones at her with a clear conscience?"

"I see. So you're focusing on 'seizing' when an opportunity comes?"

"Yes. But—"

—Swoosh

Jena couldn't finish saying "But why are you suddenly asking such a question?"
When she came to her senses, she only realized, with overwhelming pain... that her stomach had been pierced by something sharp.
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"......Huh...?"

More than the pain in her stomach, what struck Jena's mind was the bewilderment at the situation suddenly unfolding before her.
What on earth is happening?
Her mind, cooled to a surprising degree, quickly began to assess the current situation before her breath could be cut off.

As a result, she easily realized that the tip of the sword belonging to the soldier who had always guarded her had pierced her.

Unlike the confused Jena, Mary before her simply bowed her head with closed eyes and spoke in a calm tone.

"I will not forget your final teaching, Lady Jena—that seizing opportunities is important."

"What... are... you..."

Words wouldn't flow properly.
Instead, what burst from her mouth was red blood, trickling out little by little.

"Isn't the best timing to occupy the capital, Aingart Castle, when the ruler is away?"

Hearing those words, Jena's mind began to race rapidly as if experiencing a final moment of clarity.

The patrol routes. The soldiers assigned to patrol.
Thinking about it, Mary had prepared everything.
Naturally, she had never doubted her for a moment.
Just like Lord Serphina, who nearly lost her life to her knight, Jena had never doubted—no, she hadn't even thought to doubt.
Mary had always followed her. Even after she stepped down from her position as strategist, even after she might not be able to return what she had promised.
At that moment, Jena truly understood for the first time the anguish Serphina must have experienced—the possibility of being betrayed by someone you trust completely.
Having someone who always smiled and showed goodwill stab you in the back... it was more terrible, painful, and agonizing than she had ever imagined.

"Mary... you... betrayal...?"

"Betrayal, Lady Jena? I merely seized an opportunity. Rather than becoming a loser of the era like Karelia, I decided to be someone who doesn't miss opportunities, like Lunarienne."

"No, oppor... tunity... you..."

You call this an opportunity?
How could you possibly defeat Serphina in this situation?
Even if you take the capital, with the asymmetrical warfare mage Reika, elite soldiers, excellent generals, and decisively, Swen by her side?
Even if you start a rebellion in this situation, you'll only maintain power for a very brief time before meeting a miserable death—do you really not know this?

Or is there some reliable backing you believe in?
Mary isn't that stupid. She must have something that made her commit such an act despite knowing the difficulties.
The most likely possibility was that she had someone she trusted—meaning someone existed above her.

However, no matter how much she thought about it, Jena couldn't imagine any backing powerful enough to overwhelm even Swen's existence.
In other words, this attempt was doomed to fail no matter what.
She could have explained all of this to Mary one by one—
Unfortunately, as the sword was pulled from her stomach... blood gushed out like a waterfall, too much to stanch.

"I will never forget Lady Jena's final teaching."

"Ma...ry..."

Did I misjudge her?
To think she could be this foolish.
If she truly wanted a successful rebellion, rather than fixating on situations where the ruler is absent or occupying the capital, or clinging to meaningless backing, she should have prioritized recruiting Swen, the man who was practically leading this country...
In Jena's view, the rebellion with the highest probability of success would be one with Swen's participation. This meant that any rebellion without Swen would inevitably be suppressed.

But with her consciousness fading, uttering only the most crucial keywords was the limit for her as her life's flame flickered out.

"S...wen..."

"You speak of the new strategist. You always held that man in high regard, Lady Jena. Well, thinking about it, you too were ultimately someone displaced by Swen... Perhaps I've already received all the teachings I needed from you."

Mary said this while raising her head to check the soldier's reaction.
The soldier, seeming to understand what she meant, raised his blood-stained blade once more toward Jena, who lay collapsed and bleeding.

"Farewell."

The blade pierced Jena's body several more times.
Two strikes became three, then four... the floor became stained red, deeply red.
The dreams she had cherished, the eyes that had read possibilities in the blood smeared on Serphina's body—all came to an end.
The final moments of this talented woman, who had willingly served under a notorious villainess believing blood could change the continent, were utterly miserable and wretched.

* * *

A small villa connected to the royal palace of Valhalart Castle.
Originally used as a storage area, it had been lightly renovated to become a place where Serphina spent her time after completing her duties, as there was no suitable place for the ruler to stay.
Though the furnishings and furniture were quite modest for a place where a nation's ruler stayed, Serphina wasn't the type to obsess over such conventions, luxury, or formalities, so she spent her time there without much complaint.

'Sigh.'

Having finished her bath, she was dressed in a see-through negligee, ending her long day with rest.
After destroying the Aishers army, there had been a fairly peaceful period without battles, but... the absence of battle didn't mean the absence of work.
Rather, as a ruler, she had to take on far more tasks than simply commanding a war.
First, securing the hearts of the people in the territory formerly ruled by the Aishers army. Following Swen's advice, she was managing this relatively well.
Moreover, this area had been strongly swept by a plague. Unlike other places, even though Valhalart Castle itself hadn't been devastated due to its rank, they couldn't just move on as if there were no scratches at all. Naturally, a tremendous amount of resources had been consumed for the development of the central continent, and in the process, there was a mountain of work to be handled.

She was used to having so much to do.
The problem was that lately, her mind had been wandering.

'...'

Serphina looked at the empty wine glass with a slightly flushed face from the alcohol.

What does Swen think of me?
If I were truly just a passing ruler to him, he wouldn't have worked for me for such a long time.
Then, having a ruler to serve—was it a disguise to hide his true purpose?
Even making such assumptions didn't lead to any clear conclusions, and decisively, he didn't seem to be lying to her.

Serphina knew well.
Her one-sided and blind trust had failed multiple times without receiving any response.
Nevertheless, she couldn't possibly think that Swen's eyes when looking at her, his trembling voice when speaking to her, or his crying with her in resonance with her sadness were lies.
If even those were close to lies, what reason would she have to live?

Anyway, assuming all of Swen's words were true, the fact that he still hadn't left her side—

'Staying by my side... is it because it helps him, helps the ruler he serves...?'

Swen was a man with the ability of the mind's eye. It meant he could see through which decision would be most efficient in any situation.
Of course, he couldn't predict without being asked, and even then, he didn't seem to provide answers to all existing questions—
Even so, the fact remained that logically, if he had definite grounds, there was no reason for him to stay by her side rather than the ruler he held in his heart.

What should I do here?
Use power to forcibly take Swen? It wouldn't be impossible if she used her position, but she didn't want to do that. Especially since she wanted Swen himself, not just his abilities.
Honestly confess to him and urge him to make a choice? She feared provoking him and causing something bad to happen.

With a glug-glug sound, the empty wine glass filled up again.
By taking a few sips, Serphina washed away the complexity in her mind.

'What I want...'

What I truly want.
To reunify the world as before and continue the Aingart Empire.
To carry on the will that Algot entrusted to her before his death.
To atone for Aingart's original sin to all the territory's people by ending the war and governing wisely...

...No.
What I really want to do is to give up all of that and walk in step with the man I love.
To stay by the side of the man who was the only one who didn't abandon me when everyone else did, who faced the frightening and anxious truth with me instead of giving false hope, even if it was arduous.

I don't need to gain the world.
I don't mind bearing all the responsibility.
If I can be by your side. If I can stand hand in hand with you in the scenery you capture...

As she was having these increasingly audacious thoughts that a ruler of a country should never harbor, while tilting her wine glass alone—

Knock knock knock!

At the sound of someone strongly knocking on the door, Serphina stopped her thoughts and, covering her negligee with a light coat, called out toward the door.

"What is it?"

"My Lord! It's an emergency!"

"Come in."

The door opened, and there stood a soldier with an unprecedentedly urgent expression looking at her.
Serphina, holding her wine glass, looked at him and asked.

"Calm down. What on earth is happening in the middle of the night?"

"T-that..."

And the "news" that the soldier brought to Serphina was—

—Crash!

"What... did you say?"

To Serphina, who had turned pale and was trembling, the soldier bowed his head as if not knowing what to do and cried out like a criminal.

"A rebellion has broken out at Aingart Castle...!!"

Ch.332 - Chapter 332. Help Me
* * *

"......Phew."

After finishing my meditation, I lightly caressed my rapier.
Good. I can feel the mana charging into the rapier.
Since I never know when I might need to use Reika's magic, I needed to consistently train with this rapier.
Annoyingly, this rapier would gradually leak mana if I didn't use it after charging it. I couldn't see it with my eyes, but as Reika said, it was something I could feel instinctively.
I chuckled at the thought of a battery discharging, then realized it had been quite a long time since I crossed over to this world.

Let's see.
I casually took out my pocket watch to check the time.
It was... 11:30 PM. In my original world this might be normal, but in this world, everyone would be deep asleep by now, preparing for tomorrow.

Maybe I should rest now.
I lay on the bed, thoughtlessly gazing at the starlight pouring through the window.
For some reason, I found myself thinking about Irene and Reika.
When we were at Aingart Castle, the three of us stayed together. We ate meals together every day and shared our daily news as if it were the most natural thing...

'It really is lonely being by myself.'

Although I'd recently met with Irene and had an enjoyable time with Reika too, there was a profound difference between seeing each other occasionally and sharing time together every day.
I wanted to return to Aingart Castle quickly, but if I didn't stabilize the central continent now, this region would likely fall into chaos again.
That was a much bigger problem for me than it might seem. This area around Valharat Castle in the central-eastern region would very likely share a border with Lady Luna's country.

Recently, Hesna came to me with an offer to become a vassal state.
My Intelligence 100 suggested accepting the offer, but I rejected it unilaterally for Lady Serphina's sake rather than for the country.
After that, as I expected, Hesna contacted Brands. Soon after, news came that the two countries had formed an alliance.
While publicly it was announced as a simple alliance, it wasn't hard to deduce that they had made the same offer to Brands as they had to us.

'So does this mean that the alliance between those two is a minus for our army but beneficial for Lady Serphina?'

The armistice agreement between our army and Brands' army still had time remaining.
Having allied with Brands, Hesna had no reason to provoke us either.
In other words, unless they broke the agreement first, battles would only occur within the southern continent for the time being.
As I was wondering what could possibly happen to our army to cause such a prediction—

Knock knock knock!

Someone was pounding on my door so forcefully that I had to get up in surprise.

"Strategist, are you there?!"

"Who is it?"

"I have an urgent message for you, Strategist!"

When I opened the door, a soldier with an anxious expression was looking at me helplessly.

"Calm down. What's the matter?"

"The Lord is urgently looking for you."

'Lady Serphina?'

Wondering what could be happening at such a late hour, I asked—

"There's been a rebellion at Aingart Castle."

"......!!"

My tired, drowsy mind suddenly became crystal clear, as if struck by lightning.
A rebellion? At the capital, Aingart Castle?
Then... does that mean Governor Jena has rebelled?
Jena herself??
No matter how I thought about it, if that woman had such ambition, she wouldn't have willingly given up the strategist position to me.
It sounded absurd, but considering everything she'd been through, not everything made sense anyway.
The soldier read my expression, bowed deeply, and urgently exclaimed:

"The Lord will explain the details. Please hurry!"

"I understand."

I quickly got dressed and left my room.
Above all else, I needed to face Serphina, who must be in turmoil.

* * *

After arriving at the small mansion connected to the royal castle.

"It's here. I'll go inform the others."

"Understood. And please order General Irene and General Ian to assess the situation. Tell them that if necessary, all decisions requiring the sovereign's approval, including preparation for deployment, will be left to their judgment."

Someone needed to manage the situation in place of Serphina, who was likely in disarray.
I could trust those two. Even if Ian harbored other intentions, I could absolutely trust Lady Irene.
Normally such orders should come from the sovereign, but this much convenience should be acceptable.

"Yes, Strategist!"

After sending the guiding soldier away, I quietly knocked on Serphina's door.

"My Lord. It's Swen."

After knocking several more times, a fragile voice finally came from behind the door.

"...Come in."

"Excuse me then."

As I quietly opened the door and entered—

'......!!'

For a moment, I couldn't comprehend what was happening and could only stand there with a dumbfounded expression.
—Soft.
Foolishly, the first sensation I registered was "softness." The inevitable squishiness felt when another person's body presses against mine.
Looking down, I realized a delicate blonde woman had thrown herself into my arms.

"My Lord...??"

"...Swen."

I didn't reject her leaning against me.
I gently stroked her back with my hand. The clothes she wore weren't her usual uniform. A negligee.
I'd seen this outfit before. The one she wore when she got out of bed. That revealing garment that left me not knowing where to look.
How foolish—though my brain recognized the gravity of the situation—
The subtle citrus scent tickling my nose and the feel of a feminine body so different from a man's were turning my mind into complete chaos.

I managed to step further into the room and quickly locked the door.
If anyone else were to see us like this... it would cause all sorts of problems.

"My Lord. The situation..."

"......"

"I heard there's been a rebellion. At Aingart Castle..."

Serphina remained silent for a long while, then slowly nodded.

"...Yes."

"Who's behind the rebellion? Is it... Lady Jena?"

Instead of answering, she slowly shook her head.

"Then...?"

And only then did she provide evidence explaining why she, who had already experienced several rebellions, had collapsed like this.

"She's dead."

"...Pardon?"

"Jena... is dead."

'......!!'

Dead?
They killed Governor Jena and started a rebellion?
Does that mean someone capable of such an action had established themselves within Aingart Castle?
...No, it's just that I hadn't necessarily crossed paths with them. Given the size of the country, there were incomparably more armed officers than in the countries where I had briefly stayed before.
Despite being the strategist, there were countless officers I'd never even met due to the distance between us.

"Jena's head... was displayed on the castle gate, they said."

They went that far?
That's unnecessarily cruel. It feels like a declaration of war against us, filled with such hatred.

"What reason did they give for the rebellion?"

"The opportunity..."

Serphina's voice began to tremble as she spoke.
She was crying. Serphina was barely squeezing out her words.

"They said they wouldn't miss the opportunity. The opportunity to drive out the witch and restore things to how they were..."

"They won't miss the opportunity?"

It was a vague statement, but seeing her condition, I couldn't possibly press her for more details.
I should focus on what I can do now.

"First, please calm down. Although they've rebelled, they've only occupied Aingart Castle. All the elite soldiers and mages are here with us. It may be somewhat chaotic, but we can subdue them without much difficulty."

"......"

"And isn't it me, not someone else, who stands by your side? So we'll be able to reclaim it. Considering our agreements with Brands, the two countries bordering us won't cause any disturbances for the time being. During that period, if we focus on recapturing Aingart Castle, we can quickly suppress the rebellion without difficulty."
"So please calm down. It's just a matter of resolving this situation once more, just as you've successfully done before."

All I wanted was for her to stop trembling and regain her composure. That's all.
So I brazenly uttered words that offered no real comfort. It'll be okay. It's just doing what you've done before... words that could even sound miserable depending on how they were heard.
But that's fine. What I wanted to say was, 'It will be okay even if this happens again.'

That's when—

"Jena... is dead too."

"What...?"

"The people who supported me... died one by one during the rebellions. Every time a rebellion occurred, those who lost their lives to the rebels... were all people who supported me."
"Just for taking my side... just for saying they would follow me, they all died. There was nothing I could do. All I could do was suppress the rebellion too late and cut off the heads of those who called me their sovereign. Nothing else."
"And now... even Jena is dead."

Saying this, Serphina finally lifted her face from my chest and looked straight into my eyes.

"Swen... I'm... so, so tired. It's too much now. I don't think I can hold on anymore. So—"

—Please, help me.
In those golden eyes that spoke those words, there was no ambition or aspiration—only I existed there.
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Help me.
Please help me.

Serphina's voice kept echoing in my ears.
Even though I was holding her in my arms, her voice was so pitiful that... I didn't feel my heart racing at all.

"Lady Serphina..."

"Please, Swen. I have no one around me. Now, now there's only you left..."
"There's no one by my side... Everyone leaves. They all either betray me, or lose their lives because of me and die."
"Swen, I know that I'm not the ruler in your heart... But still, I'm asking you. Even if it's just once, please, help me..."

...What should I do?
Until now, even though I had decided to help Serphina, I had been living with a strict boundary to avoid getting too close to her.
It was the minimum courtesy I could show her. When everything was over, I would have to return to Luna's side. As she said, the lord I served was Luna, not Lady Serphina.
Luna was the first person I made a promise with. I didn't know how Luna felt about that promise, but at least I had never forgotten it for a single moment.

Accepting her now meant crossing a line.
It meant pushing my foot deep into the heart of the human called Serphina. Becoming entangled in a relationship so complex that I could never escape.
Giving her too many "illusions" despite knowing I would leave.

I needed to think coldly.
The optimal conclusion for both of us would be to avoid answering and quickly calm her down.
Though she seemed about to collapse due to Jena's sudden death, she was fundamentally a strong person. If I stayed by her side until she regained her composure, she would clearly stop clinging to me. She didn't want to burden me. She was that kind of considerate person who would understand and respect my decision.
Once she regained her senses, she would understand that despite losing Jena, suppressing the rebels themselves wouldn't be difficult, and she would quickly take action. I would listen to her questions and provide perfect solutions with my Intelligence of 100, and that would be the end of it—a very simple matter.

So.
I should say something like, 'Lady Serphina, calm down. Nothing bad will happen. We can do this.'

But instead of saying that sentence, I—

"Serphina."

Holding her tightly, I blurted out words that came straight from my heart without passing through my brain.

"I'll help you, Serphina."

"...!!!"

"I will never leave your side. I won't betray you. I won't die. No matter how many times it takes, I don't care. I'll stay by your side and help you... so calm down."

Serphina looked at me with wide eyes, completely shocked by my words.
...Honestly, even I couldn't understand what I was thinking when I said those things.
All I knew was that this was my true feeling.
Beyond my promise with Luna, my will to protect Lady Serphina, and everything surrounding Lady Irene and Reika—my heart was strongly commanding me to protect her.

"...Really?"

"Yes. Really."

"You won't leave me...? Really?"

"Yes. I absolutely won't leave."

"You won't die because of me...?"

"I won't die. Absolutely not. Serphina, you know, right? Avoiding deadly crises isn't even that difficult for me."

Only after saying those words did I squeeze my eyes shut.

I'm so sorry.
Muttering an apology to someone I didn't even know who, I slowly opened my eyes to look at her—

"...So, please calm down, my lord. Let's take this slowly. Let's teach those rebels who dared to rise against Lady Serphina a lesson. Understood?"

In that moment, looking at Serphina's golden eyes gazing up at me, I suddenly realized.
The exact same intense feeling I had for Lady Irene.

—I love this woman.
That's why I wanted to protect her.
The reason I stayed by her side even after Luna appeared, without returning, was ultimately because of love.

'How fortunate that this is a world where polygamy is normal...'

In this urgent moment, holding Serphina in my arms, the thought that crossed my mind was utterly pathetic.

* * *

The outskirts of Balhart Castle.

"As you ordered, we've sent action directives to the lords of territories surrounding Aingart Castle!"

"Good work."

Irene, who had received the royal command—or more precisely, orders based on Swen's judgment—was quickly handling the situation together with Irian.
The fact that the soldiers maintained their composure despite the unprecedented crisis of a rebellion in the capital was largely due to their swift response.

"General Irene!"

From a distance, Irian came running with an urgent expression.

"What is it?"

"As you instructed, we've dispatched search parties. Is it really alright not to station troops at the border?"

Irene shook her head at Irian's words.

"There's no need to worry about that. The treaty is still in effect."

"Is there no possibility that Brands might have other intentions?"

"..."

Hearing the name Brands, a strange emotion briefly passed through her—
But now she knew. She no longer had any lingering attachment or anything else for that woman.
The last time they faced each other, she had cleared away all the remaining dregs.
So now, she could make an objective assessment of her former master—Lynn Brands.

"She wouldn't do something so foolish. Even so, we don't need to prepare until we receive directions from our sovereign."

"Understood."

As Irian and Irene were handling the situation and waiting for Serphina's new instructions—

"General Irian!"

A soldier approached Irian with an urgent expression.

"What is it?"

"Lady Iolline has arrived! She says she has an urgent message to deliver...!"

"Iolline?"

Did she come here to seek refuge?
No, if refuge was her only purpose, there would be no need to come all the way to distant Balhart Castle.
Given that the news had just arrived, it could be assumed she had traveled here at almost the same speed as the messenger... Just to inform us that a rebellion had broken out in Aingart Castle?
The puzzle pieces weren't fitting together, but ultimately, meeting her would resolve everything.

"Bring her here!"

"Yes! She's already waiting downstairs."

"No, I'll go to her myself. General, please excuse me for a moment."

"Go ahead."

After sending Irian off, Irene was lost in thought for a moment.

'A rebellion in the capital...'

Was this rebellion within Swen's predictions?
If so, would this rebellion ultimately benefit the country?
It had always been that way. Following Swen's words, they could achieve victory in the end, no matter what happened. And Lord Serphina relied on Swen more than anyone else, completely following his words in matters of governance.
But... from what she heard, the former strategist Jena had lost her life, so did that mean it was beneficial for our army?
Honestly, it was a conclusion she couldn't accept, but as a mere general, she couldn't offer a proper alternative either.

'It's alright. Everything must be within Swen's calculations. My job is to believe in his decisions and support him.'

After creating "evidence" together, Irene's feelings for Swen had grown even stronger.
Now she was willing to follow whatever he commanded. Even if he wanted her life, she would gladly give it.
Soon, Swen would show her the path she needed to take. Her job was clearly to pave the way toward where he pointed.

With that, Irene erased the strangely rising anxiety about Serphina.
Everything was for Swen.
The only thing that moved the human called Irene Juliet was Swen alone.

* * *

"Brother...!"

As Irian appeared, Iolline greeted him with an urgent expression.

"Where is Brother Jenis?"

"Jenis is guarding the area around the royal castle. More importantly, why did you come all the way here? What about the Al Kaski family?"

"Well..."

Iolline looked at her brother with an expression that seemed on the verge of tears.

"Brother. I need to tell you something serious. There's really bad news."

"What is it? Did our family suffer great harm during the rebellion?"

"I wish that were the case, if you can believe it."

"...What?"

Iolline let out a long sigh and then—

"You've heard that Merry led the rebellion, right?"

"I heard about that."

Merry. Not an unfamiliar name. A diligent strategist-type young lady who always stayed close to Jena and attended to her.
That's why it was all the more shocking. No one could have imagined that she, of all people, would kill Jena.

"But while she led it, the ruler that the rebels are supporting is someone else."

"What...?"

"Or more precisely, Merry also acted because she had someone backing her."

As she spoke, Iolline's expression darkened again.

"They haven't announced it widely yet... but I'm certain. I heard it with my own ears."

Irian's head began to pound at those words.
Iolline, of all people, heard it with her own ears?
And after hearing this, Iolline had urgently come all the way to Balhart Castle to tell him something.
With the maddening anxiety he felt from all these facts, Irian, feeling as if someone was choking him with tension... carefully, barely, parted his lips.

"Who... is it?"

"..."

Iolline sighed deeply once more—
Then calmly told the young family head about the fate that awaited their clan.

"Nathan Al Kaski... our uncle."
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"How are you? Are you ready?"

"......"

Without answering, I grabbed her wrist as she reached for the wine glass on the table.
For a subordinate commander to boldly grab the wrist of a sovereign—it was a situation where losing my head wouldn't have been surprising—but
Serphina, instead of punishing me, merely looked at me as if I were a drowned mouse.

"No. Not alcohol. We need to handle the situation first."

"I know. I know, but... I can't sort out my feelings."

After that, without even being asked, she began freely pouring out her story.

"The name of Aingart... it's too heavy. For the sake of those who rushed to this name, for those who entrusted their will and lives to it, I absolutely must not falter... But this way, I'm afraid that everyone precious to me, and finally myself too, will be devoured by the name of Aingart..."

—I don't know what to do, Swen.

Finally, having put everything down, she was colliding with me, filled with nothing but herself.
Not the princess of Aingart, not the lord of Serphina's army, not the witch and tyrant everyone feared—just Serphina herself.

...Yes. I should admit it. This is what I wanted.
I wanted her not to shoulder everything alone. I wanted her to share even a small portion of that burden with me.
I must not push her away now that she's finally reached out.

"Don't worry."

I deliberately spoke with strength in my shoulders.
If even a small pretense could make me a pillar for her to lean on, I could boast all the false bravado in the world.

"Have you forgotten? I possess the power of the Mind's Eye. Even if the world has turned its back on you until now, they can no longer ignore you because I'm here. You know that well, don't you?"

"Your Mind's Eye can't know everything..."

"But I can at least know what will lead to death and what will lead to survival. So, I absolutely won't die. And you absolutely won't die either."

That's a lie.
What leads to death and what leads to survival... if I could know that immediately, I wouldn't have had to struggle this much.
Still, in the end, I've somehow been choosing the path to survival well... so I shouldn't feel too guilty.

"...Really?"

"Of course."

"Swen, you won't die? You won't... disappear from my side?"

Though she appears quite emotional now, Serphina was fundamentally a very rational woman.
Although she might think she's just acting, humans can't even act without a solid foundation.
To drive the point home here, I couldn't just casually agree.

"Serphina."

This seemed like a first.
Revealing my inner plans to someone else like this.
Still, it was necessary now.

"The lord I serve is not you."

"...!!!"

"However."

I placed my hand on Serphina's shoulder as I spoke.

"I will not leave your side. And I will not let you be devoured by the name of Aingart. Only this is the truth."

Unless Serphina's safety was guaranteed, I had no intention of returning to Lunarienne's army.

"So, believe my words now. If you believe my words... I will never leave your side, no matter what happens."

As I said those words, I remembered the past.
The promise I made with Luna in the empty Jeilant Castle—if you believe my words, I'll give you the world.
Since I spoke after seeing the results, that promise would still be valid... but thinking about how I couldn't make the promise to give the world to Serphina, I was newly reminded of the fear of the fate predicted by Intelligence 100.

Serphina didn't answer for a long time, just staring into my eyes like a child chasing clouds, and then...

"...Alright."

—I'll believe you, Swen. I believe in you.

"Thank you."

"Yes..."

I held Serphina in my arms again, stroking her head and back.
I could easily feel her trembling subside.
While taking a brief moment to breathe, I quickly assessed her current situation.

Seeing how someone as incredibly strong as her had collapsed like this, Jena's death must have been quite shocking.
Well, she consciously avoided mentioning other subordinate commanders but often talked about Jena. Perhaps Jena was one of the few people she thought wouldn't betray her trust.
Come to think of it, holding the strategist inauguration ceremony wasn't for me but out of respect for the former strategist Jena. That means she was someone Serphina cared about.
While I wanted to praise her for just standing there, she was in a position where she couldn't afford such weakness.

"How about it? Can you do it? Serphina the sovereign... in front of everyone, as you've always done?"

Serphina quietly caught her breath without answering, then—

"With you helping me by my side... I can do it. No, I will do it."

"Good. That's the lord I serve."

I firmly grasped Serphina's hand.
She didn't refuse.
People would be horrified if they knew. Speaking casually to the sovereign, grabbing her wrist firmly, giving instructions that were almost like orders—if they saw this, her reputation would plummet from cruel witch to a foolish female ruler manipulated by one man.
Of course, I had no intention of being discovered—but honestly, I wouldn't care if we were.

At that point, I would just have to show them.
—What it means to be manipulated by a man with Intelligence 100.

Whose choice was right will be clearly revealed in the future.

* * *

"You've arrived, my lord!"

As we climbed up to the walls of Balhart Castle, we met Irene who was using the place as a control tower to issue various orders.

"Irene. You've worked hard. Please report the situation."

"Yes!"

Serphina had returned to her usual cold and composed self—the tyrant Serphina von Aingart—as if her earlier breakdown had been a lie.
They say everyone has their own mask, but I couldn't help being amazed anew.

"Including Castle Lord Jena, eight armed officers appear to have been killed. It seems Meri was behind everything, and I've urgently dispatched scouts to the surrounding territories. I made these decisions on my own authority—"

"That's fine, Irene. I express my gratitude instead. If you took authority in my absence, consider your will as good as mine."

"...Yes, understood."

"How are the surrounding territories? Are there any that have joined the rebellion?"

Irene shook her head at my question.

"Fortunately, it doesn't seem so yet... but we can't rule out the possibility they might invade with soldiers. Even if we depart now, it would certainly take a long time to lead troops from Balhart Castle to Aingart Castle."

We didn't station many troops in the northern continent.
Just as the rebels couldn't gather many troops, we could invade with few soldiers if we wanted to.
If they were to forcibly conscript local residents, things would get troublesome in many ways.

"Um... and."

At that moment.
As Irene spoke with a serious expression—in the distance, a handsome blonde man was approaching with a pale face.
It wasn't difficult to notice that this person was Irian. The problem was, I couldn't recall Irian ever having such a desperate expression.

"Irian. What's the matter? You don't look well."

Irian couldn't even lift his head, then knelt down and pressed his forehead to the ground.

"...Please kill me, my lord."

"Rather than saying such things out of nowhere, I think it would be more helpful to calmly explain what happened."

"......"

It was Irene, standing next to Irian, who continued the explanation.

"Based on the sovereign the rebels have installed, we can infer who is leading the rebellion."

"Who is it?"

"Nathan Al Caski."

...Huh?
Nathan Al Caski... the Al Caski family started a rebellion?
Hearing this, I felt like I understood why the rebellion occurred at Aingart Castle and why it proceeded so smoothly.
And also why Irian in front of me was pressing his head down and begging to be killed.

"From their position as the only remaining noble family, they claim they can no longer stand by and watch the rule of Serphina, the false heir."

"Please explain the detailed situation."

"Yes!"

According to Irene's explanation, the one who started the rebellion was Nathan Al Caski.
He was the younger brother of Irian's father, the current head of the Al Caski family—in other words, his uncle.
Apparently, he had been living comfortably, taking care of just what needed to be taken care of, but when Irian, the family head, was away on an expedition, he quickly seized the hegemony and then rapidly took over Aingart Castle using the Al Caski family's capabilities.

"Excuse me, Lord Irian. I have a question."

This time, I was the one who spoke.

"Please ask, Strategist."

"According to General Irene, how exactly did your uncle seize hegemony within the family? From what I hear, he sounds more like an old man relegated to the back room. Even if you, the family head, were away, could the entire estate really follow that man's will?"

That wasn't my only question.
Let's say he somehow took control of the family. But to then immediately start a rebellion?
No matter how many times I thought about it, it was a stupid decision. We have asymmetric warfare magicians here, and all the elite soldiers are gathered here too. Starting a rebellion that would inevitably be suppressed—what could be more foolish than that?

"...That is—"

Before Irian could finish his sentence, a woman with a familiar face walked over from the distance.
A woman who seemed like she could answer all my questions.

"May I explain?"
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"Miss Eoline?"

Eoline bowed toward where Serphina was and greeted her.

"I am honored to be in Your Imperial Majesty's presence."

"Would you mind waiting a moment before we begin the formal explanation?"

After saying that, she looked at me and Eoline in turn.

"I don't mind."

"There is no need to ask for permission, Your Imperial Majesty."

"Thank you."

Serphina silently gazed at the soldiers forming ranks beyond the castle, then turned to Irian who was kneeling and spoke.

"Raise your head, Irian."

"......"

"Let me ask you. Do you also believe that my rule has been false?"

"How could that be possible! That's completely absurd! I—"

"Then that settles it."

Serphina looked down at him with the eyes of an absolute ruler, without a moment's hesitation.
This was such a natural scene. Like water flowing from high to low, as if it were only proper, she was clearly looking down at Irian but without any sense of condescension.
This was something only a 'true absolute ruler' like Serphina could achieve, not any other leader. Anyone living in this era as an ordinary person would naturally want to kneel before her without even realizing it.

"I appointed you not because you are the young head of the prestigious Al Kaski family. I valued you because I saw Irian, a person with outstanding abilities who accomplishes what needs to be done and who isn't afraid to try new things even at the risk of failure. If it's you, you should easily understand what I mean."

"My Lord...!"

"So instead of offering meaningless apologies, I think it would be better if you focused your efforts on developing practical countermeasures for the current situation. What do you think of my opinion?"

"Y-You're right, my Lord! Your words are correct. I, Irian, will never run away until I personally resolve my family's karmic debt!"

I carefully observed Lady Serphina's profile.
She's exactly the same as usual. The vulnerable woman who showed weakness in front of me was nowhere to be found. What stood before my eyes now was the sole leader of Serphina's army and the last legitimate heir of the Aingart imperial family.

"Now that Irian seems to have come to his senses, Miss Eoline. I would like you to continue with your explanation. Would you mind answering Swen's question?"

"I shall do so without fail."

After saying this, Eoline released the dress she had been holding up and finally looked at me.

"Did you come here alone?"

"I barely managed to bring myself here in one piece. It would have been better if I could have prepared something more concretely helpful..."

"Not at all. Let's hear what you have to say first."

Eoline slowly nodded at my words.

"Before I begin, I must clarify that I've only heard rumors and haven't seen anything with my own eyes, so I cannot tell you the exact reason... but considering how enthusiastically the family members have responded, please consider that this is likely truth rather than falsehood."
"So..."

A very brief silence followed.
Finally, she began to relate what she had heard.

* * *

Turning back time, at Aingart Castle.
In the mansion where both Irian and Jenis were absent, Eoline was spending an extremely boring time.

'It will take quite a while to receive a reply from Lord Swen, won't it?'

She had simulated several times alone how to convey her feelings to him, and thought she had done well enough—
But having done something she had never done before in her life, she couldn't hide her nervousness.

'Surely four women haven't already made vows with Lord Swen... I should be able to claim at least one position, shouldn't I?'

Eoline thought about the women presumed to be Swen's partners.
First, the red-haired female knight Irene Juliet.
The looks they exchanged when together were extraordinary. Above all, whenever Swen looked at her, his eyes literally dripped with honey, making it easy for any woman to notice that she had a very special relationship with Lord Swen.
Next was the magician Reika Nighthart.
She had helped them quite a lot to save brother Jenis. Apart from that, while she didn't seem to have as special a relationship as Irene, she was constantly by Swen's side, so it wouldn't be unreasonable to judge that she too was quite close to Swen.
In other words—at least as far as she knew, there were definitely two women.
Since she hadn't observed Swen closely for a long time, she wasn't sure how many more women he might have, but she could easily determine that one of the four positions was likely still vacant.

During their brief time living together in the dormitory, Swen hadn't shown any particular interest in women, and considering his attitude when he accidentally saw her in her underwear, it was possible that he didn't have intimate relationships with women other than those two.

'Well, even if all four positions are taken, then—'

Just as Eoline was indulging in rather sweet and sour fantasies—

"Miss! Miss Eoline!"

Someone rushed urgently into her room.
It was her nanny, a maid who had particularly cherished and cared for Eoline since she was young.
An ordinary noble might have reprimanded or even punished a servant for barging in and flinging open the door without proper etiquette—
But Eoline was a woman who had never once thought of using her bloodline to achieve anything, even after her Al Kaski family had become essentially the only surviving prestigious family and gained tremendous influence.

"What's the matter?"

"Miss. Something terrible has happened. You need to evacuate right away!"

Seeing her nanny's serious expression that couldn't possibly be an act, Eoline asked in confusion—

"What? Suddenly evacuate? What do you mean...?"

"It's urgent! Hurry! This is our only chance! Quick! Take my hand!"

Although it was a bit confusing, her nanny didn't seem like someone who would play meaningless and troublesome pranks.
Moreover, Eoline's feminine intuition strongly insisted that this was a time to trust her nanny.

"...!"

Instead of answering, Eoline took her hand and quickly fled the mansion.

* * *

After following her nanny out of the mansion and running for quite some time, they arrived at a place where a carriage stood ready to depart immediately.

"Get in this carriage!"

"Wait a moment!"

Although Eoline had silently followed her nanny while holding her hand, she couldn't help but ask questions now.

"Can you please explain what's happening now?"

The nanny panted heavily for a while, then placed both hands on Eoline's shoulders.

"Miss. Listen carefully. I'll only say this once. Nathan, that man, is plotting treason."

"What...?"

This was the nanny's story:
While working as usual, she happened to overhear the family's influential members talking, and there she heard Nathan discussing the removal of Jena, the current castle lord.
In the process, they planned to reassure Eoline, who was likely to become Irian's ally, and then deal with her slowly—such was the shockingly unbelievable conversation.

"So, Miss, you must flee right now! Go straight to where the family head is, or take refuge somewhere safe!"

"W-Wait a moment. Treason...? Are you saying that family members are agreeing with Uncle's words?"

That made no sense.
At least not within Eoline's common sense.
Nathan might be called their uncle, but from the family's perspective, he wasn't a particularly significant figure.
Wasn't he just an eccentric old man tucked away in a corner study, conducting incomprehensible research?
Would people really attempt treason, risking the entire Al Kaski family, on the orders of such a person?

Noticing Eoline's expression fill with shock, the nanny closed her eyes and spoke again with renewed force.

"Miss. I'm illiterate and honestly didn't understand much of what those people were talking about... but there are words I heard clearly."
"They said this: that they would have an advantage because there are three on their side."

"What? What three things are you talking about?"

So——

* * *

——They said they have three magicians.

"What...?"

Having heard something so hard to believe, I unconsciously replied with a voice full of weakness—
But the answer didn't change.
Eoline looked at me with completely serious eyes, without a hint of playfulness, and repeated the same sentence once more.

"They said they have three magicians, so they have an overwhelming advantage over the occupying forces... That's what I heard."
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# "Three magicians?"

"That's correct."

Wait, hold on.
From the moment the first magician Reika appeared, it was within expectations that late-blooming magicians would emerge.
Actually, in this game too, once the first magician appears, numerous others begin their activities.
Some existing generals like Tifa awakened to magic, while many new characters revealed themselves on the continental stage after magic was discovered.
In any case, it was inevitable that those awakening to magic would spring up like mushrooms after rain once Reika revealed herself to everyone.

But for three to appear simultaneously in one place?
No matter how I think about it, this doesn't make sense.
Of course, there were systems even I didn't know about despite being a veteran player, like magic-infused rapiers, but it didn't feel coincidental that three magicians would appear from the Al-Kaski family—a clan that would have been extinct without my intervention.

"I asked several times because I couldn't believe it either, but if that's not the case, I can't explain why everyone chose to follow my uncle... no, Nathan, instead of me, the family head."

"So, Irian, you believe Miss Iolene is correct?"

"I dare say that seems the rational conclusion."

After hearing Irian's words, Serphina stroked her chin with her hand and turned to look at the soldiers standing in formation in the distance.

"I see. They rebelled because having three magicians gave them an advantage... Do you have any idea how this happened?"

"None at all. I don't even know how my uncle became connected with magicians... I can only offer my deepest apologies."

Irian bowed deeply at a 90-degree angle once more.

"That's enough, Irian. You needn't worry further. If you truly feel remorseful, deal with those who made this misguided decision with your own hands. That would be extremely important not only to me but also to you as the family head, wouldn't it?"

"Of course. I will personally slaughter those fools who made the stupid decision to turn their backs on me as their family head, by any means necessary!"

Though Irian answered with force in his voice, I could easily notice him trembling slightly.
That trembling wasn't from fear. Rather, it was anger—overwhelming anger that seemed ready to explode at any moment.
Well, from Serphina's perspective this was rebellion, but for Irian as family head, his dignity was in tatters. The anger he couldn't hide was leaking from his face.

Serphina turned her gaze away from Irian and looked at Irene.

"Irene."

"Yes, my lady."

"It will take quite some time until the scouts return. The soldiers will inevitably panic because of the rebellion news. This applies not only to the soldiers here but to those in the rest of the northern continent as well. Therefore, I plan to travel around the northern continent ahead of the soldiers for a while, tending to public sentiment and meeting with castle lords."

After saying this, Serphina extended her snow-white hand toward Irene.
The gesture was so elegant that it carried the aura of a queen, naturally making others want to submit.

"During this time, I wish to bestow upon you the position of Corps Commander."

"...!"

"Irene Juliet. I hereby grant you authority over all castles in the central continent, including Balhart Castle, Raclaine Castle, and Zeta Castle. While I deal with the foolish ones in the northern continent, I entrust the future of Serphina's army to your shoulders."

Irene was startled by these words, her face turning pale as she stared at Serphina.
I was a bit surprised too.

Corps Commander.
A key position that could exercise authority over a specific region, equivalent to—no, perhaps even greater than—a national strategist.
A Corps Commander could do anything within their assigned territory. It essentially meant they could reign as the new ruler of that region!
In "Garland Eternity Saga," the game that formed the basis of this world, armies were rarely organized unless unification was imminent. It was just a function that automatically managed rear territories that were troublesome to administer, nothing more, nothing less.
For forward areas with many stationed soldiers like this, it was usually more convenient for the ruler to manage directly. Leading battles personally was much more efficient, and crucially, it didn't require taking a major risk.

What was that major risk?
The betrayal of a Corps Commander.

A Corps Commander's betrayal wasn't simply one person taking a single territory.
Corps Commanders also had the authority to appoint castle lords within their assigned territories. It was trivial for them to place their own people underneath them.
Essentially, if a Corps Commander decided to betray, it was reasonable to assume that all territories under them would participate in the betrayal.
That's why, rather than entrusting many territories to a single Corps Commander, the safer strategy was to distribute two or three territories each to multiple people, creating several corps. I still remembered this as a stable gameplay technique.

But what Serphina had entrusted was the entire central continent under her army.
It included the vast domains where Chel's army and Aishers' army had previously been stationed.
Having already realized that major systems operated based on the game due to natural disasters and such, it wouldn't be impossible for Irene to betray if she wanted to.
If an "Irene Army" were to emerge, the continent that was being stabilized would fall into chaos again. With all the quality troops included in the occupation force, Serphina might suffer an irreparable blow.

Yet she could speak like that—did that mean Serphina trusted Irene that much?

"I..."

As Irene hesitated to answer, Serphina spoke with an unwavering voice.

"I'm sorry, but I don't want to hear any refusal. Only you, Irene, are suitable for this position. Someone I can strongly trust who also has the skill to lead territories of this scale... I can't think of anyone else but you."

"But my lord—"

Instead of answering Irene, Serphina looked at me standing beside her and asked.

"Swen, don't you think so too?"

"...Pardon?"

I answered somewhat dumbfounded as I hadn't expected to be questioned, but Serphina, seemingly unconcerned about that, asked again with a remarkably fresh smile.

"I'm asking for your opinion on the decision that General Irene is suitable as Corps Commander."

If she's asking for my opinion, does she want me to consult my mind's eye?
Well, as she said, if there was someone here who wouldn't betray, it was only Irene, and there was no one else with outstanding abilities, so I wondered if there was any need for input—
But since the question had come my way, there was no harm in providing input.

'Is appointing Irene Juliet as Corps Commander to govern the central continent most efficient in the current situation?'

And after confirming the answer, I—

[It depends on the will of heaven.]

'...!!'

—barely managed to swallow my surprise.
"It depends on the will of heaven." The meaning was very simple.
The one thing that Intelligence 100, which predicts all futures, cannot predict is my own will.
It meant whether this decision was efficient or not depended on how I would act.

I easily noticed the true meaning hidden in this sentence.

'Lady Irene would immediately betray if I told her to.'

Along with the strange chill I felt from that realization, the emotion touching my heart was—relief.
A certainty that no matter what happened, I could trust Lady Irene.
But simultaneously, I felt sympathy for Lady Serphina.
Despite her trust in Lady Irene, she could ultimately be abandoned by my will—a pitiful situation.

"...Swen?"

Hearing Serphina's voice, I immediately bowed my head and answered.
Had she noticed my surprise?

"I agree with my lord's opinion. There is no one else who could fill that position except General Irene."

It's okay.
There was no need to pity her.
I had no intention of telling Lady Irene to "please betray."
The fact that it depended on my will meant, conversely, that appointing Irene was the most efficient answer.
I will protect Lady Serphina. Didn't I swear that not long ago?

"Swen..."

"The strategist agrees as well, Irene. I believe you know that excessive modesty is worse than inadequacy."

Irene hesitated for a moment longer, then finally seemed to make up her mind, bowing her head respectfully.

"...I understand. I, Irene Juliet, accept the position of Corps Commander by my lord's command."

"Good. I believe you will show the people of the newly acquired territories that Aingart's rule is the most rational form of governance on the continent."

"Leave it to me!"

National Strategist, Corps Commander, and the only magician.
Looking at the situation alone, Serphina's army was definitely falling into my grasp.

* * *

After parting with everyone, I made my way back to the building where Serphina resided.

"You all guard this area."

"Yes!"

"Swen. Continue to accompany me."

"As you wish."

After positioning the knight guards around the mansion, I silently followed her.
The door opened, and now only Lady Serphina and I remained in the mansion.
I honestly had a good guess as to why she had called me here.

'She probably noticed my hesitation when she asked about Lady Irene.'

At that time, I momentarily paused after confirming the unexpected answer "It depends on the will of heaven."
No matter how well I hid my expression and suppressed my emotions, it was difficult to believe that Serphina, with her extremely sharp intuition, had missed that fleeting moment.
In fact, until now, she had seen through all my attempts at maintaining a poker face.
Perhaps not questioning my behavior on the spot was Serphina's own consideration?

So, until now, I had been contemplating how to explain things to her in a way that would reassure and convince her.

"...Swen."

"Yes? ...Oh?"

Until Serphina suddenly turned around and threw herself into my arms.

"Did I... do well?"
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"What? You're saying I did well—"

Before I could finish my sentence, Serphina nuzzled her face against my chest and spoke.

"I tried my best... to appear as if nothing was wrong... I really tried."

"Lady Serphina...?"

"I wanted to run away, but I didn't flee from the Aingart name. I... did well, didn't I...?"

I couldn't bring myself to say anything in response, only staring at her with blank eyes.
How could this be?
Our absolute ruler Lady Serphina, who seemed like she would never break down... was now acting like a child seeking comfort from me.
Was Jena's death such a shocking event for her?
But throughout her life, she must have experienced many betrayals from those she trusted and lost many people dear to her...
Perhaps all that accumulated damage had finally reached a breaking point where she could no longer endure?

Regardless, what I needed to do remained unchanged.

"Of course, Lady Serphina. You did well. Even though you didn't want to do it, even though your heart must have been in turmoil, you did remarkably well."

"Yes..."

Only after hearing my words did Serphina gradually calm her ragged breathing.

"Swen... I like you."

"What...??"

For a moment, I almost felt my face flush, but then—

"You smell nice. A nice smell... the smell of your skin."

...Oh, so she was talking about my scent.
I was about to ask if she could smell my skin even through my clothes, but there was actually a word that came to mind when thinking about scent.

"You have a nice smell too, Lady Serphina."

"Hmm? Me...?"

Serphina lifted her head to look at me intently, blinking her large golden eyes.
Wait... has she always been this adorable?

"The scent of yuzu."

"Ah... that. You mean my perfume."

"Perfume?"

"Yes. It was my mother's. When I was very young, she gave it to me as a gift... When I wear that perfume, it feels like my mother is protecting me..."

Now that I think about it, the yuzu scent that usually emanated strongly from her seemed fainter now.
Perhaps she was too distracted to apply it properly before coming.

"What kind of person was your mother?"

"She was kind and gentle. She had poor health and passed away early... I don't have many good memories about my family, but I never thought badly of my mother. Those were some of the few truly happy moments in my life."

After that, I continued the conversation by asking her light questions.
It was trivial small talk with nothing important—but for me, it was a precious time to learn about Serphina as a person, not as Serphina von Aingart, the ruler of the Serphina Army.
And the more we talked, the more I could feel her trembling and breathing becoming calmer. If my goal was to soothe her, this strategy was working quite well.

As our conversation was winding down, Serphina looked at me and said:

"It's strange."

"Pardon?"

"Swen, when I talk with you... my anxiety disappears."

"I'm glad. I told you, didn't I? That I would protect you."

"Yes."

With those words, Serphina leaned into me once more.
This behavior was so different from her usual self that I still couldn't quite adjust to it.
Would you believe that I half-expected her to suddenly say, "I have specially graced you with my company for your entertainment" in her usual manner?

"Your scent... I like my mother's scent, but Swen, I like your scent just as much."

"...What?"

Instead of answering, she pressed her face against my chest even more firmly, nuzzling against it.

"I wish I could have your scent on me."
"Swen, I wish you and I could have the same scent... so strong that anyone would immediately know... I want to be mixed with you."

"...!"

—Gulp.
I swallowed involuntarily.
Did this woman understand what she was saying?
A beautiful blonde woman saying things like "I want to share your scent" and "I want to be mixed with you" while rubbing her entire body against me.
Though she didn't possess the overwhelming size that Lady Irene had, she still objectively had quite large breasts, which were constantly pressing against me.

The current Lady Serphina was not her usual self.
She was in a state where her heart had finally broken after losing a trusted general and facing another rebellion.
In this situation, if the only person she trusted asked her for something, she would probably grant it, whatever it might be.
I had thought about this recently.
With Lady Irene and Reika, and with my position as the national strategist, the Serphina Army was practically in my grasp—a somewhat presumptuous thought.
And now.
Not just the Serphina Army, but Lady Serphina herself... seemed to be in my hands.

Yes.
I could do anything.
She would do whatever I told her to do. "Anything."
What does a country matter? It might not be impossible to take the ruler into my hands and effectively reign as the de facto ruler.

'...No.'

But.
I won't do that.
I won't try to manipulate her by taking advantage of her vulnerability.
I can't abandon her when most other people have already done so.
With that thought, the male desire I had felt from physical contact with her quickly subsided.
...Good. This is fine for now.
I gently embraced Lady Serphina.

"I would like that too."

I reached out and ran my fingers through her hair, stroking it as if combing it.
It seems I'll be following her around for a while.

For now, I'll need to meet with the lords of the northern territories to handle the aftermath...

Somehow, from a certain point, thoughts about Lady Serphina and the Serphina Army had been growing larger in my mind.
The scariest thing at this point was—that even I was deliberately ignoring "that fact."

* * *

Somewhere in the territory of the Ohana Army, Southern Continent.

"Is that really true...?"

"Yes. I heard there was a rebellion at Aingart Castle."

"What are those central region people doing? When there's a rebellion in the capital, they should at least respond to it. Tsk tsk."

"Thanks to that, Serphina hasn't been able to come down here, which is fortunate."

"That's true, but..."

There was a woman eavesdropping on the villagers' gossip like a little mouse.

'A rebellion at Aingart Castle...?'

If that's the case, now would be the perfect opportunity to attack the Serphina Army...
Just then, the man in front of the woman spoke irritably:

"Miss. Are you buying or not?"

"What? Oh... I'll buy it. Sorry. Just a moment."

The woman somehow managed to pay with her one remaining arm, then took the food and headed toward the hut where her friend was waiting.

"I'm back."

"..."

Inside the hut, another woman sat in a chair, silently staring out the window.
Her eyes, each a different color, contained nothing. No despair, no hope, no pain, no sorrow, no joy—they were empty of any emotion.
Who would believe that this woman sitting here was once a rival competing for continental hegemony alongside Lynn Brands and Serphina von Aingart?

"Yuuri. I'll put this on the table, so eat whenever you want."

The woman who brought the food—Anima—awkwardly set the table with her single remaining arm.
She wanted to eat together, but since Yuuri had become mute, she never ate in front of Anima.

That day.
After leaving Epinel behind, the place Anima chose to survive was the Southern Continent.
At first, she had considered fleeing to the mid-western continent where the Brands Army was located, as the path there was relatively less treacherous. But as long as she remained within the Central Continent, she could be in danger at any time, and there was also the possibility that Lynn, who currently had an agreement with Serphina, might find her and Yuuri and send them to Serphina. Considering all this, coming here for refuge was the best choice no matter how many times she thought about it.
Although Yuuri had lost her ability to speak since that day, and Anima herself was just living idly while taking care of Yuuri, at least they weren't short on funds, so perhaps that was some consolation.

'At first, I thought about joining under Navidos Ohana...'

Being in the Southern Continent, Anima was quite aware of the storm that the Lunarian Army was causing.
Even so, Ohana wasn't without opportunities. If she had attacked Tepel Castle while the Lunarian Army was at war with the Roland Army, she would have had a good chance of success. Even with a magician on their side, wars were ultimately won by pushing with superior numbers of soldiers.

Yet seeing that Ohana hadn't moved an inch, Anima instinctively knew.
Ohana was not someone worth serving.

'For the time being, staying hidden here is the best option.'

Someday an opportunity would come. An opportunity to take revenge on Serphina, their enemy.
She had no intention of being cruel enough to make the exhausted Yuuri lead a nation again.
If there was someone who could take revenge on Serphina, she would gladly pour out all her meager talents for them.

'Currently, the one with the highest possibility is...'

In Anima's view, the nation with the highest chance of fighting and winning against the Serphina Army right now was—

* * *

Madlan Castle, capital of the newly established Lunarian Army.

"Is that true?"

"Yes, Strategist."

The soldier respectfully relayed the news he had heard to Ginor once more.

"The new commander of the Serphina Army is Irene Juliet, the female knight famous as the 'Specialist of Siege Warfare'!"
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"So that's what it was!"

When Ginor heard that Irene had been appointed as the new corps commander, what he felt was close to a shudder.

'Has Lord Swen finally begun to make his move?'

Even Ginor couldn't help but be surprised by the news of a rebellion in Aingart Castle. No matter how much the ruler had left his position for conquest, it was impossible to predict a rebellion occurring in the capital of all places without intimate knowledge of internal affairs.

But even more shocking was the news that Irene had become a corps commander.
Moreover, her jurisdiction covered the entire territory of Serphina's army in the central region. A goldmine of land that included all the territories of Chel's army and Aishers' army!

'Lord Swen was aiming for this from the beginning!'

At least in Ginor's judgment, Irene was practically one with Swen. Though she served Serphina, she would naturally prioritize Swen's instructions, and the ruler Swen truly served wasn't Serphina but Lunarienne, who was right here.

What if Irene were to betray Serphina while she was away?
Serphina's army would be split in two in an instant, and if Lunarienne's army absorbed that territory—the nearly impossible unification of the continent under Lunarienne's army would be right at hand!

Irene listening to Serphina instead of Swen? Unless there had been some extremely shocking incident in their relationship, that possibility was exceedingly low.

So? Now all he had to do was wait.
If rebellion occurred over time, Swen would contact this side through whatever channel.

"For now, keep an eye on developments. And the former Roland army... who is the current ruler?"

"I believe Arcandor succeeded Miel as ruler."

"A name I've never heard before. Anyway, can you tell the generals at the front to clean up those remnants as quickly as possible and arrange to share a border with the central continent?"

"Yes! I will carry out the Strategist's orders!"

After sending the soldier away, Ginor immediately began preparing to see the ruler Lunarienne.

'First, I'll explain the entire plan to the Lord, and discuss what should be done next... but...'

It was at that moment.
Suddenly, with all thought processes halted, he found himself unable to take a step forward.

—Wait a minute.
What if... this is just a hypothetical.
What if no rebellion like Irene's occurs... what then?

'Why am I thinking this?'

Ginor couldn't find the reason for these thoughts even as they occurred to him.
However, what momentarily paralyzed his thinking was intuition.
For some reason, an overwhelming anxiety that Swen might not do anything!

'If he does nothing... does that mean he still needs to remain under Serphina?'

He pondered briefly but didn't delve too deeply.
The reason he didn't need to think further was quite simple. If Swen did nothing, he surely had his own reasons.

That much didn't matter anyway. At least Ginor himself had no intention of questioning it or doubting him because of his actions. What could be more foolish than needlessly doubting a path that was 'absolutely right'?

The problem was Luna.
What if Luna realized that Swen had decided he needed to stay with Serphina's army, and for even longer?
The most important fact Ginor had learned here was that Lord Luna's only sore point was Swen, and she showed excessive reactions to anything related to him.
Naturally, he had no choice but to withdraw the plan he had just made.

'I'd better not explain to the Lord yet.'

If he needed to talk about it, it wouldn't be too late to do so after the rebellion actually occurred.
There was no need to create unnecessary trouble by stimulating Luna with the news that Swen would soon return.
A slightly delayed response... would be the wise choice.

'Then what I should do now is...'

Though it might not be much of a substitute, this much should be fine to look into...
Ginor quickly moved his feet.

* * *

Not long after the rebellion broke out in Aingart Castle, an official announcement came from the Brands army.
It was the news that the Brands army and the Hesna army had formed an alliance.
Though he already knew this would happen because of the intelligence he had sent, hearing the news directly still gave him a different feeling.

'If my thinking is correct, we should be getting a bite soon...'

And sure enough, an envoy from the Brands army visited our army as we were preparing to depart for the northern continent in earnest.

"Today I've come to deliver a message from our lord, Lady Lynn."

The reason for the visit was concise. An extension of the armistice period.
It was a bit annoying that they hadn't proposed it earlier and only sent an envoy after our army had experienced a rebellion, but now was the time to focus on the internal situation rather than external matters, so extending the armistice was the right move.
Even a mind with 100 intelligence would make a similar prediction, so there was no need to doubt further.

"A wise choice. I hope the friendship between our two nations will last forever."

Watching the back of the envoy who left after exchanging formal greetings, Serphina asked me a question.

"What do you think?"

"About the armistice?"

"No. I'm talking about the alliance between the Brands army and the Hesna army."

"It feels like what was bound to happen. From the perspective of both countries, it's a win-win relationship."

"That's exactly what I'm talking about. So your 'mind's eye' predicted that the mutual benefit between Hesna and Brands would ultimately benefit us?"

I thought she was going to say something else, but it was just this.
It made sense for Serphina to be curious. After all, I had made decisions for the individual ruler Serphina, not for this country.
In times like these, it was important to be brazenly consistent with what I had decided.

"That's right. Let's watch until the end. I'm never wrong, no matter what happens."

"I see."

Serphina smiled as if amused, tapping her finger on the armrest of her chair.

"To observe that, Swen, I must keep you even closer to me."

Though she was smiling quite seductively as she said this... I could no longer look at her as I used to.

When she sat on the throne, she maintained the appearance of the Serphina I had always known.
If I had to say, when there were eyes watching, she still had the dignified appearance of an absolute ruler like in the old days.
But when the watching eyes disappeared, and only the two of us remained...

* * *

"When are you planning to retire for the night?"

This was her temporary residence.
Since we were set to leave Valharat Castle tomorrow, she needed to go to bed early tonight, but—

"Let me stay a little longer. Swen, please stay with me a bit longer too."

"I told you. You need to sleep."

"I know. But I just can't fall asleep..."

From the moment she completely dropped her mask in front of me, I had a new duty.
That was to soothe her mental state.
I spent most of my time with her, staying in her quarters until she fell asleep and such.
If she was breaking down to the point of sending an SOS to me like this, Serphina must have cared for and trusted Jena, who had been her closest aide, quite a lot.
It wasn't strange considering that Jena, the national strategist, would have been the person she interacted with most before I came here. I had heard that Jena had single-handedly sorted out the chaotic atmosphere when Serphina had just taken office.

—And.
Every time I thought about it, one 'unsettling' thought in my mind continued to stimulate me.
The very thought I had deliberately ignored recently.

What if I hadn't taken Serphina with me?
If she had remained in Aingart Castle... what would have happened?

My question regarded harm coming to Serphina as a 'benefit' to the nation.
If her reputation was damaged, it would be good in the long run. Her maintaining her position was the only reason unification couldn't be achieved.
The nation's ultimate goal was unification. Serphina was essentially an obstacle to that, which is why I deliberately brought her to the battlefield, knowing it was 'inefficient.'

That's not all.
I already knew who would establish the unified empire.
Lunarienne Iniang—my Lord Luna. As long as Serphina remained on the throne, it was now an indisputable fact that Lunarienne's army, not Serphina's, would unify this continent.

Yet I continued to assist Serphina.
To save her, I kept taking her with me, twisting her fate of death over and over.

In such a situation, the appearance of three magicians and the death of Jena, the castle lord of the capital, in the form of rebellion—
Perhaps this was the 'price' for saving Serphina.

In other words...

'The more I try to keep Serphina alive—'

—Someone else might die.

This thought, which could bring tears just from hearing it, was floating around me like a ghost.

Ch.339 - Chapter 339. Changing Little By Little
I swallowed dryly.
Once again, I became acutely aware of the overwhelming power of fate that was completely beyond my control.
Is trying to save Serphina wrong?
If I continue to avoid it, perhaps more people will be sacrificed while the end remains unchanged.
Is there truly no way for her?
As much as I hate to believe it, no matter what we do, is everything "predetermined"... and impossible to defy?

"Lost in thought again?"

"Huh? Ah..."

Oh no.
Serphina is already anxious enough; I shouldn't appear distracted like this.

"No. It's nothing."

"That's a lie."

"Can you be so certain?"

"Yes. When Swen lies, the corner of your right eyebrow twitches slightly."

"...What?"

I couldn't help but be surprised by her statement, so I responded with a somewhat dumbfounded expression.

"Everyone has their habits. I can see them. Of course, unless I'm with someone all day, I can't gather as much information as I do with you... but once you recognize these patterns, you can learn to read someone's mind to some extent through repeated observation."

So that was the secret behind her uncanny ability to read my thoughts—her keen eye for detail?

"I see... That sounds like something from another world."

Serphina chuckles softly at my words. "Kuhuhuh."

"Your Mind's Eye is far more impressive. My ability is just a parlor trick in comparison."

"Even if it's just a parlor trick, my Lord possesses outstanding talents in many other areas. You're practically the perfect ruler, wouldn't you say?"

"Is that a compliment or flattery?"

"Both."

"Huhuhuh. Are you trying to get on my good side?"

"Yes."

"Uh...?"

Serphina was visibly startled, stammering for a moment before her face turned bright red.
This expression she sometimes shows is so adorable. I enjoy teasing the ruler just to see this face.

"I'm joking."

"...You really have no filter when speaking to an emperor, Swen."

"Indeed. Looking at moments like this, I think I've changed quite a bit."

"Changed?"

"Yes. I've moved between quite a few countries, you know."

At first, I only wanted to return to my original world as quickly as possible.
That's why I joined Lunarienne, the unification monarch.
My first experience was the battle with the Brands army. Then, as an envoy, I met Lynn and ended up receiving three thousand gold instead.
Somewhere in that process, I became integrated into Lunarienne's army and found myself wanting to protect her.
After Lunarienne's army was crushed under the Brands army's iron heel, I joined Lynn and met many people.
Among them was someone unforgettable and incredibly important—Irene.

Irene Juliet.
My personal knight who promised to wield her sword for me, and the first woman I ever loved.

The second time was for Irene's sake. For that reason alone, I betrayed Lynn and enlisted in the Aishers army under Yuuri.
There, I met another fateful person—Reika. The continent's first and greatest magician, a person as cute and gentle as a small animal.
Yuuri didn't value me or Irene much, and I didn't serve her seriously either.
Looking back, it was probably the most carefree time of my life. I didn't suffer much emotional distress then. With no responsibilities to bear, each day naturally felt lighter.
That's not to say I did nothing. The battle against the Brands army—that was my only way to repay Yuuri in my own way.

And then.
After hearing Intelligence 100's advice, I volunteered to be an envoy to Serphina's army.
Yuuri made the shocking decision to abandon me there.
And because of that decision—

"That's how I came to meet you, Serphina."

This was undoubtedly a profoundly meaningful event in my life.
Serphina von Aingart. The tyrant hated by all.
But she was merely atoning for Aingart's sins, not a bad person at all. Neither as a ruler nor as a human.

And.
I came to love such a Serphina.
This is perhaps the most dramatic part of my transformation.
Another ruler had entered my heart, which had previously served only Luna.
Even if the nature of those feelings was somewhat different, the fact that she had found her way into my heart remained unchanged.

"Come to think of it, how many countries have you been through, Swen?"

"You're exactly the fourth."

"I see. If you've wandered through so many countries, perhaps it would be strange if you hadn't changed."

I smiled at her and said:

"But you know what?"

"What?"

"You've changed too, Serphina."

"...Me?"

Serphina puffed her cheeks slightly and—

"Are you saying my way of speaking has changed?"

"No, not that. It's been happening for a while now. Just... you've become more honest, I'd say. It's more than just your speech pattern—it's your attitude. Something much more important."

"Hmm."

After listening to my words, she tilted her head for a while, then eventually let out a soft laugh. "Puhehe."

"If I have changed, and if it's in a positive direction—I think it's all thanks to you, Swen. I mean it."

"The same goes for me. If I've changed positively, it's all thanks to you, Serphina. If we both keep changing little by little like this..."

—Couldn't we change even the most terrible fate?

Unable to voice the final thought, I held back my words. Instead of asking further, Serphina slowly rested her head on my shoulder.
She smelled of yuzu. A scent that always calms my heart whenever I smell it.
What kind of chemical reaction would occur if the yuzu scent mixed with my own?

With such foolish thoughts, we felt each other's warmth.
In our private space, we filled the air with various idle conversations—

And so, another night passed between us.

* * *

Meanwhile—
Serphina didn't miss the fleeting moment in her conversation with Swen.

'He said fourth...'

Fourth.
The rulers Swen had served were Lynn, Yuuri, and herself, making it the fourth.

—Before Lynn, someone who was already a ruler must be his true lord.

This was an extremely important fact.
She already knew that Swen served another ruler.
What mattered was that this person wasn't simply someone he thought "should rightfully be considered a ruler" in his heart—but someone who had already raised an army once.

This narrowed it down.
One of the many small nations that existed just before the Brands army unified the Central Continent.
Swen had served one of them. Who could it be?

'...'

She had someone in mind.
But she needed to investigate further.
She needed concrete evidence.

'Swen. If only I could know exactly who is in your heart...'

* * *

By the time we arrived at Kelstein Castle, located at the entrance to the Northern Continent after leading part of our forces from Balhart Castle, we received news that territories surrounding Aingart Castle were under attack.
And in the process, power close to magic had been detected.

"Is that true?"

"Yes. As you mentioned, it seems that magicians have joined the rebel forces."

"I understand."

I turned my head to look at the pink-haired archmage with a determined expression.

"What do you think, Reika?"

Taking the asymmetric force Reika away from the occupation army was a significant loss for them, but with the border expected to be quiet for a while and reports of three magicians appearing, bringing Reika along was an unavoidable choice.

"It seems the reports about magic being used aren't false. However..."

"However?"

"The fact that three appeared at once bothers me."

Actually, this wasn't the first time I'd heard this concern.
As soon as Reika heard the news, she repeatedly asked me, "Three appeared at once?"

"I was about to ask about that—is it really that strange for them to appear simultaneously?"

I thought it was strange too, but I wanted to know why she had reached such a conclusion.
It was rare for the timid Reika to speak with such conviction.

"Yes."

"Do you have any basis for this? The emergence of people awakening to mana isn't limited to just you—it's been proven by Tifa, who appeared in Lunarienne's army, right?"

Reika looked slightly surprised at my words.

"Uh...? The magician who appeared in Lunarienne's army was named Tifa...?"

...Ah.
I inadvertently mentioned the name, but publicly, it was only known that "a general from the Southern Continent suddenly started using magic," without her name being widely spread.
It would be natural for someone who hadn't been part of Lunarienne's army or faced them in battle not to know.
Still, Reika wasn't the type to pry into such matters, so I could probably gloss over it.

"I happened to find out. I have my sources."

"I see... As expected, you're amazing, Swen."

Fortunately, it seemed to have passed without issue.
Making such a slip in front of Reika—I must be quite lucky.

"The thing is... there haven't been enough magicians appearing to establish a trend, so I can't definitively say it's strange based on concrete evidence."

"But you seem quite convinced nonetheless, don't you?"

"Yes."

She nodded and looked up at me with an uncharacteristically serious expression.

"It's just... something that stands out to me."

"Something that stands out? What is it?"

"Well..."

At my question, Reika hesitated for a moment, then reverted to her usual self.
Breaking into a cold sweat with an apologetic expression—

"I-I'm so sorry! It's just, I haven't organized my thoughts clearly yet... I'd like to run some tests, but there's no suitable way to do so..."

"Well, you can explain it to me slowly. The important thing is that something feels off, right?"

"Yes, that's right...!"

She nodded repeatedly.

'It seems there's something I don't know about.'

Even as someone who had poured 10,000 hours into magic, there were many things I was still learning.
For instance, the existence of healing magic or that ceremonial treasures were actually weapons capable of channeling mana.
These were things I could never have known just from playing the game.
Similarly, Reika, with her mastery of magic, must be sensing some kind of dissonance.

Reika was the type of person who performed worse under pressure.
With people like her, it was better to wait patiently rather than pushing them, even if it was a bit frustrating.

"Let me know when you've sorted it out. I'll be waiting."

"Yes...!"

Whether there were three magicians or whatever else—

'Those who dare to rebel will pay the price thoroughly.'

With renewed determination, I entered Kelstein Castle alongside Reika.
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# Arrival at the Castle

"Welcome, my Lord."

"Yes. Everything seems to be in order."

Starting with the lord of Kelstein Castle, Serphina and I were visiting each territory located in the northern continent one by one.
Since it was difficult to inspect everything alone, I ordered Ian, who had accompanied us, to tour the left side of the northern continent in my stead.
Since the House of Al Kaski was behind this betrayal, I assigned Kransis, the former commander of the occupation forces who had somewhat recovered from his injuries, to accompany Ian. In such circumstances, I doubt anyone would have the nerve to target Ian.

Among the territories not far from Aingart Castle, as expected—

"You say you received a letter asking you to support the rebellion?"

"Yes. Here..."

Serphina read the letter handed over by the lord, and without changing her expression, returned it while saying:

"It seems a lenient punishment will be difficult."

"M-my Lord! I never even considered betrayal. This point, I must—"

"I know. I'm not saying I'll do anything to you. I am not such a foolish woman."

After assessing the situation, it appeared that all the lords around Aingart Castle, including him, had received proposals to "join the rebellion"—
Fortunately, it seemed no one had accepted the offer.

"I will never forget that you made the right decision in this moment. Once the rebellion is suppressed, I will reward you for your correct choice."

"M-my Lord...! I only did what was expected of me!"

In this manner, we continued heading northward, consoling the lords of castles that had suddenly become the front lines, when one day the news reached us.
It was when we arrived at Rose Castle, located not far from Aingart Castle.

"You say Utiner Castle has fallen?"

"Yes...!"

Utiner Castle.
It was essentially a satellite city of Aingart, close enough to be visible from the outer walls of Aingart Castle, and the very region Serphina had once promised to grant to me.
It seemed to have fallen due to its proximity to Aingart Castle.

I turned my head and asked Serphina:

"How many soldiers are stationed at Utiner Castle?"

"It should be no different from Aingart Castle. We had organized everything before departure to prevent any incidents."

This meant there was no overwhelming difference in military strength.
If that was the case, there was something I needed to confirm.

"Where did our defeated forces go?"

"Some headed to Redinaldt Castle, while the remaining troops are here at Rose Castle."

Fortunately, it seemed there was no need to relocate.
Serphina, having heard my question once, clearly understood what I was thinking.

"You intend to interrogate them, I see?"

"Yes. If they engaged in battle, they likely would have seen them. The mages."

Three mages who supposedly appeared.
To verify the truth of this, I needed to speak with the soldiers.

"My Lord, please inspect Rose Castle. I will handle the interrogation."

"That makes sense. From a soldier's perspective, having me approach directly would be quite intimidating. I'll leave it to you, Swen."

"Yes."

As I was about to move, Serphina grabbed my wrist with a soft thud.

"My Lord?"

Serphina whispered, just loud enough for only me to hear, looking at me with trembling eyes...

"...Come back quickly. Understand?"

Perhaps she was anxious about being separated from me.
After Jena's death, Serphina had been showing signs of extreme anxiety. Whether it was due to the accumulation of past betrayals and misfortunes, or the shock of losing Jena, whom she had greatly trusted—what mattered was that she was in a more unstable state than ever before.
This feeling would likely continue until the rebellion was suppressed.
It was an unavoidable issue. Being a ruler didn't mean she couldn't be wounded.
Moreover, it seemed highly probable that in her current world, the only person she could completely trust—perhaps, was only me now.

What I needed to do in this situation was clear.
I firmly held Serphina's hand.

"I'll be back soon. The name of Aingart isn't something you bear alone."

"...!!!"

As soon as she heard my words, her eyes began to tremble intensely.
I quickly smiled as confidently as possible to reassure her.

"You know that, don't you?"

No matter how heavy the burden attached to that name might be, I would share it with her—
I could only hope this feeling would be conveyed properly.

"I'll be back."

I slowly moved away from her.
This time, she didn't hold me back.

# The Burden of a Name

Serphina stood frozen, as if time had stopped.
She stared endlessly in the direction where Swen had disappeared.
And—she kept replaying the words he had just spoken.

"The name of Aingart isn't something you bear alone."

What... did that mean?
Was he saying he would shoulder this name with her?
Was he saying he would become... Swen von Aingart...?

Thump, thump.

Even as her heart beat relentlessly, her reason provided a clear answer.
It was absurd to interpret that sentence as a marriage proposal.
Serphina was an extremely intelligent woman. This wasn't just a statement of confidence, but an objective assessment verified by many since her childhood.
Therefore, normally she wouldn't have engaged in such foolish behavior as having her heart flutter over something like this.

But.
Serphina was now slowly crumbling.

Swen's Mind's Eye, which always spoke the truth, had whispered until recently: I, Serphina von Aingart—cannot become the unifying monarch.
If that was the case, was her continued pursuit of rebuilding the empire truly the right thing for everyone?
Was fulfilling Algot's dying wish, even if it meant covering herself in blood, really the right answer?

In the midst of such anguish, her only pillar of support, the capable strategist Jena, had died. Because of her.
It felt as though Jena had died in her place because she had been absent.
Even if she knew intellectually that wasn't true, her heart couldn't help but acknowledge it. The more she struggled, the more people became unhappy, and the world fell into greater chaos.

Now the name Aingart felt like shackles rather than just a burden.
She didn't have confidence to bear this name. She felt she would ruin everything that Algot and Sidmid had so desperately desired.

Therefore—Serphina had no choice but to nurture false hope based on subjective interpretation.
For Swen to become Swen von Aingart.
The final advice Jena had given before dying. To marry him.

'Swen...'

I'll protect you, Serphina—when I close my eyes, I can hear your voice from that time.
You are the only light I have left.

So no matter what—I must marry him.
Even if it means giving up something I've protected until now.
Because with that... I can be truly 'complete.'

Having thought this far, Serphina slowly closed and opened her eyes.
The trembling in her body had stopped. The inexplicable fear seemed to have vanished.

Was this fate?
As it turned out, she wasn't the only one 'targeting' Swen.
Two monarchs were trying to get their hands on one strategist.

One very obvious fact:
There was only one Swen.

What that meant—neither Swen, Serphina, nor Lunarienne could know.

# The Interrogation

I headed to the infirmary where the wounded soldiers were resting, accompanied by Reika who had been taking a break.

'Seeing the wounded soldiers reminds me of Lady Irene.'

Despite being in a commander's position, the image of her treating the wounds of each individual soldier was still vivid in my mind.
Lady Irene, I wonder if you're doing well.

'What's there to being a corps commander? She's probably doing fine.'

So, instead of thinking about this, I should focus on my own duties.
I immediately approached one of the soldiers.

"How are you feeling?"

"Huh? Ah... A-are you the Strategist?"

I stopped the soldier who was trying to get up hastily.

"No need for formalities. Please prioritize your condition. More importantly, do you recognize me?"

"Well, I've seen you from afar before."

I suppose it's not strange for soldiers near the capital to recognize my face, since I've held public events as the National Strategist.
It suddenly struck me how high a position I had risen to, but that wasn't important right now.

"It must be difficult, but I'd like to hear your testimony about the battlefield."

"Testimony...?"

"Anything will do. As long as it's related to the 'mages.'"

"Ah..."

The soldier nodded as if finally understanding what I meant.

"Do mages really exist?"

"...Yes."

"How many were there?"

The soldier answered with a grim expression.

"Three."

'So it's true that three mages appeared?'

"Did you personally see them using magic?"

"Yes, I did."

As I momentarily lost my words at this incredible fact.

"Um, excuse me..."

Reika, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, cautiously raised her hand and spoke.

"I-I'd like to ask... one question..."

"Please, ask anything."

Reika seemed quite nervous about talking to someone she was meeting for the first time, hesitated for a while, but finally spoke very carefully.

"P-perhaps... were those three people... holding hands... or something like that...?"
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"?"

I turned my head to look at Ms. Reika, wondering what she was talking about—
She had an incredibly serious expression, one I'd never seen before.
It meant she hadn't just thrown out those words without thinking.

And the soldier's eyes contracted for a split second as he registered her question.

"Y-yes, that's right. H-how did you know...?"

"I thought as much..."

I considered asking if she had some kind of hunch, but since Reika seemed to have more to say, I kept quiet and waited for her to finish.

"Did three people use magic simultaneously?"

"I-I'm not sure about that. I was watching from a distance... But I'm certain they used magic."

"What kind of magic was it?"

"They shot something like fireballs forward. It was confusing at first... but since we were aware that 'there were mages present,' our formation didn't completely collapse. Though I probably shouldn't say that, given that we lost..."

"Did you happen to see all three of them using magic individually?"

"I think I saw two of them... I'm sorry. It was impossible to see clearly on the battlefield... Besides, I'm not even certain if I saw it or not, so please take this as just a reference."

"If you don't mind, I'd be grateful if you could tell me what you remember clearly."

After a few more questions and answers, Reika bowed slightly and said:

"I understand. Th-thank you for sharing this information with me...!"

"Not at all. The honor is mine, Great Mage."

"G-Great Mage...?"

The soldier looked at Reika, whose ears had turned red at being called Great Mage, with admiring eyes.

"I wasn't sure at first... but judging by your hair color and clothing, aren't you Great Mage Reika?"

"Y-you know my name...?? And more importantly, Great Mage...?"

"Of course I know. Haven't you been involved in all our recent major victories? I've always heard about your achievements from afar. I sincerely thank you for raising the prestige of our Serphina army."

"Oh my..."

After the conversation with the soldier ended.

"You've become quite famous, Great Mage."

"P-please don't call me that too, Lord Swen... Ughhhh. Great Mage, when I'm still so lacking..."

Starting with that light joke, I was able to have a proper conversation with her.

"You asked if they were holding hands, or if they used magic simultaneously... Do you have some idea about this?"

"...Yes."

Just a moment ago, when I was joking, the atmosphere between us had been somewhat playful.
But now, all of that had disappeared—leaving behind a tension so thick it was hard to breathe.

"I'm becoming more certain now. Probably... there's only one mage among the rebels."

"...What?"

But didn't he say he saw three people?
He wasn't completely sure, but he witnessed two different people using magic. Doesn't that mean at least two of them must be mages?

At that moment.

"You're thinking... 'Shouldn't at least two of them be mages?' aren't you...?"

"...!"

I was uncharacteristically unable to hide my surprise at having my thoughts perfectly read by Reika.

"How did you know?"

"Hehehe... I've started to understand... what Lord Swen is thinking... by looking at your expressions. We've been together for a long time, after all..."

Reika said this and gave me a silly, beaming smile.

"..."

Wait...
What's this all of a sudden?
The fact that someone who's revered as a Great Mage by soldiers and whose name is already widely known across the continent... shows such a slightly foolish but happy smile only to me, was strongly stirring something in a corner of my heart.

My gaze fell on her lips.
For some reason, I remembered when I kissed Reika.
It was a bit clumsy, but... delicious. There was definitely a fresh innocence to it that was different from Lady Serphina and Lady Irene.
And naturally... if I looked a little lower, her unmistakable volume would be visible—

I quickly turned my head away.

"...Am I sexually frustrated?"

We were having a serious conversation, and it wasn't appropriate to have such thoughts about Reika, as if I were in heat.
Alright.
I collected myself and looked back at her face to continue our conversation.

"...Huh?"

Reika was looking at me with spinning eyes, her face as red as a radish...

"What?"

"D-did you just... look at my chest?"

"...I'm sorry. My eyes wandered suddenly. We're having a serious conversation, and I deeply apologize. I'll focus properly."

"No, I... I don't mind..."

"What?"

"It's you after all, Lord Swen... so..."

She pressed her lips together, took a deep breath, and then—

"I-it's okay... if you look..."

She blurted out.

"..."

Since she said exactly the same thing as Lady Irene, I lost my words and rolled my eyes around...

—No!
I cut off something inside me and put my hand on her shoulder!

"Th-thank you! But, for now, let's finish our conversation! Okay?!"

"What? Oh, yes!! Th-that's right! Oh my! Aha, hahaha...!"

I wonder how we looked to others?
Judging by how hot my face felt, I probably didn't look much different from Reika, who was blushing intensely and flustered.
For my part, and especially for Reika's dignity as a Great Mage, it was truly fortunate that there was no one around.

"So, is there a reason you can be certain it's just one person, even though two people were seen?"

"..."

The atmosphere became serious again.
Reika carefully began to speak.

"Before I explain, please understand this is still at the level of conjecture."

"What's the probability it's correct?"

"90%... no, over 95%."

"That sounds more like certainty than conjecture."

"Honestly, except for the lack of physical evidence, it's pretty certain from the fact they were holding hands..."

Reika sighed briefly and then.

"Lord Swen. You know that the Aingart Grand Library has many novels about ancient mages, right?"

"Is that so?"

Come to think of it, she worked as a librarian when there was no war.
Being constantly buried in books, she must have encountered many different stories.

"Books that have been passed down orally from ancient times, but whose origins and sources are unknown. They describe various types of magic. Shooting fire, striking lightning... Everyone on the continent now knows these aren't just fantasy stories, right?"
"They also include scenes where forbidden techniques are used."

"Forbidden techniques?"

"The kind of magic that villainous characters in novels would use. For instance, channeling one's mana—"

—to someone who hasn't awakened to mana yet.

"Wait. By channeling, you mean—"

"That's right. By transferring mana, you can temporarily turn a non-mage into a mage."

"So that's what it was?"

"There are various mediums, but the simplest is holding hands. Do you remember? What happened when we caused the earthquake."

Ah, that's right.
I held hands with Reika then too. I still vividly remember how she said my hands were warm and that she liked it.

"From the perspective of someone who knows how to handle mana, it's much easier to simply transfer flowing mana to someone holding your hand than to create something like a fireball with mana."

"I see... So that's why you said only one of them is likely a mage?"

"Exactly."

I naturally asked her the question that came to mind.

"Then wouldn't it be better to create and operate a mage unit rather than using such a cumbersome method?"

"People without mana can't accumulate it in their bodies. So... Lord Swen, you know the rapier you always carry?"

"Yes."

"If you have something like that, it's fine. Like when we caused the earthquake... if there's a medium to store mana, it's possible to temporarily store it there, but otherwise it's impossible. Does that make sense...?"

So, without a weapon like a rapier, they return to being ordinary people once they let go of hands?

"It's not perfect, but I think I understand what you're saying."

"So, since they can't utilize mana unless they're holding hands, adding two more people with both hands is the best they can do."

"I understand that far. Another thing I wanted to ask—"

"You're wondering why I haven't done something like this before, right?"

"...You really are getting good at reading my thoughts now."

Reika smiled faintly at my words.

"I told you... you're special, Lord Swen."

It was then.
Her expression, which had always been hesitant, somewhat timid, yet peaceful, suddenly turned cold.

"I could never... do something like that."

"...Pardon?"

Reika's voice began to tremble.
The emotion I read there wasn't fear. —It was anger.
Reika was, for the first time in front of me, showing anger.

"Without something like a rapier to act as storage, if you continuously channel mana into someone who can't store it in their body, that person's body will be ruined. Anyone who has awakened to mana knows this. You feel it when you first try to move mana freely within your body. You realize that forcing it through where it doesn't flow naturally would be disastrous."
"And yet, that person is doing it so nonchalantly. Whoever they are..."

Her pink eyes shone more sharply than ever before.

"I can never... forgive someone who uses magic in such a way."
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While Serphina and Swen were circling the northeast, Irian was touring the northwestern territory with Kransis.

"I'm deeply ashamed."

"No need, Lord Irian. Even a family head cannot fully understand what every family member is thinking. Besides, didn't our lord already decide to let it go? I believe you understand that our lord's will becomes all of our will."

"Even so, I feel terrible about causing harm."

"No. Let's not speak of it further. Rather, I'd appreciate if you could deliver our lord's orders."

"Understood."

After hastily concluding his meeting with the castle lord, Irian left the royal castle and let out a long sigh.

"This is truly humiliating..."

"Still, someone of your stature is accepted without much trouble by the castle lords. The fact that you're a general who has made significant contributions to the nation remains unchanged."

"But Commander—"

"You still call me Commander. Since my injury, I've essentially stepped down from that position."

"But you still maintain the commander position, don't you? It's the same principle as when people used honorifics with me during my time as castle lord."

"And didn't I tell you? I'm retiring soon."

Kransis had suffered life-threatening injuries during the battle with Chel's forces.
Fortunately, he survived, but for someone elderly with such severe wounds, returning to the battlefield as before would be no easy task.
If he had been strategically inclined, he might have contributed from the rear, but Kransis had always been someone who focused on turning someone else's orders into reality by traversing the battlefield.
It meant that he had realized, objectively speaking, that he could no longer be of help.

"Does our lord know about this?"

"Not yet."

"Then perhaps you should ask for her opinion before deciding—"

"No. I know our lord wouldn't demote me even after realizing my usefulness has ended. That's why I'm retiring. I don't want to be a burden to Serphina's forces."

"..."

Kransis gazed straight ahead with eyes filled with regret.

"I thought General Irene would be suitable as the next commander... but now the general has flown to a place we can't reach."

"Brigade Commander Irene would have been an excellent choice. She's earned the most military achievements in our army."

Indeed, in Serphina's forces, where most renowned generals had withered away after being caught up in the rebellion, Irene was the only figure who had noticeably accumulated significant military achievements.
Despite not being much older than rookie Irian, who was being "groomed" as the next commander due to his youth, she was already a fully-formed outstanding talent.
These were the words commonly used to describe Irene among Serphina's soldiers.

"That's right. Although she started as an outsider who betrayed her lord and came to us, she has now become an invaluable asset to our forces."

"We're fortunate to have her in our army. It would have been disastrous without her."

"Are you saying that, Irian? In a way, the Brigade Commander could be seen as blocking your path. In fact, many people were disgruntled about that."

"If it's true that she blocked my path, then I should have achieved far more impressive accomplishments. Everything is ultimately proven by results. Wouldn't it be more reasonable for us to be disgruntled if someone not particularly exceptional occupied a higher position simply because they weren't an outsider?"

"..."

Instead of answering, Kransis slowly turned his head toward Irian.

"The Strategist... Jena was an extremely intelligent person."

"I understand you spent quite a long time close to her."

"During the period when Serphina's forces were being established, there wasn't a single place untouched by her hand. Being fortunate enough to hold the position of Grand General, I had no choice but to meet with her frequently."

"What kind of person was Jena back then?"

"She was a very unique and unusual woman in many ways. Even when she had to oppose many people's opinions, she would logically express her views without backing down. When she was first appointed as Strategist, many questioned how a woman with no name could rise to that position."

"Is that so? At least when I was commissioned, it seemed no one dared treat Jena disrespectfully."

"You were at the academy then, so it's understandable you wouldn't know. Anyway, she deserves much credit for making everyone acknowledge Serphina, whom no one recognized. Of course, Serphina is far more intelligent and fair than people give her credit for, so she would have eventually stabilized the northern continent even without Jena... but no one can deny it would have taken much more time."

And then—
Kransis's expression suddenly hardened as he lowered his voice.

"Jena said it herself. That we must make Lord Swen... the current Strategist, our ally. She said if we lose him for some trivial reason, Serphina's forces would never be able to take the world."

"Jena said that..."

"I've seen Jena express her opinions many times before. She was a flexible person with no particular stubbornness, willing to abandon her ideas if they didn't seem right. Yet she stated it definitively. That the era of Lord Swen would come to Serphina's forces."
"And look at our forces now. Strategist Swen, Brigade Commander Irene, and Mage Reika..."
"Jena was right. All the core positions in our forces are connected to Lord Swen, whether we like it or not. That includes you too, Irian, doesn't it?"

"..."

Irian nodded without denying it.

"The Strategist is like my lifesaver. Though I'm not fond of factions, if I had to choose someone to trust and follow, I would choose the Strategist."

"I'm not criticizing that. My concern is that this is Serphina's forces, not Swen's forces. If Lord Swen shows any sign of betraying Serphina—"

"—then I hope you won't betray our lord."

"This is my final teaching as your mentor. Well, you just arbitrarily called me your mentor even though I haven't taught you anything."

"Why do you think you haven't taught me anything? Everything I learned about surviving on the battlefield after my commission was thanks to you, Kransis. And..."

Irian said with a faint smile.

"I'll do whatever I can to ensure Lord Swen doesn't betray our lord."

"You mean you'll choose the ideal path? If it can be achieved, that would be best. However, it's still difficult to judge what kind of person Lord Swen is, as I don't even know him well yet..."

"Well, wouldn't it be fine if we could bind him with various relationships?"

"Bind him?"

Irian slightly turned his head, looking up at the sky as he spoke.

"For instance, through marriage."

"What?"

"My younger sister admires the Strategist. I also think it would be wonderful if we could welcome the Strategist into our family. Although our situation has come to this, and rather than becoming a prestigious family, we must be content with simply not being exterminated... still, if an outstanding person could bear our name, wouldn't that somehow ensure our family's continuation into the future?"

"By your younger sister, you mean Lady Iolline. She is indeed a virtuous and beautiful woman."

After saying this, Kransis let out a hearty laugh.

"I thought you'd be discouraged after this incident, but you're already making future plans."

"Since our lord has already forgiven me, there's no need to dwell in the pit left by past scars, is there?"

"..."

Kransis turned his head away, ending the conversation.
Jena had acknowledged Swen. She wanted to make him our ally by any means.
Which meant—Swen, if not on our side, would become someone who must be eliminated.

Nevertheless—
To Irian, who deeply trusted Swen as his lifesaver... Kransis couldn't bring himself to say what he truly wanted to convey:
'If Swen shows any sign of trying to eliminate Serphina and aiming for the ruler's position, you must eliminate him without hesitation.'

'For now, can we only hope that Lord Swen remains favorable to us...?'

Clearly, it should be the rulers who play with the fate of the world.
Yet somehow, Kransis couldn't shake the feeling that the entire continent was dancing in the palm of one man named Swen.

* * *

Finally, the northern territory patrol was complete.
We were waiting for the elite occupation troops of the rear guard to arrive at Rose Castle.
Since there's inevitably a difference in speed between a small number of people who came directly on horseback and a large battalion's advance, all we could do now was wait and monitor the situation.
Although we were maintaining strict vigilance in case they launched a preemptive attack with three mages, they didn't make any moves, perhaps noticing that we had Mage Reika on our side.
Perhaps because of this, we were spending what appeared to be an extremely peaceful time.

And what arrived before the soldiers I was waiting for was—

"A visitor has come for you?"

"Yes."

'Who could be looking for me?'

I couldn't think of anyone in particular...

"Did they mention where they came from?"

"Well... I'm sorry to report this, but..."

The soldier hesitated for a moment, then bowed his head and said:

"The visitor said that if I mentioned they were sent by someone who might be Lord Swen's elder, you would understand."

"...!!!"

In my entire life so far, there was only one person who would brazenly use such words to me.

—Ginor Nighthart.
After a very long time, I had received contact from him.

Ch.343 - Chapter 343. That's The Truth
When I arrived at the reception room where my visitors were waiting, two young men I'd never seen before bowed to me in greeting.

"Hello. Might you be Swen?"

"Yes, I am Swen."

"It's truly an honor to meet the esteemed Swen in person."

After exchanging handshakes with the two, I got straight to the point.

"First of all, regarding what you said about 'the person who will become the elder'..."

"Ah, we've come here on Ginor's orders."

The one who answered was a black-haired young man with clear eyes. As I suspected, the person who sent them was indeed Ginor.

"Why have you come to see me?"

"Ginor is curious about your intentions."

"My intentions?"

At my question, the somewhat naive-looking young man standing next to the black-haired one answered.

"Well, we were only instructed to deliver the message that 'he is curious about your intentions,' but we weren't told any details..."

I see. Perhaps he's taken precautions in case important information might leak. After all, the term they used to approach me was the ambiguously vague "person who might become an elder," so I should interpret this in the same context.

"Ah, there's no need to make us understand your answer either."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. We'll simply relay whatever you tell us, exactly as you say it. So you can speak freely... That's the extent of Ginor's message that we were to deliver to you."

Then all that remains for me is to interpret his cryptic message.
Actually, there's nothing to interpret. There's only one "intention" of mine that Ginor would be curious about.

That would be—

'He's probably wondering why my stay with Serphina's forces has been longer than expected.'

Ginor was currently serving under Lunarienne. His decision to serve her from the time she was hiding from the continent wasn't so much his own will as it was mine.
He mistakenly believed that I could accurately predict the future through some mysterious power, and therefore concluded that the ruler I chose must be the one destined to unify the continent.

His judgment wasn't wrong in its conclusion. The fate of the unified empire belonged to Luna, no matter how much Serphina struggled against it.
The question about my intentions could be summarized like this:

—Why do you continue to serve Serphina von Aingart? Lunarienne's forces have already established themselves sufficiently, so why haven't you come to us?

I could also guess why he was asking this question now, when he must have been curious for a long time.
He probably judged it was safe to ask now that nothing unusual had happened even after Irene became a commander.
After all, Ginor had been with the Aishers forces and knew about the special relationship between Irene and me.

In that case, there was only one answer I needed to give.

"Can you memorize what I'm about to tell you?"

"Of course. Even if it's an extremely long answer, I'll commit it to memory without writing anything down."
"I too promise to remember it with all my might."

"No, there's no need to go that far. It's not a particularly long answer."

I cleared my throat lightly, then gave my answer in a way that only Ginor would understand.

"Please tell Ginor: 'Everything I do, whatever it may be, is ultimately for everyone's benefit.'"

"Everything I do, whatever it may be, is ultimately for everyone's benefit..."

It wasn't a lie.
If Serphina were to step down from the throne, the fate of the unified empire would pass to Serphina's forces. That would make it impossible for me to keep my promise to Luna.
...Of course, I now acknowledged that my reason for staying with Serphina's forces wasn't solely because of my promise to Luna.
I liked Serphina. This feeling was close to love. That's why I wanted to protect her. Though I felt sorry toward Luna, my greatest goal now was to prevent Serphina from taking on everything and sinking.

The two young men repeated that sentence for quite some time, then nodded and said:

"We've committed it to memory."

"That's reassuring. Then I'll leave it to you."

"Yes!"

After sending back the young men who had come from Ginor, I let out a light sigh.

'Come to think of it, I wonder how things are going in the southern continent...'

I had heard that Roland's forces were nearly destroyed following Roland's death, but there had been no news since then.
Still... if things were following their destined path, Luna must be doing well.
While I had never experienced "overwhelming success" with Serphina's forces, it was a common occurrence with Lunarienne's forces.

I would order commerce and they'd find treasure chests; I would distribute aid and mercenary groups would pledge allegiance. Such "windfalls" never happened even once when I was with Serphina's forces.
Instead, what came were unbelievable betrayals. Rebellions. Nearly dying by the blade of someone trusted, and the tragic deaths of those who followed and believed in her.
Compared to Lunarienne's world, Serphina's world was unbearably harsh and barren. As if asserting that someone who shouldn't exist was in that position.

Lunarienne Iniang will become the unifying monarch.
Serphina von Aingart cannot become the unifying monarch.

'The prediction of Intelligence 100... is absolutely never wrong.'

From the moment I was first possessed in this world, the weight of this absolute truth that I had taken for granted—
Today, it felt unbearably heavy.

* * *

Madlan Castle, the capital of the newly established Lunarienne forces.
Today was the day when ruler Luna would return after a very long time.

The last two territories of the former Roland forces fell at an unprecedented speed.
Luna proudly led the vanguard in all those battles. The soldiers of the southern continent, having heard of the Red-Eyed Dragon's reputation, lost their morale just from Luna's appearance and couldn't properly engage in battle. Nothing was easier than dealing with demoralized soldiers, so the outcome was inevitable.

A great many people shed blood. With that, finally, one nation in the south vanished without leaving a trace.

Kill one person, you're a murderer; kill ten, you're a serial killer.
And kill a thousand on the battlefield, you're a hero.

For the enemy, the Red-Eyed Dragon's very existence was terror and fear incarnate—
But for allies, there was no greater hero.
The appearance of an overwhelming warrior who seemed capable of ending this chaotic era with her own hands.

—Naturally, the armed forces near the capital and the territory's residents couldn't help but view Lunarienne differently than before.

So of course, the atmosphere in Madlan Castle became excited just because "Lunarienne is returning"—
And when she finally returned, residents who hadn't even been summoned voluntarily gathered to see her return procession.

"Long live Lunarienne!"
"Welcome the new hero!"
"Drive out Serphina's forces and usher in the era of Lunarienne's forces!"

The residents each projected their new hopes as they worshipped the hero on horseback.
Serphina's forces' consecutive victories, the inconceivable collapse of the Brands and Aishers forces.
At the moment of despair when it seemed they would have to fall under the rule of the Aingart Empire again, the Red-Eyed Dragon of the south appeared like a comet.
She couldn't have been a more perfect superhuman, both narratively and timely.

"This is..."

Before entering the castle, Ginor approached Luna, who was sitting on horseback.

"It's the sound of people cheering for their lord."

"I see..."

"Return to the royal castle slowly and wave to the residents. It's an excellent opportunity to win public support without much effort."

Luna slowly turned her head toward Ginor and asked:

"Is that the most efficient method?"

"It is."

"Then... I'll do it."

I shouldn't hesitate anymore... she thought to herself.
She took her first step toward becoming many people's "new symbol."

* * *

The royal castle of Madlan Castle.

"You've worked hard. Was everything alright?"

"What special events could there have been, my lord? I too heard the news of your victory. They say you performed remarkably against those Roland bastards...!"

The general who had been temporarily in charge of Madlan Castle while Luna was away spoke with an overwhelmed voice.

"It's truly amazing! To think the balance in the south has finally been broken. And by your hand, my lord...! It's my honor to serve you!"

"Thank you. You must have worked hard, so I won't assign you any duties for a while. Feel free to rest."

"I accept your kindness! But please call on me anytime if there's something you need, my lord!"

After sending the general away, Luna, sitting on the throne after a long time, let out a long sigh.

'...I've destroyed the Roland forces.'

Now her Lunarienne forces were undisputedly the strongest in the southern continent.
While the Hesna forces, which had recently formed an alliance with the Brands forces, were one thing, they were definitely superior compared to the Ohana forces.
She was clearly achieving results. Moving forward. The "continental unification" that had seemed like an empty fantasy was gradually coming within her grasp.

But why?
Why did a corner of her heart feel so empty and hollow?
Despite her overwhelming success as a ruler... why couldn't she shake the feeling that she was missing the most important thing?

"Strategist..."

In the empty audience chamber, Luna muttered that word aloud to herself.
Strategist. If she called out like this, it felt as if the person who first recognized her true worth, when no one else would, might appear before her.

"Strategist. My strategist... Swen..."

I miss you.
I miss you so much.
You were deceived by Serphina's cunning tongue because you're too kind... but it's alright. Now it's my turn to save you...

'Hurry...'

I must quickly clear Swen's clouded eyes.
I must deal with that woman who clings to Swen like a leech.
And, together with Swen... my mission is to build a unified nation and save the people from Aingart's tyranny...

Despite thinking this, the trembling wouldn't stop.
Whenever she thought about Swen, something inside her kept whispering questions:

—Hey, what if Swen chose Serphina over you?

'...No.'

Isn't it Swen's freedom to choose whoever? Swen already saved you. Hasn't he done his part?

'No...!'

—Slap!

Luna struck her cheeks hard with both hands.
It stung a bit, but it helped her regain her senses.

'That can't be. Once I deal with Serphina... Swen will return to my side. Swen must be waiting for me to come. Yes... that's the truth.'

That's the truth, that's the truth, that's the truth...
—That must be the truth.

'Quickly... let's conquer the south as quickly as possible. And then, Serphina—'

—I'll kill her.

Day by day, as her longing for Swen grew, her "anger" toward Serphina grew proportionally...
And this quiet feeling of anger was growing, little by little, but surely.

Ch.344 - Chapter 344. Al-Kaski's Rebellion (8)
* * *

I approached Serphina with Reika and explained everything she had deduced.

"I see? So there's likely only one true magician, and the rest are merely some kind of 'mediums'... is that right?"

"Yes. Though I'm not entirely certain..."

"But according to your eyes, you're confident?"

Reika slowly nodded and replied.

"...Yes, I am."

"I see."

Serphina stared directly into Reika's eyes, then soon smiled as if finding something amusing.

"When we first met, you couldn't even make eye contact with me, but now you can look at me with such clear eyes. Reika."

"Ah, th-th-that's..."

"I'm not scolding you. I'm simply encouraged to see how you've changed."

"R-r-really...?"

'...'

There seemed to be many implications in their conversation, but I chose not to interject at this moment.

"Very well. I, Serphina, believe in you, Reika. How do you think our army should respond to this situation?"

"W-well—"

"I'll discuss that separately with Reika and determine our approach."

There was no need to burden Reika, who struggled with explanations, with this responsibility.
Serphina immediately understood and nodded.

"I understand. Entrusting full authority to those I trust and providing maximum support, while taking responsibility as the decision-maker—that is indeed what an excellent leader must do."

Then, still seated on her throne, she extended her arm.
That gesture she made when issuing commands carried enough dignity to affirm her authority with just a simple movement.

"Swen. Reika. For this matter only, I grant you full authority. As soon as our troops arrive, swiftly suppress the rebellion at Aingart Castle and ensure that Nathan, who harbors false hopes, pays the appropriate price."

"Yes!"

"Y-yes, understood...!"

Now all that remained was to wait for the troops to arrive.
It was time to prepare for a race against time.

* * *

Aingart Castle.
On that glorious throne where only the continent's supreme rulers had ever sat, a man with excessive dreams had taken his place and was listening to a soldier's report.

"So? You're saying the witch has arrived at Rose Castle?"

"Yes! Multiple informants have confirmed it, so we consider this information reliable!"

Nathan Al Caski.
Since surrendering the family headship to the young legitimate heir Irian, he had spent over ten years curled up like a turtle in its shell, focusing on appearing "without ambition" while enduring his time patiently.
He turned to Merry, the national strategist of his rebellion force—the Al Caski army—and asked:

"It wouldn't be right for us to attack first, would it?"

"That's correct. While we do have Lady Marilyn on our side, Reika Nighthart has countless war experiences and appropriate military achievements. Moreover, according to Lady Marilyn's testimony, her magic is far inferior to Reika's."

"So there's a difference between skilled and unskilled practitioners in magic as well..."

Marilyn Al Caski.
Nathan's second daughter and, as far as he knew, the third woman to awaken to magical talent.

Having stepped back from central politics, pretending to collect treasures while actually gathering highly liquid assets and waiting for the right "moment," Nathan thought this when he realized his own daughter was a magician:
—This is a sign from heaven.
Heaven has finally favored me and given me this opportunity!

Nathan was a person who stood with the majority, not the minority. In other words, he was someone who couldn't acknowledge Serphina.
Though he never openly showed it, emotionally he supported Sidmid's reform theories, and to him, Serphina was like a thorn in his eye for suddenly appearing and seizing all authority.
The reason he chose to hide himself and disappear in the first place was because he was certain she would eventually fall.
The consecutive military rebellions, the hostility toward her that kept emerging even after suppression after suppression.
At first, he literally thought Serphina's downfall was just a matter of time. No matter how close to superhuman she might be, no person could overcome such malice.

But strangely—far from falling, she gradually established her foundation.
With the outstanding talent Jena at the center, she somehow managed to suppress the rebels in the early stages and expanded her influence. Finally, she began to advance into the central continent.
Rather than suddenly collapsing, she was steadily advancing on the royal road of an emperor rebuilding a unified empire.

In this situation, there might never be another opportunity to rebel against her.
This was the main reason Nathan decided to strike immediately rather than bide his time further.

'Yes. I wasn't wrong.'

It was a rare opportunity when a monarch leaves the capital with most of the elite troops.
Moreover, the number of troops coming this time was just enough to consider a defensive battle. If all the occupation forces were brought, they would be suppressed within hours, but considering the troops needed for the central continent territories, his prediction that they couldn't all come at once had proven correct.

The biggest hurdle would be the upcoming defense of Aingart Castle.
Still, if they could somehow win this battle, he was confident they could conquer the northern continent.
They would have to face Serphina's forces, who now held significant territory in the central continent, for some time... but compared to the hopeless situation before, this opportunity remained crucial.

"I understand. Then what do you think we should do?"

"I do have a plan in mind... but I'm somewhat doubtful whether you'll fully follow my opinion."

Nathan carefully examined Merry's face.
An ambitious woman who had studied under Jena and then killed her with her own hands after Jena was pushed out.
The fact that she could kill even her own master without hesitation meant she was desperate to prove herself to this world.
And Nathan was someone who knew well how to handle women with such strong "desire for recognition."

"You needn't worry about that. No one under me would dare go against the national strategist's words. Besides, isn't it publicly known that we have three magicians? No one else could come up with a more plausible opinion at this point."

"Even if it goes against ethics?"

"Ha! You dare use such a word in these times, Merry."

After all, having already become rebels, what wouldn't they do to defeat Serphina?

"...In that case, please come closer for a moment."

Merry conveyed her plan to Nathan.
It was...

* * *

Knock knock knock.

"Come in."

The one entering was Nathan's second daughter and the continent's third magician, Marilyn Al Caski.
Lying on the beds were his younger sister Yupia and younger brother Reilan.
Her siblings who shared her blood, publicly known as "three magicians" along with herself.

"How are you both feeling?"

"I'm fine. What about you, sis?"

"And Yupia?"

"She's still sleeping."

Marilyn sat down on a small chair next to Reilan's bed and said:

"Are you really okay?"

"Yes. I told you, didn't I? I'm just a bit tired from doing something I'm not used to..."

"..."

Having awakened to mana, Marilyn knew how much strain it put on the body to first channel magical power and then accumulate it.
While she had learned the method through training, it was inevitably taxing on her siblings' bodies.
But—

"Sis. What about Father?"

"He was very satisfied. He said we can save the territory's people suffering under Serphina's tyranny with our own hands. He said he's very proud of us..."

"I see..."

Marilyn had to ignore this fact even though she knew it.
The very fact that there were three magicians was the only way to stand against Reika.
Besides, seeing her father, who had always been depressed, regain his vitality held great meaning for her.
Though she didn't know the details, he had been constantly sighing since the death of Emperor Sidmid, the one person who could have led the continent to true prosperity.

"A valuable talent has died. By a witch consumed by lust for power who murdered her own blood..."

To drive out Serphina who had killed him cruelly... shouldn't we siblings do something?
Father had said that from the moment I awakened to this power, my life was not just my own but for all the territory's people—and that was the destiny bestowed upon the Al Caski family.

So it's okay.
Even though I know it's harmful to my siblings... this is the destiny of those born to high positions.

"Sis. Don't worry. I'm... fine. The great magician is coming now, right?"

"I think so."

"Father said it too. No matter what happens, we'll defeat the evil witch's apostle, the great magician, and rebuild the true Aingart Empire. Both Yupia and I will do whatever it takes for that."

"Reilan..."

Marilyn firmly grasped her brother's hand.
Yes. Let's restore everything to how it was. Our great empire that the witch has completely ruined...!

* * *

Just as the elite troops arrived, Irian and Kransis, who had been patrolling the northwest, also joined us at Rose Castle.
And the person I appointed as commander-in-chief of the rebellion suppression forces, having been granted full authority by Serphina, was—Irian Al Caski.
Irian, who took this as a sign of his determination to handle the wrongdoings committed by his family with his own hands, accepted the position without complaint.

"My fellow soldiers! The rebels are enemies of our nation! Focus not on who they once were, but on what they are fighting for!"

After the basic speech ended, we gathered in the meeting room of Rose Castle.

"Now, let's begin the meeting. Anyone with an opinion, please speak freely."

'Alright. Shall we get started?'

This was just doing once more what we had done several times before coming here.
I carefully raised my hand.

"Strategist, please speak."

Ch.345 - Chapter 345. Al-Kaski's Rebellion (9)
"Before I say anything, I'd like to hear what plan you have in mind first, Ian."

"I do have a few ideas. Are you offering your opinion, Strategist?"

"Since you're asking me to respond, I suppose that's correct."

"Indeed."

"That's very reassuring. Then I'll briefly explain my plan."

Ian spread out the map and enthusiastically detailed his strategy to me.
It wasn't particularly unique - a straightforward frontal approach. This made sense since our army had the overall advantage.
Even with troops stationed in the Central Continent, our forces still outnumbered theirs by a clean two-to-one ratio.

"I'll take the vanguard. Kransis will be responsible for the rear. Strategist, you should also position yourself in the rear... If you have any good suggestions during battle, I'll grant you the title of Chief of Staff, so feel free to implement them directly without reporting to me first."

After finishing his explanation, Ian looked at me and asked:

"That's my plan, but what do you think, Strategist?"

I quite like it. What I appreciate most is how you've inserted questions at just the right moments.
I immediately processed Ian's plan in my mind.

The result was—

[Despite significant casualties, we should still achieve victory.]

'Huh?'

This talk of "significant casualties" wasn't new to me.
Didn't something similar come up when we were preparing for the final battle against the Aishers army?

"Strategist?"

"Please wait a moment, Ian."

"Of course! Take your time thinking it through."

Fortunately, Ian didn't seem concerned about how much time I spent contemplating.
The position of National Strategist has its advantages at times like this. When I worked under the Brands army before, I had to go through more troublesome procedures.

Anyway—since I had a result, I needed to work backward to understand why.

'Significant casualties... casualties...'

I felt I lacked sufficient information for this reverse calculation.
Yet I couldn't just ask Ian to question me like Serphina, who knew all the secrets.
I considered calling for Serphina, but that should be a last resort. I couldn't blindly rely on her forever.

Let me calculate with what I have.
By "significant casualties," it probably didn't mean troops. If we were to suffer heavy troop losses, the prediction that "we should still achieve victory" wouldn't make sense.
Even though they had only one mage instead of three, and our mage Reika was stronger, ultimately battles were decided by soldier numbers.
So... does someone die?

I slowly checked the positions of the commanders Ian had placed on the map.

Ian was at the frontmost position. Four of our armed officers were on the left, two armed officers and Reika on the right.
Kransis and I were positioned at the rear.

Is this arrangement what leads to "significant casualties"?
If so—

'Perhaps... there might be a way to figure this out.'

Finally breaking my silence, I looked at Ian, the strategy's creator and commander-in-chief, and spoke:

"Ian. The strategy itself is fine... but there are several things I'd like to investigate. In that sense, I have a request."

"Please tell me anything, Strategist."

"It's nothing difficult. Please prepare the same strategy but with just one element changed—the positioning of the commanders. I'd appreciate if you could select arrangements that could realistically be applied."

"...Pardon?"

"In other words, right now you're positioned at the front... please create formations where you might be moved to the left, right, or rear. Please do the same with the other commanders, mixing their positions."

Ian looked very puzzled, as if wondering "what's the point of this?"—
But then he bowed his head and said:

"I'll do that. Please wait a moment."

Fortunately, he didn't question me further and prepared several strategies using additional maps as I instructed.
The only difference was the positioning of the commanders.

"Here they are. What do you think, Strategist?"

I glanced at Ian and asked:

"You're asking what I think of all these strategies, correct?"

"Yes, that's right."

'Thank you.'

I examined each strategy with satisfaction.
Most predictions remained unchanged: significant casualties, but a reasonably successful victory.

As I was reviewing each strategy—

[Victory is impossible in this battle.]

'Huh?'

A prediction of "victory is impossible"—something I hadn't seen in a long time.
I picked up the map to examine that particular strategy in detail.

I sensed something different, but to identify it, I needed to review the remaining strategies.
Only after examining all the strategies Ian had prepared could I determine when we would be defeated.
It was when—Reika Nighthart was positioned in the rear.

'So if Reika is positioned in the rear with Kransis and me, we cannot win this battle...?'

I didn't understand why, but my Intelligence 100 was telling me so.
Whatever the reason, if Reika in the rear meant defeat, and Reika elsewhere meant significant casualties—

Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind.

I'd seen that phrase "significant casualties" before. Reika was on the battlefield then too.
And now, every scenario where Reika wasn't in the rear indicated significant casualties.

'This... could it be.'

I looked at Reika, who was quietly standing behind us.
She seemed to notice my gaze but didn't speak, likely due to the serious atmosphere.

Could it be... she dies?
Reika... dies?
To win this battle... Reika has to die?

'That can't be...'

As I was spacing out due to my suddenly complicated thoughts, Ian asked with concern:

"Are you alright, Strategist? You don't look well..."

"Ah... it's nothing. I'm just thinking."

Ian may have said something after that, but it didn't register in my mind.
Should we postpone the battle? But that would not only affect our troops' morale but also give the rebels justification to swallow the Central Continent.
Moreover, there was no guarantee the next battle would be more favorable for us. Avoiding this battle because Reika's life was in danger didn't mean her safety would be guaranteed in the next one.
Realistically, quickly reinforcing our troops was nearly impossible.
Yet we couldn't exclude Reika. Even if they had only one mage instead of three, a battle where only the enemy had a mage while we had none—
Even with some knowledge about "magic," it was obvious without further thought that the battle would be disadvantageous.

In other words, engaging in this battle was the right move to quickly suppress the rebels—
—but doing so would put Reika in danger. She could die.
No... given the emphasis on "significant casualties," it was almost certain she would die.

'I absolutely cannot allow that...!'

I cannot sacrifice Reika under any circumstances...!
They say we must make a great sacrifice to win? And if we don't want to sacrifice, we should accept defeat?
That's ridiculous. There must be a way to win without sacrifice!
But the prediction of Intelligence 100 is absolute. It's impossible to go against it...!

Sensing my mind overheating and starting to malfunction, I let out a short sigh.

At first I thought this was a terrible situation, but thinking about it, isn't this actually quite fortunate? The difference between knowing she might die and her actually being dead was enormous.
Reika was still alive and well. Rather than panicking, I realized this was my chance to "save" her, which helped cool my heated mind.

'Think calmly. There must be a way.'

My predictions are always correct. The impossibility of defying them was a cold reality.
However—it was also a fact that results could change based on actions. Hadn't I already saved Serphina's life multiple times through similar processes?
I can do it again.

First, why Reika specifically?
The keyword that quickly came to mind was "mage." Did this mean the enemies were specifically targeting the mage in this battle?
Whatever the case, in scenarios involving magic, factors I couldn't anticipate often emerged, making it impossible to assert anything with certainty.
Like the healing magic Reika demonstrated or the rapier at my waist.
The variety of magic types. And the fact that ceremonial treasures had such abilities.
These were facts I could only learn after being transported to this world.

—Wait.

Just a moment.
The rapier at my waist...?

'....'

Magic and magic.
A rapier that can store magical power.
The existence of mages. A mage in danger.

Perhaps...

"General Ian."

"Yes, Strategist. Please speak."

Only then did I realize that Ian had been standing beside me, frozen in silence, quietly waiting for me.
Normally I would have appreciated this, but... right now I had no capacity to care about such trivial matters.

"Could you bring me another map?"
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# Aingart Royal Castle

"My lord! Serphina's troops are heading toward Aingart Castle!"

At the soldier's report, Nathan nodded as if he had been expecting this.

"Understood. Summon all commanders to the meeting room. I will head there shortly."

"Yes, sir!"

After dismissing the soldier, Nathan mentally reviewed the "plan" Merry had explained to him—a strategy that would abandon human ethics but deliver a decisive blow to the enemy.

Nathan closed his eyes briefly.
There was no point in hesitating now.

'The die has already been cast. To seize this opportunity... I must do whatever it takes.'

This was a battle he absolutely had to win.
By winning this battle, the name "Al Kaski" would be eternally remembered throughout the continent.
'People will think of my name when they hear Al Kaski. My decisions will become history!
It will be my name, not my brother's, that goes down in history!'

Without further thought, Nathan headed to where the soldiers had gathered for a final speech before proceeding to the meeting room.

# # #

On the second floor of Aingart Royal Castle was a space reserved for speeches.
Normally, only those with Aingart royal blood could give speeches here with soldiers standing at attention—
But now, that centuries-old rule was finally being broken by a person of Al Kaski lineage.

"You've arrived, my lord."

As if expecting his arrival, Merry had already taken her position. Nathan walked past her and addressed the assembled soldiers in a loud voice.

"The moment has finally come, my men! The moment when our forces engage in battle with Serphina's main army!"
"As you all know, the soldiers we've faced until now were merely standing forces maintaining public order. The soldiers coming now are Serphina's elite troops who have been acting as occupation forces. That alone should tell you how different this battle will be from those we've experienced so far."

Nathan spoke with the most powerful voice he could muster, aggressively, as if he were a fearless and mighty general.

"I won't deny that our chances of winning this battle are slim. However, this could change history! If we win this battle, we can quickly unify the northern continent and build a nation that rivals Serphina's forces! Pushed back to the central continent, Serphina's army will be surrounded by our forces, the Brands army, and the nations of the southern continent—effectively cutting off her hands and feet."
"Yes! Our names will be remembered forever! As heroes who stopped the notorious villainess Serphina!"

The title of heroes who stopped Serphina—something no one had achieved before. Not Lynn Brands, not Baranga Yuuri Aishers, nor the countless lords who had risen like wildfire with lofty ambitions.

"My men! Don't you want to become heroes? Don't you want to be the only ones who stopped the rampage of the worst tyrant Serphina, created by the incompetence of the Aingart royal family?"
"We can do it! With our three mages, nothing is impossible! The fact that you shed blood will be praised and admired by everyone in the future! Don't you want to become legendary figures who could only be found in the songs of bards?"

"Then!"

Nathan took the spear from his back and raised it high into the sky.
It was his brother's spear, which he had secretly kept after the death of his brother, who had been renowned as a spear knight.

"Fight for me! For Nathan Al Kaski! I promise to make you heroes when we achieve our great cause! Won't you join me in overthrowing the eternal traitor Serphina?"

What followed was the roaring cheer of the soldiers.
Nathan only felt truly alive when he heard these earth-shattering cheers directed at him. Only then did he feel his blood flowing.
It almost made him feel like he wasn't just the insignificant younger brother overshadowed by his brother, but the sole hope of the Al Kaski family!
No, this was how the world should be! Not having a clueless youngster like Irian become the head of the family just because he was his brother's son—this was the right answer!

As Nathan gained excessive optimism about himself from a speech that had started to boost the soldiers' morale, Merry silently watched his back.

# # #

"Thank you all for gathering."

Upon arriving at the meeting room, Nathan briefly summarized what he had just told the soldiers.
How important this battle was, what they could gain from it... things like that.

"And this time, we will go out to intercept them rather than holding a siege."

"Intercept, sir?"

"If we let Aingart Castle be engulfed in flames, we won't be able to regain the already rock-bottom public sentiment of the territory's residents."

Although Serphina was hated by many, the residents of the northern territories under her direct rule didn't despise her that much.
In fact, from the perspective of ordinary people, as long as they could make a living without problems, they wouldn't necessarily harbor complaints about what their superiors did.
Aingart Castle had completely recovered its pre-imperial collapse economy thanks to Serphina's wise governance. Naturally, they were more likely to dislike Nathan, the foreign element causing this trouble.

"So, for the sake of the future, it's right to go out and intercept them. Although there's quite a difference in the number of troops, we have three mages on our side, which should somehow make up for it."

"I see. Understood."

Seeing the commander quickly comprehend, Nathan deliberately turned his gaze elsewhere.
The fact that they didn't actually have three mages but only one, with the other two merely pretending through some kind of trick—a fact that would have tremendous impact if revealed—was known only to his children who were acting as mages, himself, and the strategist Merry.
It's fine. After this battle, it would inevitably be revealed that there was a problem with our mages, but what matters is the result.
If he could achieve meaningful results, he was confident he could sway public opinion in his favor.

"Then, as you said, we will prepare to form our formation and intercept."

"Just a moment. I'm asking just in case, but what is the enemy's formation like?"

At Merry's question, the commander bowed his head and replied.

"Yes, Strategist! Irian Al Kaski is at the front, Reika Nighthart on the right, and Kransis, Jerome, and Rain on the left rear. Swen is positioned at the very back. From what we can see, Swen, who serves as the chief of staff, appears to be the de facto final decision-maker."

"...I see."

Merry couldn't help but smile.
Reika Nighthart on the right... There couldn't be a more perfect arrangement for implementing her plan.
In fact, it wouldn't have mattered if she were on the left or at the front. As long as she wasn't at the very back, the plan could be executed.

Merry checked Nathan's reaction once more.
...It's fine. This man won't care much about anything else as long as his ego is satisfied.
In other words—he wasn't a difficult type to handle like Serphina.
Having watched Jena suffer like a dog under her, she had no desire to live a life like hers.
From the moment he said he would "implement" the plan she had suggested, she was confident she had Nathan in the palm of her hand.

Merry thought of Jena's face—who had worked diligently only to have everything ridiculously taken away by the new power, Swen, and ended up as a forgotten elder.
She had had an opportunity. A chance to cleanly eliminate Swen!
But she didn't. She accepted him with the logic that "Swen is absolutely necessary for our country."
That was incomprehensible to Merry, who had attached herself to Jena in pursuit of power.

'...I won't live like you, Jena.'

If the afterlife that the now-powerless religious people constantly mentioned truly existed, it would be okay for her to watch from there.
She would prove that she was right.

# # #

Knock, knock, knock.

"Come in."

The person who came to see Marilyn, who was nursing her siblings in bed, was her father and the new lord, Nathan.

"Marilyn. How are Reilan and Yupia doing?"

"They've both stabilized now."

"I see."

Despite the seemingly kind tone, there was no sense of affection for his children in Nathan's voice.

"Then, have you decided which one it will be—Reilan or Yupia?"

"T-That...!"

Just as Marilyn was greatly flustered and about to answer,

"It's me, Father."

Her younger brother Reilan, who was in bed, raised his hand.

"Reilan. Have you made up your mind?"

"I swore not to avoid the responsibility that I should rightfully bear as a man born into the Al Kaski family."

"Seeing you speak like that, I suppose there's no need to worry."

Nathan approached Reilan with heavy steps... and saluted his son with respect.

"The nation, this father, and all the territory's residents will never forget your decision."

"Yes."

After what seemed like an incredibly short time for a conversation between father and son,

"Get ready. The battle will begin soon."

As the door closed, Marilyn began to cry with her head bowed.

"Sob... hic."

"Don't cry, sister. I'm fine."

Reilan comforted his crying sister, looked once at the soundly sleeping Yupia, and—

"It can't be helped. It's not a bad thing; it's for everyone's sake. Father said so too. Only we can stop Serphina."

"I know... I know that. But..."

"I'm fine, but... promise me you'll keep Yupia out of this. Okay?"

"Yes... yes, Reilan..."

Was awakening to magic a blessing or a curse?
At least for Marilyn now, becoming a mage was closer to a curse.

# # #

How much more time had passed?

What entered the sight of the soldier guarding the outskirts of Aingart's walls was a bright yellow flag—symbolizing the original owner of this land.

"The enemy is coming!"

Upon hearing the soldier's words, the commanders all began preparing for the impending battle.

"Don't be afraid, everyone! We have three mages on our side!"

"By winning this battle, we will become heroes remembered in history! Risk your lives for the greater cause! Don't fear death! Remember that this is ultimately the way to both preserve your lives and become heroes!"

The rebel commanders were shouting loudly to encourage their soldiers.
In reality, it was more like self-hypnosis directed at themselves rather than the soldiers.

It was good that they had decided to drive out the notorious villainess Serphina after hearing Nathan's words in a moment of overconfidence—
But now that the battle was imminent, they couldn't help but feel fear.

The great mage Reika. And the new strategist Swen.
As members of Serphina's forces who had been working for her in the capital until recently, they inevitably knew about the existence of Swen's faction.
Now they were facing none other than those people!
The core personnel who were currently controlling Serphina's forces!

The one fortunate thing for them was that Irene had not come here due to her appointment as a corps commander.
Although they thought they might stand a chance since they had three more of those amazing mages on their side, no matter how many times they thought about it, there was no general who could match Irene in battle.

No matter how impulsive the decision had been, the water was already spilled.
For them to survive, they had to somehow make Nathan's dream a reality.

"Come at us!!!!!"

—And so, the vanguards of both sides began to clash in earnest.
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* * *

The war was progressing in an unexpectedly stagnant stalemate, with neither side overwhelming the other.
Both camps seemed to be holding back their true strength, creating an uncomfortable atmosphere as if neither wanted to make the first move.
Apart from archers exchanging arrows, even mages were surprisingly refraining from casting spells freely.

This naturally led everyone to the same conclusion.
The moment one side first used magic would be the true beginning of this battle.

And in this situation—

"......"

Marilyn Al Caski was holding Reilan's hand tightly, praying with her eyes closed.
Yupia was positioned at the rear. The soldiers believed that "one mage remains to guard the castle," but... since she wasn't a real mage either, the truth was that this arrangement was merely consideration so at least she wouldn't have to experience something terrible.

Marilyn didn't particularly believe in any god. In a world where religion had completely collapsed, only a tiny minority maintained serious faith.
Yet she couldn't help but pray. If some absolute being existed beyond, she felt she might collapse at any moment without relying on such an existence.

'Please... give me... determination... courage...!'

With her eyes tightly shut, in the middle of the battlefield...
Marilyn recalled the conversation she had with her father.

* * *

It was a few days before the war.
Marilyn stared at Neison with wide, shocked eyes.

"What? W-what are you saying, Father...?"

"Exactly what I said. For the greater cause... we need a decisive moment."

"D-decisive? That's absurd...!"

"You already knew, didn't you? That pretending to be mages would have fatal effects on your siblings' bodies."

"B-but... that was, I was, for your sake, for the suffering people in the continent, and that level of—"

"I'm not blaming you, Marilyn!"

In Neison's loud voice, Marilyn could sense an unyielding determination that refused to acknowledge even a hint of hesitation.
As his daughter who had been close to him, she could easily tell that this determination was directed not only at her but also at himself.

"What's done is done! It can't be undone! Your siblings' bodies are already breaking down. You and your siblings all know that this method ultimately requires risking your lives!"

"Father...! But, as you said, if we use magic as the Strategist taught us—"

—Today could be the day they die...!

Neison turned his head away sharply, bowing deeply as he repeated what he had said before.

"What's done is done. Lives... are already at stake. We can't change the outcome. Even if we delay the timing... considering the number of battles ahead, it would only make a difference of a few months."

"How, how can you say that...!"

Marilyn knew.
From the moment she awakened to mana, she "knew." Just as one doesn't need to learn how to breathe to breathe.

Mages could temporarily transfer their mana to another person's body through physical contact.
However, giving mana to someone who couldn't properly utilize it and forcing them to cast spells had terrible effects on their body. She intuitively understood that repeatedly doing this would shorten their lifespan. Anyone who directly manipulated mana would naturally reach this conclusion without having to forcibly learn it.

Ah, forcibly storing mana in a body that can't handle it would be dangerous—
Marilyn had reached this conclusion too. Yet she had to use mana, and on her siblings' bodies at that.

One mage alone couldn't succeed in a rebellion, but three mages would be different—
Marilyn had to agree with Neison's words.

Marilyn and her siblings, educated by Neison from a young age, fundamentally did not acknowledge Serphina von Aingart.

Unlike Irian who became the new head of the family, Neison had strongly supported Sidmid during the Crown Prince War.
Despite losing all power and becoming a figurehead, such a man didn't give up and waited for his opportunity.
Naturally, he taught his children to hate Serphina. He couldn't allow them to grow up and foolishly serve under Serphina like Irian did.
Neison's judgment was correct. If Marilyn, who had awakened to mana, didn't hate Serphina, this plan could never have been implemented.

Here, Strategist Meri's plan was as follows:
Accumulate mana to the limit in the body of a sibling whose limits hadn't been established, then create a massive explosion where the enemy mage was positioned.

A mage couldn't store more mana in their body than their capacity allowed.
As mana was definitely stored, clear limits were formed.
However, someone who wasn't a mage, who hadn't formed clear limits—theoretically could accumulate unlimited mana.
Of course, if they only accumulated mana, they would die without accomplishing anything and the mana would dissipate, so that wouldn't be done, but it meant exceeding normal limits was possible.

She was an extremely intelligent woman. By understanding the concept of "limits" that Marilyn had explained, she immediately prepared this plan.
This way, they could use incredibly powerful magic. Perhaps even greater destructive power than the Archmage Reika had ever shown. After all, even she couldn't gather magic power to the brink of death.

The flaw in this plan was that it was essentially one-time use.
An enemy who experienced it once would surely prepare countermeasures.
Additionally, the person accumulating the magic power would die the moment they used the magic. Obviously, no sane person would continue doing this.

And now Neison was insisting to Marilyn—
That one of her siblings must be chosen as that sacrifice.

"How... how could I..."

"This is to drive out Serphina. It's a small sacrifice for the greater cause. You know that well!"

"But, choosing one of the two, I..."

At that moment.

"You needn't worry, Lady Marilyn."

It was the voice of the rebel Strategist Meri and—

"Reilan...?"

Her younger brother, Reilan Al Caski, who had walked in behind her.

"For the continent, Young Master Reilan has made his decision."

"W-what? Decision? That's—"

"Sister."

Reilan approached the flustered Marilyn and firmly grasped her hand.

"I'll do it. If there's a responsibility that must be borne, I won't avoid it."

"You... are you serious? But if you do that, you... you...!"

"It's okay. I—"

* * *

—I'm truly grateful that I can do this instead of you or our sister.

"......"

Finishing her reminiscence, Marilyn tightly gripped his hand.
Sensing this, Reilan squeezed her hand even more firmly and said:

"Sister. ...Please. Do it properly, without hesitation. Understand? Let me keep my honor."

"...Yes."

That's right.
There was no escape.
If so, they had to achieve results somehow.

The objective: eliminate Archmage Reika Nighthart.
If they missed this opportunity, they would never be able to defeat Reika. She was a far more powerful mage than Marilyn.
They had already identified her location. The verification process from the high ground was complete.
This distance... I can do it.

'...!!!'

Marilyn closed her eyes and gathered the mana floating in the air into her body.
Then, she transferred it to Reilan through their joined hands.
At first, Reilan merely twitched as he received the mana... but soon he began to groan, his expression contorted in pain.

"Re-Reilan...!"

"I'm fine...!! Hurry...!!!!!"

This is no time for tears.
An excessive amount of mana had already entered his body.
The die was cast. All that remained was to avoid mistakes. To not let Reilan's sacrifice be in vain.

"Nnnggghhh...ugh...urrrgh...!!!"

'...Now!'

Recognizing they had reached the limit, Marilyn gripped his hand tightly and shouted loudly.

"Reilan!!!!!!!"

"Aaaaaahhhhh!!!!!!!!!!!!"

With bloodshot eyes, Reilan began to form a fireball in his hand.
At first, it was just a small ball of fire. But before long, its size began to grow overwhelmingly.

"Aah...aah...aaaaaaah!!!!!"

Reilan sensed that this was the final moment of his life.
He gathered all the mana accumulated in his body... as much as he could scrape together.
If it was to eliminate Reika Nighthart...!!

——Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!!!!!!

Then, he shot forward a fireball much larger than a human body, as if throwing it.

"W-what is that!"
"Dodge!"

The fireball burned soldiers as it passed by, flying at tremendous speed toward a specific location.
Toward where the pink-haired Archmage, Reika Nighthart, stood.

"...!!!"

And as the fireball hit exactly where the pink-haired Archmage was standing—
All sound in the world seemed to sink low, and everyone's vision was blocked by a blinding flash.

As a storm of light swept through—
—Thud.
Reilan, his hand going limp, collapsed to the ground.

"Sob...!!!"

Marilyn deliberately avoided looking to the side. Though tears were streaming down her face, she needed to confirm if the plan had succeeded.
She looked again at where the fireball had flown. She needed to verify Reika's corpse with her own eyes.
Soon, as the acrid smoke-like substance cleared...

'...Huh?'

Far from being a corpse, Reika was kneeling, barely supporting her body.
Blood was flowing from her head, but... this couldn't be called a "corpse."

"T-this... i-impossible...!!!"

Marilyn stared wide-eyed at the blood-dripping Reika, completely unprepared for this situation.
Could she have used a protection spell?
No, even with a protection spell, no one could withstand magic powered by an amount of mana impossible for a human to gather.

In her panicked vision, she noticed something Reika was clutching with both hands.

'What... is that?'

Reika was gripping something like an elongated rod with both hands, planted into the ground.
The rod was green. No... a rod?
No. That's not a rod—just as she thought this.

—Slip.
The pink hair... slid to the ground.

* * *

"Phew..."

My vision is... blurry, and my head is pounding.
Pain spread through every corner of my body through the capillaries, but... one thing was certain.
I'm alive.
I survived that magic.

Still gripping the rapier in my hand... I looked at the wig that had slipped to the side and said:

"I survived..."

——Once again, I was right.
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* * *

I turned back time to when we were having a meeting at Rose Castle.

"General Ian."

"Yes, Strategist. Please speak."

"Could you bring me a map?"

At my request, Ian handed me a clean map without any questions.
I quickly arranged the formation after receiving the map. To be precise, I placed the armed soldiers in appropriate positions that seemed plausible.
In truth, the other details weren't that important. The most crucial factor was the person who would determine the outcome of this battle while also being in mortal danger—Ms. Reika.

Without any hesitation, I placed Ms. Reika at the rearmost position.
I can't lose Ms. Reika, whether we win or lose the battle. It might be unfair to Lady Serphina, but I believe she would understand my feelings.
Anyway, if my "hypothesis" works... this should yield a different answer.

After completing the arrangement, I handed the map back to Ian.

"Please take a look."

"This is..."

Ian stared at the map for a while, then looked at me with surprise and asked.

"Are you saying that you, Strategist, will stand in the right front line of the interception unit instead of the rear?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"I, I'm terribly sorry... I don't mean to belittle you, but considering your limited combat abilities, I believe it would be extremely dangerous for you to position yourself at the front."

The fact that I had limited combat abilities was true, so I wasn't offended.
What I wanted was for him to ask questions.
Once I received a question, I could determine whether my thinking was correct or not.

"Nevertheless, this is what I want to do. This is the best option right now."

"Are you saying that you believe this formation is the correct answer, Strategist?"

Sigh.
It was a bit subtle, but I managed to elicit a question-like sentence.
I quickly entered the question.

[It depends on heaven's will.]

'...!!!'

My prediction was right.
This was related to magic. And I, though somewhat unorthodox, was someone who could use magic.

Rapier.
With this, I could become a makeshift magician.
This fact was known only to those very close to me, including Ms. Reika and myself.

And my "prediction" changed from "will suffer great losses" to "depends on heaven's will."
The meaning was clear—the outcome would vary depending on my actions.
When Ms. Reika is present, she cannot escape death—but I can survive.
If I were to die too, the prediction wouldn't have changed to "depends on heaven's will" but would have remained as "will suffer great losses."

Yes, it's clear. To save Ms. Reika, what I needed to do was to act as a magician in her place, even if I was just a makeshift one.
And if there was something that even she, who was called a great magician, couldn't do but I could—it was a simple matter that required no backward calculation.

"Um... Strategist?"

"I apologize. I was just thinking for a moment."

"No, it's fine. However, if this plan is the 'best' option... I don't intend to go against your wishes, but I would appreciate a satisfactory result."

I looked around.
There were many people here. Though it was just armed soldiers gathered, what I was about to do was better kept from as many people as possible.

"I think I need to consider this a bit more. I'll give you an answer as soon as possible, but for now, could you please proceed with the initial plan of placing Ms. Reika at the front line and me at the rear?"

"Understood. If there are any changes, I would appreciate it if you could let me know by the end of today."

After finishing my conversation with Ian and gathering a few more opinions, the meeting concluded.

"Then we will proceed with the operation as discussed today. If there are any changes, I will communicate them, so prepare yourselves for battle!"

I immediately took Ms. Reika to a quiet place.

"S-Swen!"

"Ms. Reika. Ah..."

I should have brought the map.
In my haste to explain things to her, I forgot to ask Ian for the map.
I was about to quickly draw one since I had the map in my head—

"H-Here it is...!"

Surprisingly, Ms. Reika pulled something out from her chest and handed it to me.
It was a map.

"How did you think to bring this?"

"When I saw your expression... when you said we needed to switch positions... I thought you might want to talk to me. So, I thought you might need this to explain things to me...!"

Ms. Reika has become quite good at reading my thoughts.
It was inevitable that we would understand each other's actions after spending so much time together.
Moreover, we had shared intimate moments. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say we were much closer than ordinary people.

"Anyway, Ms. Reika. Now—"

At that moment.
A sudden sense of discomfort crossed my mind, though I had only been thinking about switching places with her.

Wait.
Is simply switching places really the right answer?
The prediction that appeared when I placed myself at the front wasn't "most efficient." It was "depends on heaven's will."
Since the outcome depends on my actions, I need to give this decision the utmost consideration.

It was certain that Reika would be in danger. So why would she be in danger?
The answer I came up with was that the enemy was targeting the magician.

This gave me two "confirmed facts."
When Reika is at the front, she dies but we win.
When Reika is at the rear, she lives but we lose the battle.

In other words, when Reika is at the front, the enemy applies their strategy to the magician, "Reika"—
But when Reika is at the rear, they don't use that strategy on the magician and do something else instead.

That's why I naturally thought they would use "magic" to attack Ms. Reika.
Why would Ms. Reika be safe at the rear? Probably a range issue. This makes my reasoning almost 99% perfect.

However, let's say I'm the enemy.
If I'm trying to use some extremely dangerous "magic" on Ms. Reika, but instead of her, there's just some strategist at the front?
Rather than using magic specifically on the strategist... I'm not sure what would happen, but they would probably take different actions similar to the scenario where our army "loses."
Their target was Ms. Reika, not me.

So, simply switching places isn't the answer.
This would just be our army's second recipe for defeat, nothing more, nothing less.

'At first, I thought the answer was simply for me to become a "makeshift magician" and do something...'

No. That's not it... there must be something I'm missing.
But I need more time to think about this.
Ms. Reika must be wondering why I stopped mid-sentence.
As I turned to look at her expression to say something—

'Ah?'

Reika, who had been looking up at me with a very calm expression, smiled as soon as our eyes met and said:

"You're thinking, aren't you...? Take your time, calmly... tell me after you've reached a conclusion...! I can wait...!"

"...Thank you."

Was I embarrassed because she read my thoughts, or was it something else?
Anyway, one thing was certain—I would never sacrifice Ms. Reika, no matter what.

'There must be something else.'

It's certain that magic is what puts Ms. Reika in danger. However, if I'm there instead, they probably won't use magic. This is practically proven by the fact that the prediction changes when Ms. Reika moves to the rear.
Then why?
Why did I get the conclusion "depends on heaven's will"?

'...Huh?'

Let me organize my thoughts once more.
I need to go. If I don't go, we lose. That means there's something only I can do. That much is clear.
Then...!

I checked that object at my waist once more.

The rapier could absorb magic. Even when Ms. Reika created a fireball... the rapier, regardless of my will, absorbed it and released it.
I still vividly remember the moment when Ms. Reika and I held hands and thrust the rapier into the ground, directly applying mana to the earth to cause an earthquake.

—Wait a minute.

'...!!!'

I began to see a breakthrough.
Lose or lose Ms. Reika.
An escape route from these two terrible outcomes, something only I could do.

'When the magic comes flying, quickly guide it with the rapier and then thrust it into the ground—'

—Just like we did then, scatter the mana by releasing it into the earth.
Neutralizing the enemy's magical attack.

Yes.
That must be the answer.

That's why the outcome "depends on my actions."
Only if I execute this well can we win this battle!

I looked at Reika with eyes full of conviction.

"Ms. Reika."

"Yes, please speak, Swen."

"Your place is not at the front. I believe I should be there instead."

Nod.
Reika nodded, seeming to understand this much.
However, I'm sorry to say, but there were a few more things she might not easily understand.

"However, officially, we'll say that you're going out. Meanwhile, you'll hide and follow my instructions."

"...What? So, I won't be going out, and you'll go instead... but I should hide? Is that what you're saying?"

"Exactly."

"But won't they notice right away...? If I don't show up during the deployment stage, I think everyone will know..."

"That's fine. Didn't I say I would go instead?"

"...?"

I placed my hand on her shoulder—
And carefully revealed the first part of my grand plan to her.

"I will become you, Ms. Reika."
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In the silent room, I sat in a chair with the most serious expression in the world. And I looked at her—Ioline—who wore an equally serious expression.

The reason I called Ioline—who had perfectly disguised Reika as a completely different woman and who claimed that "being skilled at disguise is a rule that any woman of the Al Kaski family should know"—was for one purpose only: to become Reika Nighthart.

"Lord Swen. May I clarify the situation once more?"

"Of course."

"So... you need to appear as Lady Reika for the operation, and that's why you called me, correct?"

"That's right."

"In other words, you want to dress as a woman."

"Exactly right."

Yes. Reika was a woman. And for me to look like Reika meant I would have to cross-dress. Never in my life had I imagined doing something like this.

Ioline slowly nodded.

"I understand. Fulfilling your request won't be difficult. Especially since it's coming from you, Lord Swen. Personally, I'm happy to repay the debt I owe you. However..."

"However?"

"This isn't something dangerous, is it?"

I almost panicked for a moment, but fortunately, I managed to brush off the question without changing my expression.

"Is anything in life truly without risk? Especially when executing an operation on the battlefield. However, with your help, the chances of reducing that risk will certainly increase."

It wasn't a lie. Nothing is more dangerous for a general than defeat. If I were to be captured as a prisoner... I didn't even want to think about what might happen.

But Ioline smiled at my words and dismissed them.

"Let me ask again, Lord Swen. This isn't dangerous, is it?"

"I'll try my best."

"You still won't give me a definitive answer."

Ioline said nothing for a moment, then nodded with a determined expression.

"Besides me, many people would be sad. You must return safely. Understood?"

"If you can perfectly transform me into Reika, what couldn't I accomplish?"

"I see."

Ioline approached me. And then... she smiled with the confidence of a young girl. It was a smile I'd never seen before, as Ioline was usually quite serious.

"I, Ioline Al Kaski, am prepared to bite off my tongue and end my life right here if I don't hear that you resemble Reika."

No, that's going a bit too far...

"I will definitely transform you into Reika, Lord Swen."

And so, her hands began to work on my face—

***

—When I came to my senses and looked in the mirror.

"...Wow."

"How is it? My disguise technique, into which I've poured everything."

Ioline looked at me with a gaze full of satisfaction, as if admiring a masterpiece. That expression of accomplishment. I could understand it. If I had created something like this with my own hands, I would have reacted the same way.

"Huh..."

Before my eyes—
Reika was speaking with my voice.

"Convincing, isn't it?"

"No, beyond convincing... how on earth did you do this?"

"Actually, if we consider difficulty, making a woman look like a man is much easier. Making a man look like a woman is an extremely labor-intensive and difficult task."

As soon as I heard Ioline's words, Senior Jenis's face, which I had forgotten about, came to mind. Right. I had already been fooled. When Ioline pretended to be Jenis, ridiculously, I never properly noticed it.

"But fortunately, since you're very handsome and beautifully featured, Lord Swen, and your lines are quite slender, I was able to work without much difficulty."

"Sudden flattery won't get you anything."

"Lord Swen is right. Why would I offer flattery when there's nothing to gain? You understand what I mean, don't you, Lord Swen?"

"..."

By the way... the chest area felt strangely heavy. Ioline had put various things in to create a chest. Since Reika had quite a large chest, it was true that adjustments were necessary to avoid looking unnatural... but carrying something I'd never worn before on my chest was more uncomfortable than I'd expected.

Does Reika always carry this around and endure this weight?
Suddenly, the faces of busty women I'd met flashed through my mind.
The foolish thought that it wasn't just the weight of the throne burdening Lady Serphina's shoulders, and above all—

'Lady Irene... what kind of battle have you been fighting all this time...?'

Wouldn't fighting on the battlefield with those be like fighting with sandbags attached? If she achieved this much with those... if she had been slender, wouldn't she have become a legendary general recorded in history?

Ioline seemed to notice my subtle expression and smiled gently.

"I'm sorry. To create a natural shape resembling Reika, I had to use materials that match, even if they're a bit heavy..."

"No, no. It's fine. Don't worry about it."

"If you say so, Lord Swen. Hehe."

Ioline said that and came closer to me, giggling. Just as I was thinking that I was seeing many different sides of this woman today—

The door suddenly opened with a thud.

"Ioline! I need to ask you—"

It was Irian Al Kaski.
For a moment, I panicked, wondering if he would notice something off and recognize me.

"There you are, Lady Reika."

...Huh?
He didn't sense anything unusual about me?

"What is it, brother?"

"I'm looking for the Strategist. Do you happen to know where he is?"

Ioline glanced at me briefly, then shook her head and answered.

"I'm not sure either. Is it urgent?"

"Is that so? Well, it's not an urgent matter... Have you seen Reika by any chance?"

"..."

Unable to answer, I quietly nodded, but perhaps due to Reika's personality, Irian nodded without any suspicion and slowly left the room.
...If even Irian, who had met me face-to-face, was fooled, it seemed I wouldn't have to worry about being discovered.

***

"Wow...!! L-Lord Swen...! This is amazing...! It's like meeting a doppelganger from a book...! T-truly incredible..."

"Please don't make such a fuss."

"Wow...! I-I can hear Lord Swen's voice coming from me...!"

The visitor to the room was Reika.
Since I had become Reika, Reika needed to become someone else.
Of course, Reika didn't necessarily need to become me, so Ioline disguised her as a different woman.
This time, since it would be problematic if someone entered during the process, we made sure to lock the door.

"There, it's done."

"Thank you...! I've done this before, but... it's still amazing no matter how many times I see it... hehe."

With just one touch from Ioline, she transformed from an innocent maiden into an alluring beauty with long white hair.
How on earth could she achieve this level of transformation with just the makeup of this era?
In my opinion, this wasn't just skill—it was real magic.

"Miss Ioline. Thank you for your hard work. May I ask one more favor?"

"Anything, Lord Swen."

"Please deliver this letter to Lord Irian."

I handed over a letter I had prepared in advance, outlining the operation.
The main points were: 'Deploy as follows. And, do not station too many soldiers around Reika Nighthart. Do not panic no matter what happens on the battlefield.'
Below, I had signed it to prove it was from me. Well, since Ioline was delivering it, Irian probably wouldn't be suspicious.

In any case, for me to carry out the operation as I wished, the commander-in-chief needed to be aware of the facts.

"Understood."

After Ioline left.
Only then could I share part of my operation plan with Reika.

"So... you want me to attack the enemy mages...?"

"Yes, that's right. Please ambush them as soon as they use magic."

Reika needed to hide in a separate location and strike areas where magical reactions were detected.
If they could use potentially lethal magic, the safest approach was to eliminate them as soon as their positions were identified.

And naturally, Reika asked me about the questions that remained unanswered even after my explanation.

"According to what you said, it doesn't seem necessary for you to disguise yourself as me... Is there a reason?"

"It's to divert the enemy mages' attention and deceive the enemy. I'm not sure how a magical duel will unfold... but there's a clear difference between magic coming from an expected direction and magic coming from a completely unexpected place."

"..."

I knew my explanation was somewhat crude.
Still, I couldn't possibly tell her things like 'It's to save your life' or 'I plan to take the magic hit instead of you.'
At least Reika, unlike Lady Irene and Lady Serphina, wasn't the type to question my motives too deeply, so I thought it would be fine—but at that very moment.

"I don't mind following your instructions, Lord Swen... but please promise me one thing."

"Go ahead."

"This isn't dangerous, is it? Something like... you doing this instead of me because it's dangerous."

Reika closed her eyes and then shuddered.

"When I heard you were disguising yourself as me and going to the battlefield, I thought about it. I may not understand much, but since you have that kind of insight, Lord Swen... I wondered if you might have predicted that something very dangerous could happen based on various circumstantial evidence, and that's why you're doing this instead of me. But if that's not the case, there's no need for you to go through all this trouble..."
"That's what worries me most. If it's dangerous—"

"Reika."

I placed my hand on her shoulder.
If someone saw this scene, it would look like two identical people talking to each other.

"I will survive. And you will survive too."

"Lord Swen..."

"So don't worry. Your role is more important than anything. Didn't you say it? That you could never forgive mages who use such 'techniques.' Let's teach them a lesson. You're a great mage, aren't you?"

Reika didn't answer my words, just stared at my face for a long time...
Then, with tears slightly welling up in her eyes, she smiled and nodded.

"Yes...! I—"

—believe in you, Lord Swen.

***

I somehow managed to thrust my rapier into the ground at the exact moment the magic came flying, guiding it in this direction.
That part went well. As I expected, the mana scattered and somehow dispersed through the ground.

Yes. I had just—in reality—nullified magic, something that had only existed in theory.

The strongest reason I thought it would be possible:
In the game, commanders with high intelligence would occasionally negate the opponent's magic with just a single phrase like "Your sinister spells won't work against me!" and completely nullify it.
But in exchange, their health bar would decrease a bit.
I don't know exactly how I did it, but my thinking that I could apply logic to something I knew was "possible" had proven correct.

"Cough!"

I hadn't thought that a decreasing health bar would be this painful in reality... well, I had considered it, but still.
The actual pain was agonizing.
Seeing the blood dripping made the pain feel even more vivid.

'...This hurts... damn it.'

At that moment, a momentary flash of light appeared before my eyes.
Had Reika succeeded according to the plan?
I wanted to confirm with my own eyes, but my vision was blurring, and I couldn't lift my head.
I couldn't even properly hear the soldiers' battle cries.
Instead, what I saw before me were the faces of women.

Reika had said, "I believe in you, Lord Swen."
Lady Irene had worried, saying she was afraid something would happen to me.
Lady Serphina had clung to me, sobbing that she couldn't go on without me.

And...

'...I need to keep my promise with Lady Luna...'

...And with that, I lost consciousness.
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"...Huh?"

Marilyn stood there blankly for several minutes, unable to say anything.
What's going on?
Was Reika... actually a man?

No, wait.
That man's hair... it's white.
And as far as she knew, there was only one young man with white hair in Serphina's army.

'No way...!!!'

But—

BOOM!!!!

"Kyaaaaaaah!"

—As if refusing to give her time to grasp the situation and process what was happening, magic came flying toward her.
Marilyn was thrown backward.
She lost her grip on her younger brother's hand, who had lost consciousness... or more likely, was dead.

'W-wait... don't panic, Marilyn!'

Though she was suddenly ambushed, fortunately, she wasn't hit directly.
She tried with all her heart to gather mana again, but she couldn't.
Having used an overwhelming amount of magical power through an unconventional route before fully mastering magic, she was depleted.
To use magic again, she would probably need to rest for two weeks.
It was already a miracle that she was maintaining consciousness instead of fainting.

'W-what should I do? First, I need to retreat quickly and then tell Father—'

"—So this is it."

"...!"

A woman's voice came from nearby.
A voice filled with hatred.

Looking up... an unfamiliar young woman with silver hair was staring at her.
Marilyn was startled by the overwhelming mana she sensed from her. —Was there another mage in Serphina's army?

"This is why Lord Swen..."

She didn't understand what the woman was saying, but she knew she couldn't lose her composure now.
Based on circumstantial evidence, this woman was the one who had cast magic at her.
It would surely take time for her to gather mana too.
After all, gathering mana to use magic was common sense.

Just as she thought she should escape immediately...

—SWOOSH!

Her clothes caught on an ice pillar that suddenly rose from the ground, and she collapsed in place.
Was this... magic?
No, beyond that... did she just use this level of magic without even going through the process of gathering mana?

At that moment.
The silver-haired woman began gathering a fireball in her hand.
—At an astonishingly fast speed.
Mana responded to her gestures at a pace so rapid that Marilyn could never hope to match, almost creating the illusion that she could see the movement of mana with her eyes.

"I will never..."

The woman looked at Marilyn with eyes full of killing intent.
Overwhelmed.
Faced with the silver-haired woman before her, Marilyn was overwhelmed... and froze in place like a cornered mouse.

"I will never forgive you...!!!!"

—At that moment.

"Lady Reika!!!!!"

"...!!"

More than ten soldiers were running toward them.

'Reika? This woman is...???'

She had known Reika to be a great mage with pink hair.
No, wait. The person I targeted with my magic thinking they were Reika wasn't Reika, so... if this person is Reika, then who was that?
Could there have been two mages? Unlike our side, for real???
Whatever the case, if they had blocked her magic somehow, they must certainly be a mage too.
In any case, Marilyn had too few pieces to deduce the correct answer.

Meanwhile, a Serphina army soldier who had rushed over bowed to the disguised Reika and said:

"The strategist's plan was to capture the enemy mage alive! You must not forget!"

"..."

Reika trembled, then nodded.

Right. This isn't the time to kill this woman. I need to... conserve my mana as much as possible.

Without further discussion, the soldiers easily captured the fallen Marilyn.
Having depleted all her magical power, Marilyn had virtually no means to resist Serphina's army.

"...Is it okay to leave this to us?"

"Yes."

"Then..."

Reika closed her eyes and immediately rushed to where Swen was.
Or more precisely... to where she should have been originally.

* * *

Having witnessed the massive flash of magic from across the battlefield, Irian recalled the letter Swen had given him.

'Everything is going according to the strategist's words!'

He had been startled when magic first flew toward their camp, but he'd been told not to be surprised or overreact no matter what happened.
Indeed, it seemed that magic had been used against the enemy from their side as well. Having confirmed this, there was no need for further hesitation.

"The enemy's formation is beginning to crumble! Charge! The enemy no longer has a mage! There's nothing to fear!"

With the enemy's mage taken care of, Serphina's army began charging forward like fish in water.
From the beginning, even though they were both Serphina's forces, there was naturally a difference in level between the rebels who had maintained security in the capital and the elite soldiers of Serphina's army who had gained experience through occupation activities and actual combat.
The counterweight that balanced this difference was the three mages positioned on the rebel side, but from the situation, it seemed certain that the enemy mages had been neutralized as Swen had instructed.
No magic was coming their way despite their open charge.
Conversely, magic from their side continued to damage the enemy camp. So why hesitate any longer?

"Charge!!!"
"We must reclaim Aingart Castle!!!!"
"There are no mages!!! Trust in Great Mage Reika and advance!!!"

The rebel soldiers, noticing the change in the flow of battle, naturally lost their will to fight.
And there was no easier battle in this world than dealing with demoralized soldiers.

Indeed.
The battle itself was decided as quickly as a game of rock-paper-scissors, with just one exchange of magic.

* * *

CRASH!

It was Grand Duchess Serphina, who had remained alone at the base camp, who dropped a glass full of water on the floor.

'Ah...'

The sound of the breaking glass must have been heard outside, as a voice came from beyond the door.

"Are you alright, my lord?"

It was the voice of Jenis, the guard knight at the door.
Serphina barely managed to compose her voice and said:

"I am fine. I merely dropped a glass."

"Yes, understood."

Why?
The trembling of her body wouldn't stop.
She knew she had to face Jena's death and overcome it.
She knew it intellectually, but... she was afraid to accept it.

She had been fine when Swen was by her side... but when she was alone, she was too scared to face that reality.

That was why she had entrusted the command of the battlefield to Irian, Swen, and Reika.
She feared she would be reminded of Jena while fighting in front of Aingart Castle.

'I need to pull myself together quickly...'

Serphina herself knew it well.
That she was relying on Swen excessively right now.
This relationship was certainly not good. It was not only far from an ideal lord-subject relationship, but it was also not a good attitude for a woman seeking to win Swen's heart.
Far from becoming a woman who could support him, if she continued to rely on him blindly, she would only burden Swen—what else could come of it?

'Pull yourself together... again, you can do it again. Just like when you decided to accept the crown of Aingart, again...'

Even so—she could make such resolutions now only because Swen had been taking very good care of her lately.
When she first received the news of Jena's death, she had collapsed to the point where she couldn't do anything.

'Swen...'

I need to return to the battlefield quickly and become a ruler who can protect him.
Rebuilding the unified empire is a secondary issue. If I can't become his 'true ruler,' none of that will mean anything.

After spending several hours composing herself in the room...

Soon after, there was another knock at the door.

"My lord. It's Jenis. It seems the battle for Aingart Castle has ended in our victory. General Irian has come to report."

"Is that so? Very well. I'll come out now."

It seems Swen has done it again.
If he's fulfilling his role so well, I should pull myself together quickly too... With such thoughts, she gathered her trembling heart as best she could and headed to the meeting room.
When she arrived, Irian spotted her and quickly bowed in greeting.

"Irian, at your service, my lord."

"Yes. You have worked hard. Despite the many thoughts you must have had, you willingly took the position of commander-in-chief and brought us news of victory—I will never forget this."

"...Thank you."

Irian's face was shadowed as he spoke.
Serphina nodded with an understanding expression.

"In your position, you probably can't be unreservedly happy. My consideration was lacking."

"No, not at all. Dealing with my foolish clan is not important to me."

"Is that so? Then perhaps you can be a little happy. You've achieved victory in a difficult battle against three mages."

"..."

Irian, with a slightly trembling voice... carefully reported to his ruler what had happened on the battlefield.

"As a result of the battle, we captured Marilyn Al Kaski and Yupia Al Kaski, presumed to be enemy mages. Reilan Al Kaski, also known as a mage, was confirmed dead during the battle. After neutralizing the mages, most of the rebel armed forces surrendered with white flags, and Nathan Al Kaski, who was attempting suicide in the royal castle, was also successfully apprehended."

"I see. What about our casualties?"

"Our casualties are minimal compared to the rebels. However..."

"However?"

Irian was struggling to speak.
Serphina didn't rush him and waited patiently. Originally in such situations, Serphina was not the type to rush others.
—Until that word reached her ears.

"During the execution of the operation, the strategist—"

As soon as she heard the words 'the strategist,' Serphina's eyes widened in alarm.
Her heart suddenly began to race violently.
Her calm gaze... rapidly contracted.

"Swen...? Why is Swen...?"

"..."

Serphina, who had been calmly waiting for his words until just a moment ago, now lost her composure and began shaking Irian by the shoulders.

"Answer me, Irian! Swen, why Swen! What happened? What... what happened during the operation?!"

Irian closed his eyes.
If only I had known, could I have stopped the strategist's plan?
No, that would have been impossible. The strategist was always a step ahead.
Therefore... he could only report the situation belatedly, unable to hide his grief. Just like now.

"...The strategist is not regaining consciousness."

* * *

Do you know what a lucid dream is?
The reason I suddenly ask this is because somehow I knew that what I was dreaming now was a dream.
That dream I used to have before meeting Serphina. I was having that very dream again after a very long time... the one I hadn't had since meeting Serphina.

"Swen."

Where is this?
I don't know much except that it's a port town with a beautiful ocean spread out... but it's a familiar place anyway.
I always spent time here with her. Serphina.

"Swen, come here."

Without hesitation, I sit beside her at her words and firmly hold her hand.
Her golden hair, fluttering in the wind, tickles my eyes.

"Swen. Do you love me?"

At this point... I answered something.
Strangely, since I couldn't hear my own voice, I only knew that 'I answered something,' but I couldn't tell what I said.
Afterward, we exchanged a few more cryptic questions and answers. Since only Serphina's voice could be heard, I couldn't know the details, but—

"I know, Swen. I believe in you."

She emphasized several times in this way that she 'believed in me.'
And then.

"I will believe. No matter what happens... because you are—"

—my one and only strategist.

'!!!!!!!!!!'

The moment I heard those words.
At that moment, as if struck on the head with a giant hammer, I arrive at one realization.

I... knew her...?

—Simultaneously, my vision suddenly fades to black.
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"Huff, huff...!"

A woman was running through a narrow forest path.
Mary. The failed strategist of a failed rebellion.
A foolish woman who tried to embrace something she could never hold and suffered the consequences.

'That stupid Nathan... attempting suicide? Even though he could have considered making a comeback from Talion Castle in the north, why on earth...!!!'

When she heard the news that the mage had been captured.
Of course, she was shocked. But despite her shock, Mary thought she could somehow manage.
There were still territories in the north that the rebels had recaptured.
Even though the mage had fallen, if she thought about it, there would surely be a way. No, it didn't matter if there wasn't a way. What mattered was survival!

If you survive, you can do anything!
Even if she had to live her entire life in hiding under a different name... isn't life unpredictable when you're alive?
Who would have thought? That Jena, who had risen to prominence as one of Serphina's closest confidants, would not only lose all her authority to a man from outside but would also be assassinated by a woman she once commanded!
So if Mary stayed alive, she too might have a chance! Whatever she had done, survival was most important. At least to her!

But?
Death ends everything.
Life stops. Thoughts, future—everything freezes in place like ice. It disappears. Everything vanishes. Everything, as if it were all just a dream!
Committing suicide instead of escaping or planning for the future? Just because one plan went awry?!

Then why start a rebellion in the first place?!

"Mary. I'll help your talent bloom. How long do you plan to be satisfied with staying at the bottom?"

"Don't you want to carve a much deeper reputation in history than the master you serve?"

'Carve a reputation, my ass...!!'

Anyway, she was still breathing.
The castle was burning, but the layout of Aingart Castle was clearly imprinted in her mind. If she could just escape successfully, surely there would be an opportunity to plan for a new future—

Or so she thought, at that moment.

"...!!"

"So you were here after all."

What appeared before her was a soldier with somewhat androgynous features.
Someone she knew.
Serphina's new knight and one of Nathan Al Caskie's cousins—Jenis Al Caskie.

"H-how did you find this place...!"

"The Lord told me. That to escape the royal castle, you would have no choice but to use this path."

Damn it...!
Is it too late?
No, even if caught in a tiger's den, one can survive if they keep their wits about them. Think, if I just think—

—Thunk.

"Huh...?"

Before Mary could even finish her thought, the spear Jenis was holding pierced her unprotected stomach with alarming ease.
Yes. Just as Jena had died so simply at Mary's hands.

"Th... this..."

"My Lord ordered your immediate execution, Ms. Mary. No, traitor Mary."

Thud.

Jenis took a deep breath.
This was probably his first murder.
He had spent more time imprisoned than serving as a soldier, and after his release, he had taken over as a knight in Irene's place, so despite being a military officer, he had never experienced direct combat.
He wasn't particularly skilled in martial arts. Compared to his brother's talents, he was utterly ordinary.
Nevertheless, he could kill one woman.

Jenis pulled the spear from the fallen Mary.
Blood gushed from the wound with a gurgling sound.

And then, thunk.

Once more, he stabbed her in the back.

"Why... ugh..."

"I cannot forgive you of all people. Not only did you kill Lady Jena, who had achieved countless merits as a strategist, but you also brought shame to our family?"

Jenis trembled.
Once. Their family had nearly been wiped out once before. Because of none other than his own foolish actions.
If it weren't for Swen, there would be nothing on his shoulders right now. Would the rebellion have happened then?
He couldn't draw that conclusion. Wouldn't that be like blaming Swen who had saved him?

So.
This woman must be punished.

The decisive factor in guessing that Mary wouldn't bring soldiers was Swen's advice to Irian before the operation began.
—What ambitious people value most is not their dreams but their lives.
Therefore, they will do anything to save their lives.
He was right. Mary had caused this mess and was now trying to flee to save her life.

Retreating with soldiers might protect her body, but it would increase the chances of being discovered.
Especially in such a chaotic situation, escaping alone secretly would have a higher success rate than unnecessarily bringing soldiers along.
This path was also somewhat of a shortcut, known only to a few, quite far from the battlefield.
It was a suitable route for escaping quietly without making noise.

Guarding this path was something Jenis had volunteered for.
Originally, Irian had said he would do it, but Jenis specifically requested to be entrusted with this task.
There were several reasons. Irian, as the commander-in-chief, didn't have time to be tied up in an ambush.
The most important reason was to repay his debt to Swen.

He didn't know the details, but it seemed Swen had been badly injured during the operation.

So.

'This woman...!!!'

This woman, at least, I must deal with by my own hands.
It was the minimum repayment he could offer to the person who had saved him and his family—something he had been determined to do since the day he was released from prison.

"Grrk... ugh... it... hurts..."

Mary, already more than half dead, let out a grotesque moan, but it didn't register in Jenis's ears at all.
What Jenis wanted was just one thing—confirmation of death.
To see with his own eyes that this woman's life was definitely ended.

"...!!!"

Jenis steeled himself and raised the spear high.
And then... with the tip of that spear, he—

Thunk.

The spear penetrated her head.
Mary died without even leaving a final cry.

She couldn't surpass her master Jena even in her moment of death, who at least had left a dying gasp.

* * *

My body... feels heavy.
That was my first thought.
Why is it heavy? Because of the dream I just had? ...Right, the dream.
I had a dream. Lady Serphina was in it. And...

'Ugh...'

As pain spread throughout my body, I quickly began to remember what situation I had been in.
Right. I was hit by magic, collapsed while bleeding... somehow managed to scatter mana into the earth.
After that, I lost consciousness...

The pain was definitely still there.
However, strangely enough, I could tell that the external wounds on my body had disappeared.
The pain I was feeling now was a different kind of pain. Like a side effect from momentarily having unbearable mana course through my body.
Still, it was much less painful than when my vision had blurred after being hit by magic, which was fortunate if anything.

And as I realized this... crying.
A woman's crying.

"Uuu... Lord Swen... Lord Swen..."

This voice... Ms. Reika?

"I'm so sorry... I should have noticed. I should have noticed what Lord Swen was trying to do..."

She kept apologizing to me between sobs.
Not only that. She was crying as if the world was ending—waaah, uwaah—while continuously infusing something into my body.

I could tell it was healing magic she was using.
It seemed the subsiding pain was... thanks to her magic.
Perhaps the external wounds had been completely healed, but the internal damage was so severe that I was still feeling pain?

As my brain gradually awakened, my vision was slowly returning, albeit hazily.

Ms. Reika was kneeling beside me, casting magic diligently with light emanating from both her hands.

"Rei... ka..."

"...!!! L-Lord Swen?! Lord Swen!!"

When I barely managed to speak, Reika approached me with a startled expression.

"Are you conscious? Are you alright?!"

"Conscious... uh..."

Honestly, I wasn't fine.
Seeing those big tears dropping from her eyes.
For some reason, I just wanted to put on a brave face.

"...I'm fine, of course..."

"Lord Swen... Lord Swen."

Somehow moving my muscles, I forced a smile.
Ugh, it hurts like hell.

"Lord Swen... I'm so glad you've regained consciousness... uwaang...!!!!"

Ms. Reika clutched my neck tightly and clung to me.
Having thrown herself onto the bed, her entire body was actively letting me know I was still alive in this world through contact with various parts of me.

"I'm sorry. I should have stopped you... with both Lady Serphina and Lady Irene gone... I, I should have somehow noticed... foolishly, despite knowing magic... I couldn't read Lord Swen's thoughts...!!!"

"It's not your fault..."

"I'm truly sorry... Lord Swen..."

I wanted to say more, but my head was ringing so badly that I didn't want to speak further.
Still... I was alive.
I was alive, and Reika in front of me was alive and well too.
That fact was extremely important to me. That no one had died, and everyone had survived.

I slowly stroked Ms. Reika's head as she clung to me.
She's warm... blood is flowing.
Along with the thought that I'm glad I didn't lose this person... came another thought.

'Marriage...'

Marriage.
Not a vague conclusion like 'I might marry Ms. Reika' or 'Ms. Reika will probably become my wife,' but a conviction that came from the heart.
I need to marry Ms. Reika—that conviction.

Well, the mere fact that this person is alive fills my heart with joy, and at the same time—
When I think about why I wanted to protect this person even at the risk of my own body, the answer was obvious.

Three women I want to protect.

A man who changes rulers like changing clothes, with more than three wives.
When put into words, it sounds like nothing more than a playboy, which makes me chuckle.

Ch.352 - Chapter 352. Aftermath
# Chapter Translation

The first person to visit me when I regained consciousness was my lord, Serphina.

"Swen...!"

She rushed to me with an urgent expression I had never seen before as I sat resting in bed.

"I heard from Reika. Are you alright, Swen? How's your body?"

"I've mostly recovered. I can't say I'm completely better yet, but..."

At that moment.

With a sudden movement, she embraced me.
I could tell without seeing her face that she was trembling. ...She was crying. Serphina was.

"Thank goodness. I'm so relieved... If only I..."

If only I had been in my right mind.
If I had gone to the battlefield with you, I would have noticed you were making such an absurd plan...

'...'

Honestly, I had nothing to say.
If Serphina had been there, she would have noticed I was hiding something and persistently questioned what it was. In truth, this was an operation I could never have executed under her supervision.
It was only possible because Irian, though technically the commander-in-chief, had essentially become my subordinate. The circumstances aligned to make the seemingly impossible possible.

"I'm sorry, Swen... I'm sorry for putting you in such danger..."

"It's not your fault."

I slowly stroked Serphina's back.
She smells nice. Citrus scent. She's wearing perfume this time.
Considering what perfume meant to Serphina, this was quite significant.
Perhaps she too was slowly, little by little, trying to stand up again.

Only after comforting her for quite some time were we able to have a proper conversation.

"How is Reika?"

"She's resting, on the verge of collapse. She depleted herself excessively to heal you... She'll probably remain asleep for a while."

That's right.
Even as I was regaining consciousness, Reika was sobbing while continuously casting healing magic on me.
A mage who had depleted their mana inevitably needed to rest. Like a discharged battery needing to recharge, they required several days of stability.
Reika would recover faster than most since she was a top-tier mage, but other mages would take one to two weeks—at that moment, I realized.

'That's right.'

I had forgotten something important.

"By the way, my lord, what happened to the mage among the enemy forces?"

"We captured them all."

"All? But there was only one, right?"

"Yes. Reika was correct."

Only then did Serphina explain the detailed circumstances to me.

The third mage to awaken on the continent was Marilyn Al Caski, the second daughter of the rebel leader Nathan Al Caski.
She had apparently used a "forbidden technique," sacrificing her younger brother to use magic.
That's what hit me, and Reika, sensing the magical power, immediately suppressed it—that's roughly what happened while I was unconscious.

'So Reika would have been the one to die from that magic.'

No matter what victory the battle might have brought, I couldn't sacrifice Reika.
It wasn't just my selfishness. Strategically, it would have been foolish to sacrifice our overwhelming magical force just to defeat some rebels.

That's why they targeted the mage.
The more I thought about it, the more unforgivable they seemed... but the ringleader was captured, and the mage was caught too, so there was no need to dwell on it further.

"What happened to the prisoners?"

"Nathan will be publicly executed in the square today. The rest won't escape death either."

"That's a good approach."

It might seem cruel, but this man had incited rebellion in the capital city.
People needed to know what the consequences were for rebelling against Serphina's army.
Especially for a rebellion in the capital.

"As for Marilyn Al Caski..."

"Execution. There's nothing more to consider."

Serphina had always maintained her composure, though lately she had become more emotional in front of me—
Even taking that into account, this response was quite aggressive and sharp.

"I will never, ever forgive her. The person who put Swen in danger...!!"

"Isn't there any mitigating circumstance?"

Her father Nathan was the rebel leader.
Marilyn was Nathan's daughter.

At first glance, it didn't seem like she had acted on her own initiative.
But Serphina was resolute this time as well.

"That's not something I need to know about. Only one thing matters: that woman put you in danger. That's all."

Well...
I wasn't planning to argue for sparing her life at this point.
She had to die. It would be foolish to spare someone who knew how to use magic and had, for whatever reason, harbored hostility toward Serphina.

"Still, don't execute her publicly."

"I know."

Well, I wasn't saying this out of sympathy for her.
To be honest, putting a young woman on the scaffold and beheading her, whether justified or not, wouldn't be a pleasant spectacle for the territory's residents.

"What happened to Mary? The rebel strategist, I mean."

"She's dead. The fool tried to escape through an emergency exit that Jena had prepared. Did she think I wouldn't know? Such a stupid woman with so little foresight—"

Serphina trailed off.
I see. Mary was the one who had carried out Jena's assassination. She must have been as hateful to Serphina as Nathan or Marilyn.

"As for Yuphia Al Caski... I plan to keep her imprisoned for now. She herself is close to an ordinary person without even magical power, so there shouldn't be any problems. But she won't be able to live normally either."

"..."

Despite her young age and fate as a sacrifice, she had still used magic against our army in the first battle.
Although she was being used... how often does personal sentiment become a hindrance in times of war?

The fate of the remaining armed rebels who participated in the rebellion was generally settled as execution.
Finally, we were able to suppress the rebellion at Aingart Castle and conclude the incident.

After finishing her explanation, Serphina once again trembled and leaned against me.

"I... should have been on the battlefield..."
"I should have stopped you somehow. I... I was too weak."

I quietly listened to her, then—
Adding a few spoonfuls of confidence to my voice—

"You don't need to worry so much, Lady Serphina. Actually, I was planning to carry out this operation regardless of whether you were there or not."

"What...?"

"Well, I have the Mind's Eye, don't I? And you're the only person who knows about it. So I thought you might believe me if I insisted I'd be safe? And actually, I am safe now."

"Are you openly telling me that you would have betrayed my trust?"

"Yes."

For a moment, Serphina stared at me in shock, her face pale...
Then, with a soft chuckle.

"I suppose so."

For the first time since hearing of Jena's death, she smiled.

"I would have trusted you and done as you said. I would have trusted you completely. It would have been the same in the end. You... would have made Reika and me cry."

—You're a man with many sins, Swen.

"My lord."

I changed my expression to a serious one.
Then, slowly taking her hand, I said:

"You need to let Jena go."

"...!!"

"I think it will be difficult. Saying goodbye to someone who was like a founding contributor to your reign. But, my lord, you must be able to stand firmly even without me. You must bear the weight of Aingart's crown once again. Because everyone in this country is looking only to you."

"Swen..."

"Aren't you the only legitimate ruler of the Aingart Empire?"

Why am I saying these things now?
Do I want Serphina's reign to continue?

...That's a question I no longer need to ask.

Yes.
I want Serphina's reign to continue.
I don't want her to... collapse in vain.
Even if a fading future is predetermined.

"..."

"Bury your fallen comrade in your heart, and step forward again, one step at a time. My Mind's Eye will illuminate your path."

Serphina stared at me silently for a while...
Then, smiling once more.

"—I see."

She smiled brightly at me.
She looked like a bright yellow sunflower.

"I seem to have been too childish with you, Swen."

"Yes. Though I rather enjoyed that cute side of you."

"You speak such words before your sovereign? You're quite bold, Swen."

"But you'll trust me as long as I produce results, won't you? I believe in you, my lord."

"Hehehe."

It wasn't just her manner of speaking that had returned to how it used to be.
Serphina's eyes no longer trembled.
She looked like a leader who had decided which path to take.

"Yes. As you say, continuing to hide away is not what she would have wanted either..."

After saying this, Serphina rose and moved toward the door.
Just as I thought she was about to leave the room.

"Swen."

"Yes, my lord."

"...I have something to tell you."

"?"

"..."

Serphina stood with her back to me, saying nothing...

"I need... to prepare myself."

"Prepare yourself?"

"Yes. When I'm ready, I'll come back. I promise."

I don't know what it's about, but it probably isn't anything too important.
I nodded without much thought and said:

"Alright. I'll always be here, so please tell me whenever you feel comfortable."

"I will."

Then she closed the door with a thud and left the room.

'Haah...'

I stretched my arms on the bed and tilted my head back.
—In the end, I couldn't bring up the dream.

'Well, I'll have a chance to bring it up someday...'

Anyway, we stopped the rebellion, so that's what matters.
Since my physical condition wasn't completely recovered, there was no need to rush.

With these thoughts, I lay back down on the bed.
It was truly a rare moment when I could rest alone without any worries.

* * *

A few days later.
Jena's funeral was held in the square of Aingart Castle.

Ch.353 - Chapter 353. A Regrettable Matter
A few days before the funeral.

Starting with the execution of rebel leader Nathan Al Kaski in the square—all those who participated in the rebellion vanished as dew on the execution ground.
The third magician, Marilyn, ended her life before she could fully utilize her talents.

Reclaiming the stolen territories was laughably simple.
The soldiers had already lost their central leadership. There was no way they could maintain their fighting spirit.
The soldiers immediately surrendered, and the lords were captured without resistance.

It was a remarkably anticlimactic end for rebels who had managed to occupy the capital using a magician and capture someone as significant as Jena.

After everything was settled, the Al Kaski family, though not officially exterminated, lost so many members it nearly amounted to the same thing.
Only three siblings of direct bloodline survived: the head of the family Irian Al Kaski, his younger brother Jenis Al Kaski, and Iolline Al Kaski.
With all the branch families wiped out, their family power had rapidly diminished, just like other noble houses left in ruins after the Crown Prince War.

Nevertheless, Irian remained undaunted.
After all, wasn't this an era where the word "prestigious family" no longer carried much weight?

Instead of lamenting his fallen house, he decided to dispose of the Al Kaski family mansion that no longer needed to be so large.
Half of the servants had been killed by Nathan, and half remained alive. He didn't hold the surviving civilians responsible. They had no choice if they wanted to survive.

Among the dead was the nanny who had helped Iolline escape, so Irian spent money to provide her with the most respectful grave possible.
Irian placed his hand on Iolline's shoulder as she sobbed bitterly in front of the grave.

"You'll have to follow me for a while, Iolline."

Thus, the Al Kaski family fell.
Yet their future wasn't entirely bleak. As long as the family head Irian lived, their name would not be extinguished.

The Al Kaski family wasn't the only one facing hardship.
Most of the generals in the capital had joined the rebellion. Some argued they did it "to survive," but while that might be understandable for civilians or soldiers, betrayal at the commander level was different.
A commander's betrayal should never be forgiven. In times of chaos, those who broke this rule were always executed.

As a result, more than 70% of the internal affairs officials who managed the capital disappeared at the execution grounds.
There might be confusion for now... but this was the best Serphina could do.
Considering that about three-fifths of the existing commanders had already lost their lives in countless rebellions, this was a painful situation—
Nevertheless, they had to move forward. That was the destiny of one who had atoned for Aingart's sins.

In conclusion, those who remained at Aingart Castle were those who followed Irian and a few commanders from the occupation forces.
After Jena's death and the execution of all the generals who participated in Nathan's rebellion... there was one common trait among the commanders remaining at Aingart Castle.

That was—their support rate for Swen.
Most commanders in Serphina's army neither suspected nor misunderstood Swen.
To them, Swen was our army's great strategist, a tactician who led numerous battles to victory.
Most of those who had questioned him were now dead.

Now, almost no one harbored any resentment toward him—
That fact carried more weight than the literal meaning of the sentence itself.

* * *

And today was the day of Jena's funeral.
Her funeral was conducted with unprecedented grandeur.
A massive portrait of Jena. A high-quality memorial portrait that perfectly captured her long brown hair and lively eyes.
Serphina's soldiers stood in orderly formation in the square, while commanders guarding the capital and new lords from surrounding territories bowed their heads on either side.
Their expressions were extremely solemn. It was easy to spot those overcome with grief. At least, not a single person had been dragged here just for the ceremony.

Jena had been an enormously significant figure in Serphina's army. Though cautious of others, she was the type of person who would share her generosity once she determined someone was on her side. Despite one's low position, if their testimony was reasonable, she was a woman who would use her influence to carry out strategies.

Public trust.
Ironically for Jena, who distrusted humans during her lifetime, she had earned public trust.

This meant that even though Swen had objectively accomplished many great achievements, there was bound to be gossip when talk arose of him replacing Jena's position.

At the very front stood those who currently led Serphina's army.
The occupation force's vice-commander Irian, commander Kransis. The grand magician Reika. Swen, who succeeded Jena as the national strategist.
And at the very front was the woman who led them all, the sovereign Serphina.

"......"

Serphina silently walked toward Jena's portrait.
And gazed at it for a long time.

Serphina was an absolute ruler who never broke down. At least, that's how everyone saw her.
The tyrant, the iron empress, the ambitious woman who seized the emperor's throne covered in the blood of her siblings.
Regardless of individual preferences and intentions, many people here shared the sentiment that she was a cold and ruthless person.

—Therefore.

"......!!"

"My, My Lord...!"

No one expected that such a woman would weakly fall to her knees.
No one thought she would sit like that, head raised... and sob loudly.

"Jena...!"
"I, I... I will never forget you...! Never...! The vision you spoke of, the revival of the new Aingart Empire... I, I will, definitely...!!!"

Wailing.
It was wailing.
This was the first time Sovereign Serphina von Aingart showed weakness in front of her subordinates other than Swen.

Yet that sight paradoxically pierced people's hearts.
The sight of a woman who seemed like she wouldn't bleed a drop even if stabbed with a sword, wailing over her comrade's death—even if there were ulterior motives or schemes behind it, it was ultimately an exemplary display for a ruler.

With Serphina's sobbing, the funeral hall grew solemn.

Those with keen perception could understand.
—An era was ending.
And naturally, those who noticed this fact could easily reach the next conclusion.
Who would be the standard-bearer opening a new era after Jena.

Everything pointed to the white-haired strategist—
Anyone in Serphina's army with even a modicum of intelligence was realizing this fact.

* * *

"I'm sorry. You didn't need to accompany me..."

"No. Thank you for participating despite your physical discomfort."

"Of course I had to attend. Besides, Reika also attended despite her difficulties."

After returning from Jena's funeral, I immediately had to lie down in a hospital bed.
There were no external injuries. Outwardly, my body seemed fine.
However... the effects of the magical power that had raged inside me just before being sent to the ground were still strongly pressing on various parts of my body.
It wasn't exactly unbearable... but it definitely made daily life uncomfortable. My head was constantly pounding, and I couldn't properly digest any food I consumed.

'This is why internal illnesses are so frightening...'

"For the time being, you don't need to think about your strategist duties. It will take time to rebuild Aingart Castle."

"Rebuild? It's not that badly damaged, is it?"

"Swen, you're just like it. The exterior looks fine, but the inside is completely empty. You know that well, don't you?"

...That's right.
Most of the internal affairs officials had died, caught up in the rebellion.
Due to the absolute shortage of commanders, there was a possibility that internal affairs couldn't be properly managed at this rate.

"I've already told Irene to focus on internal affairs for the time being."

"I see..."

Does that mean I won't be able to see her until I get better?
That's a bit disappointing, I thought, and at that moment.

"Do you miss Irene?"

I looked at Serphina with slight surprise.
She could now make playful expressions like before.
Perhaps she had properly said goodbye to Jena by sobbing at the funeral...
So I too should become a little more honest.
Just as she had moved forward.

"Yes. I miss her."

"I see."

At that moment.

"...!"

Serphina... came close to me.
Close enough to fall on top of me.
Her enormous chest in uniform pressed against mine so closely—

"Don't worry, Swen. I don't know what Irene has done for you... but I can do everything for you that Irene has done."

"W-what...?"

"I mean exactly what I said. Hehehe... I don't know what you want as a man, but everything. I can accommodate everything."

Wait... what is she suddenly talking about?
How does our relationship with Irene look to her...!

"Tell me. With Irene... how did you spend your time?"

For a moment, I almost had a heart attack remembering kissing Irene while lying in bed at Balhart Castle, but...

"We d-drank tea."

"...Tea?"

"Yes. Irene enjoyed teatime."

Serphina stared blankly at my face for a moment.
Then she burst out laughing and—

"I see. I'll keep that in mind."

Saying she would need to find good tea leaves, she left the room.
I stared blankly at the door she had closed behind her.

...What was that just now?

* * *

After closing the door, Serphina leaned against the wall without moving forward, placing her hand on her chest.
Thump, thump. Her heart was beating fiercely. Her face felt hot.

—Marry Swen.
That was the deceased Jena's final advice.
Not only that. Because of Swen, she had been able to overcome the sense of loss from losing Jena.

Serphina loved Swen. Therefore, she wanted to respect his wishes.
She didn't care if she was second or third. She wanted to be by his side, but she had sworn not to resent him if he went to the side of the true lord he served.
But now.

"...I'm sorry, Swen."

Serphina whispered very quietly to herself.

I.
I think I can't do without you.
Not because you're an outstanding strategist, but just... I want to be your first.

And then, though she had uttered it several times before, she repeated the sentence with a definitely different weight—

"It seems you... will have to become mine."

Yes.
Swen. You... must be mine.

Serphina clenched her fist.
Regardless of who his true lord was, she could never give him up.
Her determination to make him exclusively hers.

—It was the moment when fire finally ignited in the heart of a ruler in love.

Ch.354 - Chapter 354. Now No One Remains
# Chapter Translation

Serphina's army, Irene's Legion, at their base in Valharat Castle.
The red-haired legion commander was having a heated argument with one of her female knights.

"C-calm down, Commander!"

"Don't block my way! Do you wish to die?"

"I understand your feelings a hundred times over, but please calm yourself! If you must go, kill me first!"

"...!"

Only then did Irene come to her senses.
The female knight who had been trying to stop her sighed in relief and said:

"I understand your concern for the Strategist... but if you leave your post, chaos will inevitably come to the central territory. Please understand."

"..."

Irene clenched her fist.
Logically speaking, the female knight before her was right.
But that was merely intellectual understanding. What continued to shake Irene's heart was something else entirely.

Swen had collapsed and been hospitalized—
That sentence kept tormenting Irene.

'I...'

I dedicated my entire being to protecting Swen.
Yet when he's in danger, I can't be by his side.

'How incompetent I am. If I can't be by Swen's side at the critical moment, nothing else matters...'

She had no intention of blaming Serphina who had appointed her to this position.
Serphina was the savior of Irene's life. Nevertheless, she simply couldn't accept this situation.

"...I apologize. I seem to have gotten too excited."

"Not at all, Commander."

"Right. Our lord instructed us to prioritize internal affairs, correct?"

"Yes, that's right."

Irene let out a long sigh, then examined the map on the table.

"I suppose I must report what's happening in the southern continent..."

Even as the main occupation force was busy suppressing Nathan Al Kaski's rebellion at Aingart Castle, time continued to flow equally for everyone on the continent.
Yes. Once the balance was broken—things were bound to happen here as well.

"It may not immediately affect our forces... but if the rebellion has been quelled, we should report it. Considering the distance, I think it's best to inform her as soon as possible."

"Understood. Lea, please check the peacekeeping forces once more. And I would appreciate it if you could summon the regional administrators."

"I will obey your command, Commander."

After the female knight left, Irene looked at the map again.
This news wasn't just for reporting to Serphina.
The person who absolutely needed to hear this was Swen. After all... it was about Lunarienne's army.

'...'

Irene recalled Swen's confident voice.
"Lady Lunarienne is destined to become the unifying ruler."

And judging by the current situation—those words seemed entirely reasonable.
Right now, they had the Brands Army and Hesna Army, but wasn't it just a baseless worry that soon their swords would inevitably point toward Lunarienne's army?
If so, what decision should they make then?

She wanted to discuss these things, but...
Knowing Swen's poor physical condition, she worried that even this might burden him.

'...Right. I'll just state the facts. There's no need to include my personal opinions and confuse his mind.'

Irene slowly organized what she would tell Swen.
About what was happening in the south.

* * *

Knock knock knock.

"Come in."

Half resigned by now, I answered while wearing my professional mask.

Creeeeak. With the sound of the old door opening, the person who appeared was—a young talent from Serphina's army.
This was already my eighth visitor today.

"Greetings, Strategist! Though you may not recognize me, I have always admired your achievements from afar—"

"Aren't you Lukran?"

"Oh... y-you remember me?!"

He was a man I had seen a few times as an administrator when I was focusing on internal affairs at Aingart Castle.
He wasn't the type to display exceptional talent and stand out in turbulent times, but he was one of those people absolutely necessary for a city to function properly.
If anything, I valued such people more. Heroes may change many things, but a hero alone can't make the world go round.

Lukran bowed his head to me, seemingly moved.

"T-to think you'd remember my name... I'm truly touched! Even though I've never had a private audience with you..."

"How could an administrator not know names? Anyway, what brings you here today?"

"Well, I heard you were badly injured while suppressing the rebellion recently... It's nothing much, but—"

Only then did Lukran turn toward the table to place the flowers and fruits he had brought.
And then—

"Ah..."

Overwhelmed by the gifts already piled on the table from previous visitors, he lost his words.

"I'm sorry. I should have tidied up... If you can find an empty spot, please place them there."

"Ah, y-yes, of course!"

After exchanging some small talk, we said our goodbyes.

"Strategist! Please get well soon! I will strive to become someone who can be of help to you when you return!"

"Thank you for visiting, Lukran. I won't forget."

After he left—
I looked out the window.

...They've finally started to acknowledge my existence.

It may sound presumptuous coming from my own mouth, but I was essentially the core of Serphina's army.
The young standard-bearer Irian, supported by many military officers. Irene, the first legion commander of Serphina's army. Reika, the continent's greatest archmage.
If I were to summarize the "Swen faction," it would be compressed to these four people.
Additionally, the ruler Serphina trusted me completely. No, it went beyond trust. Being somewhat perceptive, I could tell that her trust in me was far deeper than the typical ruler-subject relationship.

However, until now, I had kept a rather low profile.
While the core figures might have known better, most officers in Serphina's army were wary of me.
Rumors ranged from "using his handsome face to cloud Serphina's judgment" to the absurd claim that "he obtained the position of national strategist through physical means."
I deliberately chose not to suppress these rumors forcefully. Stories without substance quickly fade when confronted with solid facts—realities that contradict them.
Rather, paying attention to such rumors would only be giving them the attention they wanted, so I gritted my teeth and ignored them.

And once again, rebellion broke out at Aingart Castle.
Each rebellion cost us military officers, but this one was particularly devastating for our army. It was a rebellion staged in the capital by officers who had served the empire for a long time.
As Serphina said, Aingart Castle looked intact on the outside, but its framework was completely gutted. Most of the internal affairs administrators had been executed, so we might not be able to function properly for a while no matter what we wanted to do. If we didn't handle this situation properly, the morale of the capital territory's residents would hit rock bottom.
The consequences of failure in politics were always severe.

Anyway, the reason I brought this up—yes.
The collapse of the existing order had an unexpected effect: the military officers of Serphina's army no longer viewed me with suspicion.
It wasn't that people's hearts had changed. It was simply that those who had regarded me as an outsider were all dead.
What remained now were mostly a few truly loyal subjects who would serve Serphina's army to the end, and rookies who had only recently been commissioned. The Lukran who just visited me was no exception.

In other words, now no matter what I did, there was no one left who would feel aversion to my existence, including the ruler Serphina—

'...Ah.'

That's not entirely true. There was one name that came to mind.
Just as I was about to get lost in thought, another knock came at the door.

'I'm dying of busyness.'

Even for someone of low rank, there was no harm in being seen as a "good person" by everyone. In life, Jena had been able to assert her will without hesitation not only because of Serphina's trust but also because of her thick network of supporters.
As nations continue to shrink, we would eventually share a border with Lunarienne's army—and in preparation for that time, having more allies in this country could only be beneficial.

"Come in."

Hearing my words, the door opened.
This time... it was a soldier in armor.

"Excuse me, Strategist. I have something to deliver to you."

"What is it?"

"This."

He handed me a rolled-up piece of paper.

"What's this...?"

"A letter from Legion Commander Irene."

Huh?
From Lady Irene?
If it was a work-related report, I wondered why she would send a letter.

"And this is a message from the Legion Commander..."

Time.
The predetermined fate of the continent—

"Ohana's army—"

—is.

"!!!"

As if there was no more time to hesitate, it was rapidly approaching me with quick strides.

Ch.355 - Chapter 355. Navidos Ohana (1)
# Chapter: The Tyrant's Proposal

Turning the clock back briefly to when rebellion was about to break out in the north.
The southern continent, its balance already disrupted, was being drawn deeper into a whirlpool of chaos due to the alliance between the Brands Army and the Hesna Army.
In this situation, there was only one nation that remained curled up doing nothing—the Ohana Army.

In the capital city of the Ohana Army, Iekhaida Royal Castle.
Sovereign Navidos Ohana sat on his throne, nervously biting his fingernails.

"Damn that fox-like bitch! She's joining hands with that Brands girl?!"

"Please calm yourself, Lord...!"

"Do I look calm to you?! Think before you give advice!"

BANG!

Rupio, the national strategist of the Ohana Army, couldn't get a word in with his irritable sovereign.

He couldn't help but be annoyed. It was impossible to maintain composure.

Intelligence had come in that the Red-Eyed Dragon of the South—Lunarienne Iniang, who had sent Seta Roland to the afterlife in a single battle—was concentrating her troops at Tepelo Castle.

'The Roland Army fell too easily, and the Hesna Army, having joined hands with the Brands Army, will likely not concern themselves with us...!'

Surrounded on all sides.
Anyone could tell that this moment was a life-or-death crisis for the Ohana Army without even trying.

The simple reason Navidos Ohana, once just a bandit leader, was elevated to the position of sovereign was because of his extremely sensitive instinct for safety.
He never walked a dangerous path. He focused on defense rather than offense and always abandoned situations that required adventure. He chose the safe path even if the gains were small.
The amount that fell into his hands was naturally limited. But he saved and cherished what he had. Gathering and accumulating until he finally formed a nation.
That was Ohana's survival method in these chaotic times!

"But Lord, even if the Lunarienne Army declares war, our forces still have the advantage in numbers. We won't simply collapse, will we?"

"Have you already forgotten about the existence of the mage?!"

"No, but—"

"It's not just the mage! Their sovereign! Their sovereign is... practically a killing machine! You know how strong that damned Seta Roland was!"

Rupio sighed at those words.
Yes.
No matter what they did, they couldn't win.
They would be destroyed by the Lunarienne Army.

'Is this where our army's role ends?'

Ohana was a petty man. But because of that, his territory's people were able to live in peace.
He conscripted soldiers to the maximum extent without lowering the morale of his people, while simultaneously sparing no expense for combat effectiveness.
In order to avoid war at all costs, he had trained them extensively, and to maintain morale, he spent money freely.
It would be accurate to say that all the money he had saved from various sources was spent entirely on military power.
This was his only excessive investment, seeking absolute efficiency with minimal funds.

Perhaps because of this.
Although Ohana himself wouldn't admit it, the Ohana Army was quite strong among the militaries of the southern continent with their limited battle experience. At least before Lunarienne appeared.
What Ohana valued most was his own life. As a result, the people living in his territory automatically received his strong protection.

He certainly wasn't someone to emulate or take as a role model.
Yet, paradoxically, he was an excellent sovereign to his people. It was hard to believe he had risen from the position of a bandit leader.

'Lunarienne Iniang...'

"The best approach would have been to form an alliance with both the Hesna Army and the Roland Army to eliminate the Lunarienne Army in advance..."

"That's just hindsight, Lord. Neither Hesna nor Roland would have formed alliances, being too busy looking after their own interests. Especially Roland."

"I know that without you telling me, Rupio!"

Knowing this, Rupio simply let it slide when Ohana verbally lashed out at him.
After all, Ohana wasn't the type of person who was particularly hung up on hierarchy.

"...We need to... prepare for battle."

"Yes. We must."

"Many will die, Rupio."

"These are chaotic times. If anything, we've been living in too much peace. Don't you think the moment we've been expecting has finally arrived?"

"I know! I know, but... people dying, families dying—it's miserable and wretched! Damn it!"

BANG!

"It would be most ideal if we could all just live separately as small nations, but everyone's got these delusions about unified empires and whatnot...!!"

"Lord..."

"..."

If they could somehow hold off the Lunarienne Army using their numerical advantage, perhaps a miracle might occur in the meantime.
A miracle like a mage appearing in their army.
But that was too far-fetched. They had only one option left: to be gradually destroyed by the Lunarienne Army.

"...Rupio."

"Yes, Lord."

"If we gather all our forces in one place, how many would that be?"

"About 310,000 men."

This was the maximum strength of the Ohana Army, which had accumulated resources bit by bit, solely for defense rather than fighting.

"With 310,000 men... if we take Tepelo Castle and succeed in blocking the Lunarienne Army."

"...!"

"Don't you think we might be able to hold them off somehow?"

"That's..."

Tepelo Castle.
A strategic point located at the only bridge connecting the Ohana Army and the Lunarienne Army.
Currently, it had fallen to the Lunarienne Army, which was naturally concentrating its forces there.

"We'll somehow take that castle and fortify it thoroughly. Then, while blocking Tepelo Castle for several years and buying time, we'll create confusion to make the Brands Army and Hesna Army fight with the Lunarienne Army... that seems best to me."

"You're suggesting we declare war before the enemy does?"

"Didn't you say it's a fate we can't avoid anyway?"

"This is quite the gamble, unlike you, Lord."

"We have multiple territories along our border. It's difficult to prevent breaches, and many will die. Don't you think it's better to move first rather than suffer losses?"

"..."

Rupio couldn't give a definitive answer.

Honestly.
Even with 310,000 men, he thought they would lose.
The quality of their troops was certainly good. But the other side had two irregulars.
The mage Tifa. The Red-Eyed Dragon Lunarienne.
Considering how they had utterly slaughtered the Roland Army, whether things would go as planned was the first reason he couldn't answer—
The second reason was that he knew this battle would be their death anniversary if they lost.
He had heard that the exchange ratio of soldiers was close to 1:10. It meant that 3,000 Lunarienne Army soldiers had defeated 30,000 Roland Army soldiers.
The estimated strength of the Lunarienne Army was around 140,000. Considering it would be a siege battle... it certainly wouldn't be an easy fight.
If they lost, they would never get another chance, and even that possibility wasn't high—
Naturally, he couldn't boldly say, "We'll fight to the death."
Besides, Ohana hated such talk. He was a man who routinely said to just run away or surrender if death seemed likely.

"I don't want to gamble either! But... there's no other way! We can only lose if we follow the conventional approach! I know that much!"

It was truly a precarious situation.
Even after several more days of worry and deliberation, no answer emerged.
Then, after a week.

"Lord. An envoy has arrived."

"An envoy?"

Rupio wiped the cold sweat from his hands as he spoke.

"It's... an envoy from the Lunarienne Army."

"!!!"

Ohana jumped up from his throne in surprise.
Instead of declaring war... they sent an envoy?
Though he wondered what their scheme might be, that was something he could find out by meeting them.

"...Let them in!"

After regaining his composure as much as possible, Ohana sat back on his throne with a deliberately dignified posture.
No matter how much their army was cornered like a rat, he was determined not to show weakness in diplomatic settings.
As calmly as possible, as if nothing was wrong, appearing relaxed. Ohana whispered repeatedly to himself, almost like self-hypnosis, while sweating profusely.

...But despite his efforts—

"...!!!"

Ohana's expression crumbled ridiculously at the sight of the envoy walking in from the Lunarienne Army.
Of course, the one who had come as an envoy to the enemy's capital with such confidence was—

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Lord Ohana."

The envoy did not kneel. This signified they were equals.
Even for a sovereign of an enemy nation, it would be a considerable breach of etiquette for a subject not to kneel before a monarch.
But Ohana wasn't particularly offended. No, it wasn't something to be offended about for him.

Because the one who had come as an envoy, as his equal—

"I am the sovereign of the Lunarienne Army, Lunarienne Iniang."

—was the Red-Eyed Dragon of the South, Lunarienne herself.

Eyes as red as melted rubies.
A gaze that somehow both captivated people and instilled a chilling fear.
Though she appeared to be an ordinary maiden on the surface... Ohana, with his excellent survival instinct, could sense it.

—The smell of blood emanating from this woman!

"I've taken the liberty of coming here personally today because I have a proposal for you, Lord Ohana."

"...Speak."

Luna nodded lightly, then looked at Ohana, who was barely maintaining eye contact, and said:

"Lord Ohana. Please make a decision for the greater good. I believe you understand that there is blood that need not be shed."

"...What?"

As soon as he heard the words "blood that need not be shed," Ohana's eyes widened in shock.
This woman, coming directly to the capital of an enemy nation with troops deployed along the border, was saying—!

"Surrender."
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Ohana glared at Luna with bloodshot eyes.
But her expression remained unwavering.
Those ruby-red eyes, deeper than fresh blood, held Ohana captive.

"What... did you just say?"

Luna nodded respectfully, then repeated her utterly disrespectful words.

"I'm asking you to surrender, Lady Ohana. I hope you understand that this is the best option for us—and for you as well."

Hearing those words, surprisingly—my mind began to calm.
At first, I was truly furious. How dare she think so little of me that she comes here spouting nonsense about surrender!
But paradoxically, her directness made me feel more composed and rational.

Surrender.
Perhaps it might be the best option—Ohana, with her keen survival instinct, had certainly considered this possibility.
However.
How could she so casually commit the treachery of handing over all her followers to the enemy?

The soldiers who had fallen to establish this nation.
The comrades who entrusted their dreams to me before departing.
Bearing all of that is the weight of the crown... how could I turn away from that weight, no matter how precious my life might be?

'Damn it...!'

Ohana let out a short sigh and looked at Lunarienne again.
There would obviously be guards outside... but rather than saying nothing, it would be better to assess the situation by taking a strong stance.

"You said you're Lady Lunarienne?"

"That's correct."

"Do you know where you're standing right now?"

"Yes, I do."

"And knowing that, you still advise me to surrender?"

"Yes."

Luna simply nodded once without even blinking.

"Ha!"

Ohana laughed loudly on purpose.
As if it didn't bother her at all. As if this was all within expectations.

"Now. You should answer my next question carefully. You're aware that this is the royal audience chamber in Iekhaida Castle, the capital of our nation, correct?"

"Yes."

"And if you have eyes, you can surely see my loyal soldiers lined up on either side of you?"

"That's correct."

"And you know that we can kill an envoy whenever we please? You're a sovereign yourself, aren't you?"

Ohana said this with a vile smile.
This was his survival method. Gaining the upper hand by appearing as vile and malicious as possible.
It might be no different from a herbivore's protective coloration, but he was a man who chose practicality over pride.

"I'm aware."

"I'm not as patient as you might think. Especially when an outsider who hasn't even fought us yet, who doesn't even properly understand what the Southern Continent is, suddenly appears and tells me to 'surrender'!"

"..."

"Do you understand, Lunarienne Iniang? I could have your head right now! It's too late to regret coming as an envoy yourself!"

Luna said nothing for a moment...
Then she looked around.
The lined-up soldiers were glaring at her with hostility.
She didn't avoid any of their gazes. And then... turning her head back to Ohana, she spoke in a cold voice.

"Thirty... no, thirty-two people."

"What?"

"There must be more soldiers outside... but it doesn't matter. The same applies to me."

"Wait. What are you saying?"

Just as he felt the conversation wasn't connecting—
Luna bowed her head and answered his question.

"Lady Ohana. I didn't come here wanting to spill meaningless blood."

"...What?"

At that moment.
The life disappeared from Luna's bright red ruby eyes.

"...!!"

Blood-red. What they contained was thick blood.
Pathetically, Ohana shrank back as soon as he saw those eyes.
It was instinct. Like a danger signal the body sends when it encounters an opponent it absolutely cannot defeat!

"I'm saying I don't want to spill the blood of thirty-two people right now."

"What...!"

Thirty-two.
Only then did Ohana realize what Luna meant.
Why she had surveyed the soldiers in this place.

Thirty. The number of soldiers guarding this audience chamber.
Two. My advisor Rufio beside me, and...

'Me, sitting here...!'

He thought he could threaten her.
From Luna's position, no matter how many troops she brought, she was still just an envoy, and there were over ten thousand allied soldiers in the royal castle.
Yet, she wasn't intimidated at all. Far from it... she only mentioned not wanting to spill blood.
As if she was certain she would never die!

"..."

Both State Strategist Rufio and Sovereign Ohana froze.
Ohana was the one who barely managed to speak.

"What... what if I refuse to surrender?"

"I'll return and prepare for war."

"War...?"

"Exactly what it sounds like. Many lives will be lost. The peaceful subjects of the Southern Continent will suffer in the flames of war."

Bang!
Ohana slammed his fist on the armrest of his chair and shouted.

"If you don't touch our nation, nobody has to die!!"

"To defeat Serphina, our forces must be serious. I think it's wise to secure what needs to be secured."

"You're thinking of using our territory simply as a supply base for war...?"

"Lady Ohana."

At that moment.
Once again, Luna looked at Ohana with dead eyes and spoke coldly.

"These are chaotic times. Do you think it matters to distinguish between perpetrators and victims in such times?"

"...!"

"And that's why I came like this. Surrender."

Damn it...!

I should refuse, I should refuse... but why?
Why can't I say 'I absolutely cannot surrender'...?!

Ohana glanced at Rufio.
He too was unable to provide a suitable answer. His eyes showed loyalty to follow his lord's will, but no spark of wit could be seen.

While Ohana fumbled, unable to give an answer, Luna calmly waited without rushing him at all.
No, she wasn't waiting. She was just letting time pass. Luna wasn't expecting any answer from Ohana.
Looking around slightly... he noticed the soldiers' gazes had changed from hostile glares.
It was fear. Even the soldiers were instinctively afraid of the southern red-eyed dragon's spirit.

'....'

Luna looked into Ohana's eyes and recalled.
The conversation she had with Ginor before coming here.

* * *

"You're saying I should recommend surrender?"

"Yes, my lord. That is currently the most efficient method."

"I agree that obtaining something without bloodshed is best... but will Ohana's forces accept it?"

Ginor nodded at Luna's question and said:

"He'll probably swallow it whole if there's suitable bait."

"Bait?"

"Navidos Ohana is neither particularly sincere nor ambitious; he's just a petty man who prioritizes his own advancement above all. The problem is that his petty nature has ironically created an extremely solid nation. Many say Karelia's soldiers were the strongest, but this old man is convinced that if the southern nations truly fought each other, Ohana's soldiers would be the strongest."

"Is that so...?"

"Yes. During the long period without conflict in the Southern Continent, they never neglected training for defensive purposes. They lack outstanding commanders, but elite troops are an important factor in war, as you well know, my lord."

Indeed. In several battles, they had received help from the Chilein Mercenaries and Raven Mercenaries.
Gustaf and Aaron weren't exceptional generals, but she had never once thought that the mercenary groups they led were weak.

"If we can absorb Ohana's forces, they will become our strongest asset. With General Francis, General Tifa, and you, my lord, the synergy will be considerable."

"However, I don't think I have anything that could move Ohana..."

Ginor said easily that they just needed to throw him some bait, but Luna couldn't think of any suitable method.

"Do you remember what I just said about Ohana prioritizing his own advancement?"

"Yes."

"It's the same principle. We need to create a corner for him to escape to when he surrenders. Rather than losing everything, if he can salvage even something small, he will surely be satisfied."

"A corner to escape to...?"

Ginor slowly conveyed his thoughts to his lord.

—It's very simple, my lord.
First, recommend surrender without offering any conditions.
He might rage at that point, but Ohana is a petty man. That's clearly just an act, a mask. You needn't be afraid at all. He doesn't have the guts to kill a foreign sovereign who came as an envoy.
He probably won't answer until the end. Perhaps not even after a day or two. Of course, there's no need to wait. When he's deep in contemplation, that's when you throw him the bait.
Something not particularly important to us, but which will feel like his only lifeline. That is—

* * *

"Lady Ohana. I apologize for interrupting your thoughts, but there's one more thing I must tell you."

"...?"

Though no answer came from Ohana, Luna casually continued—

"If our nation unifies the continent in the future, we will grant you autonomous rights over the territories currently under Ohana's rule."

"!!!"

She threw the "bait" that Ginor had prepared into his mouth.
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"Autonomy, you say...!"

"It means exactly what it sounds like. In establishing a unified nation, I will bestow the title of Grand Duke upon Lady Ohana. I will also permit the establishment of a vassal principality."

Indeed.
It was certainly a better proposal than either being destroyed by her hands or surrendering unconditionally.
Perhaps it was an offer that required no deliberation!
Ohana wasn't the only one thinking this way. Rufio, who had served his lord since their bandit leader days, was giving his master meaningful glances.

"...My lord."

Please accept this negotiation.
We cannot defeat Lunarienne's army anyway.
This is an opportunity. An opportunity to secure overwhelming practical benefits! There's no need to hesitate—

Even without words, Rufio's intentions were clearly conveyed.
How many years had they spent together?

But still!
Ohana couldn't stop worrying.
Because this seemed too favorable.
Yes. This was too good for our side.
From Lunarienne's perspective, what was the point of creating a vassal state after unification?
It might be called a vassal state, but considering the reduction in territorial control, it made even less sense.

And thinking coldly, as objectively as possible.
Proposals like vassal states were things to consider when you were 'barely in an advantageous position.'
Lunarienne's army would likely defeat our forces. Even if our army managed to subdue Lunarienne's forces and block Tefel Castle, there would be nothing we could do afterward. From the beginning, that strategy was based on an overly optimistic view of the future—that "while Brands' army fights Lunarienne's army, we'll gather strength"!

That's right.
What does Lunarienne gain from this decision?
Is she permitting autonomy just to reduce the time spent on war?
For someone like Ohana who always sought maximum profit, this conclusion was impossible to accept.
If they just invested enough time, they could devour our army without needing to grant any autonomy, so why?

At that moment.

"Lady Ohana. It seems you doubt my proposal."

"...!"

Luna stared into Ohana's eyes penetratingly and spoke.

"Please be honest, Lady Ohana. This might be the last conversation we have while both of us are still alive."

"That... is."

Damn it, damn it...!

This woman is the real deal. Truly the Red-Eyed Dragon!
Ohana felt like a weak human before a dragon, with a heavy weight pressing down on her shoulders—but still, without collapsing, she managed to answer.

"...I'll be frank. What do you gain by making us a vassal state?"

"Isn't ending this without bloodshed enough?"

"No, I simply cannot accept that. Especially from you, who backstabbed Karelia!"

The moment the word "Karelia" left Ohana's mouth—

"...!"

A chill ran up Ohana's spine as if the entire space had frozen.
And she realized. ...A fatal mistake!
Bringing this up was clearly a mistake!

"No, what I meant was..."

Luna said nothing, just stared at Ohana, then quietly nodded.

"Lady Ohana. I understand your feelings."

"You understand?"

"If someone offers help without gaining anything, it's natural to be suspicious first. Especially in times like these."

"...I'm glad you understand. Yes. You must have something specific you want from us to make such an offer, right?"

At those words, Luna gave a neat, pristine smile.

"Of course. You have a very important task to perform, Lady Ohana."

"An important task...?"

"But before that."

Luna caressed the handle of the Adina Sword with her fingertips.
A clear act of provocation. However, Ohana could only break out in cold sweat, unable to properly protest.

"Let me ask you one last time. Surrender. Shouldn't we avoid the needless bloodshed of your territory's people and soldiers? It will eventually become your 'territory' anyway."

"..."

"If you surrender, I'll tell you what I want to ask of you. If not, that's the end of it. Of course, I promise on my honor that what I ask won't be disadvantageous to you."

"How can you say such things so easily..."

"—No. You may even behead me if you wish."

"...!!"

"If my proposal feels like an unconditional loss to you, then behead me."

She says that so easily... but she's not mentioning the consequences at all.
If I were to inflict even a scratch on that neck, that day would become our army's memorial day... she knows this all too well!

Ohana bowed her head, unable to answer.
Luna's words just now made it clear.
The protagonist of this era was not someone like herself who merely ruled as a local lord, but the Red-Eyed Dragon before her—a woman like Luna who exuded killing intent even in the heart of enemy territory.

"What will you do, Lady Ohana? Will you surrender?"

"..."

After contemplating for a long time, Ohana finally raised her head and opened her mouth toward Luna—

* * *

At a temporary camp not far from Iekiaida Castle.
This was where the delegation that came with Luna was staying.
Though they were concerned about sending their lord to enemy territory with only a few soldiers...

"It's alright. Our lord will return safely, so don't worry."

The national strategist Ginor was effectively calming the soldiers.
That's right. Ohana could never behead Luna. If her caliber had been that low, the balance of the southern continent would have already collapsed.
No, she had proven herself capable of seizing opportunities by invading Tefel Castle, the rear of the rebel army, when rebellion broke out.
But Ohana had proven nothing. In chaotic times, a ruler specialized only in internal affairs could never become the greatest.

"I'm back, Lord Ginor. Nothing happened, right?"

"What could happen? So, how did the negotiations with Ohana go?"

"..."

Luna thought for a moment, then smiled brightly and said.

"I wonder?"

"...Pardon?"

"I'm not sure."

"...???"

What's this?
Not "negotiations succeeded" or "failed," but "I'm not sure"...?
An ordinary person might have asked several follow-up questions to such a puzzling statement, but Ginor quickly turned his mind instead of asking.

'Is this a situation where she can't answer now, or is it advantageous not to answer depending on the circumstances?'

But it's just a surrender.
How could the matter of surrender become something so significant?
Did Ohana surrender willingly, did she take the bait, or perhaps surprisingly, did she maintain her resolve to the end and refuse to surrender—
Though eager to hear the story, it seemed his lord had no intention of telling him right now.

At that moment.

"Let's go back, Lord Ginor. We're going to be extremely busy from now on."

"...Yes."

Looking at Luna's back as she spoke those words, he thought.

...She seems like a different person.
Someone whose thoughts were once so easy to read, now I can't read her at all.

'Is this... the fate of a unifying monarch?'

Ginor pondered Swen's words for a moment, then boarded the carriage and returned to the capital city of Madlan with Luna.

* * *

Time flows incredibly fast.
It is something extremely fair to everyone. Looking only at the fact that everyone is given the same amount of time.
But—one's environment, one's fate, is not fair. Especially in times like these, when simply surviving could be considered lucky, let alone how long one lived.
Becoming elderly in such times was itself a great achievement. Wasn't there a joke about this? It's not that the strong survive, but that those who survive are strong.

In that sense, the life of Kein Nerkis—Kyle von Aingart—was quite dramatic.
As a child, he wanted for nothing. Though a collateral branch, he was still a member of the imperial family. He never coveted nor desired the emperor's position. From the beginning, he could not match his brother's talent.
The same was true for children. While his brother had five children—Algot, Sidmid, Shtadel, Lilirose, and Serphina—Kyle's wife passed away at an early age without bearing a single child.
He began to wonder if he was somehow cursing women to early deaths when his third wife died young.

Yes.
Since he wasn't aiming for the throne anyway, perhaps there was no need to have children.
It wasn't that Kyle lacked ambition. From the moment his brother ascended to the throne, the Aingart Empire had been rapidly declining.
No power lasts forever. Kyle kept his distance from power as much as possible.
That's why, conversely, after his brother's death, he was able to safely disappear with three children of imperial blood amid the turmoil over the crown prince position.

For the rest of his life, he would serve under a suitable lord and pass his days.
That's how he chose Lunarienne's army. He only learned that she was the bloodline of Aria Iniang, Algot's concubine, after enlisting. But he was already an old man, too old to expect anything from this connection.
Life at Jeilant Castle was colorless, tasteless, and bland, but Kyle quite liked it.
It was fine as long as he could receive a decent salary and safely care for the children who had nearly died, in the final years of his life.

Then one day.
A white-haired strategist appeared as if by fate.
The first man recommended by the unreliable ruler Lunarienne.

He was a genius—no, to be precise, he had never shown the appearance of a genius strategist, so he clearly wasn't a genius-type figure. He was more like—yes. Like a human chosen by heaven.
Even his most absurd statements turned out to be right in the end. He never made wrong decisions. Looking back, everything he said proved correct.
When Lunarienne's army defeated Brands' army twice, Kyle became curious for the first time about what Lunarienne's empire would look like.
It was a first experience. Being curious about something—that despite his aging body, he was still alive and breathing.

And now—
That long, long spark of life was about to be extinguished.
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Near Madlan Castle.
Keil, sensing that this was the last moment of his life, was having his final conversation with several armed men, including the lord he had served, while lying in bed.

"Lord Keil..."

"My lord... I regret that I cannot be with you until the end... Though I was just an old man who couldn't be of much help anyway..."

Lunarienne held Keil's hand tightly between both of hers.
It felt skeletal. Like a wet branch.
Before death, humans rapidly lost weight and became increasingly gaunt. It was sometimes like an inescapable mark of the grim reaper.

"When it was just Tifa and me in our country... thank you for betting your fate on us. If not for your choice, I certainly wouldn't be here now..."

But that wasn't all.
When he first joined them, he was just an unnamed old man called Kein Nerkis, but in reality, he was Keil von Aingart.
It's no exaggeration to say that the most crucial factor allowing Lunarienne to maintain legitimacy despite her rebellion was his declaration that people with imperial blood still survived and supported Lunarienne, at a time when everyone thought Serphina was the only living member of the Aingart family.
Nevertheless, in his final moments, he couldn't help but recall that time.

Lunarienne. Tifa. Kein. And... Swen.
Those peaceful moments at Jeilant Castle that the four of them shared, which made his heart ache with nostalgia.

"No, my lord... There is that man. The man who brings miracles—"

—Our one and only Strategist.

"...!!"

At the mention of "Strategist," tears streamed down Luna's cheeks, though she had been trying to hold back her emotions.

"Lord Keil..."

"With Lord Swen... my lord, you will surely... become the unifying ruler."

After comforting the crying Luna with those words.

"What about General Tifa?"

"She said she's in training. She told me to tell you she'll talk to you in the afterlife..."

Keil, who had been looking pained, managed a small smile at those words.

"That's... just like her."

With that, they began to speak with him one by one.

"Ginor... you're strong, so I'm not too worried, but still... take better care of your health. Shouldn't you live to see Lady Luna's conquest of the continent...?"

"Even in your final moments, you worry about such unnecessary things."

"Haha... I suppose so..."

And then.

"Francis... please take care of... Lady Luna. Become... the vanguard who protects her."

"I understand, Uncle. The life I received from you, I will never waste. Please watch over me."

"Charlotte... you can grow even more. Your mother... would be happy watching your growth from above. Don't neglect your training. On the battlefield... in the end, training... will light your path..."

"I understand, Uncle...! Thank you, thank you so much for saving my life...!"

"Violet... you take after your father... with your very intelligent mind. Ginor and... Swen will be able... to help you."

"...!"

Violet could only nod while tears dripped down her face.
Thank you, thank you so much... Those were the words she barely managed to squeeze out.

And then...

"Lord Swen..."

He spoke the name of the man who wasn't present.
The man who made him feel alive.
The man who planted new hope in him.

"It would be better to order Lord Kein to reinforce the castle walls against enemy attacks rather than focus on commerce."

"Everyone. Please listen to me. I understand this might be difficult to comprehend, but this is currently the best decision for our army.
If it doesn't yield good results, you may take my head."

And that day too.

"Do I really seem like such a heartless person to you, Lord Kein?"

—Well, not exactly. I'm sure you're an extraordinary person, being the Strategist our lord brought.

The events of that day.
And on the day of destiny as well.

"As Lord Kein said, raising a new army is extremely difficult. It might take years.
But if we die, it's over. Everything ends.

However, if we're alive, anything is possible.

Even if it takes time, as long as we can continue breathing.
If Lady Luna, the spirit of our army, remains alive, we can do anything.
Now that Lunarienne's army is in grave danger, to keep the lamp burning and continue on, you must flee for now."

—You're really risking your life, aren't you?

"You were... right."

The Lunarienne army rose again.
Though the method was cruel... they seized the opportunity. The bright green flag of the Lunarienne army was once again flying over the continent.
Though I'm not sure why he's still with Serphina's army, if there's one last thing I want to say—

"Please... return... to Jeilant Castle... to Lady Luna's... side..."

And then... silence.
Only silence followed.
Ginor, who had been watching the situation without a word, slowly checked the pulse of Keil lying on the bed.

"...He has passed away."

"Ah... ah, ahhh...!!"

Beginning with Luna, who collapsed and wailed...
Each person had to bid farewell to the gentle giant in their hearts.
After all, it was the duty of those left behind to move forward.

—Keil von Aingart died of old age at Madlan Castle.
He was 64 years old.
Among his generation of the Aingart imperial family, he lived the longest and enjoyed a full life.

Now only four Aingart family members remained on the continent—
Francis, Charlotte, Violet... and Serphina.

The old era was gradually fading away according to providence.

***

At the same time.

"Haah, haa!"

Tifa was intensely focused on her training.
She was pushing her body to the limit, gathering mana and releasing it, and trying different ways to utilize it.
How much time had passed like this?

"Ugh, this is tough!"

Thud!
Tifa collapsed onto the dusty training ground floor.

Countless stars were embedded in the night sky.
The sky seen from Jeilant Castle was this beautiful too.
For some reason, memories of Jeilant Castle kept coming to mind today. Why was that?

'...'

She knew that Kein—no, Grandpa Keil—was about to die.
But she didn't particularly want to visit him.
She didn't want to get scolded on her way there.

'Death, huh...'

All humans die eventually.
It was a fate that no one could escape.
People tended to cling to certain values as they lived.
Sometimes these became beliefs, treasures or assets, honor, or power.
To Tifa, this seemed truly ridiculous. What could be more absurd than humans acting as if they would live forever when they would eventually die!
She didn't think people should abandon their immediate responsibilities and live recklessly, but... nevertheless, Tifa was the type of person who believed that, having been born human, one should learn to face death with as much composure as possible.

But...

"Ha..."

Was it because of the excessive training?
Sweat was flowing down her cheeks a bit too much.
Tifa let it flow. She thought about wiping it away quickly, but... strangely, she felt like she shouldn't.
It felt like if she didn't let it flow, she would be left with lingering attachments.

"Damn old man."

Tifa covered her forehead with her hand and... lay there for a long time.
That was her own way of saying goodbye.

***

The next day.
Keil's funeral was held grandly.
Keil was a pillar of the Lunarienne army. He was one of the two people who had loyally followed Luna since she was a fugitive with nothing.
Of course, he deserved proper respect. He had played a role greater than that of a founding contributor.
All the officers and soldiers of the Lunarienne army accompanied a man who had succeeded in his final gamble at the end of his life to his final journey.

Afterward, although they made a grave at Madlan Castle, it wasn't as elaborate as the funeral.
There was one reason: he had wanted to be buried in Jeilant when he died.
If they recaptured Jeilant Castle, which was currently under the Brands army, they planned to relocate him and make a proper grave.

Yes.
They couldn't delay any longer.
Including Jeilant Castle... once again, the place where I had been.
My homeland where I lived before coming to the south.
The very place where I met Tifa, Lord Keil, and... my one and only Strategist.

The central continent!

"Our Lunarienne army will declare war on the Brands army. Our goal is to occupy the central continent. Everyone, please lend me your strength!"

Luna brought this up in front of everyone exactly one week after Keil's death.
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# Declaration of War!

Against the Brands Army!
Ginor was the first to be shocked by this declaration that would inevitably cause a stir.

"Are you serious, Lord?"

"Yes, I am."

"However—"

It was clear that if reinforcements from the Hesna Army arrived, this wouldn't be an easy war, even with asymmetrical forces like mages and Lunarienne.
In the southern continent, things would be fine. With Luna and Tifa together, they could likely defeat any nation. The problem was crossing from the south to the central region.
There was a reason the Brands Army never touched the south during their prime. When crossing rivers and traversing treacherous mountain terrain, soldiers' morale would inevitably drop.
Some would fall behind during the arduous journey, naturally delaying the advance.

Strong generals and mages were important factors, of course.
But war and battle weren't just about that. The reality was that battles were ultimately determined by troop numbers.
No matter how fiercely Lunarienne fought on the battlefield, she couldn't defeat forces that outnumbered hers by more than 100 times.

From Ginor's perspective, they needed to deal with the Hesna Army first. Though the Brands Army was sending reinforcements, attacking them first would be far worse than handling Hesna.
So naturally, he opened his mouth to dissuade her—

But why?
Ginor suddenly recalled what Lunarienne had said when she went to negotiate a surrender agreement with Ohana.

—"Well, I'm not sure."

After that ambiguous answer, Lunarienne publicly stated that she "did not accept the surrender agreement."
The Ohana Army hadn't lowered their flags or withdrawn troops from near Tepel Castle either.

'...'

From what Ginor had observed, Lunarienne had started as a novice ruler who showed her inexperience—
But recently, she had been making surprisingly efficient decisions.
Would someone like her declare war on the Brands Army without thinking?
No matter how little talent she had shown for strategy, she couldn't be ignorant of how reckless attacking the Brands Army would be in this situation. She wouldn't have risen to her position if she were that clueless.

'That means...'

Just then.

'...!!!!'

A conclusion flashed through Ginor's mind like lightning.
Could it be...!

"Lord Ginor?"

"Ah..."

Coming back to his senses, he found Lunarienne standing close before him.
Her expression remained perfectly calm.
There was no sign of the characteristic bravado of someone making an impulsive decision.

"Could you finish what you were about to say?"

"...It's nothing."

If.
If Ginor's guess was correct, then Lunarienne...

Luna moved slightly away from Ginor and called out loudly to the armed officers:

"As of tomorrow, we will declare war and immediately invade the territory of the Brands Army. Our target is Basilite Castle, currently the closest to us. Starting there, our Lunarienne Army will once again advance into the central continent! ...Violet."

"Yes, my lord."

"Please prepare for the declaration of war and our departure immediately. Arrange the formation as I instructed recently. And lastly, I would appreciate if you could get Lord Ginor's approval."

"Understood."

"Francis, Charlotte. I'll need you to lead the vanguard again. I think you two should take charge of the flanks... You can get detailed briefings from Violet. Is that alright?"

"How could I refuse, my lord? I will certainly plant the Lunarienne Army's flag in the central continent."
"I too will do my utmost."

"And... Tifa."

"Yeah."

"Your role is important this time. ...Can you rampage freely by my side?"

"Ha!"

Tifa pounded her chest with her fist.

"Just don't hold me back!"

"Of course. How could I possibly hold you back, Tifa?"

Tifa, brimming with enthusiasm, bumped her fists together and exclaimed:

"Finally, I can give those damn Brands people what they deserve!"

The humiliation of barely escaping with her life after abandoning the royal castle and the strategist.
She had never forgotten it for a moment.
Tifa felt her heart beating more intensely than at any other time.

Luna let out a short sigh.
Then she thought.

When the war with the Brands Army ends, finally—our borders will meet. ...With Serphina's army.
Thinking about it, this battle was just a stepping stone.

As soon as possible.
I need to go to war with Serphina's army as quickly as possible.
So that somehow I can rescue the Strategist... rescue Swen, who is being deceived by the wicked Serphina.

Luna slowly closed and opened her eyes.
There was definitely life in her ruby-colored eyes, but... it felt sharp rather than warm.

"Everyone! I'll say it once more. Our goal is to advance into the central continent! Through that, the defeat of Serphina's army, and—"

Lady Lunarienne. If you trust me, in return, I will place the world in your hands.

—Unification of the world!

"Follow me until the day we become a unified empire!!"

—Waaaaaah!!!

Quietly watching the officers burning with fighting spirit, Ginor looked at Luna speaking passionately about war and thought:
If, just if, my lord's plan is what I suspect—

'My lord. You've decided to walk the path of hegemony.'

Ginor pondered. Did I expect Lunarienne to follow the path of benevolent rule?
No. That's not it. What I expected was a ruler who would establish a unified empire instead of Serphina.
Makana Karelia had shown all too well what happens when one stubbornly pursues only benevolent rule in chaotic times without flexibility.

Later.
After leaving the royal castle and returning to his quarters, Ginor welcomed some rather welcome guests.

"Lord Ginor, we have returned."
"We just got back."

"You two...!"

They were the men Ginor had secretly sent to Swen without telling Luna.
The reason he hadn't told Luna was simple.
When conveying information about Swen to Luna, it was necessary to filter it as much as possible.
Until now, she had shown herself to make rational and efficient decisions, but once Swen was involved, there was no telling how she might react, so for Ginor, not saying anything was the best choice.

The reason Ginor sent people.
It was to ask just one question—why, even though the Lunarienne Army had established itself sufficiently, had he agreed to stay with Serphina's army and even accept the position of national strategist?
Though the message was somewhat convoluted, someone of Swen's caliber would surely understand.

"Well. What did he say?"

"He said... 'Whatever actions I take, regardless of what they may be, are ultimately for everyone's benefit.'"

"Nothing else?"

"That was all. He said if he told you just this one thing, you would understand."

Ginor stroked his beard. Should he be grateful that Swen acknowledged him, or should he be displeased that Swen wasn't returning and was just sending puzzles to solve?
Of course, he wasn't seriously angry. In fact, just hearing that message was enough for him to understand.

After giving the men who delivered the news appropriate rewards and sending them away,
Ginor sat in his room and interpreted Swen's message.

'So being in Serphina's army is directly connected to the interests of the Lunarienne Army.'

Being in that position conversely benefits the Lunarienne Army...
This was likely what he meant by "for everyone's benefit."
If he had truly betrayed Luna's army, there would be no need to send such a reply to my message.
There was a possibility it was a deception tactic, but that wouldn't be rational. We lose nothing from this.
If anything, my trust in Swen might be shattered, but looking at it coldly, someone of Swen's caliber wouldn't be affected by losing just his own credibility.
Why would someone with the ability to see the future do such a thing?
So one thing was certain. Swen's heart was still with our Luna Army.

...Wait a minute.

'If he says it's for everyone...'

Ginor considered other possibilities.
What if Swen wasn't just thinking of Lunarienne alone?
Ginor knew that Swen wasn't alone. Though not married, Irene Juliet and his adopted daughter Reika were practically inseparable from him.
In other words, the second possibility was that those two were also included in "everyone."
Though the exact reason was unclear, there was a possibility that being part of Serphina's army aligned with Irene and Reika's personal goals, benefits, or beliefs.
At least Reika was someone he could predict. She was family.
The problem was Irene. Even when they belonged to the same army, he hadn't had many conversations with Irene. All he knew about her was that she had been abandoned by her lord, Lynn Brands.

...And.
Ginor cautiously considered a third possibility.
A third possibility he didn't want to think about but couldn't ignore.

'What if the scope of "everyone" Swen refers to includes not just Luna, General Irene, and Reika—'

—but also Serphina von Aingart?
What if he was there for Serphina's sake?

'...'

The fact that adding just one sentence so neatly explained why Irene didn't betray them when she became a corps commander left Ginor unable to continue his train of thought for quite some time.
Embracing both Serphina and Lunarienne—no matter how he thought about it, it was a foolish idea.

But why?
Why am I giving this possibility such importance?
Why do I feel my instincts stirring at this possibility?

'Lord Swen...!'

What on earth are you thinking?
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After finishing his thoughts, Ginor opened the door and stepped outside.

"Lord Ginor."

"...!"

Suddenly, a woman's voice came from behind him.
A voice filled with great compassion yet tinged with a certain chilling coldness.
Startled, he turned his head... and there stood his lord, Lunarienne.

"M-My lord...?"

"You seemed to be having a pleasant conversation with people I haven't seen before... who were they?"

For a moment, Ginor's heart sank...
But perhaps due to his years of experience, he quickly regained his composure, bowed his head and replied.

"They are young people I know personally. I had some matters to request of them."

"Is that so?"

"Yes."

Luna continued to ask without losing her smile.

"It must be significant if Lord Ginor is making requests. What was it about?"

'....'

Ginor realized this was a crucial moment in his life.
Should he lie and move on? Or should he just be honest?
The reason he wanted to hide it was simple. Lady Lunarienne couldn't make rational judgments whenever Swen was mentioned.
It had been that way when he first took office, and Violet's testimony later confirmed it.

There was no basis for judgment. Now was the time to rely solely on intuition built over more than 60 years of life. A time to choose based on feeling.
And Ginor's choice was—

"To be precise, they were personal messengers."

"Messengers for what?"

"For communication with Lord Swen."

"!!!!!"

Luna's expression turned deathly pale upon hearing this.

—Ginor had chosen to be honest.
Looking at it objectively, this wasn't something worth hiding. Not being caught would have been best.
Rather, if he tried too hard to hide it, it wouldn't be strange for a ruler to suspect he was having secret conversations with spies from an enemy country.
Besides, he couldn't rule out the possibility that his lord had approached them first and extracted information before speaking to him.
In such a situation, lying might make her think, "Why isn't he telling me about his communications with Swen?" and cause her to be suspicious of him. For someone serving as a national strategist, nothing could be more awkward than being viewed with suspicion by the ruler.

Judging by her pale face, it seemed she hadn't known about it...
Whatever the case, it was better to be honest about things that needed to be said.

"S-Swen..."

"I've been in contact with him. The young people I just met were messengers bringing Lord Swen's reply."

"!!!"

Luna cast aside the mask of gentle smile she had been wearing until now and approached Ginor, asking almost pleadingly.
This is real.
The person facing me now is the real Lady Luna.

"How is Lord Swen? Is he safe?"

"Yes. He seems to be doing well."

"No. He can't be doing well..."

"Pardon? However—"

Luna cut off Ginor's words and stated definitively.

"He's being deceived by a woman like Serphina. So even if he said he's doing well... that's not really doing well. No—"

—He shouldn't be doing well.

If such nonsensical words were spoken, it would mean the world had gone wrong.

"...!!"

For a moment, Ginor wondered if he had misheard.
He shouldn't be doing well?
That was more of a definitive statement than a prediction.
A stance that extreme people might take, refusing to acknowledge anything else.

But Swen had said, "This is the path for everyone's happiness"...?

"So, why did you contact him?"

"Well... I asked when he might return here."

"!!!"

Luna once again lost her composure and clung to Ginor, asking almost pleadingly.
The Red-Eyed Dragon who wouldn't bat an eye even after striking someone down in a single blow... was now so precariously shaken because of just one man.

"W-When is he coming? When is Lord Swen... my strategist... returning...?!"

"Well... it seems he wishes to remain with Serphina's forces for now."

"Why?!"

"It seems he believes that path is for your benefit, Lady Luna. I don't know the exact reasons myself, but..."

"...Lord Swen..."

Luna released Ginor's sleeve and muttered with her head bowed.
...There was no life in her eyes. They were dead eyes that sent chills down one's spine.

"Why... Lord Swen... why is serving under Serphina the path for me?"
"What kind of sweet talk did she use to deceive our kind-hearted Lord Swen..."
"That hateful woman... Serphina... what did she say to him...!!!!"

Her ruby-colored eyes blazed with the emotion of anger.
Pure, unblemished anger that could never be found in her usually gentle demeanor.

"I can't forgive her. That woman who plays with my Lord Swen with her silver tongue... I will never... never forgive her...!!!!"

"—My lord!"

With a firm grip, Ginor placed his hand on Luna's shoulder, bringing her back to her senses.

"Please calm yourself. While I know something about Lord Swen... isn't it you, my lord, who knows him best?"

"I know him... best?"

"Yes."

Ginor quickly brought up words she would want to hear in order to calm Luna down.
The fact that she lost her reason whenever Swen was mentioned meant that his existence to her was more than just that of an excellent strategist.
If that was the case, he needed to elevate her status. And manipulating people with his tongue was what Ginor did best in the world.

"He's not someone who would make meaningless decisions, is he? And he's certainly not someone who would betray Lady Luna."

"...That's right. Lord Swen would never betray me! Never...! Me, in that village. At Jeilant Castle..."

Luna, who had been acting irrationally just moments ago, began to shed tears.

"At Jeilant Castle, he sacrificed himself alone for us... sob."

While Ginor was curious about what had happened, that wasn't the important thing right now.
He spoke as if comforting a subordinate. He knew it wasn't an appropriate attitude toward his lord, but there was no choice at the moment.

"That's right. Hasn't he always worked for Lady Luna? His heart didn't change even when he was in Aishers territory. Even when he was under Yuuri, he was always thinking of you, my lord. Of course, Lady Luna knows this best, right?"

"Yes... I know."

"So I believe his current decision... to serve under Serphina, must ultimately be a decision for our Lunarienne forces. While I don't possess the mysterious abilities of Lord Swen and can't even begin to guess what he's thinking... nevertheless, isn't it the right path for Lady Luna to trust in Lord Swen?"

"...!!"

With those words, life gradually returned to Luna's dead eyes.

"That's right...! I need to trust him... Lord Swen has always... always trusted me. And Lord Swen promised... that by trusting him... he would give me the world..."

"...?"

Wait a minute.
He promised to give her the world if she trusted him?
Apart from being new information, there was something significant about that sentence...

'No. I need to focus on resolving this first.'

Ginor dismissed his wandering thoughts, bowed his head, and said:

"So, my lord, how about trusting Lord Swen for now? He must have his reasons, and they will ultimately benefit our forces. So perhaps we should focus on dealing with the Brands forces before us?"

"...Lord Ginor is right. So that we won't be ashamed when the strategist returns... we should do what we need to do."

Saying that, she bowed to Ginor at a 90-degree angle, quite unbefitting a ruler.

"I apologize for my behavior, Lord Ginor. I showed you an embarrassing side of myself."

"Not at all, my lord. Please don't do this. As your servant, it's only natural that I can offer such advice."

After somehow calming Luna down.
Watching her retreating figure as she went to organize the troops, Ginor was lost in thought.

'It's clear that Lord Swen is our lord's sore spot.'

While he had told her it was "for the benefit of Lunarienne forces," Swen's words had strictly included everyone.
Moreover, given the circumstances so far, there was a very high possibility that "everyone" included Serphina von Aingart.

What if our lord found out about that...?

'....'

Ginor shook his head at the conclusion he didn't even want to think about.
Yes. This wasn't the time for such idle thoughts, starting with himself.
After all, once they dealt with the Brands forces and advanced into the central continent, they would inevitably share a border with Serphina's forces, whether they liked it or not.

This issue could be addressed when the time came.

'Lord Swen. I don't know what you're planning... but I hope you haven't made the foolish decision to try to embrace both Lady Lunarienne and Serphina.'

Well, since he could see the future, he probably wouldn't make such a foolish decision...
With such thoughts, Ginor quickly left the place.

* * *

Anel Castle, the capital of the Brands forces.

News traveled swiftly like a legless horse, reaching the ears of the blue-haired sovereign.

"So. They've declared war against our forces, you say?"
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"Yes, that's right!"

After hearing the news delivered by the messenger, Lynn rested her chin on her hand, deep in thought.

A declaration of war from Lunarienne's army.
Honestly, it wasn't completely unexpected—but she certainly hadn't given it serious consideration.
After all, the Hesna and Ohana armies still remained.
From Lunarienne's perspective, fighting while leaving two countries in the southern continent would be an incredibly inefficient choice.

The fact that they were advancing anyway meant they clearly had something they were counting on.
An alliance with Serphina's army? ...No. That possibility was too slim. To begin with, Serphina had already formed an agreement with our army.
Even if she broke the agreement and backstabbed us, there would be no reason for her to help Lunarienne to that extent. Serphina's army would gain nothing from it.
So then...

"What will you do, Lord?"

Farfalle's voice brought her out of her deep contemplation.
Lynn answered while twirling her hair with her fingers.

"They were enemies we'd have to face eventually anyway. This might actually be a good thing. Serphina's army won't bother us now. By the way, how are things over there?"

"Are you referring to the rebellion at Aingart Castle?"

"Yes."

It was quite ironic that Serphina was witnessing another rebellion during this golden opportunity. If she had broken the agreement and backstabbed us while our army and Lunarienne's army were at war, the Brands army would have been surrounded like a sandwich with no chance to respond, falling into great peril. While this was unfortunate for Serphina, it was truly a stroke of luck for Lynn.
Even from Lynn's perspective, Serphina didn't seem to be someone blessed by the heavens. It was as if the world itself didn't want her to unify the lands.
Well, if you considered it karma for what she had done, Lynn couldn't feel sorry for her. How many people had suffered under the name of Aingart?

"To reach the central continent, they must cross treacherous mountains, a wide river, and then more mountains. We don't even need to intercept them. We can build fortresses at their likely arrival points and simply deal with the exhausted Lunarienne army. What concerns me is the magician and..."

"The monarch Lunarienne herself, known as the Red-Eyed Dragon."

"Exactly."

Seta Roland, whose head was severed in a single strike.
At first, Lynn thought it was just a baseless rumor, but after cross-verification, she confirmed it was true.

Lynn knew that Roland had been quite a powerful warrior. That made it even harder to believe... but if Lunarienne had the courage to declare war so quickly, perhaps it wasn't impossible after all.

Suddenly, Irene's warning about being careful of Lunarienne flashed through her mind, making her eyes tremble...

'...No.'

She knew all too well that it was too late to think about that now.

"Anyway, Lunarienne is a monarch I've crushed once before. I just need to do it again. What about the Hesna army?"

"They seem to be sending reinforcements as per our treaty."

"Any movement from Ohana's side?"

"No. I wish they would take this opportunity to invade Lunarienne's army... but considering Navidos Ohana's nature, it's best not to expect that."

"Right. That man is petty."

He had many opportunities.
When the Karelia army was divided. And when the Lunarienne army was pouring all its resources into the war with Roland's army.
But he let all those opportunities slip away. Focused solely on defense, he gathered and trained troops but never used them.
It was like spending all day sharpening a knife but being reluctant to actually cut anything with it—a foolish behavior.
This time would probably be no different. He would likely become frightened and place even more troops at the border, going on the defensive.

"Such a man should have been born in peaceful times, not in an era of chaos."

"Then he might have been remembered as a moderately famous lord."

"...Anyway, gather everyone. I'm going to build fortresses on all routes where the Lunarienne army might invade."

"Yes!"

After sending Farfalle away, Lynn once again twirled her hair with her fingers.

'I don't know what you're thinking... but I'll make you realize that provoking me first was the biggest mistake of your life.'

* * *

The Lunarienne occupation force was crossing the first gateway to the central continent—the mountain range.
One or two, or even a few dozen people could move quickly by utilizing mobility.
But it's different with an army exceeding 100,000. Naturally, their movement speed would be burdened, and if they maintained a forced march only to arrive at the battlefield with morale at rock bottom, they would be cut down like autumn leaves by enemy troops without accomplishing anything.
Moreover, this wasn't the end of their journey. After crossing a very wide and large river, they would have to cross another mountain range. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that the southern continent had maintained its own order largely due to these geographical factors.

As for Luna—she never forced anything.
She prepared provisions generously, almost to the point of excess, and advanced very slowly, as if holding back despite being capable of moving faster.
Ginor didn't think this was such a bad decision. After all, the Brands army wouldn't come all the way here to intercept them.

The problem was the Hesna and Ohana armies.

'Lord...'

Riding on horseback, slowly following beside Luna, Ginor mentally reviewed the border situation.

The Hesna army was manageable. Their shared border was much narrower compared to the Ohana army's, and while not as challenging as the route to the central continent, there were fairly difficult terrain features crossing between the borders. On Ginor's suggestion, General Francis had been appointed as the vanguard commander of the defense force.

The real problem was the Ohana army. While it was said that blocking Tepelo Castle would be enough, conversely, if Tepelo Castle fell, the Lunarienne army would be helpless. With over 100,000 troops, all elite soldiers, heading to the central continent, plus the forces stationed at the border with the Hesna army, their situation was disadvantageous.
Previously, General Tifa had been guarding Tepelo Castle, but now she had joined the main occupation force.
No matter how petty Ohana might be, they couldn't rule out the possibility that he might have formed some kind of agreement with the Hesna army to attack.

Of course, all of this would only happen if his prediction—that Lunarienne had done "something"—wasn't true.
If things went as expected... probably all the lords of the continent would be greatly surprised.

All he could do was trust Lunarienne.
More precisely, trust the monarch that Swen had chosen.

Ginor, with his eyes closed, quietly spoke to the white-haired strategist.

'I just hope the future you saw is the right one.'

* * *

Mertian, the capital castle of the Hesna army.

"Lunarienne has moved?"

"Yes. I believe we'll soon receive a request for support from the Brands army."

Hesna smiled amusedly at the report from Tera, the national strategist.

"Let's see. A few days ago, there was a rebellion at Aingart Castle, right?"

"That's correct."

"Then we can exclude Serphina. It must be frustrating for her to be the only one not participating in the party, but if that's her fortune, there's nothing we can do. What about Lynn?"

"I think she might request reinforcements..."

"Yes. Reinforcements..."

Hesna ran her finger over her lips, then lightly licked it with her tongue.

"Tera. Remember the operation I mentioned recently?"

"I remember."

"How many surplus troops do we have, excluding those needed to implement that operation?"

"About 36,000, I believe."

"Good. Then send exactly that many to the Brands army. It might take too long to get there to be of any help, but since we agreed to it, we should show our sincerity, shouldn't we?"

"Understood. ...More importantly, from the way you're speaking, it seems you're prepared."

"Of course. Do you think an opportunity like this will come again? Lunarienne rushing at Lynn while ignoring us—such a golden opportunity!"

Hesna smiled with interest.
If it had been someone like Roland, he would have been angered by such a trivial aspect as being ignored and would have gotten unnecessarily worked up, but I'm different.

"We'll attack the Lunarienne army from behind."

"But we can't do it alone. You know that."

"Of course. I'm quite a coward myself, so I'm not the type to start unreasonable ventures alone. I'd prefer to avoid battles altogether if they can't be won."

After saying that, Hesna smiled broadly and continued.

"But, there's another coward like us in the southern continent, isn't there?"

"...!"

Hesna had confidence.
Since establishing herself in the southern continent, she had been confident that if she set her mind to it, she could manipulate everything according to her will.
And now, that confidence was moving her hand.

"Now, shall we go? To throw some bait that Mr. Coward will bite."
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***

Southern Continent, Iekhaida Castle.

"My Lord. An envoy from Hesna has arrived."

"...!"

Ohana, who was sitting in the lord's seat, flinched as soon as she heard the news.
A moment of choice. Yes. She had already realized that what was given to her now was the 'ultimate moment of choice' that would determine everything going forward.
Nevertheless, it was impossible to accept. Even if her mind accepted it, her heart could not acknowledge it!

'Damn it...!'

Don't make me laugh!
A time for choice?
When have I ever had the chance to choose...!

"My Lord. You must make a decision."

"Lupio..."

Lupio, who had loyally stood by her side, spoke with a serious expression devoid of any playfulness.

"I believe we were not wrong."

"...I suppose so."

Ohana let out a long sigh, then shouted loudly to the soldier.

"Let them in!"

Soon after, the envoy from Hesna stepped onto the red carpet of Iekhaida Castle.

"Greetings. Today I have come on behalf of our lord, Hesna."

"...I understand, so please state your business quickly."

The envoy looked at Ohana with a confident expression.

"Would you join us in invading Lunarienne's territory? Our Hesna forces will take the vanguard. You, Lady Ohana, just need to strike at Tepelo Castle at the right timing. I would like to emphasize that this is not a bad proposal for the Ohana forces."

"..."

Ohana appeared deep in thought.
Or at least, she pretended to be. There wasn't really anything to think about.

'Aski Hesna...'

Is she struggling in her own way to read the times?
At least within the Southern Continent, her presence was certainly felt, but...

'...Has she still not realized?'

Ohana slowly nodded, then opened her mouth toward the envoy.

***

The capital of Hesna territory, Mertian Castle's royal palace.

"So, what was the result?"

"Yes! Ohana has accepted our proposed conditions!"

"Oh?"

Hesna showed a slightly surprised expression.

"Were there no additional demands? Like asking for troops, or saying they would deploy a week later or something like that?"

"There was nothing like that. Rather, judging by how quickly she responded, I felt that Ohana's side might have been waiting for our proposal..."

"Reeally?"

Hesna was lost in thought for a moment—but soon shook her head.
It was none other than that petty Ohana. She wasn't the type capable of playing mind games.
She probably just smelled something that could benefit her.
For example, something valuable in Tepelo Castle that she wanted to invade.

"Alright. Good work. You must be tired from your journey, so feel free to rest."

"Yes, thank you!"

After dismissing the envoy, Hesna whispered to her loyal national Strategist Tera who stood beside her.

"How are the battle preparations?"

"We have 110,000 elite soldiers prepared at our Alikaide Castle, which is closest to Arlon Castle, the key strategic point on the border with Lunarienne's forces. This number excludes the capital defense forces and reinforcements for Brands' forces. Moreover, these elite soldiers have been trained to freely navigate rough mountainous terrain. Originally, they were trained in preparation against Roland's forces, but..."

"Whatever works is fine. By the way, Ohana's forces probably have over 300,000 troops, right? Will about half of them come out?"

"I think that might be the case... though I still find it hard to believe that he has gathered forces of that size. Does this mean he had the funds to operate such a large army in this Southern Continent...?"

"He's an extremely stingy and petty person. And before the discovery of the mine in Lunarienne's territory, the mine behind Iekhaida was the largest in the Southern Continent."

"Still, it concerns me a bit. To agree without making any demands—"

Hesna smiled faintly at Tera's words.

"Tera, you worry too much about unnecessary things. Don't worry. Honestly, I would understand your concern if we were dealing with Karelia."

"Do you mean Makana Karelia?"

"Yes. That person was quite transparent, but she had that woman under her."

"Ah..."

Vanessa Trinity.
A woman like Karelia's shadow, the complete opposite of Karelia who was widely known for her popularity.
Tera, having studied at the same academy as Vanessa, knew well what kind of person she was—a woman who should never hold power.
It seemed like just yesterday when he was surprised that such a woman had joined under Karelia, who was like a symbol of great virtue...

"Well, they're both gone now."

With the sudden emergence of Lunarienne, their story came to an end.

"Alright. Let's prepare to march."

Hesna rose from the throne and stretched lightly.

"Do you intend to lead the march yourself, my Lord?"

To Tera's question, she wore an extremely confident expression—

"Of course. Entrusting such important command to someone else isn't my style."

***

"Everyone, focus on maintaining formation rather than increasing speed! This is an order!"
"It's important that not a single person falls behind! We have a long way to go, so we shouldn't exhaust ourselves too much!"

The marching speed of Lunarienne's forces wasn't very fast.
Charlotte, thinking they could move a bit faster without much strain, subtly suggested this to Luna—

"I understand your concern, Charlotte. But this pace is just right."

"But if we move this slowly, there's a possibility that the border area will already be seized by Brands' forces, and if that happens—"

"We'll be at a disadvantage in battle?"

Seeing Luna smile as she said this, Charlotte couldn't hide her bewilderment.
It was an extremely disrespectful expression to make in front of a ruler, but Luna wasn't the type to take issue with such things.
Charlotte could naturally inquire further.

"If... if you know that... may I dare ask why you made this decision?"

"Well, it's difficult to summarize in one sentence, but if I had to... winning a war and winning a battle are different things."

"...?"

"I'm sorry I can't explain more than that. Now, would you please return to your duties?"

Ginor caught up with Charlotte as she trudged back without much result.

"Lady Charlotte. There's no need to worry too much."

"Strategist...? Do you perhaps know what our lord is thinking?"

"..."

At first it was just a guess.
But now it had turned into certainty.
The reason for deliberately marching so slowly.
What her real aim was.

All he could do was hope that this decision was for the greater good.

***

A few days later.
Hesna's elite forces had positioned themselves near the border of Lunarienne's territory.

"Give me a brief situation report."

"Yes! First, we've confirmed that the lord of Arlon Castle is Francis von Aingart."

'Francis...'

The young spearman of royal descent, was it?
He was a novice general just beginning to make a name for himself, but the fact that she knew his name meant he was not a general to be taken lightly.

'Looks like they're preparing in their own way.'

"If they form an interception unit, General Metz is expected to be appointed as deputy commander, and Reynolds Disterd as chief of staff."

Metz and Reynolds.
Both were military officers from Karelia's forces.
They weren't particularly impressive individuals. Just people whose names you might have heard if you lived in the Southern Continent.

"And the soldiers?"

"About 85,000 are stationed there."

"Is that so?"

If they were to hold out in the castle, it might be... slightly insufficient.
No. They don't have mages, and ruler Lunarienne isn't there either. We have elite soldiers.
Crucially, we're not the only ones attacking them. With Ohana's forces moving together, they'll surely be bewildered.

'This is quite doable.'

"Everyone, prepare for deployment as instructed. We'll set up camp nearby and respond as soon as their interception unit comes out. Also prepare siege weapons in case they decide to hold out in the castle. Understood?"

"Yes!"

Having finished the conversation, Hesna wore a strange smile.

'Attacking without a declaration of war—it's an extremely cowardly method, but... we're serious too.'

But still.
As someone who beheaded her own lord and took his place, she'll probably forgive this much.

"Now, everyone, deploy!"

***

"Hesna's forces have started moving?"

"Yes! Multiple scouts have confirmed that they're advancing toward Arlon Castle with a large army!"

Francis stroked his chin thoughtfully.

'Just as the Strategist said...!'

Ginor's prediction that if Hesna were to invade, she would do so without a declaration of war, was true.
It was Ginor who had stationed him here in the first place. At that time, with Ohana's forces still intact, he had wondered if they would really invade...

'Anyway, since this task has been entrusted to me, I must succeed.'

'The Strategist told me to buy as much time as possible. And if possible, to intercept rather than hold out in the castle.'

85,000 versus 110,000.
Holding out in the castle would be overwhelmingly advantageous, so why did he tell me to intercept...?

"How will you respond?"

What are tactics and plans anyway?
Francis wasn't the type of person who "adjusted" such things. He was the type who competently carried out his assigned tasks.
So he complied without asserting his ego.
Anyone could see that Ginor was far superior in strategic aspects, so what need was there to deny that?

"We will intercept! Please prepare for deployment as instructed!"

"Yes!"

And so, the first battle between Lunarienne's forces and Hesna's forces was about to begin.
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* * *

At the border between the Hesna and Lunarien armies.

Aski Hesna, the ruler of Hesna who served as the commander-in-chief, was asking her adjutant with a slightly surprised expression.

"The enemy has come out to intercept us?"

"Yes, that's correct!"

"Really?"

Hesna turned her head to look at Terra.
As if anticipating her question, Terra immediately answered.

"...It doesn't seem like they have any ulterior motives, as the Lunarien army gains nothing from this decision..."

"Right? That's what I think too. But why did they decide to sortie? With that level of troops, shouldn't they be fortifying instead?"

"That's..."

Hesna's strategy was this: Whether they fortified or whatever else, she wanted to drag out time on the battlefield as much as possible.
After all, this battle was just part of her prepared plan. The real action would begin when the Ohana army attacked Tepelo Castle, and that news reached the enemy Lunarien army.
The Lunarien army would obviously be thrown into confusion when their battle lines suddenly expanded, their morale would hit rock bottom—and she intended to use that opportunity to deploy siege weapons and quickly capture the castle.
After all, there's nothing easier to cook and boil than confused soldiers on a battlefield.

In that sense, she had secretly hoped they would fortify.
She had planned to drag things out while waiting for a messenger to bring news that "the Ohana army has begun to move," and then attack.
She naturally thought that would happen. Sealing and locking up the castle with 80,000 troops would be the most efficient approach from the Lunarien army's perspective.

'...What is this? Am I missing something?'

Hesna instinctively sensed that something was wrong.
But... she couldn't figure it out. The southern continent had been peaceful for so long that her intuition and insight had naturally dulled.

'No. Let's not overthink this.'

In fact, there were many cases where there wasn't necessarily some hidden scheme.
This meant she couldn't rule out the possibility that the enemy commander had acted without much thought. Her opponent was Francis von Aingart. A young general who hadn't spent much time on battlefields and hadn't proven himself beyond his bloodline.
It was possible he had simply come out to intercept them in his youthful vigor, hoping to achieve merit.

"If they've come out, well, we should welcome them. Souka, Aramhail."

"Yes!"
"You called, my lord!"

If the Lunarien army had Francis and Charlotte as their two wings, the Hesna army had Souka and Aramhail.
The Fenistra brothers, known for their strength in the southern continent—that was Souka Fenistra and Aramhail Fenistra.

"I don't know what they're thinking, but I think we need to teach this young general who dared to crawl out with such few troops what reality is like. Can you handle it?"

"Is there any doubt, my lord?"
"I've been itching for some action anyway."

"Yes, that's reassuring!"

Hesna sent the two generals out with a bright smile.
Until then, she hadn't lost her composure. She couldn't even imagine what was about to happen.

* * *

In the middle of the battlefield.

"Take this!"

"Haaaah!"

Clang!

'Damn it...!'

Francis, surveying the situation, sensed it instinctively.
The Hesna army's offensive was fiercer than expected. The Lunarien army was clearly being pushed back, unable to overcome the difference in troop numbers.
If they continued to be pushed back... if they couldn't buy time, it would inevitably lead to disaster!

'I need to buy time somehow!'

Ginor had said that dragging out time through interception here was more important than anything else.
If that was the case, even if he had to engage in a one-on-one duel, he needed to buy time somehow!

Once he made up his mind, all that remained was to act.
Francis rode out on his horse and shouted loudly.

"Is there no one who will face me, Francis von Aingart?! It seems the Hesna army is full of cowards!"

Soon after, a burly man rode out on horseback.

"How amusing! To see the outdated ghost of the Aingart Empire still wandering around with its head attached! I, Souka Fenistra, will be your opponent!"

Souka Fenistra.
Francis was well aware that he was a renowned general in the south, but...
He deliberately curled his lips in a mocking smile and said:

"A nameless provincial laborer sure talks a lot. Come at me!"

"What did you say? You brat...!!"

Clang!

'Kuh!'

After exchanging a few blows, he realized it. ...I can do this!
It's okay. He's certainly strong, but he's much more manageable than Master Tifa!
I don't even need to defeat him. As long as I can buy time somehow—

"Haaah!"

"...!!"

As Francis was about to swing his spear at Souka, he barely managed to dodge an axe blade with ghost-like reflexes.
Another man had intervened in the one-on-one duel.

"C-cowardly... you're interfering in a one-on-one duel?!"

"What are you doing, Aramhail!"

"Brother, this is war! Not children's play! If this youngster is the commander, we must kill him here and now!"

"...!!"

Francis quickly mounted his horse and pulled back.

"Where do you think you're going! Are you running away?!"

'That's enough...!'

He couldn't buy more time... but this should be sufficient.
Now all he had to do was wait. Until "that moment" Ginor had mentioned arrived.

* * *

After the one-on-one duel.
The battle lines between the two countries had maintained a stalemate for quite some time.
The Lunarien army would seem like they were about to push forward, then pull back their troops depending on the situation. It was an incomprehensible operation reminiscent of guerrilla warfare.
The exchange ratio of troops also couldn't overcome the numerical difference. 1.5:1. The Lunarien army was being pushed back by the Hesna army—not one-sidedly, but gradually yet surely.
Moreover, true to their reputation, the Fenistra brothers' efforts were significantly boosting the morale of the Hesna army.
They had more troops. While Francis was clearly skilled and not just an ordinary commander, the Hesna side had the Fenistra brothers.
By all accounts, the Hesna army's memorable first battle seemed destined to end in their victory.

Perhaps that's why?
Initially, the Hesna army had avoided approaching the castle walls to dodge arrows, but—

"Chase after the fleeing enemy!"
"If possible, we'll attack the castle! The momentum has shifted to our army! Charge for Lady Hesna!"

They were gradually approaching Arolan Castle.
Hesna, who was observing the situation from a distance, let out a short sigh.

'This might end up being an unexpectedly easy victory?'

Lunarien Iniang.
Given that she had swallowed Karelia whole, Hesna had expected her to have prepared something... but faced with such a disappointing outcome, she honestly felt her heart growing cold.

'Did I overestimate that woman?'

Thinking about it, the disaster in Karelia happened because Karelia was so stubborn; she felt that if it had been her, she could have easily eliminated someone like Lunarien.
She wondered if she had unnecessarily sought Ohana's help to nurture him, but... anyway, the issue with the Ohana army could be addressed after the Lunarien army was dealt with and the southern continent was divided.
She was confident. Confident in her ability to control Ohana.

"My lord!!"

—Until a messenger with a red armband rushed here with an urgent expression.

"What is it?"

"The Ohana army... the Ohana army has moved!"

So they've finally moved.
Honestly, she had expected it would take some time. Ohana was a cunning person, so it wouldn't be surprising if he waited until our Hesna army showed signs of victory to seek an opportunistic advantage.

"Really? Well, it took some time, but they've moved. I wonder if that news has reached the Lunarien army yet?"

However.
Unlike the composed Hesna, the soldier's expression showed no composure at all.

"Th-that's not it, my lord!"

"Huh?"

"The Ohana army has moved... but, well, that is...!"

A chill!
For some reason, a chilling sensation ran up Hesna's spine as she heard the voice of the soldier who was trembling in terror.
It was intuition. The signal that served as her lifeline, which had brought her to this position, felt when something had gone terribly wrong.

"What? What about Ohana?"

"Well... the O-Ohana army... has sent troops to... our Bestille Castle...!"

"...!!!"

Hesna turned pale and froze on the spot.

—Ohana has invaded our army?
No, did he join hands with Lunarien? Or is it betrayal? If not that, then...

'Is he insane?!'

Could that stupid and petty Ohana not calculate the gains and losses of this?
The Ohana army attacking our Hesna army now was essentially offering the southern continent to the Lunarien army on a silver platter.
The reason Hesna had been able to confidently propose to Ohana was because she knew he was a small-minded person who would never tolerate his own losses.
In other words, the plan was built on the belief that he would never do anything that would harm himself—like turning his blade against our Hesna army!
But why... why on earth?

Hesna was speechless, faced with such an absurd situation.
But the soldier had a duty to relay what he had heard.
Even if it seemed nonsensical.

"Well... it's true that the Ohana army sent troops, but they are not the Ohana army...!"

"...What?"

And the soldier's answer was—

"—They are the Lunarien army!"

"!!!"

"The soldiers of the Ohana army... carrying bright light green flags, wearing Lunarien army armor... are advancing toward our army!"

It was a story more shocking than she could have imagined.

* * *
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# Meanwhile, at the main force of Lunarienne's army.

"We're almost there!"

"Just a little more effort!"

The somewhat delayed marching speed wasn't entirely disadvantageous.
Thanks to their deliberately slow pace, they were able to safely preserve their massive force of over 100,000 troops. Considering they had crossed two mountain ranges and one enormous river, this was their greatest achievement.
They had also minimized the decline in soldier morale. Since there was no need to move hastily from the beginning, they had packed abundant supplies, and being well-fed was the most important factor for soldiers facing battle.

Moreover, throughout this entire process, Ruler Lunarienne personally set an example.
She lived alongside her soldiers and ate the same food they did. Despite being the ruler, she didn't follow them while riding in a carriage.

As the ruler did so, the other generals followed suit. Ginor led his elderly body on horseback, accompanying Luna. Naturally, the soldiers' morale couldn't help but rise in such circumstances.

After advancing for some time...

"Luna, can you see it? That valley over there!"

Tifa pointed ahead with a strangely excited voice.

"It's the place we passed through before. The three of us—you, me, and that damned old man!"

"...!"

In that moment, a fateful memory flashed through Luna's mind.
That moment when they had headed south with minimal troops, fleeing from Lynn's pursuit, the three of them risking their lives.
They had pushed forward in a forced march without looking back or sleeping. They had to survive. If only for the man who had risked his life and given everything for her.

'Lord Swen...!'

She held back tears that threatened to burst forth at the thought of his face.
It's okay. We're back. We... we've come back.
This time, in reverse, to invade the Brands army!

"It would have been nice if that old man had come with us... Why did he have to go and die so urgently?"

"Tifa..."

"I know. I know it. ...I shouldn't talk like this. Argh!"

Tifa expressed her frustration by swinging the axe in her hand.

"Fine! It'll all be resolved when we send that woman Lynn to join the old man. I can already picture the old geezer splitting with joy at his enemy's death. Let's go, Luna!"

"...Yes!"

Luna silently took the lead and moved forward.
The battle would begin soon.
It's okay. Ohana will make his move. We just need to buy time until then.
Even if I have to bear some infamy in the process, I'll endure it.
She closed her eyes and immersed herself in memories. That moment, still vivid even now.

* * *

At the royal castle of Iekaida, the capital of Ohana's forces, at the moment of the surrender request.

"You're telling us to act as if we haven't surrendered for the time being...?"

Despite Ohana's expression of disbelief, Luna replied in a calm, matter-of-fact tone.

"Yes. We will invade the Brands army. Hesna will send reinforcements to their ally, the Brands army. That's when you should invade Hesna's forces."

This was Luna's own choice, not Ginor's advice.
It was the path of tyranny, not righteousness—the ability to choose anything for the sake of efficiency.
It was a critical turning point where Lunarienne would walk a different path from her former lord, Karelia.

"So... you mean to deceive the lords? If you do such a thing—"

"No one will be able to face our Lunarienne army. Diplomacy will become nearly impossible, and other lords will gossip about our forces."

"...!!"

"However, the responsibility lies solely with me and our Lunarienne army. Didn't I tell you? After establishing the unified empire, I will approve Ohana's status as a grand duchy. We will bear the infamy."

"B-but—"

"And."

Luna's eyes glowed red as she threw out a second bait that Ohana could not possibly refuse.

"I will also hand over all territories acquired from Hesna's forces to your duchy's jurisdiction."

"!!!"

"Increasing your duchy's territory without worrying about infamy... I don't think it's a bad proposal."

Ohana's body trembled.
A good proposal? It was more than that. In a situation where destruction seemed inevitable, Luna's offer felt like a golden lifeline.
But why? Why would she give up her own hegemony to this extent and make such an offer to us...?

"...What if I refuse to accept?"

"Then the target country for our declaration of war would change."

'Damn it...!!'

"Then finally, I'll ask one last question! Why... why go this far... I mean... weren't you a woman who served under Karelia, who valued benevolence and righteousness? I understand rebelling because that woman Vanessa caused trouble, but this kind of action is cowardly and against principles—"

"This is."

Luna cut off Ohana's words.
It was certainly a tremendous discourtesy, but Ohana couldn't even think of objecting.
Luna's eyes. Those ruby-red eyes, like molten gems, seemed ready to burn everything before them with their intensity.

"This is the most efficient method."
The fastest way to capture Serphina without wasting time.

If she took the orthodox approach and spent time, she would need to capture Ohana's forces and then Hesna's forces.
That would require an enormous amount of time, and anything could happen in the meantime.
Moreover, what if something happened to Lord Swen during that time?
For instance... if Lord Swen were to cross a river from which there was no return.
She absolutely could not allow that.
That's why she had to make this decision. A way to settle the southern continent in a short period and advance to the central continent—a deceptive strategy of tricking all the lords of the continent through intimidation.

"Lord Ohana. The fact that I don't have time may be truly unfortunate for me, but I think it's lucky for you."

"!!!"
Ohana wiped cold sweat with his sleeve.
Yes, this was fortunate. With his tremendous instinct for survival, he could tell.
This was his only chance to survive!

"Please answer me. Will you surrender and follow my plan? Or... will you face our army, enraged by the thought of having to spend time, and compete for hegemony over the southern continent?"

* * *

Ending her reminiscence, Luna closed her eyes.
Ohana would make his move. From his perspective too, joining hands with her was the most efficient method.

It's okay. What matters to me isn't the path of righteousness, but Lord Swen.
Once again, her former lord's voice echoed in her mind. —Do not make the same mistake as I did.

I will never make the same mistake as Karelia.

'Lord Swen. Please wait just a little longer. I will... I will definitely save you.'

Luna turned her head and called out loudly to her soldiers.

"Everyone! We are now entering the central continent! There's a high possibility we'll encounter the Brands army as soon as we arrive! Please prepare for battle! Please, please survive!"

—Waaaaaaaaah!!!

* * *

After passing through the valley and several mountain ranges.
The mountains were gradually becoming lower. This was the surest sign that they were approaching the central region.
And after advancing a bit further.
The moment they set foot on the hill.

'...!!'

At last, a vast expanse that could be called a plain entered the Lunarienne army's view.
Unlike the complex terrain of the south, a wide-open field stretched before them—the most blessed land on the continent, the central continent revealed itself.
However, what caught the attention of Luna and her army wasn't simply the magnificent plains of the central continent.
What entered their view was... the sight of soldiers densely filling the vast plain!
Such a large number of armed soldiers standing in formation. Naturally, it was a spectacle that left observers speechless.
Of course, for Luna's army, this wasn't merely an impressive sight.

The camps and fortresses scattered throughout, and the flags clearly indicating their affiliation—sky-blue flags fluttering in the wind.
The very same flags of the Brands army that had invaded Jeilant Castle!

"Whew. The Brands dogs have taken position first?"

"As expected, they've already set up camp and are waiting."

Luna nodded at Tifa and Ginor's words.

"It's fine. I expected this much. Even if we had rushed with a forced march, we probably couldn't have deployed in time."

"What do you think, Luna? Should I launch a big spell? I can't match the power of that girl who was with Serphina's forces, but—"

"Isn't Lady Tifa's magic specialized for close combat rather than long-range attacks?"

Indeed, she needed to take much longer rests after using long-range fireballs.
She was quite good at imbuing her weapons with aura or wrapping mana around her charging body, but she showed weakness in long-range attacks.

"So rather than wasting mana on magic that won't do much damage, I think it would be more efficient to go down there and rampage directly."

Tifa exclaimed in irritation at Ginor's words.

"Fine! I'm incompetent! Geez, you're so picky just because you're a bit smarter!"

"It's not that you're incompetent, just that your specialization lies in a different area."

"This old man never gives an inch, unlike Grandpa Kyle."

"If I were to yield to General Tifa, how could I serve as the national strategist?"

"Fine. You're so great."

Ginor stroked his beard and thought.
The magician in Serphina's army—his adopted daughter Reika, though he didn't realize it at first, probably...

'She must have tremendous talent.'

After observing Tifa's training as the second person to awaken to mana, he could tell that Reika possessed extraordinary qualities.
Unlike Tifa, who struggled for days and weeks to barely use something, Reika learned new spells on her own without special training.
And such a being was now with Serphina, following Swen...

'Should I consider it fortunate that she's not with Brands?'

Luna looked around briefly and asked.

"What about attacking with bows from here—"

"The distance is too great. Not only would accuracy suffer, but it would likely be a waste of arrows. It would be far more efficient to deploy mercenary forces for guerrilla warfare."

"So one way or another, we need to go down there."

Nod.

"I understand."

Luna mounted her horse again.
Normally, a ruler wouldn't stand at the vanguard—but the Red-Eyed Dragon was different. She was more than capable of leading troops at the front.
She turned her head and called out to the soldiers who had followed her all this way.

"Everyone, please increase your speed! We're going in immediately!"

"Yes!!"

A long time had passed since they fled from Lynn's pursuit—
At last, the two nations were about to face each other again.
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# The Battle Begins

At the same time.
At the foot of the hill, inside the fortress of the Brands army.

"Green flag confirmed. It's the Lunarienne army!"

"So they've finally arrived."

Lynn let out a long sigh.
She had worried about what would happen if they arrived during deployment, but that concern was unfounded.
They only showed up after the formations were complete and all fortifications were in place, even after Hesna's reinforcements had arrived.

"What do you think?"

"They must be prioritizing the preservation of their forces above all else. Whatever our condition may be, it means they're confident."

Lynn frowned at Farfalle's words—though she couldn't deny them.
Her forces slightly outnumbered the enemy. Moreover, unlike the Lunarienne army that had traveled a long distance, her Brands forces were well-rested.
By all accounts, the Brands army had the advantage in this battle... at least according to conventional wisdom.

This was a battle of the new era opened by Reika, the first mage.
In a situation where traditional battle wisdom had been overturned, excessive optimism would be no different from claiming one preferred extinction over adaptation.

Tifa was one of the standard-bearers of the new era replacing the old one represented by Chel Brands, Epinel Rosenkroz, and Seta Roland.
An assault-type mage! Unlike Reika of Serphina's army, who took the form of a traditional mage as described in legends, she had made a name for herself as something completely new—a magic swordsman.

And that wasn't all.
The Lunarienne army, no, the most dangerous entity in the southern continent—perhaps the entire continent—the Red-Eyed Dragon Lunarienne.
The seedling that she had refused to crush despite Irene's advice had finally earned the name of a dragon and was now baring its fangs at her.

Lynn closed her eyes and realized:

—That the outcome of this battle would greatly influence the future direction of the continent.

"The Hesna general... what was his name?"

"General Alfonso, ma'am."

"Contact him too. Tell him to charge immediately once they enter the plains. Let our troops know as well."

"Yes!"

After Farfalle left, soldiers carrying bright green flags began entering the plains one by one.
Thump, thump.
Lynn clutched her trembling heart.
Foolishly, she found herself thinking of the red-haired female knight who was no longer by her side due to her own mistakes.

'Irene... no matter what you think of me... until the very end... I won't remain... a shameful lord to you.'

Then, with her eyes wide open, slowly.
In the loudest voice of her life—

"CHARGE!!!!"

The battle at Aspallan Gorge-Bitenheil Plains, on the border between the central and southern regions.
After a considerable amount of time since the battle at Jeilant Castle—the blades of the Brands and Lunarienne armies were about to clash once again.

* * *

"Everyone, charge without panic! Maintain formation!"

"Strategist, this way please!"

Ginor observed the overall situation from a distance, following his aide's guidance.
With Commander Lunarienne at the vanguard, it naturally fell to him to coordinate everything from the rear.

"Tell the two mercenary captains to take their positions where I previously instructed!"

"Yes!"

"General Charlotte's forces are lacking! Send reinforcements there!"

The mage Tifa was slaughtering soldiers with her axes wrapped in mana.

"Come at me, you bastards!!!"

"Don't panic! We can catch her if we attack from behind! She uses different magic than Serphina's mage, so there's no need to be afraid!"

The Brands army commanders maintained their composure despite facing the mage Tifa.
Apparently, since some time had passed since her first appearance, they didn't panic and get drawn in like the Karelia army had.
She was certainly performing impressively, but... there was no sense of "we can never win against a mage" in the atmosphere.

In fact, it was Commander Lunarienne who was making an even more remarkable showing.

"Be careful of the Red-Eyed Dragon!"
"Don't be afraid! Kill that woman and victory is ours!"
"Shouldn't we teach a lesson to a ruler who recklessly charges out?"

The Brands commanders were fighting at the front, encouraging morale in their own ways.
Among them, some young warriors even charged bravely toward Luna, but...

"You damned woman...!!"

Clang!

"Ugh, guh!"

Clang!

"W-wait... aaaargh!!!"

...their heads were quickly separated from their bodies before they could exchange more than a few blows.
After cutting off a head, Luna didn't pause for even a moment before swinging her sword behind her, slaughtering the soldiers surrounding her.
The Adina Sword, already stained with the blood of Roland's army, was now being coated with fresh blood from the Brands army.
Luna's arms and body were splattered with crimson blood.
She didn't falter. Without even pausing to breathe, she was literally grinding through the Brands forces.

"M-monster...!"
"Where has such a woman been hiding all this time?!"

Looking at individual engagements, the Lunarienne army seemed to be dominating—
Yet the Brands army, far from being anxious, was pushing back against the Lunarienne forces with increasing momentum.

In reality,
The battle itself was turning in favor of the Brands/Hesna alliance.

Outstanding heroes were certainly valuable assets in battle. What soldier wouldn't be inspired by following a commander who could fight a hundred men alone?
However... in the end, numerical advantage was what determined victory or defeat.
A much larger number of troops, many more commanders even if they were minor ones, and troops who had enjoyed much more rest.
The Brands army was clearly gaining the upper hand against the Lunarienne forces.

'...It's fine. The flow isn't bad.'

Lynn remained vigilant until the end as she looked at Farfalle.

"The situation?"

"Lunarienne's and Tifa's forces are being pushed back, but Charlotte's forces might be able to break through somehow. If we can crush their main force, we can throw the enemy into disarray."

"What are our chances of winning? Objectively."

"...If we succeed... I believe we will win this battle."

"I understand. I'll give you full authority, so do something about Charlotte's forces."

"Yes!"

At that moment.

"My lord!"

A man ran up to Lynn and bowed as he spoke.
His name was Belut Ruga, a young general not particularly renowned but full of enthusiasm.

"What is it, Belut?"

"Please entrust me with the important task of breaking through Charlotte von Aingart's forces!"

Lynn fell into thought for a moment.
She acknowledged his enthusiasm, but his abilities were certainly not outstanding.
It might be better to use him as an aide here, but—

'...No.'
Coldly speaking, it wasn't as if the current Brands army had any exceptional generals.
In that case, wouldn't it be better to use someone with enthusiasm?

"Very well, Belut. But don't overdo it. Charlotte is not an opponent to be taken lightly. You need to know when to retreat if you find yourself outmatched. That's how you grow. Understood?"

"Yes! I'll keep that in mind!"

"Farfalle. Quickly organize an attack force centered around Belut to disrupt Charlotte's formation."

"Understood!"

Lynn ran her finger across her lips.
For Irene's sake, who had sacrificed everything for her—Lunarienne, I cannot lose to you. Absolutely not.

* * *

"Haaah!"

Clang!

Charlotte fought desperately. From her perspective, it was the fight of her life.
Without Francis, who always fought alongside her, she was trying even harder to make up for his absence.

However, talent sometimes makes people miserable.
Despite being somewhat countered, Tifa was never completely overwhelmed, and Lunarienne was like an enormous wall.
Even with the Raven Mercenaries and Chilein Mercenaries attached to her forces, Charlotte's position was the weakest.
The Brands army knew this too, so—

'They're coming...!!'

Naturally, they would target the shallowest point—Charlotte!

Clang!

A Brands army general rode toward Charlotte on horseback and clashed weapons with her.

"My name is Belut Ruga! Charlotte von Aingart, how about testing your mettle against mine?!"

A young general with distinctive short black hair and a rugged appearance.
Honestly, he wasn't particularly renowned. But Charlotte knew all too well that without the Aingart name, she wasn't much different from him.

"Challenging me? You must not value your life!"

"I'll at least praise you for not running away!"

Clang!

After exchanging a few blows, the generals quickly assessed each other's abilities.

'I have a slight advantage...!'

Charlotte's grip on her weapon naturally tightened.
This is manageable!

'Ugh...! I'm not completely outmatched, but...'

Belut recognized his shortcomings.
Still, it was worth the fight. The gap wasn't so wide that he couldn't possibly overcome it.
In that case... for the sake of the Brands army, I must fight hard!

'I just need to buy time until our main force deals with Charlotte's unit...!'

Clang!

"Urgh!"

The one-on-one battle between Belut and Charlotte continued for quite some time.
Belut was clearly at a disadvantage in this duel. However, he didn't flee. Just a little more, just a little longer...!

Meanwhile, Charlotte was quickly assessing the situation.

'I can't keep wasting time like this...!'

Just as she turned her horse to retreat slightly.

"Running away, Charlotte?!"

Clang!

'Damn it...!'

"I won't let you escape!"

Clang!

"Ugh!"

Despite his words about not letting her escape, Belut immediately took an effective hit from Charlotte.

"You really must want to die! If that's your wish, I'll grant it!"

"That's right! If you want to pass... you'll have to kill me first!"

'Damn it...!!'

Charlotte couldn't help but break into a cold sweat at Belut's fighting spirit, which burned bright despite his bleeding wounds.
Clearly, I have the advantage. At this rate, I should be able to defeat this general.
But if things continue like this—

—Waaaaaaah!

'The unit... is being pushed back!'

If the front defensive line breaks, troops will flow toward the center where Lord Ginor is!
I must prevent that at all costs!
In an already disadvantageous situation due to the difference in troop numbers... I absolutely cannot retreat!

'That man... I must kill him!'

Clang!

Charlotte readjusted her grip on her weapon and attacked Belut.

After several more exchanges—

"Urgh!"

Finally, Belut dropped his weapon and fell from his horse.
Charlotte wouldn't miss this opportunity. I need to quickly kill this man, return to my unit, and deal with the enemy forces—

"Capture her!"

"...?!"

Startled by the sudden shout, she looked around to find not a single allied soldier in sight.
All she could see were soldiers wearing armor engraved with the Brands army insignia.

Could it be...!

'Have I... been tricked?!'

In stark contrast to Charlotte's pale face—

'It worked...!'
Belut, lying on the ground with blood streaming down his face, smiled.

Charlotte surveyed her surroundings.
Hundreds of soldiers surrounded her from all sides.
Unless she was Lady Luna or Lady Tifa... this was an impossible situation to win...!

"......"

Charlotte dropped her weapon and raised both hands in surrender.
Belut didn't miss the opportunity and shouted:

"Take her prisoner!"

"Yes!"

The first prisoner of this grand battle was Charlotte von Aingart of the Lunarienne army.
For Belut, it was essentially the greatest achievement of his life.

* * *

As the tide of battle was slowly but surely turning in favor of the Brands army—

"What did you say...?!"

News from Ohana's forces in the southern continent reached Alfonso, the commander of Hesna's reinforcements—
And the tide of battle began to change dramatically.
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"What do you mean?! Ohana's army... is carrying Lunarienne's flag?"

"I don't know the details... but it seems Ohana's territory has already fallen to Lunarienne's army!"

"What nonsense! Didn't you clearly see Ohana's flag flying from the border tower?!"

"T-that's..."

Alfonso questioned the soldier accusingly, but there was no way the man could provide a satisfactory answer.

'What kind of disaster is this?!'

The battle had begun with the firm belief that Ohana's army would not move.
But Ohana's army had moved. And Ohana's army was actually Lunarienne's army?

Ohana's army surrendered to Lunarienne?
And they... didn't announce it?!

'!!!'

Alfonso, as if struck by lightning, finally looked toward Lunarienne's camp.
Lunarienne Iniang... was that woman saying she completely ignored the fundamental principles of diplomacy?!

"What shall we do?"

"What can we do? If that side breaks through, our Hesna army is finished! We can't guarantee our future! So—"

—Retreat! All forces, retreat immediately!

As Hesna's reinforcements withdrew, cracks began to form in the tightly organized Brands/Hesna allied forces.

"...!!"

Lunarienne, in the midst of wielding her sword in battle, sensed it.
That Ohana's army had moved!

"Everyone! That way! Chase after the retreating soldiers and create confusion from within! I'll lead the charge!"

—Waaaaaah!!!

Lunarienne's ultimate weapon entered without bloodshed through the breach in the defensive line.
For the Brands army, it was like a nightmare.

* * *

"Lunarienne's army invaded Hesna's army?!"

"Yes. It seems they used deception..."

"Lunarienne...?!"

Lynn trembled violently, her face pale with disbelief despite hearing Farfalle's words.

"She... committed an act that only someone like Serphina would do?"

"Yes...!"

Lynn bit her fingernail.
It was a cowardly method, but in reality, their allied Hesna army had also attacked Lunarienne's main force without a declaration of war.
Yes. There weren't many countries left on the continent. And history is written by the victors.
She knew well that in this brutal world, anything could be justified as long as you won.

And yet... she couldn't help but wonder.
Was the lord whom Swen so desperately wanted to serve a woman who abandoned righteousness and sought to achieve everything through scheming—a woman walking the path of tyranny?
For such a woman... did you look at me with such clear eyes?

Lynn knew all too well that she had no right to criticize this.
After all, the Brands army had also chosen the path of tyranny over righteousness.
If ending the war quickly aligned with the happiness of all from a utilitarian perspective, what meaning was there in maintaining righteousness in the process? Her thoughts on this hadn't changed.
Nevertheless... Swen and Irene who followed him were very complicated figures for Lynn.
She had thought they would pursue far better values than the former Brands army...

But of course, such lofty and comfortable contemplation was not easily afforded to her.

"The Hesna army is retreating!"

"I-if they retreat now—!"

"I understand, but we cannot calm them down!"

Lynn knew about the southern continent from what she had heard.
Ohana's army had amassed a massive force of 310,000 troops. If they broke through without resistance, the Hesna army would inevitably be destroyed before they could plan for the future.

"...How's the battle situation?"

"We thought we could win if we pushed a little more... but given the circumstances, the damage we'll suffer and the time it will take will increase exponentially. Moreover..."

Farfalle spoke directly to her lord with eyes full of despair.

"If it's true that Lunarienne joined hands with Ohana to cloud our vision, it means all 310,000 troops have been incorporated into Lunarienne's army. Once they finish with the Hesna army and come up here... it's only a matter of time before our army is in danger too."

"...!!!"

Bang!
Lynn struck the armrest of her chair with her fist, but nothing happened.
Just one step.
They were just one step away from subduing Lunarienne and writing a new history for the Brands army...!

"We might win if we continue fighting. However, without excellent generals, to cover that with sheer numbers would require maintaining a certain ratio of troops compared to the enemy... with Hesna's reinforcements gone, that becomes impossible."

"...What do you think we should do?"

"We should retreat and regroup. Sacrifice one territory as bait. That's the best option now. Even if we win here, we won't be able to plan for the future. We can't rule out the possibility that our army might need to send reinforcements to the Hesna army."

...Right.
Don't be stubborn.
If there had been even one instance where her stubbornness had resolved something well, she would be stubborn, but looking at it objectively, that hadn't been the case.

"Alright. Is there a low chance they'll pursue us?"

"It would be fortunate if they did pursue us. We could wear down Luna's relatively tired troops in the central continent, which is familiar to us. But they won't do that. Because Ginor is there."

"Good. ...Order all troops to retreat from this moment. Any nearby territory will do."

"Yes!"

Lynn bit her lip.
Clearly, they had won the battle. Victory was right before their eyes... but she couldn't shake the feeling that they had lost the war, not just the battle, to Luna.

'...No.'

If you survive, there's always a way.
Even now, if they retreated and preserved their forces, they would surely find a second method.
From that perspective, minimizing troop losses was likely the wise choice.

Lynn recalled Luna's face.
And she thought of that moment she couldn't bring herself to end.

'As Irene said... I should have pursued you. And I should have killed you.'

If she had done that.
If she had, would Swen and Irene still be by her side, with nowhere else to go?

No matter how many times she thought about it, Lynn knew all too well that the situation could never be reversed.

* * *

"The enemy is fleeing!"

"Everyone, pursue them! Where do they think they're going! Don't let a single one escape! Until this land is soaked with the blood of the Brands—"

"—Calm down, Tifa!"

At Lunarienne's shout, Tifa finally closed her mouth.

"...Everyone, you don't need to pursue them. Bring all the captured prisoners and regroup."

After saying this, Luna turned her horse.
In the midst of countless corpses... a blood-stained light green flag fluttered in the wind.
She noticed the soldiers' gazes focused on her. She felt the aspirations of those precious people who had risked their lives for her weighing on her shoulders.
For such people, what I can do is...

Luna raised the Adina Sword high into the sky, her fist tightly clenched.

"We have won...!!!"

—Waaaaaaaaah!!!!!

Ginor's advice to incorporate Ohana's army.
Luna's choice that went beyond that advice—pursuing the path of tyranny by deceiving the lords of the continent.

That decision had made it possible to achieve two goals that seemed impossible in a short time: organizing the southern continent and advancing into the central continent.

The destiny to unify the continent!
That shining destiny, which all rulers coveted but could not possess—was now pouring down solely for Lunarienne, the woman who no longer hesitated.

* * *

Inside the infirmary of Aingart Castle.

"Strategist. How are you feeling?"

As had been the case for the past few days, I was having light conversations with the warriors of Serphina's army who came to visit.

"I'm almost completely recovered. I think I'll be able to return to active duty soon."

"That's wonderful news! We've all been waiting for you to recover. Please take care of your health and command us again!"

After sending off the warrior with a polite smile.
I turned my head toward the window.
Clouds were drifting across the clear sky... but my heart was far from at ease.

"Ohana's army surrendered to Lunarienne's army... and they kept it hidden until now to ambush Hesna's army?"

"That's correct. The Hesna army fell for it and left their borders unguarded, losing nearly two-fifths of their territory in a matter of weeks."

An extreme deception tactic that essentially declared they would no longer engage in diplomacy with other nations.
Neither the Ginor nor the Luna I knew seemed capable of conceiving such a strategy.
...No. While that might be true for Ginor, Luna and I hadn't actually spent that much time together.
It occurred to me that definitively judging her character might be... quite arrogant.

'My lord...'

I recalled Lady Luna's face.
The image of her genuinely caring for the people of Jeilant territory.
The moment she devoted all the gold that had come her way to helping the territory's residents flashed through my mind.

Did I expect the path of righteousness from Lady Luna?
—No. All I knew was just a vague feeling that she would become the unifying monarch.
I was well aware that if a ruler adheres too strictly to righteousness, a proper nation cannot be formed, as with the Aishers or Karelia armies.

I would have advised the same approach if I had concluded it was the most efficient method.
When I myself am not perfect, isn't it greedy to expect perfection from others?

And yet... the fact that it was Luna, of all people, who made such a decision left me deeply unsettled.
The smile she showed me as we held hands and danced together at Jeilant Castle.
The way she lowered herself and used honorifics when addressing the territory's residents... these memories continued to stir my heart.

'Lady Luna...'

Lady Luna, for what purpose did you establish your nation?
To establish a unified country? Solely for that purpose?
Was it an unavoidable choice... for the noble purpose of saving the territory's people from Serphina's grasp?

All I could do was throw unanswerable questions to the sky and try to compose my complicated feelings.
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# Enhanced Translation

That's when I was starting to adjust to the daily routine of recuperating to regain my health.
Knock, knock, knock—I turned my head at the sound of someone knocking on the door—

"It's been a while, Swen."

Our master who stands above everyone else, Lady Serphina, made her appearance.

"You've come?"

"Yes. I wanted to see you."

Serphina was about to put down the basket she had brought, but paused as she looked at the mountain of gifts already piled up.

"You are truly popular, Swen. Perhaps what they said about people not being suitable for you wasn't jealousy toward you, but toward me."

I was about to say that wasn't the case—that those who would dislike me had mostly been swept away during the recent Al Kaski rebellion, and the rest were just trying to get on my good side since I was clearly going to be the new power—
But I didn't want to bring up such heavy topics with her when she had taken time out of her busy schedule to visit me, so I just brushed it off with a joke.

"You caught me. Despite my appearance, I'm quite popular."

"No, that's not right. If we're talking about factors contributing to your popularity, your appearance would account for about 80 percent."

"...Flattery won't get you anything from me."

"Flattery? Look into my eyes."

Serphina naturally approached me, casually invading my personal space.
Her golden eyes drew closer, looking as if they might devour my face.
My reflection in them showed... a face trying to hide its bewilderment.

"Do you think these eyes would lie to you?"

"Well, about half the time, yes."

"Hahaha... Swen, you really never back down, do you?"

Serphina slowly moved away from me... and lightly stretched.
Amusingly, what entered my field of vision was the sight of her enormous breasts swaying once.

"In any case, I truly regret one thing."

"What would that be?"

"That you're such a handsome man who could easily get women into bed."

"..."

Lady Irene, Lady Reika, and Lady Serphina too.
Even Lady Silin and that brothel woman I briefly met at Brands territory.
They all keep saying I'm handsome... but honestly, looking in the mirror, I don't see it. Do they all have low standards?

'Well, it's probably just part of social interaction.'

"Why do you regret that?"

"Because it makes it difficult to prove my sincerity. Even if you had been extremely plain, with looks that might cause misunderstandings—"
—I would have loved you just the same.

"...!"

"In fact, that might have been better. There would be fewer women competing for you. I'd be willing to get along with women who recognize your true worth in such a situation. Isn't it truly regrettable that I have no opportunity to prove my sincerity?"

"Well... thank you for saying so."

I thought I had spoken rather curtly.
But Serphina chuckled again, placing her snow-white hand on mine as she spoke.

"It's been a while since I've seen you blush in my presence."

"What...?"

"Are you surprised? Haha... It seems I've grown too. Well, I must grow. I'm always thinking about how to make you my husband, Swen."

"...Haven't you taken this joke far enough?"

"Joke? Don't say such hurtful things. I'm being sincere... I'm fully prepared to defeat any competitor and win you over in any situation."

Seeing Serphina smiling brightly as she said this made my heart feel strange again, and I turned my head away for no reason.
Somehow, since Jena's death... Serphina had been approaching me much more directly.
She kept initiating physical contact like this, or emphasizing features like her breasts... I often felt she was desperately trying to make me see her as a woman.
Of course, since I loved Lady Serphina, I didn't dislike such approaches, but... still, the war wasn't over yet, and I wasn't in a position where I was exclusively serving the Serphina army—

—just as I was thinking this.

"Speaking of competitors, Swen."

"...Yes?"

"I mean the true ruler in your heart, the one you truly serve."

'!'

Serphina's playful smile instantly turned serious.
Because of this, I too became tense and couldn't say anything.

"Swen. This is merely my conjecture, so you may disregard it. It's just one conclusion I've reached by eliminating all impossibilities, as you would do."
"But if you have any feelings for me. If during all the time we've spent together, you've felt the same resonance I have. Then what you said at that time—"

—if your promise to protect me wasn't a lie spoken out of momentary impulse or to escape a situation, but your clear and sincere intention.

"Here, I'd like you to be honest. I promise not to ask twice. If you say no, I will believe it's no. So please tell me the truth, Swen."

I closed my eyes lightly.

—I can't avoid it anymore.
I can no longer avoid her, Lady Luna...
I had to acknowledge that the time when I could plan and think about everything alone had passed.

Serphina looked at me,
and with a slightly trembling voice... carefully moved her lips.

"Is the name of the true ruler you serve... Lunarienne Iniang?"

* * *

After winning the battle, Lunarienne's army successfully occupied Freiheit Castle, the nearest fortress, after completing their reorganization.
They had succeeded in planting the bright green flag in the central continent once again.

The plan to attack Hesna's army from behind was a great success.
The forces led by Ohana, the former ruler of the Ohana army and current commander of the First Corps of the Lunarienne army, succeeded in capturing a significant portion of Hesna's territory in a short period.
As promised to Ohana, the territory he acquired would become his domain when their army established a unified empire, and he would receive the title of Grand Duke.
The Hesna army would probably handle things on their own without specific orders. They had successfully prevented the Brands/Hesna alliance.

"All prisoners from the Brands army have been imprisoned in the underground dungeon."

"Thank you for your hard work. Rather than rashly offering them positions, I was thinking of giving them time to change their minds. What do you think?"

"I agree that would be better. No one wants to serve under someone they were just fighting against. I think time will solve this problem."

Honestly, the prisoners captured this time weren't particularly outstanding talents, even from the perspective of the Lunarienne army, which was short on capable people.
However, it's not only exceptional people who lead a nation. Lunarienne knew very well the value of ordinary people who could fulfill their roles in any field.
Therefore, she would never execute them carelessly.

"About Charlotte..."

While we captured many prisoners, we didn't just gain things.
At Luna's worried voice, Ginor bowed his head and said:

"I've requested gold to be transported from the capital. Lynn Brands is not a stupid woman. If we offer her a reasonable amount of wealth, she will make a wise decision."

"I understand. Is there anything else to report?"

"It's not significant enough to call a report, but it seems we no longer need to worry about the Hesna army. However, if you're concerned about Ohana's domain becoming too large in the future—"

"That's fine. It's not particularly important territory when discussing major nations anyway. And I'm sure Lord Ohana knows his place... I'm confident he won't covet territory large enough to go against our wishes."

"..."

Hearing Luna's words, Ginor fell into deep thought.

To think that the novice ruler who once couldn't make even simple decisions had grown enough to manipulate and control other rulers.
As Swen had said, it seemed this woman was indeed destined to lead a unified empire.

In truth, while it was called a deception strategy, it was a plan that couldn't have proceeded smoothly if even one part had gone wrong.
For instance, if news of the Ohana army's surrender had leaked out. And in fact, that possibility had been quite high.
Ginor, even when he was with the Aishers army, had tried to deceive the Brands army by using the Charam and Alrepel armies. Although the plan was inevitably frustrated by Swen's existence, the possibility of being detected by someone with insight could never be ruled out.

Yet she had executed the deception perfectly, without even consulting him.
While he wasn't sure what Ohana was thinking or how he was moving, that troublemaker was currently playing a huge role in the Lunarienne army's goal of continental unification.
The most important fact was that it was Lunarienne, not himself, who had created this situation.
She had the decisiveness that Karelia lacked. She possessed the good fortune that Yuuri didn't have.
Unlike Serphina, who was hated by her subjects, not a single subject under the Lunarienne army failed to praise Luna's rule.
The enormous gold vein discovered at Madlan Castle helped the Lunarienne army maintain low tax rates without straining the nation's finances, and naturally, the subjects began to blindly support Lunarienne due to their much-improved household situations compared to before.
This high approval rating was also advantageous for conscription. Forcibly gathering troops was an unavoidable decision in times of chaos. However, high public sentiment was diluting the resistance to conscription.
No, beyond that, the number of young men volunteering to fight for the Lunarienne army was extremely high. Right after arriving in the central continent and removing the Brands army's flags, hadn't several vigilante groups operating in the area surrendered, asking to fight wearing the Lunarienne army's armor?

A perfect nation!
Without a doubt, the Lunarienne army was a nation where everything operated ideally, incomparable to the nations Ginor had been through—the former Aingart Empire and the Aishers army.
The only piece missing from such a perfect Lunarienne army—Swen.
The piece absolutely necessary for the unification of the Lunarienne army had fallen into the hands of the most powerful enemy.
He wanted to contemplate this more deeply, but—

"Did you say an envoy has come from the Brands army?"

—as is typical in chaotic times, having time to think calmly was an extreme luxury.
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"Yes. What would you like to do?"

Lunarienne quietly sank into thought.
After causing such a commotion, they wouldn't send an envoy just to propose a peace treaty now.
She glanced at Ginor—

"We have no reason to avoid them, my Lord. Let's respond as usual."

Though they had been crossing swords just days ago, sending an envoy meant they wanted something from our side.
Luna slowly nodded.

"Let them in."

Whatever proposal they made, she would handle it as usual.
With that thought, she took a deep breath and mentally prepared herself, but—

"—!!"

Her typically composed expression faltered at the unexpected figure before her—something that only happened when matters concerned Swen.
Walking slowly down the red carpet with diplomatic credentials was... long blue hair, sky-blue eyes much brighter than her hair, and skin as white as clouds floating in the sky.
The darling of House Brands and the one and only successor to founder Orlando Brands, simultaneously the only person left with Brands bloodline.

"...This is our first direct meeting, Lunarienne Iniang."

It was the ruler of Brands territory, Lynn Brands.

"You...!"

Luna's eyes filled with rage.
Lynn Brands. The source of all this trouble. Coveting Swen and taking him from her was Lynn's first sin—an original sin Luna could never forgive.
Her second sin—after stealing him, she failed to protect Swen and ultimately allowed him to fall into Serphina's clutches!

"How dare you, how dare you think it's safe to—!"

At that moment.
Ginor whispered to Luna in a voice just loud enough for her to hear.

"My Lord. You mustn't waver. Remember we are in diplomatic negotiations!"

"...!!"

...Right. She couldn't lose composure.
Fortunately, Luna wasn't particularly impulsive by nature. Besides, Ginor was someone Swen had appointed for her.
Thinking that following his advice was essentially the same as following Swen's words, her pounding heart quickly began to calm.

"I'm Lynn Brands. I lead the Brands territory folks. Well, you probably know that without an introduction. I came today because I have something to say to you."

"..."

"I'm surprised you agreed to meet with an envoy, Lunarienne. That's not the only surprise though. I never expected the rumored Red-Eyed Dragon to look like such an innocent country girl."

"I'll acknowledge your courage for risking your life to enter enemy territory just for small talk. Is that all for your last words?"

"Ahaha!"

Lynn laughed loudly at Luna's words, then returned to a cool expression.

"You like making aggressive jokes despite your appearance? Well, I didn't come here to play, so let's stop the unnecessary talk."

"State what you want."

At that, Lynn twirled her hair with her finger—

"Prisoner exchange."

"What...?"

"You have them captured in your army. Belute Ruga, Isaac Dipontia, Merillian Jenas. Release these three people. In exchange."

"...!!!"

The moment he heard those words, Ginor realized something.
Perhaps... Lynn had outmaneuvered them!

"On our side, we'll release two of your generals we've captured as prisoners, including Charlotte von Aingart."

"!!!"

Calmly.
Very calmly, let's put them on the negotiation table.
Charlotte von Aingart. By name value alone, she was the most valuable person among them. A powerful general who, once captured, should never be released—a person of special concern. An A+ class general whose mere presence boosted allied morale.
In comparison, the three Brands generals including Belute were ordinary individuals who could barely be rated C-class. They were necessary for governance but expendable in wartime—just filling positions without being irreplaceable.
These people couldn't change the tide of war, nor would appointing them as city administrators make any noticeable difference to the territory's residents. They were the kind of people you could select without much thought when someone needed to fill a position.
Simply for "negotiation" purposes, releasing those three people was not at all equivalent to releasing Charlotte.
In other words—"releasing Charlotte in exchange for those three people" was a losing deal for the Brands territory.
With proper utilization of Charlotte, they could even seize territory, so why release such a valuable captive for mere foot soldiers?

However, Lynn's proposal went beyond that.
Not only was releasing just Charlotte already a loss, she was willing to release another general too!

A loss!
This was definitely a loss. But Ginor could see that taking this loss was Lynn's strategy!

'She's trying to create an image that she never abandons her officers...!'

She doesn't care if they're A-class or whatever.
The message was clear: I will never abandon those who risk their lives for me.
Though not an efficient choice, there were results that came precisely because it wasn't efficient—and we call that benevolence and righteousness!

One might say "only now," but there was a huge difference between doing it now and not doing it at all.

"..."

From our army's perspective, whatever decision we made would play into the Brands territory's hands.
If we agreed to negotiate, Charlotte would safely return, but Lynn's reputation among her subordinate generals would rise. This could become a major obstacle in future battles.
Even if we refused to negotiate, Lynn would gain the image of "having done her best" just by making the attempt. Though she wouldn't get the dramatic effect of a successful exchange, she would still gain something.
Crucially, we were the ones who needed Charlotte. We had prepared gold because we thought Lynn "wouldn't make a losing deal." In this case, unless we completely gave up on Charlotte, Lynn would gain both image benefits and practical advantages.

Simply by coming alone to enemy territory before the battle was even settled—
And by making a proposal that sent a message to her officers, against the Lunarienne army that had already used diplomatic deception—

Lynn had secured a "guaranteed win" in this diplomatic battle!
She might have to give up the money or perhaps even territory that could be gained by maximizing the use of the Charlotte card, but for the Brands army facing a desperate struggle, this decision would ultimately prove to be the most efficient.

Ginor sighed because he realized this.
We were too late.
We should have made the same proposal first!

The excuse that we couldn't think of it because Lynn had the image of "a stingy ruler who never makes losing decisions" was ultimately just a failure to read the situation.

"So, Lunarienne? Will you release them? I'll release your subordinates too, so I don't think either of us loses anything."

Luna carefully looked at Ginor.

"...I don't think it's a bad condition, but please decide as you wish, my Lord."

Luna slowly rose from her throne.
Then, she walked steadily toward Lynn.

The two stood face to face, close enough to touch if either leaned forward, staring intensely at each other.
Luna was the first to break the silence.

"...Lynn Brands. If my strategist, whom you could never possess no matter how much you coveted him, were by my side, I would not be negotiating with you now but burning your corpse."

"My, how curious. I feel the same way. If my most loyal female knight, whom I foolishly lost, were by my side, I wouldn't be talking to you but chatting with your severed head."

"As the ruler of a weak nation without the power to protect herself, you should be grateful that my strategist is not by my side now, Lynn."

"Likewise. You should be grateful for the rest of your life that I was an incomparably stupid woman, which is why you still have your life, Lunarienne."

And so, they glared at each other as if they would devour one another for several minutes.
Finally, Luna spoke first.

"Charlotte and Genus are safe, I presume?"

"I've stationed them at a nearby fortress. Who would come to negotiate without preparing their cards?"

"The prisoner exchange will take place in three days."

"Good. Not bad. Anything else to say?"

"No."

Only then did Lynn smile slightly and give Luna a light bow.

"We had a very good conversation today, Lunarienne. But, well. We probably won't have another conversation like this again."

"I'm glad you're aware of that fact, Lynn."

And with that, Lynn walked down the red carpet and left...

* * *

The prisoner exchange between the Brands army and the Lunarienne army took place.

On the surface, it appeared the Brands army took a one-sided loss—

"L-Lynn! For someone like me, you gave up Charlotte von Aingart whom you captured..."

"Don't cry, Belute. Why are you saying such things? It was thanks to you that we captured Charlotte in the first place. I heard everything."

"But, but...!!"

"I told you. I would never forget your name. Thank you for risking your life for me... for someone like me. Thank you, Belute."

"My Lord...!!!!"

—The Brands army was certainly able to gain an intangible value compared to the Lunarienne army.

The truly ironic thing was—

The white-haired strategist Luna had longed to meet again her entire life.
And the red-haired female knight Lynn missed so much and wished to atone to—

These two people were now serving the same lord elsewhere.

Ch.369 - Chapter 369. A Future Where Numbers Don't Matter
Just as Belut safely returned to Lynn's arms, the two captured generals from the Lunarienne army also returned safely to their lord.

"Miss Charlotte, Duke Genus. I'm truly relieved that you've returned safely."

"..."

Though Charlotte had been released as a prisoner, she couldn't simply express gratitude.

"I apologize, my lord. Because I was captured by the enemy..."

"We achieved a splendid victory in battle. It's because you held out as long as you could. Rather, I wonder if I placed too heavy a burden on you."

"However..."

"Charlotte."

Luna cut off Charlotte's words.

"I didn't bring you back to hear apologies."

"...!!"

"What I want is victory. Defeating the Brands army in the central continent. And ultimately—saving the territory's people who suffer under the villainess Serphina."
"So, instead of apologizing, I hope you'll continue fighting for our cause. I don't think you owe any debt for this incident—but even if you did, this would settle it completely."

Charlotte bowed her head and spoke with a choked voice.

"Understood, my lord! I... seem to have shown too much weakness. I will certainly achieve merit worthy of your grace in saving me."

Only then did Luna draw a fine arc on her lips, looking satisfied.
Standing beside her was Genus, originally a minor general belonging to the Karelia army.
Even a minor general was a precious resource for the Lunarienne army, which suffered from an absolute shortage of commanders.

"The same goes for you, Duke Genus. Being taken prisoner means you fought harder than others against more enemies in the deepest part of enemy territory. If you continue to maintain that courage, I—our nation—promise we will never abandon you."

"Yes, my lord! I declare that I will fight for the Lunarienne army with my life!"

After hearing their greetings, Luna closed her eyes and fell into thought.
Yes. The Brands army was just the beginning—no, not even the beginning. It was merely a process.
The path she inevitably had to take—a stepping stone to establish a unified empire, nothing more, nothing less.
So naturally, she had to resolve it quickly by any means necessary. Just as she had decided to ally with the Ohana army to quickly deal with the Hesna army—the Brands army held no more significance than a roadside pebble.

She had one goal.
The defeat of Serphina von Aingart, and the rescue of Swen, who was captive to her for some reason.

For that alone, she could do anything.
No matter how dirty her hands became, no matter how many people's blood stained her Adina Sword... she could do it all.

The goal that once seemed impossible to reach was finally materializing as she planted her flag in the central continent again.
She couldn't stop. Now was the time to move forward, leaving everything else behind.

'Please wait a little longer, Lord Swen.'

I will rescue you.
From the clutches of that wicked and terrible witch... without fail...!

* * *

"Is the name of your true lord... Lunarienne Iniang?"

"..."

I couldn't say anything in response to Serphina's question.

"Just answer honestly. As I said earlier, if you say no, I promise I won't pry further and will believe your word."

"...First, may I ask why you think so?"

At my question, Serphina briefly turned her head to look out the window—
Then, she looked back at me.
My image was reflected like a lake in her sparkling golden eyes.

"You serve a lord other than me. This is a fact you've admitted. Then, it would naturally be reasonable to think it's one of the rulers you're known to have served. But that's not it. At least, none of the rulers you're known to have served are your true lord."

"First, we could consider Lynn Brands. However, this can easily be dismissed since you betrayed her by taking Irene, who was Lynn's loyal servant. Even without that reason, the fact that you didn't go to her despite sharing a border, and split the country into three parts at that point, makes this a non-issue."
"Next would be Baranga Yuuri Aishers. ...This is an even simpler matter. Yuuri abandoned you and chose Anima. No matter how loyal a servant you are, you wouldn't still deeply serve someone who made such a decision, so we can easily eliminate her."
"Next is... me? Yes. This is... a somewhat sad story, but since you brought it up yourself, it might be the most certain."

Serphina cleared her throat a few times, seemingly bothered by her slightly choked voice, and continued her explanation.

"You may not know this, but I roughly knew how you entered the Brands army."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Information has its ways. Your entry into the Brands army was largely because Lynn had her eye on you as the strategist of a small nation, and destroyed that country for that reason, wasn't it?"

What was the point of hiding anything now?
I slowly nodded.

"That's correct."

"I couldn't determine who the ruler of that small nation was. In those days, there were more than ten small nations scattered throughout the western continent. The Brands army cleared all of those countries. So the fact that you were 'a general who served a ruler defeated by the Brands army' wasn't enough to specifically identify your true lord. If we ask whether they were renowned—apart from Walnut, who was already somewhat known, none were particularly notable."

"But now, sufficient time has passed. The chaff who merely raised their flags due to momentum have all been cleared away, and those who remain are only those with at least a slight possibility of grasping the world. And—"
—Swen, you have not once uttered words like 'my lord has disappeared' or 'it no longer has meaning.'

'...!'

"So I naturally had to notice. That the lord you serve still exists somewhere on the continent. With that, I could find the answer all too easily."
"The first step was to exclude the fallen armies of Aishers, Roland, and Karelia. Then, based on the truth that 'you first served a ruler who was defeated by the Brands army,' exclude the two nations that originally existed in the south, the Hesna and Ohana armies. Among the countries remaining in the central region, exclude the Brands army, which you once betrayed. That leaves only one country—"

—The Lunarienne army.
When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.

"You told me yourself, Swen."

"..."

"I personally investigated Lunarienne's background. She was not originally from the southern continent. For some reason, she became a fugitive and was taken in and employed by Makana Karelia, but she rebelled and established herself as the head of a new nation. This means she is a being with ambition. With ambition, she could have easily established a country, no matter how small. It was a time when even bandit leaders prepared impressive flags and called themselves lords."

Having said that much, Serphina looked straight at me again and spoke.

"So, tell me honestly. As I just said, if you say it's not true, I will believe you."

...Right.
In fact, that was what bothered me the most.

"Why do you say you'll believe me if I deny it?"

Serphina was an intelligent woman. In fact, she was presenting the clear answer right before my eyes.
My lord was Lady Luna. Her reasoning was flawless.

Yet—I was curious about her intention to believe me if I denied it.

"That's obvious."

"Obvious?"

"I've said many times that I trust you."

Serphina smiled a remarkably beautiful smile.
It was the first such smile I'd seen since Jena's death—a lovely and warm smile that could never be attributed to a witch.

"For me, the most important basis for judgment is you, Swen."

"..."

I slowly closed my eyes.
I couldn't escape, but that didn't mean I hadn't decided what to do.

So.
I just needed to take one step forward.

For some reason.

A chill ran down my spine at the thought that taking this step might cause something big, something terribly wrong, to happen.
This wasn't the first time I'd felt this sensation. I felt something similar when considering whether to take Iolyne as my fourth wife.
It was fear at an instinctive level. The kind of sensation that made me strongly feel my survival might be at stake.

Even then, I could vaguely avoid answering.
While Iolyne was certainly an impressive person, she wasn't exceptionally precious to me.

But Serphina is different.
To me, Serphina is a precious person. No, beyond that... I felt we might have known each other originally.

So, I step forward.

"My lord is indeed Lunarienne Iniang."

"...!"

Serphina was slightly surprised by my words, but soon regained her composure.

"I see. As I thought... so it was."

"However."

Thump, thump.
My heart was beating fiercely.
This wasn't because of some bittersweet youthful emotion.
It was closer to the heartbeat that comes from anxiety, as if someone were constantly chasing after me—asking if I would really go forward, if I would really take that path.

I took Serphina's hand.

Looking at her as her pupils dilated slightly in surprise... I make up my mind again.
I'm going to move forward.
I, with my Intelligence of 100, am heading toward the future it has granted me.
Toward the Lunarienne army, the "nation destined to have a unifying monarch" with guaranteed unification...

"I have no intention of leaving you and returning to the Lunarienne army."

"Swen...?"

"Because..."

I don't know what consequences this decision will bring, but I will never yield.
After fighting the anxiety in my heart several times—

"I like you, Serphina."

"—!!!"

"I like you, Serphina. So, I will... never leave your side, no matter what happens."

—I move toward a future that even Intelligence 100 could never predict.

Ch.370 - Chapter 370. For Now, Call Me Comfortably
At Swen's words, Serphina froze in place.
Huh?
What did he just... say to me?
If I didn't mishear...

"Um... well... Swen."

"Yes."

"What did you just say? Did you... say something... strange just now...?"

Serphina's voice began to tremble uncontrollably.
Thump, thump.
Her heart was beating so fiercely that she thought it had never pounded this hard in her entire life.

With her face completely flushed, fumbling awkwardly—unlike Serphina—
Swen, with an extremely relaxed expression. No, with an expression that seemed somehow enlightened, casually repeated that audacious sentence.

"I said that I like you, Lady Serphina."

"What...?"

"I like you, Lady Serphina. I stay by your side because I like you. I haven't left because I like you. ...In the end, I think that's the reason we've come to this moment today."

"When you say you like me, you mean, as your lord... like, as an ideal ruler you serve—"

"No."

Swen spoke very firmly.
As if he had no intention of turning back anymore.

"I admire you as a woman."

"!!!"

"I... love Lady Serphina as a woman."

"I, I..."

Serphina slowly rose from her seat.
Words she had wanted to hear so desperately.
She couldn't deny that these were words she had only dreamed of hearing.

Serphina loved Swen. This wasn't the ambition of an excellent strategist, but the feelings of a woman.
After Jena's death, those feelings became much clearer than before. Now Swen was all she had left.
Whether thinking simply as a ruler or purely as a woman.

That's why if she heard that Lunarienne was indeed his lord.
She was going to say, "I'm sorry, but I cannot send you to Lunarienne."
She didn't care if he hated her for it. She didn't want to lie to him. If necessary, she was even prepared to use her body to keep him by her side.

But...

To hear him say "I like you" here.
She never dreamed she would hear him say he admired her as a woman.

"It's too sudden, isn't it? I'm sorry. But in the end, that's the only reason I have for not returning..."

"W-wait... wait a moment, Swen. I, I..."

The girlish heart of a woman who had received an unexpected confession naturally shed the mask of an emperor.
No, it wasn't shed. It was dropped—spilled. It wasn't voluntarily removed, but stripped away by Swen.

"I, well... I don't quite understand... you... Swen, you like me?"

"Yes. I like you."

"You... love me?"

"...Yes. I believe so."

Swen said this with another smile.
It was the warm and gentle smile that Serphina loved so much—the same one he wore when he said he would protect her.

"No matter how close a lord and vassal relationship might be, we wouldn't normally be this close. In a way, I think those strange rumors weren't completely baseless... but this is truly how I feel."

"Then..."

Serphina bowed her head deeply, her ears turning bright red.
—Indeed.
She could never win against Swen.
Even when she had steeled her resolve to take him for herself, how could she possibly win when a single unexpected word from him made her melt completely?
Love tends to turn people into fools. But fools in love always wore happy expressions.
That's how Serphina was now. She felt like she might cry from the overwhelming joy and emotion.

"But, but what about Irene...? There's Irene. Whenever you see her face, Swen, you make such a wonderful expression..."

Hearing this, Swen scratched the back of his head.

"That's right. There is Lady Irene. ...I love Lady Irene too."

"W-what...!"

"It just happened that way, but isn't that not so strange...?"

She was momentarily surprised by his bold declaration of love, but thinking about it, it wasn't really that strange.
A man could have up to four wives. It wouldn't be a problem if he married Irene and then her.
The problem was that she was a ruler and he was a vassal. A vassal could never take a ruler as his second or third wife.

"Th-then... perhaps, Miss Reika and Miss Ioline too...?"

"Ah, that. Reika, yes... but Lady Ioline, I'm not sure yet."

"I see..."

—Thump-thump-thump-thump...
Afraid that her rapidly beating heart would be heard, Serphina blurted out whatever came to mind.

"S-so... what do you think... we should do now? If, if we've confirmed our feelings for each other, then..."

"Well, I'd like to plan our future right away, but we still have things we need to do first."

"Things we need to do...?"

Swen looked out the window with a bitter expression and said:

"A major war is about to break out soon. ...With the Iniang Kingdom, the nation of the lord I serve."

"..."

Serphina had also heard news about the war between the Iniang army and the Brands army.
Lunarienne had joined hands with Ohana and thoroughly defeated the Hesna army with deceptive tactics that abandoned diplomacy.
The southern continent would likely fall into the hands of the Iniang army very soon.
Hesna was a somewhat intelligent woman, but she wasn't the type to respond quickly in such urgent situations.

By that time, it was clear that the Brands army, with its power balance disrupted, would ultimately be unable to stop the Iniang army.
Perhaps the former Brands army could have managed, but the current Brands army—divided into three parts with most of its talented people split up—could never defeat the Iniang army, the powerful new force of the era.

It was difficult to imagine two different nations coexisting on this continent, which had been ruled by the unified Aingart Empire for an extremely long period.
In other words—it was inevitable.
A war between Serphina's army and Lunarienne's army for the fruit of a unified empire that numerous lords had risked their lives to grasp.

"So I think we need to prepare for what's right in front of us first. As much as I'd like to hold the ceremony soon... it doesn't seem to be the right time yet."

"What do you mean by 'not the right time'...?"

Swen let out a short sigh at Serphina's question.

"Lady Serphina. Since I'll end up telling you everything anyway, I'll tell you everything now. I have no intention of returning to the Iniang army... but that doesn't mean I'm betraying my lord, Lady Luna."

"...!"

"The path I want to take is to somehow create a situation where both Lady Lunarienne and Lady Serphina can coexist. I can't explain everything in detail right now, but there are mountains of things that need to be done for that to happen—and I think that should be our priority now."

The strongest sensation Serphina felt was curiosity.
More than the impossible word "coexistence," honestly—she was curious about something else.

What kind of person is Lunarienne Iniang to you, what kind of ruler is she that you cannot give her up even in this situation?
Why can't you tell me?
If you truly love me, I wish you would lean on me. I want to know what's troubling you.
Just as you said you would carry my burden... I want to gladly share the burden of your heart...

"Lady Serphina."

"...!!"

Swen suddenly caressed Serphina's cheek as she was lost in thought.
Serphina didn't avoid his touch.

"You must be curious, and I'm sorry I can't tell you everything. But when everything is sorted out, when the moment comes that my mind's eye shows me the most efficient and certain path, I'll tell you everything. All of it. So for now, let's focus on the fact that our feelings are mutual."

* * *

"You'll tell me everything... without exception when things are sorted out?"

"Of course."

I quickly nodded.
There was no way I could explain everything to Lady Serphina yet.
The fact that as long as Lady Serphina exists, Lady Luna would inevitably become the ruler of the unified empire.
And that marrying Lady Serphina might... possibly provoke Lady Luna unnecessarily.
Lady Luna thought of Serphina as the enemy who killed her sister. But I knew she wasn't the person who killed Lady Luna's sister.
And—this was precisely what I was pinning my hopes on.

'First, we clear up the misunderstanding. That's where we start. I can't bring it up openly now, but when only two nations remain and Lady Luna's "destiny for the unified empire" becomes clear... we can resolve this peacefully.'

So it would be better to hold the ceremony after that.
Of course, that wasn't the only reason—the "instinctive survival sense" I felt even before speaking was warning me that holding the ceremony right away was definitely not a good idea.

'First, I need to talk with Lady Luna. The Brands army will soon fall anyway... and whether we like it or not, the moment of confrontation will come.'

My body hadn't fully recovered yet.
Until then, the only thing our army could do was focus on recovering and strengthening the internal affairs of Aingart Castle.

At that moment.

"...Swen."

"Yes?"

"I won't demand an answer from you. You said you'll tell me when everything is decided, so I'll wait until then. Because... because I... love you too... just as you said you love me."

Her extreme shyness was so cute that I unconsciously spoke in a playful tone.

"You've said you admired me before, but somehow it feels different now?"

I thought she might say something like "There's a limit to teasing me..." which would lighten the mood appropriately, but—

"Yes... you would... feel that way."

Serphina.
After saying that, she came closer to me...

"Lady Serphina...?"

"Swen. I'll wait for you to tell me everything. But this... this feeling I can no longer wait for."
"Even if just for a moment. Just a little... sprinkle of water to extinguish this intensely burning fire. If you don't... I don't know what I might do..."

"...!"

Before my eyes, Serphina closed her eyes slightly... and came closer to me.
And I—easily realized what this situation was, what she was asking of me.

...Well.
This much should be fine, right?
Thinking that... I gently pressed my lips against hers.

"...Mmm...mmph...mmm, chu..."

Our tongues intertwined.
It's the taste of yuzu that I've felt before.
The difference is that back then, it happened so suddenly that I just endured it without knowing what was happening—
Now, I'm exploring the yuzu field spread inside her mouth as if to devour it completely.
My movements became rough without me realizing it due to the collision of her soft lips and tongue... but Serphina accepted everything from me.

After mixing our tongues over and over again.
Eventually, a sticky thread formed between us as we slowly pulled apart.
Serphina looked at me with pitiful eyes that seemed like they might break at any moment.

"I love you, Swen..."

"...I also—"

"Just for now, call me comfortably..."

She firmly cut off my words.
Hmm.
Well, since there's no one else in the hospital room... it should be fine.

"...I love you, Serphina."

"Yes... I love you."

And we kissed again.
Following Irene, this was the first moment my heart connected with Lady Serphina.
At least in this moment, within this hospital room—it was a world that belonged only to Serphina and me, a world that no one else could intrude upon.

Ch.371 - Chapter 371. A New Era, A New Order, Those Who Exit
# After the Battle at the Border

After the battle at the border where the Brands Army and Lunarienne Army fought for their fate.
The Brands Army, ultimately pushed back from the massive battle, was rapidly losing territory in the central region.
In truth, this wasn't so much a one-sided defeat for the Brands Army, but largely because they deliberately avoided engaging in full-scale battles.

"Are you suggesting we gather our forces at Anel Castle?"

"Yes. If we continue like this, we'll only be defeated piecemeal. Farfalle, think about it. What do you think would happen if Lunarienne and the mage Tifa attacked both sides of our frontlines simultaneously?"

"...We might somehow manage to block one side using our troops, but—"

"Right. But one side will definitely break through. That's the cold reality we must accept after failing to hold the enemy at the border. If we delay this decision any longer, we'll waste our troops while ultimately handing over all our military funds and supplies to the Lunarienne Army. I think our only correct option is to gather all our forces and resources at Anel Castle to build a massive fortress and hold out there. We don't have—"

—the capacity to maintain territory of this size against the Lunarienne Army.

"But my lord, even if we gather all our resources, surrendering territory is essentially surrendering national power..."

In response to Cecile's words, Lynn twisted a strand of hair around her finger as she replied.

"That's why we're gathering at Anel Castle. As long as this place doesn't fall, we can protect the western territories except for Jeilant Castle. We can maintain the supply route to Rosalian Castle where the Lohengrin Trading Company headquarters is located."

Jeilant Castle was located on plains leading to the southern continent, separated from other western cities by mountains too treacherous to easily move troops through, making it essentially part of the central continent.
Fortunately for the Brands Army, it wasn't particularly strategically valuable. Whether for invading Anel Castle or advancing westward, it was an awkwardly positioned piece of land, like a bone stuck in the throat.

"And... I genuinely believe that gathering our forces at Anel Castle, compared to trying to hold onto as much territory as possible and getting defeated piecemeal, is the approach that will allow the Brands Army to survive much longer."

"But isn't what comes after maintaining the nation's survival important?"

"Yes, it is important. But... I'm sorry, this is the best we can do."

"But...!"

Cecile hung her head low.

"I'm sorry, Cecile. Still, I don't think maintaining our survival is meaningless in itself. Just by existing, we limit the Lunarienne Army's freedom of movement... and there's still hope, isn't there?"

"If you're talking about hope, do you mean...?"

Lynn gave an incredibly bitter smile.
A smile of resignation, her usual confident demeanor worn away by hardship.

"...The Serphina Army."

"..."

Farfalle too couldn't hide her despair as she lowered her head.
That our Brands Army, once called the only hope for defeating Serphina,
Now considers the Serphina Army—successor to the incompetent Aingart Empire that brought the continent to this state, a ghost of the past era—as our hope... this couldn't be more despairing for them.
Where did things go wrong, that they now had to entrust their fate entirely to the witch they had so desperately wanted to eliminate?

"I heard that the rebellion at Aingart Castle was recently suppressed. It may be difficult right now... but if we somehow manage to hold out, the Lunarienne Army and Serphina Army will inevitably clash. Then our opportunity will surely come. So... for now, this is our best option."

"..."

Unlike Cecile who couldn't accept this, Farfalle quickly understood Lynn's reasoning and bowed her head.

"I understand, my lord. I will ensure that as many watchtowers and walls as possible are installed around Anel Castle. The enemy's mage doesn't seem to use long-range attacks like the Serphina Army's mages... but we should still consider that possibility just in case."

"I'll leave that to you, Farfalle. You're better at it than I am."

"Yes!"

Cecile thought to herself.
I came here to get revenge on Lunarienne... but if all we can do is hold out...
Do I have any reason to stay here?

But if I leave, the only place to go would be the Serphina Army.
Lady Karelia always used to say that Serphina von Aingart was a devil among devils who killed her own blood with her own hands and perpetrated the Academy Massacre—someone beyond redemption.
How could I possibly serve under someone like that!

'Lady Karelia...'

She seriously considered:
Who truly is my enemy?
Serphina, who is already sufficiently hated by everyone?
Or Lunarienne, that detestable being who devoured what my lord built through vile methods yet is revered as a wise ruler by the people?

Whichever it might be, the moment of choice was drawing ever closer.

* * *

"Damn it...!"

Having lost the capital and pushed back to territories near the border, Hesna was taking out her frustration on an innocent chair armrest.
Though she used to mock Roland for being unable to control his anger, calling it barbaric—when composure disappears, ordinary people tend to think similarly.
And Hesna was merely an ordinary ruler, far from deserving the title of exceptional.

"...Please calm yourself, my lord."

"Tera, I'll admit it. We've been completely pushed back. ...Honestly, we have no options left."

Beyond mountains and rivers, just across the border, lay the Serphina Army's territory, formerly belonging to the Aishers Army.
Ahead of them, a force of 300,000 troops was advancing under the command of Lunarienne Army generals.
Requesting help from the Brands Army was impossible. Securing supply routes was crucial for moving troops, but the areas between Hesna Army's territory and Brands Army's territory had long been occupied by the Lunarienne Army.
While they might be able to send in one or two spies... bringing in soldiers was bound to fail.

"I was certain... I was certain it was a brilliant move. I was convinced that even if we couldn't become rulers of the unified empire, the flag of our Hesna Army would continue to fly. But why... why has it come to this? What... what are we supposed to do now?"

"My lord..."

Only then did both Hesna and Tera realize.
That their existence meant little in the face of this massive historical tide.
Ohana had understood this, while Hesna had refused to acknowledge it.
Ohana had accepted that there was little she could accomplish with her own hands, while Hesna had been convinced she could manipulate powerful nations like the Brands Army and Serphina Army.

And that's where the outcome diverged.
In times like these, understanding one's place and securing one's position proved to be as valuable a skill as leading the era.

"What do we do now? Once Milan Castle falls, they'll soon be upon us... and then... it's over. If we're captured... we'll die. Damn it...!!!"

Hesna had always maintained a relaxed smile and acted slick.
But even a cornered rat pretending to be strong has its limits.

"My lord... surrender instead."

"Surrender...?"

"The one fortunate fact for us is that we're currently facing Ohana, the 2nd Corps Commander of the Lunarienne Army. Corps commanders are granted a certain degree of autonomy. Given his character, he will likely be reluctant to push to the very end. He will certainly offer terms of surrender. Even if he doesn't... if we raise a white flag before the siege begins, he will surely leave us be."

"We... have to surrender?"

"..."

Tera hung her head with a gloomy expression.
Yes, they had to surrender.
In a world divided between Lunarienne and Serphina... they could do nothing.
If someone like Swen, who had the power to change fate, had been by her side, things might have been different—
But Tera was just a strategist with a slightly sharper mind, not one with extraordinary abilities.

"Preserve your life, my lord. Being alive is better than being dead, no matter what happens. Didn't you yourself say that harping on about honor is the only pride of barbarians?"

"...Yes. I suppose so..."

Hesna let out a deep sigh.

* * *

And almost simultaneously as she spoke—Ohana was also discussing matters with his comrade Lupio.

"You're saying they'll surrender?"

"Yes. Hesna isn't the type of ruler who would issue reckless orders like Roland to 'fight to the death and resist to the end.'"

"What do you think we should do?"

"In the past—that is, if we were still the 'Ohana Army' rather than part of the Lunarienne Army—I would have advised you to eliminate Hesna as she poses a threat..."

Lupio shook his head.

"But now, keeping her alive seems better."

"Why?"

"Because she's likely to become a valuable ally to our Grand Duchy."

Lupio touched his forehead thoughtfully, then carefully spoke.

"Hesna has some recognition and goodwill in the southern continent. If we considered her a competitor, elimination would make sense, but now it's more rational to see her as a partner who can share our interests. The Lunarienne Army has promised us a Grand Duchy, but no one knows what the future holds. At that moment, Hesna will certainly be of great help."

"I see. Then, should we offer terms of surrender first?"

"No. She will certainly raise the white flag first. We can talk then."

Ohana nodded.

"Understood. We'll do that."

Roland and Karelia, Hesna and Ohana.
Among the four rulers who fought for supremacy in the southern continent, the only victor was Ohana, a minor figure who had grasped the tail of the dragon called Lunarienne.
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As Ohana was pushing Hesna's army to the limit, "that news" reached her ears.

"Is that really true?"

"Yes, it is. What should we do? Should we report to our lord?"

"Lupio. What do you think?"

"Well, reporting wouldn't be a bad idea. Or perhaps... delaying the report might be another option..."

This was extremely important news that had reached the commander tasked with exploring the Southern Continent.
Following Lupio's suggestion, waiting and observing might be one approach, but she thought it would be better to honestly report to her lord rather than risk problems later.

"No. Let's report it."

"Are you sure you don't want to handle this yourself?"

Ohana shook her head at Lupio's words.

"I'm confident I can handle Hesna somehow... but that matter is too burdensome. It's beyond my capabilities. There's nothing more foolish than aiming for something you can't handle, wouldn't you agree?"

"...Understood."

"Rather than that, order preparations to march. Only three territories of Hesna's army remain. Let's end this war as quickly as possible."

"Yes!"

* * *

While some developments were unfolding in the Southern Continent, the Brands army at the front line was being pushed back at an incredibly fast pace by Lunarienne's army.
This was due to Lynn's decision to focus on Anel Castle.

Each time they entered what was essentially an abandoned territory, they found it completely empty with nothing to salvage.
Luna observed the troubled territory residents with a devastated expression and said:

"They've taken everything without leaving anything behind..."

"I propose we order funds and provisions to be sent from the capital city of Madlan. If we leave the territory residents without money and supplies, there will surely be consequences."

Luna nodded at Ginor's words.

"I approve. Then should we halt our advance here?"

"No. That's just an additional request, and we still have sufficient supplies... Let's take as much as we can. Right now, we have many territories to manage, but ultimately, all of this will become the foundation of our national power. Considering that, quickly securing as many territories as possible is extremely important."

"Understood."

Following Ginor's advice, Lunarienne's army repeatedly secured nearby territories immediately after capturing a castle.
"Securing" was a generous term—they were simply entering places the Brands army had abandoned without a single battle, and reorganizing.
Despite knowing there would be side effects from their suddenly increased size, Luna couldn't stop. There was no time to hesitate. She needed to deal with the Brands army as quickly as possible to face Serphina's army.

After repeating this process of securing territories and stabilizing public sentiment by distributing money and provisions, how much time had passed?
Finally—Lunarienne's army advanced to Jeilant Castle, right in front of Anel Castle.
From Lunarienne army's perspective, this was essentially the last territory they could capture. To invade the remaining Brands territories, they would have to go through Anel Castle—unless they took the risky path of breaking through extremely rugged mountains.

Though Luna had been calmly securing territories until now, setting foot in Jeilant Castle was clearly meaningful to her, as her face remained flushed all day.
The same was true for Tifa. Her already high-spirited nature had her teasing the soldiers with frivolous jokes.

It made sense.
Jeilant Castle was essentially their homeland.
The place where Lunarienne's army had its dawn. A place they had to return to someday.
This small castle was the very soul of Lunarienne's army. It symbolized Luna's starting point and original intentions.

Like the other territories before it, Jeilant Castle had a white flag planted.
They probably took all the money and provisions too. Just like our army did back then.
I never thought we'd end up reclaiming the land we lost to the Brands army after they took our money and provisions, only to find they've done the same to us.
Luna could feel a bitterness in her mouth. In the end, the territory residents were the only ones suffering through this whole process.

"Hey, Luna...! We're back!!"

Tifa said with a broad smile as soon as she saw the white flag on the castle wall.
That's right. There was no need for negative thoughts. Since things had turned out this way, they had to accept it and move forward.
Although they wouldn't stay long due to the location being unsuitable as a forward base for Anel Castle... it was still a tremendously meaningful castle for Luna and Tifa!

"Old man Kein must be watching from the afterlife with a stomachache, don't you think?"

"..."

While Tifa recalled Kein, Luna thought of that man.
Swen—her own strategist who had protected Jeilant Castle numerous times, the one who brought miracles.

'Lord Swen...'

I'm back.
Finally, to our shelter.
To the only castle where we worked together... I've returned...

Luna repeated Swen's name in her heart several times as she slowly walked toward what had once been her capital.

* * *

The interior of Jeilant Castle maintained its old appearance.
The wheat fields she had inspected during patrols with Swen, the plaza where she had danced hand in hand with him—everything existed just as it had been, as if time had stopped.
This was natural, considering it wasn't a particularly important strategic point and had been spared from the ravages of war.

The territory residents' faces were filled with deep worry.
Of course they would be. Despite being under Brands rule for so long, the army had abandoned everything and fled in the night.
When she first established her position here and raised her flag, the residents' expressions had been quite grim due to consecutive natural disasters.
The memory of resolving all those problems together with Swen remained vividly etched in her mind.

'...'

Luna immediately headed toward the royal castle.

* * *

Arriving at the small, cozy royal castle of Jeilant, Luna sat on the dust-covered throne and reclined.

That's right.
Sitting here... in this place, she had listened to everyone's opinions.
She, Tifa, Lord Kein, and Lord Swen... the four of them had discussed various national policies and dreamed of the future together.
Now when Lunarienne's army called a "national meeting," dozens of military officers gathered to listen to her words.
It wasn't like that back then. She could only gather four people, including herself.
It was truly an insignificant time, yet why did she miss it so much?

The fact that only Tifa remained by her side at this moment was stirring her heart particularly strongly today.

'I'm... too late.'

She should have come back sooner.
Somehow, before falling into Serphina's army's grasp, she should have returned to the Central Continent by any means necessary...
As she sat on the throne in the empty audience chamber thinking about the past:

"There you are, Luna."

"Tifa...?"

Just like in those days, Tifa was walking steadily toward where Luna was sitting.
The difference was that she wasn't alone.
A boy Luna had never seen before was approaching alongside her.

"Tifa. Who is that person...?"

"He said he saw our flag on the castle wall and recognized our army as Lunarienne's, and that he had something he really wanted to tell you."

Though she wondered what this was about—communicating with territory residents was more important than anything.
Not only because of Ginor's advice, but because Luna herself valued this highly, she immediately crouched down without hesitation to meet the boy's eyes.

"What brings you to me?"

"Are you... really Lady Lunarienne?"

"Yes. I am Lunarienne Iniang, the ruler of the Lunarienne army."

At Luna's kind words, which made her seem more like a friendly older sister than a ruler, the boy hesitated awkwardly...
Then, he handed over something large that he had been preciously holding.

"Please... take this."

"What is this...?"

"If you unfold it, you'll know... that's what my late father said."

Luna unfolded the scroll-like object the boy had given her.
And—as soon as she saw what it was fully unfolded, she froze in shock, her face turning pale.

"...!!!"

—It was a flag.
A faded light green flag symbolizing the Lunarienne army.
Though slightly different from the one they currently used, with a much simpler design, it was indeed a Lunarienne army flag.
—From that time long ago, when they were a small nation with Jeilant Castle as their capital.
It was the old flag used by the Lunarienne army when there were only four members.

"Where... where did you get this...?"

"My father treasured it greatly. He said it was entrusted to him by the strategist who protected this castle until the very end..."

"!!!!!!"

Hearing those words, Luna fell to her knees.
Tears flowed from her eyes.

'Lord Swen...'

Finally.
After a long time since that moment when she escaped from Jeilant Castle, using his sacrifice as a stepping stone—

—At last, at this very moment, she had reached something that connected her to him.
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"....."

As Tifa silently led the boy out of the room, Luna began to sob loudly while tightly embracing the flag.

"Hic, uhhh... hnnng...!!"

Luna's tears fell onto the castle floor where Swen had once been bound.

Indeed.
Indeed, he didn't abandon us after all.
Swen didn't forsake the Lunarienne army.
This flag is proof of that.
The fact that he treasured it so dearly speaks volumes!
How devastating must it have been to stay behind alone in the castle, sold off to the Brands army?
How desperate must he have felt, shouldering everything alone?
The one who protected my life, this country. The person I'm so grateful for—

"Swen... I miss you..."

She wished she could meet him even in her dreams, but that wasn't possible.
The only way to recall Swen was through faded memories of the time they spent together.
Yet Luna could still vividly remember everything—the days they spent together, even the moment when she danced while holding his hand... all of it.

Luna continued sobbing for a long while, clutching the flag to her chest.
Until this moment, she had lost so many things—

—But because she could at least hold this trace of him in her arms,
Luna found hope to live on.
She found courage to move forward.

The reason she hadn't hesitated to bloody her hands until now was all to meet Swen again...
For that, she could do anything. She didn't care if everyone pointed fingers at her.
And so, for a long time, she engraved his name deep in her heart, over and over and over again...

Once more.
She resolved not to hesitate to bloody her hands again.

With that, the destiny of the unifying lord shone ever more clearly in her grasp.

* * *

"Mmm."

I stretched lightly.
How many days had passed since I started spending time lying in a hospital bed?
Finally, the burning sensation that seemed to consume my insides had subsided, and I decided to discharge myself, judging that I could return to normal life like before.

Of course, I still did my work while in the hospital. Offering advice when needed, things like that.
Most of it was advice on internal affairs, so it wasn't particularly important—but learning some quite significant facts was a great achievement.

All in all, it was a rather pleasant time. I doubt I'll have days to rest this thoroughly again.

"Thank you for your hard work, Strategist."

"Not at all. I'm grateful for your care. Well then."

After saying goodbye to the doctors who had looked after me for such a long time, I stepped out of the hospital—

"S-Swen!"

Reika was waiting for me, holding an enormous bouquet of flowers.

"Reika. How are you feeling? Are you better?"

"Yes, yes! I was discharged last week! I still can't use magic freely yet... but if I gather mana for a few more days, I think I'll be able to handle normal duties again. Oh, but here...!"

"Thank you."

After receiving the bouquet filled with pure white flowers, I gently patted her head.
Reika didn't reject my touch and moved a little closer to me.
...A sweet scent like that of cake strongly stimulated my nose.

Reika had actually been hospitalized with me until quite recently.
During the battle at Aingart Castle and in the process of healing me, she had used so much mana that her condition was apparently even more severe than mine.
Since she could handle mana, she could heal naturally... but I heard she had spent nearly three days unconscious.

"What did you do for the past week?"

"Lady Serphina was considerate enough to... let me spend time reading books in the library."

"And the mansion?"

"Everyone is worried about you. Oh, right! A letter came from Irene...!"

Only after chatting idly with the smiling Reika did I feel a sense of stability, as if I had finally returned to where I belonged.
Yes. This was the scenery I wanted to protect. This moment.
Her smiling at me, talking about what happened today and the things she likes...
I didn't regret my actions because I had successfully protected Reika's life. If faced with the same situation, I would repeat the same actions.

Though I had barely regained this peace—

* * *

—Unfortunately, I didn't have time to simply fool around.

In the royal castle's audience chamber.

"Welcome, Swen. Are you feeling better now?"

I bowed my head in response to Serphina's question.

"Yes. Thanks to your concern, I've improved greatly."

"I see."

"First, although I've heard some of it already... I'd like to discuss the war situation."

"Before that."

"...?"

Serphina slowly rose from her throne and approached me.

"Swen, I want to discuss something important with you."

"Something important, you say?"

"Yes. Very important. It's about succession."

"....."

If I had been drinking water, this would have been the moment to spit it out, but fortunately, I didn't have any in my mouth.

"Wouldn't it be strategically advantageous to produce an heir as soon as possible?"

"...Your joke goes too far."

"You think I am joking?"

Serphina looked at me with a flushed face, then let out a soft laugh.

"Just let me know when you're ready, Swen. I am prepared. Honestly, I don't know much about men's pleasures due to lack of experience... but I'm confident I can make at least you thoroughly enjoy the pleasures of a woman's body."

"...I'll pretend I didn't hear that."

"How cold, Swen. Do you say the same thing to Irene?"

"Ah, Lady Irene is—"

Before I could finish my sentence,
Serphina brought her index finger close to my lips.
...A strong scent of yuzu wafted from her finger.

"Just."

"....."

"I wanted to say that I'm glad you returned safely. But... somehow, saying such things is... embarrassing, isn't it?"

I was about to mention that her previous advances were probably a hundred times more embarrassing, but her expression was so serious that I refrained.

"Look kindly upon me, Swen. Back then... you boldly declared that you loved me. With such a shameless face... moving those lips of yours."

The gap between her previously confident demeanor and this sudden girlish behavior was quite... remarkable in many ways.

"I wasn't particularly looking to find fault. And because I love you, I always want to be serious. For me, my relationship with my lord is never something trivial."

"...You really never back down, do you? Well, that's... what makes you lovable."

It was a bit awkward, but.
If I considered this her own way of expressing welcome, it was honestly rather cute.
After Jena's death, she had been in such an unstable state that anything could have happened... it was fortunate that she had regained her spirits like this.

"Very well. Then, let's discuss what you were about to bring up."

Serphina slowly removed her hand from my lips and walked toward the table, carrying a map.
I followed her and took an appropriate seat.

"The Lunarienne army has succeeded in capturing about one-third of the Brands army's territory."

"I heard they lost the battle near the border... so it seems the Brands army has completely withdrawn their troops?"

"Precisely. I hear the Brands army has essentially abandoned their remaining territory to concentrate their forces at Anel Castle."

"Well, from the Brands army's perspective, that's the most efficient approach. If they can't stop the Lunarienne army individually, trying to protect their territory would likely just waste soldiers. Since the Lunarienne army's mages can't use long-range magic, it's relatively less burdensome for them to hold a siege."

"Are the Lunarienne army's mages different from Reika?"

"Yes."

To be precise, only Tifa was like that.
It wasn't completely impossible for her to use long-range magic, but she couldn't produce the tremendous explosive power that Reika could.
If she could use magic like Reika, she would have earned the title of the continent's greatest mage. And as an all-rounder capable of close combat, no less.

"Well, I thought as much from the news I've been hearing... but if you of all people say so, it must be true."

"....."

She now knew that my lord was Lady Luna.
She probably meant it in that sense.

"And, as you probably already know... the Hesna army has collapsed. They're still breathing, but meaninglessly so."

"Yes. I heard that after the Ohana army surrendered, they didn't announce it."

"A frightening deception. If there were many lords, it might have been a disadvantageous decision... but in the current situation, it could be considered optimal."

Lady Luna was serious about this too.
It would be ridiculous to blame her. In fact, thanks to her making such a decision, we were able to advance into the central continent this quickly.

"How is the situation at Aingart Castle?"

"The same. We're facing difficulties due to an absolute shortage of internal affairs officers."

The Al Kaski rebellion had dealt a decisive blow, reducing the number of generals serving in Serphina's army by two-thirds.
There were far too few armed officers to manage this vast territory.

At this point, I brought up the plan I had thought of while in the hospital.

"So I was wondering... what if we put out recruitment notices from our side?"
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"Are you asking me to recruit people?"

"Yes. We're selecting people to work as officers in our army. Since they're not famous, it's unlikely we'll gather exceptionally talented individuals... but we're in urgent need of people right now, and sometimes pearls can be hidden in the sand."

Despite saying this, I didn't expect to mobilize S-class—no, A-class... or even B-class generals through this method.
It was the same in the game. This kind of "random recruitment" would yield C-class generals at best if you were extremely lucky.
It was a command that typically gathered similar-looking D to E-class mob generals who weren't particularly suited for anything besides internal affairs, making it better to avoid if you were concerned about paying salaries.
However, for Serphina's current army...
With some accumulated funds and vast territory but few officers, this would certainly be helpful.

"I see. So according to your Mind's Eye, conducting random recruitment throughout Aingart territory and its surroundings is the most efficient path?"

True to her understanding of my abilities, Serphina asked exactly the right question.

Good. After a long time, let me input the ruler's question.

'Is random officer recruitment centered on Aingart Castle the most efficient approach?'

As always, the answer came quickly—

[It's the most efficient option available at present.]

"...Huh?"

Despite having input countless questions before, I was slightly taken aback by this unfamiliar wording and quickly reconsidered the sentence.

It is the most efficient, but with the qualifier "available at present."
The most efficient option available... judging by the nuance, is there some issue with efficiency?
Or could it be something else?

"Well? What have you concluded after thinking about it?"

"...Ah."

Serphina's voice pulled me from my wave of thoughts.

"This is indeed the most efficient method. However..."

"However?"

"Something's bothering me slightly. But it might not be an important issue."

Though the qualifier "available at present" concerned me, what mattered was that this remained the most efficient option.
If so, we should proceed with it.

"Very well. I'll do as you suggest. I'll issue the proclamation immediately."

* * *

Soon after, Serphina's proclamation was issued throughout Aingart Castle and the surrounding territories.
The main point was that regardless of age or status, anyone who wished to work would be given the opportunity to serve as an officer in Serphina's army.
Naturally, quite a few people gathered. For those without fame or foundation, this could be a great opportunity for advancement.

Most of the recruited personnel were very young.
Of course, not a single one showed exceptional abilities or extraordinary talent... but given their youth, I thought it would be right to acknowledge that they could be developed to a certain level.
After all, there was no need for particularly outstanding people for administrative positions.

One curious thing, however—every single person who came to join Serphina's army mentioned me.

"I've heard much about Lord Swen's reputation."
"I want to learn under Lord Swen! Please allow me!"
"Reading military strategy books has been my hobby since childhood. Someday I'd love to discuss current affairs with Lord Swen."

'How do they all know my name and come looking for me...?'

I was about to think that I hadn't done anything particularly noticeable, but then I stopped myself.
Not noticeable? Who was I kidding?
The position of national strategist for Serphina's army, which controlled the most powerful territory on the continent, would stand out even if an ant were sitting in it—I knew that well.
While my name was mentioned most frequently, I wasn't the only one they talked about.

"My life's goal is to become an outstanding female knight like Lady Irene!"
"I think I've succeeded in reading 'mana'... please let me meet Lady Reika just once!"
"I want to fight alongside Ian, the pride of our academy! Ready for orders anytime!"

After several rebellions, the number of talented people remaining in Serphina's army had significantly decreased.
...However, looking at the situation, this seemed to have conversely drawn a lot of attention.

"What are the results, my lord?"

"After filtering through those who met our standards, we've recruited about 68 people."

Sixty-eight people.
Not bad. No, this was quite successful.
Usually, the average was about 3-4 people recruited at once... I never expected so many people would be commissioned.
Besides, although we called this random recruitment, we weren't actually taking just anyone.
In the game it might have been portrayed as recruiting anyone, but in reality, people who couldn't pass the minimum standards couldn't be appointed as officers.
That means there must have been many more applicants.

"What do you want to do, Swen? Would you like to check the list?"

"No, that's fine. When it comes to utilizing talent, I intend to thoroughly follow my lord's wishes."

"I appreciate your trust, but I'm curious about your reasoning."

I was about to give the clichéd response that Serphina was unmatched in her ability to judge people.
But seeing her tilt her head slightly, I just wanted to be honest in a different way.

"If I can't trust the person I love, who can I trust?"

"...!!!!"

Serphina widened her eyes as if she'd heard something completely unexpected, her face turning red—
Then she cleared her throat and said:

"...Somehow, my trust in you seems to be diminishing day by day."

"What? I'm showing my trust in you, so why is your trust in me decreasing?"

"I've heard that men who... treat women like that are not to be trusted."

After saying this, she turned her head away with even her nose turning bright red.
It was amusing. She could casually tell me things like needing to have an heir or showing me the pleasures of a woman's body.
Yet when I spoke, she showed such a girlish reaction...

Honestly, I found it incredibly endearing.

* * *

A few days after appointing the administrative officers...
Aingart Castle was quickly regaining stability.
It had been a sufficiently developed city to begin with, and there was hardly any destruction during Al Kaski's rebellion.
It was only natural that things would return to normal, as the city hadn't lost its potential—it had simply not been functioning properly due to lack of personnel.

In the mornings, I assisted Serphina, and in the afternoons, I spent time with Reika.
The biggest change was—

"..."

"Ugh... I'm, I'm sorry for sweating so much..."

Somehow, Reika and I had naturally started holding hands.
It began with something trivial. She almost fell while walking, and I barely managed to support her by grabbing her hand.
Afterward, I was about to let go, but Reika, with a serious face, said, "I'd like you to hold my hand."
It wasn't difficult, and I didn't particularly mind, so I agreed...
Somehow, walking hand in hand every day had become part of our routine.

"How are things these days? Like reading mana?"

"It's, it's much better...! I've been meditating a lot. Thinking about the time I spent with you... has calmed my mind."

"How is the Aingart Grand Library?"

"I heard it was occupied by rebels at one point, but fortunately it seems no books were lost."

Our conversations weren't particularly substantive.
Just simple things like asking about each other's day or checking on health.
Still, it somehow... soothed something in my heart.
Holding her hand, listening to her chattering voice... it made me feel warm inside, thinking I had made the right decision to risk my life.

For the time being, I spent my days focusing on internal affairs at Aingart Castle.

* * *

And—
Time flowed equally for everyone.

"It seems that a castle under Brigade Commander Irene's command now shares a border with Lunarienne's forces."

"I see."

When I heard Ian's report, who was now overseeing the occupation forces in place of Irene who had been promoted to brigade commander, I thought: finally, it's happening.
As the Brands forces withdrew their troops and supplies to Anel Castle, Lunarienne's forces occupied all the empty cities—
And now it seemed we were finally sharing a border with Lunarienne's army.

What this meant was very simple.
Now, if I wanted to—I could return to Lunarienne's army anytime.

Of course, I had no intention of doing so.

I was a bit worried, but—

'...Lord Ginor will explain things properly.'

Ginor was a smart person. He would have more than understood the true meaning behind my indirect words.
So I thought there was no need to worry too much... until one day.

A messenger from Irene, who was stationed in the central part of the continent, arrived.
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# Audience Chamber of Aingart Castle

A soldier knelt before Lady Serphina and spoke.

"I present myself before Your Imperial Majesty."

"Yes. You may skip the formalities. What brings you here?"

"I've come to deliver a report from Commander Irene."

The soldier handed over a parchment scroll that he had been carefully keeping close to his chest.

"Thank you for your hard work. Feel free to rest from your journey until I give you my reply."

"Yes, Your Majesty!"

After the soldier withdrew, Serphina glanced at me standing beside her and asked.

"What do you think?"

"Given the current situation, if General Irene is reporting something... it must be about the border."

"You're thinking the same as I am. Probably—"

—About the Lunarian army.
—About the Lunarian army.

Finding it amusing that we had uttered those words almost simultaneously, Serphina looked at me with a soft chuckle.

"...It seems our minds are in sync."

"It appears so."

Serphina slowly unfolded the letter.

"..."

"What does it say?"

"Would you like to see for yourself?"

"It's fine if you just summarize the important points."

"If that's what you prefer."

Serphina rolled the parchment back up, set it aside, and turned to look at me.

"It can be summarized in two points. First, it seems the Hesna army has been destroyed."

Given that the deception by the Lunarian army and the former Ohana army had succeeded, this wasn't particularly surprising news. It was literally just a matter of time.

"What about Aski Hesna's movements?"

"Well, it seems she has submitted to the Lunarian army."

"...I see."

"Well, a woman of Hesna's caliber might have thought she could handle things herself... That's what she might have believed. What do you think?"

"Me?"

"Yes. If you don't mind, Swen, I'd like to hear your opinion."

...Right.
Now Serphina knew that Lunarian was the ruler I served.
Naturally, she thought I would know Luna well.

I thought it would be proper to eliminate a captured lord to prevent future problems—
But in truth, that only applied to those who were threatening or ambitious.
In the game, Hesna wasn't a particularly bad ruler, but she wasn't an exceptional one either.
Someone of Lunarian's caliber, leading a nation of the current size, could certainly control her, which might be why she allowed it.
I could speculate that Ohana might have done something in the process... but I had too little information about the Lunarian army to make accurate predictions.
In my memory, the Lunarian army was just a small nation with only four people, with Jeilant Castle as its capital.

And honestly—

"I'm not exactly sure... but I think Your Majesty's assessment is correct."

"You don't know either? I thought if anyone would know what Lunarian was thinking, it would be you. Of course, since she's your true ruler, she might be reluctant to share all information with you, but—"

"No, that's not it. She's not the type to hide things from someone she cares about."

"...Ahem."

Seeing Serphina clear her throat, I gave a bitter smile.
—Honestly, I could no longer be certain that I knew what kind of person Luna was.

"Actually, I haven't served Luna for that long."

"You haven't served her for long?"

"Yes. In fact, I've served you longer than anyone else, Serphina."

That wasn't all.
I had spent more time with the Brands and Aishers armies than with the Lunarian army.
The time I served Luna was truly just a fleeting moment for me.

Serphina looked at me with slightly widened pupils, seemingly surprised.

"Then, Swen, you still hold in your heart a ruler whom you served only briefly?"

"Yes."

"I'm curious about the reason."

The reason.
At first, it was very simple. Because I discovered she was destined to become the unifying ruler.
But now, it wasn't just for that reason.

"Just because. She was the only one who believed in me when I had nothing."

"When you had nothing...?"

"Yes. Believe it or not, I spent quite a long time wasting away in taverns."

She came looking for me multiple times when I had neither fame nor anything else, and recommended me.
After taking me in, she pushed forward with only my words, despite opposition from her existing generals.
None of the other rulers I served gave me that level of trust from the very beginning.

"Since she believed in me... it's only right that I repay her, isn't it?"

Hearing those words, Serphina turned her head away from me for a moment—

"...I'm envious."

"Pardon?"

"I truly envy Lunarian Iniang."
That she could meet you first.
That she established herself in a place where she could face you.

"Swen, to receive such trust from you... honestly, I'm jealous. If I could be her, I would abandon even my imperial bloodline."

"..."

This time, I refrained from speaking carelessly.
I wanted to be honest with Serphina. I didn't want to deceive her unnecessarily. That's why I had to hold back my words.
As much as Serphina was dear to me, my promise to Luna was equally important.

"...Well, it would be unfair of me to be childish about this. As you said, Swen, I'm not the type to burden someone I care about either."

"Thank you for understanding."

"Anyway, if you don't know much about Lunarian... then you probably don't know why the next matter has happened either."

"The next matter?"

Ah, that's right, she said there were two points to summarize.

"It seems the Lunarian army has amassed troops at the border."

"...!!"

I could immediately understand as soon as I heard that.
That was why this letter had arrived.
While the fall of the Hesna army was basically a given at this point, the gathering of troops at the border—

"Whether it's to invade our army or to defend against our invasion, I'm not sure..."

"For defense... do we have troops deployed at that border?"

That area connected to the Brands army.
And hadn't we signed a non-aggression treaty with the Brands army? Naturally, we wouldn't have amassed troops there.
As I thought, Serphina shook her head.

"No troops are deployed there. That's why I wanted to ask for your thoughts. About what Lunarian might be thinking by gathering troops there."

"I see..."

War...
War with the Lunarian army. It was a phrase that didn't feel real no matter how many times I thought about it.

"In a situation where they're facing off against the Brands army, I don't think they would want to expand the front. It would be inefficient."

"Ginor Nighthart was there, right? I don't think someone of Ginor's caliber would make such a reckless move. Well, considering how the Lunarian army has grown, they have used some outlandish methods that one wouldn't easily imagine."

"..."

What would happen if our army fought against the Lunarian army?
...We probably couldn't win.
Because Serphina didn't have the "destiny" that Luna had.

"What do you think we should do?"

Is Lady Irene waiting for my lord's decision—that is, my decision?
Knowing that I need to return to Luna's army, is it really okay to prepare for war?
That was the essence of that letter.

It seemed like this wasn't something I could command from afar; I needed to go and see the situation for myself.

"How is Aingart Castle doing?"

"It's in a fairly stable state. We've done several additional recruitments since then, so it's safe to say the vacancy in the internal affairs position has been resolved."

"Then shall we head down to Balhart Castle soon?"

"Will you be coming with me?"

"Yes. To respond proactively, I think it's right for you to come along, my lord."

Serphina fell into thought for a moment, then posed a question to me.

"...Do you think it would be most effective for me to go down to Balhart Castle with you?"

[It's the best choice available.]

"...Again with the 'available'?"

Since the first time the word "available" appeared.
My predictions had consistently been along the lines of "relatively better" or "the best available option."
The repeated emphasis suggested there was definitely something there—but unfortunately, there was no way to figure it out at this stage.

Still, judging by the answer, this seemed to be the best decision... so it should be fine.

"Yes, that's correct."

"Actually, I was thinking the same thing. Perhaps... we might have to start a war, so I can't afford the luxury of just sitting in the capital. However."

Serphina looked straight into my eyes and said.

"I can't think of a suitable person to entrust Aingart Castle to."

"A suitable person?"

"Yes. Obviously, you need to come with me, and if war might break out, I must also bring General Kransis and General Irian. Not to mention Lady Reika."
"When Jena was here before, I could entrust the capital castle with peace of mind... but now I can't think of anyone suitable."

Just mentioning Jena's name made her expression forlorn.
Yes. Too many people had died.
They didn't die in war. More than 80% of the talented individuals died in the rebellion.
We couldn't just put someone who had just joined as an internal affairs officer in charge of the capital castle.

'Is there anyone trustworthy...'

Someone with a certain level of individual ability and, at the same time, unlikely to betray us—
When I narrowed it down, there was actually one person who came to mind.

"My lord."

"What is it?"

"There is someone suitable, but..."

"Is that true? Who do you have in mind?"

Serphina asked, tilting her head in surprise.

"Well... they're definitely a good person, but they're not officially affiliated with our nation."

"That doesn't matter. If you recommend them, I'm willing to go and recruit them myself."

"If that's the case... would you come with me for a moment?"

Serphina nodded at my words.

"Even if it were the pits of hell, if you wish to go there, I would go with you."

"No, you don't need to be that determined... but still."

I extended my hand to Serphina.

"I'll do the same. Wherever we go, I'll be with you, my lord... with you, Serphina."

"Yes. I've always known that, Swen."

She took my hand without hesitation.
The warm touch connecting our fingertips bound us together tightly.

# # #

And so, the place I brought Serphina to was the dormitory—a place of memories for me.
The time I shared a room with my roommate, the guard knight Jenis, now felt like a distant memory.

And now, here—
That person who had lost their place to stay due to the recent rebellion at Aingart Castle was residing.

"M-me...?"

"Yes. Please lend your strength to me, Serphina, Miss Iolline."

Iolline Al Kaski.
Currently, she was the only pillar we could lean on.
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Iolline seemed flustered by the sudden statement, waving her hands dismissively with an expression of uncertainty.

"I apologize to Your Majesty, but I don't have the confidence or talent to meet your expectations..."

"No, Iolline. Indeed, the time we have spent together hasn't been particularly long. It's true that I haven't had enough time to understand what kind of person you are. However, you come recommended by none other than my Strategist."

"...!"

Only then did Iolline raise her head to look at me.
I nodded while meeting her gaze.

"My Lord is correct. I was the one who recommended you, Iolline."

"Lord Swen...?"

"I don't know what you think about this... but I believe you have the discernment to distinguish between what should and shouldn't be done, you're one of the few survivors of the fallen Al Kaski family, and you're someone who can inspire sufficient emotional trust—in these three aspects, I believe you're more than qualified to become a talent for our army."

"That's..."

"It's fine if you decline because it feels burdensome. However, if you have even the slightest interest in serving the state—please help us, Iolline."

As I bowed my head once more, Iolline approached me and spoke in a voice that seemed uncertain.

"Um, please calm down first, Lord Swen. So..."

Then.
She carefully looked at Serphina and said:

"Do you... need me?"

"Yes."

"Is that Your Majesty's wish?"

"I don't want to lie to you, so I'll be honest. I don't know much about you. As I said earlier, since I don't even know what kind of person you are, it wouldn't make sense to say I came here solely based on my own will. It's true that Swen's opinion played a significant role in my choosing you."

"Then this is Lord Swen's opinion... I see."

Iolline slowly nodded.
Then, bowing at a 90-degree angle toward Serphina—

"Your Majesty. If it's not disrespectful, could you give me some time to speak with the Strategist?"

An incredible situation—asking the monarch who came to recruit her to step aside.
However, Serphina wasn't angered. She wasn't foolish enough to be bothered by such things in the first place.

"Take your time. Whatever decision you make, I promise to protect you as a valued citizen."

After Serphina left.
Iolline slowly looked at me and said:

"Lord Swen, please raise your head."

"..."

"Honestly, I'm indebted to you, Lord Swen. So, naturally, if you need help... perhaps I should help you."
"But since I don't know if such an opportunity will come to me again... I want to be selfish one last time."

"...Please speak."

"Lord Swen. Will you promise not to forget... that I helped you with this matter?"

Her words were somewhat puzzling, but as I looked into her eyes.

"If you promise not to forget that I granted your request at this moment, I'll join Serphina's army. Of course, as I mentioned earlier, it's true that you're the savior of my life, so it might be shameless of me to ask this... but please consider it as my last childish request before I enlist."

"Is that enough?"

"Yes. What will you do?"

There was no time to deliberate.
Although I was concerned about her setting conditions, thinking about it, I didn't believe Iolline would cause me trouble.
She had feelings for me, after all.
And I had no intention of lording over her just because I had saved her.
So for now, I decided to trust Iolline.

"Very well. I promise I will never forget this favor."

"Good."

Only then did Iolline extend her hand to me—
With a warm smile she had never shown before, her eyes filled with me as a person, she said:

"I look forward to working with you, Lord Swen."

* * *

News spread that Iolline Al Kaski, essentially an outsider, would be appointed as the new lord of Aingart Castle.
Normally, people might have questioned how someone who had just arrived could be appointed as the lord of the capital castle...
But in reality, more than 80% of the internal affairs officers hadn't been serving significantly longer than Iolline.
Moreover, to be honest, there weren't many ambitious or exceptional people among them.
One couldn't expect too much from randomly recruited generals, could they?
In conclusion, it seems her appointment as castle lord, despite being a complete newcomer, was accepted without much complaint.

'This is practically like a newly established country.'

Anyway, the urgent matter had been resolved.
Now I could head to Balhart Castle.

'I hope I won't have to come back here for a while.'

Looking at the bright yellow flag fluttering on the spire of Aingart Castle, that's what I thought.
Well, the likelihood of rebellion was low since all potential rebels were dead—but still, I hoped no rebellion would occur.
Continuing to make "relatively better" decisions... I prepared to depart.

* * *

A few days later.
A large occupation force, including elite soldiers who had been deployed to quell the rebellion at Aingart Castle, set out toward Balhart Castle in the central region, which Irene was guarding.

"Are you comfortable, Reika?"

"Ah, y-yes, I'm fine...!"

Reika, who was in the carriage with me, was carefully handling something in her hands.

"What's that?"

"Oh... this? It's a container with cookies... just a moment."

Reika opened the container and held out one of the cookies to me.
Since this wasn't the first time, I skillfully leaned forward to accept it.

"It's delicious! Did you make these yourself?"

"Yes! You see, I'm meeting Lady Irene after so long... hehehe."

Reika grinned broadly, her face slightly flushed.
She looked like a young girl excited about meeting a friend.

"You really like Irene, don't you?"

"Of course! She takes care of everything for me... and unlike me, she's confident and expresses her opinions well... and also."

"...Also?"

When she suddenly trembled after speaking so well, I asked with concern.

"Well... I feel like if only Irene had been there, Lord Swen wouldn't have gotten hurt..."

'...Ah.'

Seeing her shoulders shaking after saying that, I slowly moved to sit beside her.
It was a bit cramped, so our bodies were pressed together... but given our relationship, this level of closeness should be fine.

"You don't need to worry about that, Reika."

"But... because of me, because I didn't know better... when I think that Lord Swen could have been lost."

"I recovered perfectly fine thanks to you, Reika."

This wasn't just something nice to say.
It was because she had drawn mana from her entire body to try to heal me that I survived such an ordeal.
She too had to spend quite a long time in the hospital as a result, similar to me.
It's true that I risked my life to save her... but hoping she wouldn't worry about that point, I wrapped my arm around her shoulders.

"Thank you for staying alive."

"I should be thanking you, Lord Swen..."

When I firmly held Reika's hand, she naturally rested her head against my chest.
I didn't resist and adjusted my posture so she could lean comfortably.

Her hair smelled of the butter from the cookies we had just eaten.

* * *

"News that the main force has departed from the capital castle toward here, sir!"

"Hmm. I understand. Let's prepare."

"Yes, sir!"

Having received the soldier's report, Irene was looking at the map with a serious expression.
A female knight cautiously approached him.

"Um, Commander."

"What is it?"

"Regarding our conversation yesterday... I still believe we should deploy troops to the border."

News that the Lunarian army was gathering forces near the border territory previously occupied by the Brands army.
Despite hearing this, Irene was hesitant to make a decision.

"...As you know, we still don't have our Lord's official approval. I didn't hear anything from the soldier just now either."

"Aren't you the Commander? I believe you have the authority to freely deploy troops within your assigned territory."

"However, if we really deploy troops..."

Then they might actually have to wage war against the Lunarian army.
Concentrating troops at the border was already halfway to a declaration of war.
From Irene's perspective, knowing Swen's circumstances, it was understandably difficult to show hostility toward the Lunarian army.

"It would be fortunate if war doesn't break out because we don't strike first... but if they attack first, we could lose our territory. Moreover, they were the ones who gathered troops first. Please make a decision here."

"..."

Honestly.
Irene knew well that not deploying troops now was due to his own stubbornness.
Because Swen served a Lunarian lord, he instinctively tried to avoid creating friction.
However, from Serphina's army's perspective, listening to the deputy's advice would be the rational approach.

'Troops... just troops...'

...Right.
There was no intention to declare war from this side anyway.
And they were the ones who gathered troops first.

Preparing for the worst-case scenario... that would be the right answer.

"Very well. I'll organize the troops immediately, so please summon the generals to the conference room."

"Yes, sir!"

Watching the back of his deputy who had saluted and was walking away, Irene thought:
—I hope nothing happens until our Lord arrives.
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* * *

Turning back time, to Ashan Castle, a territory occupied by Lunarienne's army.

Ashan Castle was a location that served as a transportation hub in the central continent, from which one could head northwest to Anel Castle or east to Balhart Castle at the current point in time.
The territory itself wasn't particularly valuable - but at least for Lunarienne's army now, it was a sufficient place to establish a base camp.

"Ginor, I'd like to request your report."

"Yes."

At Lunarienne's words from the throne, Ginor bowed and responded.

"The Brands army has gathered all their forces at Anel Castle as expected. Their soldier count is approximately 98,000. Our army can mobilize 210,000 troops."

"How is the war situation?"

"To be frank... despite such a large difference in troop numbers, I believe it will take a considerable amount of time to break through Anel Castle."

Ginor bowed his head to Luna again.

"Anel Castle could be described as a natural fortress, blessed with favorable terrain. There will inevitably be significant difficulties in setting up siege weapons. Additionally, since the continent fell into war, it has never once been invaded, and being the capital castle, they would have spent considerable time reinforcing and repairing the walls."

"You mean it's the worst possible condition for a siege."

"Unfortunately, that's the case at present. Of course, what ultimately determines victory on the battlefield is troop strength. If we mobilize the former Ohana army forces that were used to deal with the Hesna army, and invest sufficient time, I believe our army can certainly win... but the problem is Serphina's army."

If only Lunarienne's army and Brands' army existed in this land, it would be clear that they could successfully push back Brands' army eventually.
However, to the north, Serphina, who possessed the most powerful force on the continent, had established her position.
In a situation where the battle between Lunarienne's army and Brands' army was dragging on—it would be strange if they didn't take advantage of it.

"What is the situation with Serphina's army?"

"It seems the rebellion at Aingart Castle has been successfully suppressed. I believe there's a high probability they will mobilize their forces and arrive at Balhart Castle, which serves as Serphina's army's forward base."

"What would be the most efficient approach?"

Upon hearing those words, Ginor briefly assessed the situation before saying-

"I believe I need to speak with you privately, my Lord."

"I understand."

Luna took Ginor to the adjacent conference room.
After confirming they were alone, Ginor pulled a map from his sleeve, spread it on the table, and spoke.

"I'll be direct. If I were in your position, I would postpone the battle with Brands' army and attack Serphina's army first."

"...!!"

"Even if we don't touch them, Brands' army cannot easily move their forces. From their perspective, it would be disadvantageous to risk weakening Anel Castle's defense line just to occupy a few territories."
"Moreover, from our army's standpoint, it would be much more beneficial to capture Serphina's territory and then approach from the north, rather than approaching Anel Castle from the direction of Jeilant Castle. First, we can precisely target Anel Castle's vulnerable points despite it being a natural fortress, and since Serphina's army has withdrawn their elite troops to Aingart Castle to suppress the rebellion, the conquest would be much easier than usual."

"..."

After finishing his words, Ginor observed Luna's expression.
Luna was clearly disturbed. Her eyes, which rarely trembled, were shaking rapidly.
Yes.
That's why he couldn't discuss this where others might hear.

"My Lord, do you understand what I'm saying?"

"I, I..."

"Attacking Serphina's army is the best choice from our position."

Looking at Luna, who couldn't give a definitive answer, Ginor carefully made up his mind.
Now was the moment to speak not as a national strategist serving a ruler, but as an old man addressing a woman young enough to be his granddaughter.

"I understand, Luna. This is not so much my opinion as simply finding the 'most efficient method.'"

"What do you mean..."

"Swen is there."

"!!!"

"Swen told me that serving Serphina was the path for everyone's benefit. Shamefully, I honestly don't understand what Swen is thinking. And, from this old man's perspective... Swen never does anything pointless. If he truly serves you as his ruler... if being there is the path that benefits everyone."
"Therefore, I cannot confidently tell you to attack Serphina. However—"

—At this point, that remains the most 'efficient' method.

"Then what... should I do...?"

"That is something you must decide yourself, my Lord. Whatever decision you make, I will follow your will."

"I..."

At that moment.
Someone knocked on the conference room door.

"My Lord, are you there?"

"I'll open it."

Opening the door revealed a soldier in disheveled attire who had apparently just arrived.

"What is it?"

"A letter has arrived from Ohana, the commander of the Second Corps."

"Ohana sent me...?"

What could this be about?
That person shouldn't have anything particular to say to me.
The Hesna army was successfully dealt with, and Monarch Aski Hesna's incorporation into Lunarienne's army should have been well concluded.

Luna slowly unfolded it.

And then...

"...!!!"

"My Lord...?"

* * *

A small village in the southern continent under the occupation of the former Ohana army, now Lunarienne's army.

"..."

A woman sat in a wheelchair, blankly staring out the window.
Her eyes seemed to hold different skies in each—their colors slightly different.

Soon, the distinctive creaking sound of a wooden door opening reached her ears.

"Yuuri. I'm back."

The armless woman—Anima—entered the room with one arm full of food and placed it on the table.

"The work I'm doing now pays quite well since I've gotten used to it. I thought about joining Lunarienne's army... but I'm starting to think maybe it's better to just live quietly like this."

The woman in the wheelchair, Yuuri, silently nodded.
Taking care of Yuuri, who suffered from aphasia and couldn't speak, was the responsibility of Anima, the only survivor.

"How about you? Did you sleep well? You seemed to be suffering from nightmares recently."

"..."

"Well, after what happened... it's understandable that it's hard to bear. But still."

Anima turned her head toward the window that Yuuri had been looking out of until just now.

"For the sake of Emma, Erinandorf, Epinel... for the family members who went ahead of us, we must live on. Live to see who will establish the unified empire, right?"

"..."

Should it be called an age of chaos?
After the fall of the Aishers army, the continent was flowing in an unexpected direction.
First, the Brands army, which was on the verge of collapse after being divided into three parts, somehow managed not to crumble, unlike their country.
The one who unified the chaotic southern continent was neither Karelia, nor Roland, nor Hesna, nor Ohana, but the complete outsider, Lunarienne.
Until she appeared, no one thought she would devour the southern continent at such a rapid pace... As if the goddess of victory was with her, Lunarienne's army was reporting victories every time they raised their flag and launched an attack.

At first, Anima had seriously considered joining Lunarienne's army.
After all, at this point, Lunarienne's army was the only nation left that could stand against Serphina's army.
But she didn't. Yuuri's condition was too poor to serve the country.
Although she might have been able to get a caregiver once she established herself... it was better to give up on advancement rather than have Yuuri, who couldn't speak, receive inadequate care.

Anyway.
Yuuri wasn't the one chosen in this age of chaos.
If that was the case, spending days quietly in a peaceful place like this wouldn't be so bad.
That's what she thought, but—

—Knock! Knock! Knock!

"Who is it?"

Someone was loudly knocking on the door.
Who could be visiting?

"..."

"Wait a moment, Yuuri."

Anima slowly put on her outer garment and opened the door without much thought.

"Who are—!!!"

She couldn't finish her sentence.
Because what stood before her were soldiers.

"This is where Baranga Yuuri Aishers is, correct?"

"...What is this about?"

"Answer the question."

Anima studied the soldier's eyes.
Though his tone was stern... she didn't sense any hostility.
In situations like this, it seemed better to be honest rather than lie.

"Yes, she is here, but she currently suffers from aphasia."

"That's not important."

The soldier turned his head to look at another soldier beside him.
With that, the soldier next to him ran off somewhere.
Shortly after, a woman with red eyes walked toward them, escorted by soldiers.
Though it was her first time seeing this person, Anima could easily guess from the aura of absolute authority emanating from her footsteps.
Is that woman... Lunarienne Iniang?

And until that moment, Anima couldn't understand exactly what situation she was in.

Of course, she couldn't know.
There was no way Anima could know.
How Lunarienne Iniang felt about Yuuri—it was impossible to deduce with the information she had.

The woman who had now reached them stood directly in front of Anima and stared straight into her eyes.

"!!!!"

Only then did Anima realize, with widened eyes, that something was wrong.
She had to notice.
What she felt from those red eyes—unmistakable killing intent!

And then.
That woman... in an ice-cold tone, as if she were an absolute being passing judgment—
threw out words that didn't seem to expect an answer.

"I am Lunarienne Iniang. I've come to see Baranga Yuuri Aishers."
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Even though it was clearly someone she was seeing for the first time, there was an unmistakable murderous intent.
And not from an ordinary person, but fierce emotion from the absolute ruler of a nation!

Of course, she couldn't have come to request an audience.
Luna's inexplicable hostility was so incomprehensible that such a foolish thought crossed her mind.

An ordinary person would have been flustered and unable to respond—
But Anima, despite her fallen status, had been a national strategist, and somehow managed to hide her expression as she asked:

"...What brings you here?"

To this, Luna, without changing her expression at all—
Repeated exactly what she had said moments ago.

"I said I've come to see Baranga Yuuri Aishers."

"...You said your name is Lunarienne? I've heard about Lunarienne's army and am aware of it, but even if you are a nation's ruler, barging in like this to us who now live as ordinary territory residents—"

"Anima Ingram."

"...!"

Luna's eyes looked at Anima's arm.
More precisely, at the side that was missing.

"I'm sorry, but I didn't come here to make a request of you."

"What...?"

"This is a notification."

"...!!"

Anima adjusted the sword strapped to her waist with her remaining hand.
Though she had lost her other hand, she couldn't simply hand over her former lord to a woman with murderous intent.

"If you wish to pass, you'll have to cut off my head."

"This bastard...!"

The soldiers beside Luna all drew their swords at once—

"It's fine. Step back."

"...Yes!"

At Luna's single command, they retreated in perfect unison.

'This woman... telling her guards to step back in front of someone holding a sword...!'

Anima had also heard that the Red-Eyed Dragon of the South—Lunarienne had sent Seta Roland to the afterlife in a single blow—
But seeing the delicate woman before her, she had momentarily forgotten those rumors.

However, it seemed the rumors were true after all.

Even though she was just standing there looking at this place... the pressure felt like it would crush her entire body.
Despite the fact that she was the one holding a sword, and her opponent had nothing in her hands!

"Step aside. I have no intention of spilling meaningless blood."

"...Kuk...!"

Anima sensed it.
If she crossed swords with Luna here... she would die!
She realized that would be the last moment of her life.

However, Luna had said she had "no intention of spilling meaningless blood."
If she said "meaningless blood," it meant there was blood that had meaning.
And she had been consistently asking to see Yuuri since arriving here.

"Unless you at least give a proper reason...!!"

"Swen."

"!!!!!!!"

The moment she heard that name, Anima's eyes shook violently.
Why was that person's name... the name of the man who was sold to Serphina's army in her place... coming from Lunarienne's lips?

"Anima, you must know. What your lord did. Who she sold out... to save you."

"...!!!!!"

Cold sweat began pouring down Anima's forehead like a flood.
This was fear—a fundamental emotion that any living being would feel.
Overwhelming fear strongly pressed down on Anima's mind, making rational thought impossible.

"...Move."

Luna pushed Anima forcefully.
And with that—

BANG!!!

"AAAAARGH!!"

With a thunderous sound... she was slammed into the wall.
The wooden wall that Anima hit cracked.
Collapsing against the wall, Anima finally realized.
There had been no need to draw a sword.
Just by physically pushing her aside... that woman had sent her flying like a leaf without any resistance!

"W-wait! Stop! Y-Yuuri...! R-run... away...!!!!"

She struggled to move but—
It seemed she had suffered a serious injury to her remaining arm when she hit the wall.
Such incredible strength like she had never felt before!
How could a woman with such a petite frame possess such power...!!

"..."

And then.
Finally, Luna was face to face with Yuuri, who was sitting blankly in a chair.

"...So you are Baranga Yuuri Aishers."

"..."

Yuuri... slowly nodded, not denying the name.

"Do you know what you've done?"

"..."

"You... you... sold out Swen. With the sole intention of saving a subordinate commander... you committed the insane act of selling out another subordinate. And to—"
—none other than Serphina.
To the notorious villainess who turned the continent into a mess...!!!

"If it weren't for you!"

If only you hadn't done such a thing.
By now, Lord Swen would have come to me!

"There's no way Swen would have voluntarily joined Serphina's army, so by now he would be by my side... looking in the same direction as me."
"You... ruined everything."
—All of this happened because of you!!!

Luna glared at Yuuri, the defeated figure of the era who couldn't say a word, with burning eyes that looked ready to devour her.
Yuuri... didn't avoid that gaze. She didn't lower her head.
She just looked at Luna with a pitiful expression.

"..."

It was a first.
For Luna to show such intense emotion in front of others.
Anyone who knew her would surely be surprised to see her displaying such anger.

"...You know why I came here, don't you?"

—Shing.

A sharp metallic sound filled the room.

"N-no...!!"

Ignoring Anima's scream, what Luna drew with her hand was—the Adina Sword.
The only companion that had been covered in blood alongside the Red-Eyed Dragon.

"...I assume you have no last words."

"W-wait! Lunarienne! Wait! Yuuri is in a state where she can't speak! But she can communicate through writing, so please calm down for a moment, and at least listen to Yuuri's side of the—"

"...I'm sorry."

"!!!!"

Anima's pupils dilated rapidly as she collapsed.
Yuuri... had opened her mouth.
For the first time since Epinel's death. Since the fall of the Aishers army.

"Were you the true ruler that Swen served?"

"!!!"

When Swen's name came from her lips, Luna's eyes began to tremble violently.

"Even when he was under me, he always looked beyond... like someone looking at a place he couldn't reach... I see now. Back then, it was because... you hadn't raised your army yet."
"Swen was truly an exceptional person. He acted as if he could foresee everything. I thought he was too good to be in my hands..."

"You... do you have the right to say such things?!"

"..."

"Because you sold Swen to Serphina... I... I...!!!! Do you think you can resolve this with a simple apology now?!"

Of course not.

"How dare you shamelessly utter words of apology?! It's too late for regrets now. You will...!!!"

At that moment.
Yuuri looked at Luna, who seemed ready to devour her.
And then she smiled.

"...You know, Lunarienne."

Despite being indoors, rain began to fall on her face.

"When I said I'm sorry... it was indeed for handing over Swen, but I don't regret it."

"What...?"

"Swen must have been a very precious person to you. But, you know."
"Anima was a truly precious person to me."

"!!!!"

"Yuu... ri...?"

"So... I would make the same decision over and over again. Still, I feel sorry about it. That's sincere..."

Luna stared at Yuuri with blank eyes, unable to say anything.
She would make the same decision again?
She doesn't regret selling out Lord Swen...?

"...AAAAAAAH!!!!!!!!"

Luna raised her sword.
And swung it to behead Yuuri——

"In any case, my lord's strength is that no matter what she does, she never loses her noble ideals."

'!!!!!!'

"If only that heart doesn't change, you will surely be able to create the future of the continent you've been dreaming of."

In a fleeting moment.
As Swen's voice that flashed through her mind in that instant stopped her hand—
From behind, Anima cried out with a voice close to a scream.

"IT WAS SWEN'S WISH!!!!"

"...Huh?"

"It was Swen who said he would go as an envoy to Serphina's army!"
"He volunteered himself! It wasn't Yuuri who sent him... he volunteered to be the envoy!!!"

What?
Lord Swen... volunteered?

"I... I don't know much about Swen...! But he has extraordinary abilities, right? Yes, he's like someone who can foresee the future!"
"Such a person voluntarily went to Serphina's army! Swen being chosen as the subject of the deal... wasn't Yuuri's intention...!!!"

"..."

What is this?
Lord Swen... always... only said the right things, didn't he?
Luna knew this better than anyone else.
Even when she was at Jeilant Castle.
Even when she rebuilt her nation like this.
Everything had happened exactly as Lord Swen had said.

Then.
Did Lord Swen... know?
Did he knowingly... go to Serphina himself...??

"It's true! What would I gain by lying...!! S-so please forgive us...! We too, our comrades too, many people died. But Swen is alive. He's working as the national strategist for Serphina's army!"
"As you can see, Yuuri no longer has the ability or will to act as a lord. We'll just live quietly, like dead mice, so please... please... have mercy...!!! Lady Lunarienne...!! Please, show mercy, show mercy...!!!!"

Anima was saying something—
But none of it reached Lunarienne's ears.

Her head... felt like it was about to split open.

* * *

In the end.
Without blood on her hands, Luna left Yuuri's hut.
When she first heard from Ohana that "Baranga Yuuri Aishers has been found," she had been burning with revenge for the fact that Yuuri had sold out Lord Swen...
But after hearing Swen's voice in her head and listening to Anima's story, none of that mattered anymore.

"Welcome back, my lord."

Ginor bowed to greet Luna as she returned to the base camp.

"Have you dealt with Yuuri?"

"Yes."

"And she is now...?"

"...I heard her say she would live quietly."

"I see."

He had thought she would kill Yuuri, but apparently she hadn't.
It was true that cutting off the sprout was the right answer for those with experience as lords—
But there was no need to bother with someone who had already lost their will.
According to Ohana, the former lord Yuuri had long been beyond recovery.
She simply hadn't stopped Luna because of her desire for revenge against Yuuri.
Though Ginor followed her orders well in other matters, he knew she wouldn't listen to him regarding Swen, so he hadn't added any comments.

While Ginor silently recalled his former lord—

'That relationship is already over.'

He had done enough for Yuuri, and she had done enough for him as well.
There was no need to drag out the relationship any further.

At that moment.

"...As soon as we return, we will prepare for a military expedition."

"By military expedition, you mean...?"

"Serphina's army."

Luna slowly uttered that name.

...Yes.
Lord Swen couldn't have betrayed her.
Even if, as Anima said, Lord Swen had volunteered, ultimately it must have been for her sake.
So... even if she attacked Serphina's army, Lord Swen would surely understand.
After all, Lord Swen is her strategist, right?
Her own strategist Swen choosing Serphina over her...? This was absurd. The world must be wrong.
But she wasn't worried. Because Lord Swen couldn't be wrong...

"I will declare war on Serphina's army."

"Have you decided?"

"Yes."

Even to rescue Lord Swen as quickly as possible—
It was time to point the sword at Serphina.

"...Understood."

"Ginor. There's something I want to ask."

Although Luna's sudden change in address from the usual "Lord Ginor" was a bit surprising—
They were in a lord-subject relationship to begin with. This was actually more natural.

"What is it, my lord?"

"Yuuri sending Lord Swen as an envoy to Serphina's army... was that Lord Swen's voluntary decision?"

At this point, lying would be the more foolish thing to do.

"Yes, it was."

"...I understand."

Watching Luna's back as she walked ahead, Ginor thought:

'Swen. I don't know what your plan is, but I hope you proceed with it quickly.'

And so, Yuuri barely escaped with her life—
And Lunarienne and Ginor, along with the small escort of soldiers who had accompanied them, mounted their horses and quickly returned to Ashan Castle.
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# The Central Continent

In the central part of the continent.
Raclaine Castle, formerly under the Aishers Army, now under Serphina's Army.
This place was originally a territory on the border with the Brands Army—but after the Brands territory was occupied by the Lunarienne Army, it became a territory on the border with the Lunarienne Army.
From long ago, three nations—the Brands Army, Aishers Army, and Serphina Army—had fought to claim this place, resulting in severe devastation.
But since Serphina's Army took control, it had been gradually regaining its former vitality through policies focused on internal affairs.

However.
As the Lunarienne Army began concentrating troops near the border, the winds of war once again began to swirl around this place.

Perhaps that was why.
From early morning, the barracks were filled with the sounds of soldiers training.

"Everyone, do not neglect your training! Remember that the only way to prevent war is to be thoroughly prepared for it!"

"Yes, sir!"

Training supervised by none other than the Corps Commander herself!
The situation was intimidating enough just from the pressure of rank alone—
But what truly motivated the soldiers wasn't the authority that came with the title of Corps Commander.

'This is the legendary training under Lady Irene!'
'Despite being Corps Commander, she's taking time to train us personally. We absolutely cannot slack off!'

Irene Juliet.
The overwhelming trust her name inspired.
Despite being Corps Commander, she showed her attentiveness by personally coming to the barracks to assess the situation, along with the gravitas that came from her numerous military achievements.
Moreover, during her time as a general, whenever hardship arose, wasn't Irene always the first to lead by example alongside her soldiers?
Naturally, the soldiers' morale was soaring higher than ever.

After the training ended.
A female knight serving as her adjutant rushed toward Irene as she was leaving the barracks.

"Corps Commander."

"What is it, Seira?"

"The Lunarienne Army's movements are concerning. They seem to be deploying far more troops in this direction rather than near Anel Castle."

"..."

Anel Castle, a natural fortress.
Breaking through from the southern direction would be at least twice as difficult as a normal siege.
She knew this well, having been the defense commander of Anel Castle herself. If conditions allowed, forces coming from the southern direction could be handled even if they were twice... no, three times as numerous.
Assuming 30,000 defenders, the castle could easily repel up to 90,000 attackers!
If Anel Castle had any weakness, it would be the northeastern side where flat plains stretched out.
If she were the commander, she would never touch Anel Castle unless approaching from that direction.

And.
The fact that she could think of this meant—others could think of it too.

'So we must fight after all.'

Irene looked up at the sky.
She had heard news that forces had departed from Aingart Castle, but it would inevitably take time to travel from the northern continent to here.
Even if only a small detachment were moving, it would take considerable time—leading a large occupation force would take even longer.
Perhaps... they might have to face the Lunarienne Army with only the currently stationed troops, without the occupation force.

"What will you do?"

"I'll do what needs to be done. Check the walls and watchtowers once more, and organize a special unit to destroy siege weapons."

"So you believe war is coming?"

"...I won't deny it."

"Understood."

To her loyal adjutant who bowed, Irene gave additional orders.

"Seira. I'd like you to select a soldier to serve as a messenger immediately."

"Yes!"

Swen wasn't here right now, but he was an extraordinary man.
If she sent him a detailed assessment of the current situation, wouldn't he be able to provide an answer?

She thought she should draw a detailed map first, then compile information about their forces, the potential enemy Lunarienne Army's situation, available troops, and the list of generals...
She decided to organize all this and send it to Swen.

'Once decided, all that's left is to act.'

Irene immediately headed to the conference room.
She intended to do everything she could from her position.

---

How many days had passed since sending the messenger to Swen?
Unfortunately, Irene's prediction came true.

"The Lunarienne Army has declared war...?"

"Yes, Corps Commander! They're heading toward Raclaine Castle with 135,000 soldiers...!"

The cloth tied around the kneeling messenger's arm was dyed a vivid red.

'135,000... We have 90,000 at Raclaine Castle, so judging by numbers alone, it's a battle we could manage.'

Though she hadn't yet received Swen's response, Irene was also a general who excelled at defensive battles.
While not as talented as her specialty in siege warfare, which had earned her the title of "Specialist"... she judged that with these somewhat manageable numbers, they could hold out.

"Who is commanding the enemy forces?"

"According to our intelligence, the ruler Lunarienne Iniang herself is serving as commander-in-chief. As rumored, she appears to be leading from the front line. Ginor Nighthart is the chief of staff, and persons of concern include Francis von Aingart and Charlotte von Aingart."

"It seems the magician Tifa isn't participating?"

"Multiple reports indicate she was dispatched toward Anel Castle, not in this direction."

That makes sense, since they have two fronts.
It would be difficult to concentrate strong forces in one place.

"Even if the magician had come, she's known to use magic that enhances her own strength at close range rather than long-range attacks like Lady Reika, so we could have developed countermeasures. Of course, with a magician, nothing can be stated with certainty..."

We probably don't need to worry about her suddenly using long-range magic.
If she could do that, she would have done so already.
Deliberately hiding one's strength in war is nearly inefficient.

In any case, having fewer variables is good, or at least not bad.

"I understand. Order the special unit to prepare for deployment immediately. Leave the castle's defense to Seira and Wilhelm."

"Does that mean...?"

Irene, her violet eyes gleaming, said to the soldier:

"I will command the special unit myself."

---

Turning back time, to the Serphina Army occupation force procession.

"We should arrive at Kelstein Castle soon."

"I see... Thank you for letting me know."

"Not at all, Strategist. Excuse me."

After hearing the soldier's words, I closed the carriage door.

'...I'm tired.'

A few days after being discharged from the hospital, I could now be certain.
It seemed I hadn't completely recovered to my original condition.
My sleep time had noticeably increased, and moving my body was more difficult than before.
My strength stat was already at rock bottom, so I had little strength to begin with... honestly, if I were told to ride a horse instead of a carriage right now, I'd probably collapse from exhaustion.
Having absorbed magic that could literally annihilate a person with my entire body, I couldn't recover easily.

Of course, I had no intention of showing this in front of Lady Reika.
I managed my expression carefully and leaned lightly against the carriage wall.

"Um... Kelstein Castle is—"

"We still have a long way to go."

Reika sighed deeply at my words, as if worried.

"Is something wrong, Reika?"

"Huh? Oh, no... I'm just feeling a bit anxious."

"Anxious?"

"Yes. It's nothing major... but I've been having nightmares since yesterday... and whenever I think about Lady Irene, my chest feels tight..."

I firmly held Reika's hand.
Her trembling hand paused momentarily—but she didn't push me away.

"Don't worry too much. You know better than anyone how amazing Lady Irene is, right?"

"M-me...?"

"Of course, you were always by Lady Irene's side."

Reika stared at me blankly for a while, then nodded vigorously.

"Y-you're right...! I won't worry. We need to hurry and help her...! And... there's no guarantee the Lunarienne Army will wage war anyway...!"

'...'

War, huh.
Based on my conversation with Lord Ginor, Lady Luna must also know I'm here.
Of course she would know. Not only because of rumors, but also because my existence would inevitably be revealed publicly after taking the position of national strategist.
If they attack despite knowing I'm here... what does that mean?

'Considering that someone of Ginor's caliber tried to contact me, it's clear Lady Luna is still waiting for me.'

So, if they attack—
It must be directed at Lady Serphina, not me.
In other words, there's likely some kind of misunderstanding.

'It's okay. We don't necessarily need to go to war... we can resolve this by talking.'

Though I had no idea where to begin untangling this mess—
Nevertheless, I was thinking somewhat optimistically that we could resolve this without war.

Just then.

Knock, knock, knock—someone opened the carriage door.

"Are you there, Strategist?"

When the door opened, a soldier greeted me with a salute.

"A messenger has just arrived. It's a letter from Corps Commander Irene."

'Lady Irene is writing to me?'

I accepted it.

"Please tell them thank you for making the long journey."

"Understood."

After dismissing the soldier.
I closed the door and quickly examined the letter.
This is...

"W-what did Lady Irene write...?"

"It seems she's asking for my advice on strategy."

The content of the letter was simple.
A map of the area around Raclaine Castle near the border with the Lunarienne Army, the potential enemy Lunarienne Army's troop strength and list of possible generals, and similarly, our forces' strength and available generals.

'If someone of Lady Irene's caliber sent something like this, she must have judged that war is coming...'

So it's unavoidable after all.
Anyway, I needed to focus on the letter now.

She thought I was a strategist, so she probably sent this letter seeking advice—
The problem was that I couldn't provide any answer unless I received a specific question.

Of course, having played this game countless times, I could come up with strategies on my own. In fact, several countermeasures came to mind without much difficulty.
But the opponent was the Lunarienne Army. As the nation destined to unify the empire, simple tactics wouldn't work against them.
As I was wondering what to do:

"Um... Lord Swen?"

'...Ah.'

I have someone who can ask me questions, don't I?

"Reika, would you like to read this?"

"M-me...? But you said it was about battle..."

"It's fine. Just read through it once."

Reika obediently followed my instructions.
After reading the letter with her large eyes scanning the text, she turned to me and said:

"I've finished reading."

"What do you think?"

"Huh? I'm sorry, but what exactly are you asking...?"

"The most efficient way to win if a battle occurs with the Lunarienne Army. What do you think it would be?"

At my words, Reika waved her hands frantically, clearly flustered.

"I-I don't know about such things!! Didn't Lady Irene ask you, not me...?!"

"Ask me what?"

"The efficient way to win against the Lunarienne Army...!"

'Got it.'

Thank you, Reika.
Having obtained my question, I immediately entered it into my mind.

'If the Lunarienne Army launches an invasion against Raclaine Castle, what is the most efficient way for our army to win?'

—And.
Just as it had always happened before.
Just as it always happened whenever I entered a question, the undoubtedly correct answer came with a thud...

[You cannot win.]

...mercilessly arriving for the Serphina Army.
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The result in my head - I cannot win.
I lost my words, just... blankly, mulling over the result.

'What... did it say?'

A resolute conclusion that I cannot win.
This wasn't the first time I'd seen this result.
Yes, this result... I had seen it once before.

Back then.
In those days when Jeilant Castle was the capital of Lunarienne's army.
When it was just me, Kein, Tifa, and Lady Luna - with only two mercenary groups joining us, when we were incredibly small-scale.

When Lynn Brands, the ruler of the Brands army, attacked Jeilant Castle with tens of thousands of troops.
The answer that came when I asked if we could win.

We cannot win.

With that answer in hand, I was able to conclude based on two other predictions that 'Lynn's target is not ruler Lunarienne but myself' -
And from that moment, my journeyman life began in earnest.
From Lunarienne's army to Brands' army, from Brands' army to Aishers' army, and from there to Serphina's army...
How could I forget the moment that started this entire grand journey?

And.
The fact that the Intelligence 100 answer was "cannot win" meant... that our side couldn't win no matter what we did.
Even if we were overwhelmingly winning in battle, a meteor would fall and kill us.
I knew better than anyone the power of this absolute prediction.

"Um... Lord Swen...?"

"...Ah."

Only upon hearing Reika's voice did I realize I had momentarily lost myself.

"Are you alright? Your expression suddenly darkened..."

"I'm fine..."

The words "I'm fine" wouldn't come out.
How could I be fine?
Only I know that we cannot win.
This letter was sent by Lady Irene. The fact that she sent a letter means she sensed that war was imminent. Someone like Lady Irene would be certain.

And.
At this rate, Lady Irene might get caught up in a battle where defeat was certain.

'No way...!'

The opponent was Lunarienne's army, Lady Luna.
I couldn't be sure how far rumors had spread, but there was a high possibility that she knew I was traveling with Lady Irene.
No, this goes beyond rumors. Isn't Ginor on their side!

So, nothing dangerous should happen.
That's what I should think, but...

Why does my chest feel so tight?

'No!'

Hesitating at a time like this would be foolish.
If there was even the slightest unease, I had to take action myself.

Let's go to Laclaine Castle.
Let's meet Lady Luna before it's too late.
Just as Lady Luna unconditionally trusted me, I unconditionally trust Lady Luna.
If I talk to her face to face... we can resolve this.

"Um, Miss Reika!"

"Eek...!!"

I held both of Miss Reika's hands tightly and stared into her pink eyes.

...Taking her with me wouldn't change the situation where we could lose the battle.
If that weren't the case, such a resolute prediction of "cannot win" wouldn't have appeared. Such results only come when there's no way to win no matter what.

To march as quickly as possible, it was better to act alone.
I was barely taking care of myself... it would be too much to look after Miss Reika, who most likely had lower strength than me.

"Y-yes...?"

"I think I need to go ahead."

"Go where...?"

"To Laclaine Castle."

"...!"

"I'll go get Lady Irene."

Reika silently stared at my face for a while.
She could have asked plenty of questions. What was I suddenly talking about, was there a hidden message in the letter telling me to come, could I explain my plan... I could think of at least three questions right away.
However, instead of questioning me-

"...I understand! You need to go...!"

She squeezed my hands, giving me courage.

"Yes. I'll go ahead, so please come slowly with our lord. Understood?"

"I understand! G-good luck...!"

* * *

After leaving the carriage, I mounted a horse.
My condition isn't perfect, but... I need to ride alone now.
The entire route is within Serphina's territory. There was no need for an escort.

"You're saying you want to go to Laclaine Castle ahead of us?"

"Yes. It's an urgent situation. Please grant me permission."

After about three seconds, Serphina nodded and extended her hand to me.

"Very well, Swen. This is an order. You are to head to Laclaine Castle immediately."

Serphina, just like Miss Reika, didn't ask me any questions.
In fact, from a ruler's perspective, this might be an even more remarkable decision.
How many people would readily agree when a subordinate commander, especially a national strategist who should be coordinating everything, declares they're going to act independently?
Having stayed with Serphina's army, the fact that I seemed to have earned her trust pierced a corner of my heart.

"I accept your order, my lord!"

And so, I departed from the formation and headed toward Laclaine Castle as quickly as possible.

Please.
Please let nothing happen... that was my prayer.

* * *

And now-
The first battle between Lunarienne's army and Serphina's army was taking place on the western side of Laclaine Castle.

"Don't retreat!! Maintain formation!"

"No mages have arrived! Stay calm!"

"The target is the siege weapons! Carry out objective-focused occupation as quickly as possible!"

Irene's detachment maintained their formation even in the face of overwhelming soldiers, focusing solely on targeting siege weapons.
However, there were simply too many enemies. Though they were doing their best... the enemy was advancing faster than expected.

At the forefront was-

"The Red-Eyed Dragon is here!"
"Don't run away! We must stand and fight!"

The ruler of Lunarienne's army leading from the front - Lunarienne Iniang.
Her Adina Sword was once again being stained with blood.

Even so.
Irene could maintain some optimism.

'While individual strength is important, with this difference in forces... if we can properly handle the siege weapons and lock the castle gates, we can hold out. No matter how powerful Duke Lunarienne is, she's still just one human. Without mages, the most important thing we need to maintain is...!'

Irene shouted to her detachment following her.

"Everyone, there's no need to be afraid! We may not win the battle, but we have the advantage in war. You know what I mean!"

"Yes!"

"Then, continue to maintain formation as much as possible!"

Those following her were elites among elites, each capable of facing three or four opponents alone.
If they could just deal with the siege weapons, even with superior numbers, the enemy would have to suffer enormous losses to breach these solid walls.
The morale of the defending forces isn't bad either. So, even without Swen's answer... we can win with just this.
Yes. As long as nothing unusual happens-

That's what Irene thought, but.

"...What's happening?!"

"T-the ground is shaking!"

'What?!'

The ground suddenly began to shake-

"W-whoa!"
"E-earthquake!"
"Everyone stay calm! We can't break formation!"
"The enemy forces will also be thrown into confusion! There's no need to fear!"

-It began to shake violently, as if uprooting trees.
Irene and her detachment quickly dismounted and crouched down to assess the situation.

'An earthquake...!!!'

In that moment.
Irene's eyes turned white with fear.
She quickly looked toward Laclaine Castle.

It's shaking.
It keeps shaking.
The earth, the world, as if in rage.
Soldiers became entangled in chaos.
Fallen soldiers, dead soldiers... enemy and friendly forces mixed together, creating a scene reminiscent of hell before her eyes.

And.
What was most "hellish" for her was-

'N-no...!!'

The watchtowers and gates of Laclaine Castle collapsing with a crash.
Simultaneously, as if being torn apart, the castle walls cracked and fractured in various places.

How much time passed like that?
As the shaking ground gradually returned to normal...

"The gate is breached!!"
"Charge! Charge now! This is our chance!"

The main force of Lunarienne's army, which had been observing from the rear, began charging relentlessly toward Laclaine Castle.

"W-wait... we must stop them! Everyone, take up your weapons and follow me!"

Irene hurriedly gripped her sword and ran toward Lunarienne's army, but-

"Ugh, argh!"
"Lady Irene! Run away...!"

With no further need to operate siege weapons, Lunarienne's army's overwhelming numbers quickly began to break down the detachment.

"Damn it...!"

Not fleeing now would be tantamount to wasting the dying soldier's last request.
Irene spotted a riderless horse and quickly mounted it to escape.

* * *

Though she thought she had quickly returned to the vicinity of Laclaine Castle-

'This can't be...!'

Seeing the royal castle in flames, Irene could no longer even enter the castle.

...It had been captured.
After her detachment's forces were defeated one by one.
The forces at the rear of Lunarienne's army had all entered Laclaine Castle.
Without protective walls, there was almost no way to overcome the difference in military strength.
From the moment the earthquake struck - this battle was already unwinnable.

Surely.
Surely it had been a winnable battle.
Even though the opponent wasn't one to be taken lightly, she had thought they could do it.
As if heaven itself was illuminating Lunarienne's army's path - in a way no one could have anticipated, her forces were crumbling.
Who could have predicted that an earthquake would strike, and that it would hit Laclaine Castle's walls!

'...!!'

Suddenly she felt a sense of déjà vu.
This feeling wasn't new to her.
Back then, when she was with Brands' army, when they could have captured Jeilant Castle with just a little more pressure - they had to turn back without capturing it due to a sudden ceasefire order.
It felt as if some will beyond her control was protecting Lunarienne's army.
At the same time, Swen's words, who always spoke the truth, flashed through her mind.

'Lunarienne Iniang is the woman who will become the unifying ruler...!'

And then-

"Here you are."

"!!!"

When she turned her head, there was-
The opponent she had crossed swords with once before.
The ruler of a small nation who had risen because she couldn't entrust the world to either Lynn or Serphina, the woman with burning eyes-

"...It's been a while, Irene Juliet."

Holding a blood-covered sword, staring at her.

Ch.381 - Chapter 381. Fate (3)
"...."

Irene cautiously looked around Luna.
Somehow, soldiers had surrounded her, forming what looked like a battle formation.
In other words... she was encircled.

I can't escape...
As Irene calmly assessed her situation, Luna's voice reached her.

"Do you remember me, Lady Irene?"

Irene slowly nodded at Luna's words.

"...I remember you."

"I remember you too. How could I forget... the very day my Strategist performed a miracle against the Brands army."

'...!'

Luna's red eyes mentioning 'my Strategist'...
Despite clearly wearing a gentle smile, there was something chilling about her.

'Swen, I...'

Does this mean I have to fight against the ruler you serve?

"..."

Luna slowly looked around.
The soldiers, noticing her gaze, uniformly stepped back.
They didn't break the encirclement. They were merely creating space for the two to confront each other.

Irene easily understood what all these actions meant.
She was a warrior too. How many times had she read the true intentions behind unspoken battlefield behaviors?

That's why—
Carefully, she adjusted her grip on her sword while still in the saddle.

"...There's nothing more to say, is there?"

Luna didn't answer, but readjusted her grip on the blood-stained Adina Sword.

And then—

Clang!

"...!!!!"

One exchange.
With just one exchange, Irene wobbled and nearly lost her balance.

'What is this...!'

Irene was someone whose fame was somewhat lacking compared to renowned warriors.
Chel Brands, Epinel Rosenkroz, Seta Roland... she hadn't distinguished herself compared to the many generals known for their one-on-one combat skills.
But that was merely a relative comparison. At this point, she was one of the famous strong warriors.
She could face Chel on somewhat equal footing. Though she hadn't fought Epinel, she wouldn't have been completely overwhelmed. And she could certainly secure victory against Roland, who hadn't been able to hone his skills in the southern continent for many years.

Yet she—
After just one clash of swords with Luna... she was about to fall from her horse and face defeat!

'No...!'

Irene barely regained her balance and readjusted her grip on her sword.
Certainly.
She remembered crossing swords with Lunarienne before.
Because her eyes were clear, that memory was vivid. Lunarienne was definitely strong—you could feel it just from crossing swords. Having also faced Chel Brands, she was even more certain.
However.
She wasn't this strong back then.
If she hadn't had that previous experience, she wouldn't have been pushed back this much in just one exchange.
Clearly back then, while she was definitely strong, she didn't give the impression of fighting against something inhuman like now—just as this thought crossed her mind—

'...!'

Irene noticed that Luna was quietly observing her.
That she... wasn't giving her all in this confrontation.

In fact, the clearest evidence was that Luna had given her time to regain her balance.
If she had quickly followed up with a few more attacks, Irene would have collapsed right there!

"...Haaah!"

Irene, refusing to back down, charged forward with her sword this time.

Clang!

Lunarienne easily blocked Irene's strike.
Starting with that, they exchanged a few more blows.

And—
Irene finally had to admit it.

'I can't... win!'

Lunarienne continued to block all of her attacks, even when she put her full strength into them.
Damage was certainly being dealt. To a third party, it might have looked like Irene was one-sidedly pushing forward.
However, despite being completely defensive, Luna's expression showed no urgency or the typical confusion of someone being overwhelmed.

It was as if...
She could attack but was deliberately choosing not to.

Irene slowly backed away, then shouted loudly toward Luna.

"Lady Lunarienne, what exactly do you want?!"

"..."

"I can tell. You have no intention of having a proper duel with me right now! If you wanted to take me prisoner, you could have done so already. Why are you putting on this little show?!"

After staring at Irene silently for a while, Luna finally broke her silence and moved her lips.

"Lady Irene. The red-haired female knight who stands by the Strategist's side... is that you?"

The Strategist, is it.
Understanding immediately who she was referring to, Irene slowly nodded.

"Lady Luna is correct."

"...!!!"

Luna flinched slightly at those words—
Then, with a slightly trembling voice, she asked another question.

"Is the lord you serve Serphina von Aingart?"

"That's right."

"Then, is the person you serve also Serphina von Aingart?"

"..."

Though it seemed like a redundant question at first glance—
Irene easily understood the hidden meaning behind her question.

"The person I serve... still serves you even now."

"!!!!"

She would know who Irene was talking about.
Indeed, Luna's pupils visibly dilated, though her expression remained unchanged.

"The person I want to protect thinks of you as their ruler. I half think so too."

It was then that Luna cried out to Irene with what seemed like genuine emotion.

"...Then."
"Then why are you still under Serphina?!"
"Why are you acting as a national strategist for that detestable villainess?! Why... why don't you return to my side!!!"

"..."

"At first, I thought you were being threatened by Serphina! But that's not it... if that were the case, there would be no reason to take the position of national strategist. I... I know that!"
"If what you say is true, then the Strategist didn't... didn't abandon me. Yes. Just as I believe... the Strategist also believes in me. But why... why are you there under Serphina... why don't you return to my side...?"
"Lady Irene, after hearing your words, I'm even more confused. Why... why doesn't the Strategist... return...?"

Lunarienne's voice was getting quieter.
Known as the Red-Eyed Dragon, she had conquered the southern continent at an unprecedented speed.
Now, having achieved an incredible victory against Serphina's army, she somehow seemed incredibly vulnerable.
Just moments ago when crossing swords, she had seemed almost ghostlike—
But now she appeared as nothing more than a fragile maiden.

Irene slowly bowed her head.
Yes.
Why hadn't Swen returned?
Why hadn't he, who so often said "Lady Lunarienne is the unifying ruler" and "The ruler I serve is Lady Lunarienne," returned to Luna's side?

...Irene thought she knew the answer.
After all, she loved Swen.
She was close enough to him to understand what he was thinking—because she loved him.

"...Lady Serphina is..."

She knew what impact her words would have.
Lunarienne hated Serphina. Her red eyes burning with hatred whenever she mentioned her name was proof of that.
And now, she was about to tell Serphina-hating Lunarienne—

"Lady Serphina is not the evil person Lady Luna thinks she is."

"!!!!"

"I came to know this fact... and Swen came to know it too. That's why we're staying by Lady Serphina's side, who has been abandoned by the world—that's all."

"What... what are you saying..."

—Luna's body trembled.
Her hand gripping the Adina Sword tightened.

'...!!'

What crawled up Irene's spine was a killing intent she had never felt before.
She gripped her sword too, but... her body trembled slightly.
Even if she incurred Luna's wrath here and something went wrong... it was okay. She wouldn't regret it.
Swen's will was her will. And Swen—wanted to protect Lady Serphina.

Strangely, thinking about Swen made her feel like she could withstand Luna's killing intent head-on.

Luna continued to tremble for a while—
Then, letting out a light sigh—

"...Fine."

—She looked at Irene with empty, lifeless red eyes that seemed almost dead.

"You too have been deceived by that villainess, it seems."

"But Lady Serphina is completely different from the rumors—"

"Lady Irene."

Luna cut off Irene's words firmly.

"Go back."

"What...?"

"From the circumstances, you and Swen seem to be exceptionally close. I... won't do anything to earn Swen's hatred. So I won't kill you. I won't take you prisoner either. I will never... do anything that would make Swen sad."

"Lady Luna..."

Was that why she hadn't been serious in their one-on-one confrontation?

"It's okay. With time, you'll understand. Both you and my Strategist... how terrible Serphina truly is. Who will become the ruler to unify the continent."
"After all, I believe in Swen..."
—He said if I just believe in him, he'll give me the world...

—Shiver!

In that moment, Irene understood why Luna was called the Red-Eyed Dragon.
If you get on this woman's bad side... you die...!!

"Lady Irene. Please protect Swen in my place. For a man like Swen... it's not strange for one or two women to follow him. I don't intend to make Swen uncomfortable with unnecessary jealousy over such things. But."
"You must protect Swen from that villainess who is clouding his judgment. Do you understand?"

Why.
Why does she hate Lady Serphina so much—I wondered.
In truth, there probably wasn't a single lord in the continent who didn't hate Serphina.
Both Yuuri and Lynn would tremble at the mention of Serphina's name.
Lynn's country was split into three parts after public sentiment collapsed due to her alliance with Serphina, and Yuuri became a failed lord who ruined her grand plans for the world due to her desire for revenge against Serphina.
The southern continent was the same. Karelia, who easily came to power due to anti-Serphina sentiment, was a prime example.
From an outside perspective, the continent's current state was entirely Serphina's fault. After all, she had killed her entire family with her own hands and dissolved the empire.
As a result, chaos spread, and the living conditions of the territory's people plummeted.

But.
The hatred that Lunarienne before her had for Serphina... was not simply that.
It seemed even greater than Yuuri's hatred, to the point where it was frightening.

"..."

At that moment, Luna raised her hand and made a slight gesture.
With that, the soldiers parted on both sides—creating a perfect escape route.

"Lady Irene. Please take care of Swen. And tell Swen that he can return anytime. I'll be here. The strategist of our Lunarienne army... is only you, Swen."

"..."

Irene slowly bowed her head in respect.
Regardless of everything, Luna had not only refrained from taking her prisoner after defeating her in battle but had even opened a path for her to escape.
Given that Luna could have killed her at any time, Irene owed her life to her.
In such a situation, there was no need to provoke her further.

"Please convey that message. Understood?"

"...Thank you. I won't forget this kindness."

With that, Irene turned her horse and was able to escape from the Lunarienne army's encirclement.

—And.
After watching Irene disappear into the distance, Luna, still with dead eyes... muttered to herself.

"Swen, only you. Only you can be my strategist. Only you should be by my side."
"You might temporarily make wrong judgments because you've been deceived by Serphina. Because you're a kind person."

"But."

"If, just if."

"If that kindness becomes a shackle, and you say you can't leave her side because of the sympathy you feel for a woman like Serphina... that's fine. Because a Swen who's become like that is a changed Swen, so naturally I'll have to 'fix' you..."
"Serphina... I'll 'remove' her so you won't see her. Of course, all you need to do is stand by my side and see the same view as me. Just support the world I'll create."

"It's okay. I'm confident I can make you forget all about someone like Serphina, by tailoring everything to you... if you want a woman from me, I'll become a woman for you. If you want honor, I'll give you power beyond that of a ruler. Even if I become the unifying ruler and reign above all, for you... I'll be the submissive Luna, day or night, as much as you want. So."
"So, so—"


—You cannot escape from me.
The fate that binds us through our blood is absolute.

As she said this, Luna wore a faint smile.

Ch.382 - Chapter 382. The Clearest Sincerity
# Chapter Translation

I'll rewind time a bit to when Lunarienne's main force departed to capture Raclaine Castle.
Tifa was setting up camp at a fortress near Anel Castle, preparing her troops for battle.

"Tomorrow! Train as if you'll be crossing swords with the Brands army tomorrow! Understood, you brats?"

"Yes!!!"

"Your voices are too weak!!"

"Yeeeees!!!!"

"You bastards, trying to slack off again?! I'll make you run ten more laps! Understood?!"

"Yeeeeeees!!!!"

Tifa's training was incredibly harsh, but for soldiers risking their lives on the battlefield, it was also the most reliable foundation they could have.
That's why the soldiers willingly pushed their bodies to the limit again and again. Better to exhaust themselves now than die on the battlefield.

"General Tifa."

"Huh? What is it, Violet?! Want to join the training too?"

Violet shook her head skillfully, as if already accustomed to such offers.

"That's not it... It appears our main force has engaged in battle with Serphina's army stationed at Raclaine Castle as of today."

"Oh, really?! Are you certain?"

"It's been cross-verified, so it should be accurate. But why did you ask me to find this out?"

"Because it's important! What about Metz? Did he do everything I asked?"

"Preparations for deployment were completed yesterday. I believe I informed you of this at the time..."

"Ah, right. I did, didn't I? Sorry, I forgot!"

Violet merely sighed lightly at Tifa's embarrassed smile.
No matter how close they were, Tifa was essentially the second-in-command of the Lunarienne army, with power second only to Luna.
After Kail's death and Swen's departure, she was the only remaining founding contributor.
For a subordinate to sigh in front of someone of her status would normally be unforgivable—but fortunately for Violet, Tifa wasn't one to obsess over hierarchy, except during battle.

"Please try to remember that much, General. You always throw away the notes I write for you, claiming they're too bothersome to read."

"I didn't throw them away!"

"Please don't lie. Did you think I wouldn't notice my carefully written notes crumpled up and rolling around?"

"...Sorry."

Violet shook her head lightly, then asked in a noticeably more serious tone:

"So, what is your purpose, Lady Tifa?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"Pretending won't help. Your obsession with knowing when Luna will engage in battle, and constantly giving various minor orders to General Metz... It seems like you have some scheme in mind."

"What scheme! Do you think I'm that unprincipled?!"

"Yes."

"...Tsk."

Tifa let out a few laughs, then said:

"No. I'm just getting antsy sitting around doing nothing."

"...That's what I thought."

"Is that a problem?"

"Of course it is. Luna's orders were to observe the situation and stand by."

"She said to observe the situation! That means I have the discretion to decide whether to stand by or not based on the situation!"

"You know joining the Lunarienne main force now would be meaningless! Trust Luna! What if forces from Anel Castle come while you're gone?"

"Huh? Hahaha, Violet. What are you talking about?"

"What's so funny?!"

After laughing for a while and wiping away tears, Tifa said:

"When did I say I was going to where Luna is fighting?"

"What? But there's nowhere else for us to deploy except Raclaine Castle—"

"There's also above."

"...!!!"

Violet's eyes widened as she finally understood Tifa's words.

"General Tifa, you don't mean—"
—You're planning to lead troops to Anel Castle?

"How can I achieve merit by following Luna around? Anyone who could outperform that monster on the battlefield would be rumored to be a god of war. I'm not at that level."
"To achieve merit... I need to make a splash where she isn't."

"That's reckless! Absolutely not! It's even worse than sending troops to Raclaine Castle! We don't have enough forces to breach Anel Castle's walls!"

Anel Castle, known as a natural fortress.
There were countless disadvantages to invading from this direction.
The biggest issue was that due to terrain problems, they likely wouldn't be able to properly utilize siege weapons, which were essential for castle warfare.

"The notion that Anel Castle is invincible is just an outdated record from bygone days. Don't you know? Since Reika appeared, the basic methods of battle have been distorted."

"Regardless of that— wait. Reika... you mean the magician from Serphina's army?"

"Yes."

Tifa said this, then approached Violet with a grin.
Tifa's body scent tickled Violet's nose.

"You know what? The central continent has an incomparably greater amount of mana than the southern continent."

"...!"

"I want to test that out. It's annoying with Luna around. We need to capture Anel Castle anyway, right?"

"...However..."

"Violet!"

Tifa placed her large hand on Violet's shoulder and said boldly:

"You know about Swen now, right?"

"I do. But why bring that up suddenly—"

"Luna trusted Swen. No matter what he said, she trusted him. And Swen trusted Luna too. He trusted her so much that he sacrificed himself. That's the relationship between a strategist and a ruler! They trust each other!"

"...!"

"I'm not a ruler, and you're not a national strategist. But still, the relationship between a general and a clever minister is pretty similar to that between a ruler and a strategist, right? So trust me a little! Just like I trust you!"

"...Like you trust me..."

As Tifa said, she usually accepted most of Violet's suggestions.
Violet couldn't deny that she had been able to achieve meaningful military accomplishments and make a name for herself in the Lunarienne army without being overshadowed by National Strategist Ginor, largely because Tifa had kept her close and utilized her talents.

"Don't worry. I won't die. And everyone will probably be surprised."

After saying this, Tifa looked up at the sky and said:

"That someone who rivals the great magician Reika has been hiding her claws under the Red-Eyed Dragon!"

---

"Huff, huff..."

How far south had I ridden since leaving Serphina's main force?
Having galloped without proper rest, my body was under tremendous strain.
This would have been a difficult journey even in peak condition, but my current physical state was far from perfect.
Honestly, I felt like I might faint. I wanted to stop the horse and lie down anywhere to close my eyes.

But...

'There's no time for that!'

Serphina's army absolutely cannot defeat the Lunarienne army at Raclaine Castle.
My prediction was absolute. They would likely be defeated in ways ordinary people couldn't even imagine.
Currently, Irene was in charge of defense at Raclaine Castle. From her letter, it was confirmed that war had broken out.
Luna hated Serphina. And because Luna had been separated from me for a long time, there was a possibility she didn't know how much I cherished Irene.

So...

'I have to hurry!'

I... took out the pen I was carrying.
It was the sharp fountain pen I always used for drawing maps.
And with it... I stabbed my thigh.

Thunk!

"...!!!"

It hurt a bit, but it wasn't a serious wound, so the bleeding would stop soon.
Thanks to that, my nearly unconscious mind temporarily returned to its senses.

As I continued pushing south, abusing my body—

'That's...!'

What caught my eye were soldiers on horseback heading somewhere.
They were from Serphina's army. The emblem on their worn armor was that of Serphina's forces.
The direction they were coming from was... opposite me, where Raclaine Castle was located.

"Please stop for a moment!"

"Huh? What is it? Sorry, but we don't have time to—"

"W-wait! Are you perhaps Strategist Swen?!"

Thanks to the soldier recognizing the distinct emblem on my cloak and my hair color, I was able to converse without difficulty.

"I am."

"Strategist Swen...?! I-I apologize for my rudeness!"

"It's fine. More importantly... what's happening?"

"Well..."

The soldier bowed his head and spoke in a mournful tone.

"We were defeated at Raclaine Castle... and are retreating."

"!!!"

Defeat... no, I knew they would be defeated.
That wasn't what mattered.

"Can you explain in detail what happened?!"

"Well... everything was fine until the Lunarienne army approached, but suddenly an earthquake struck the Raclaine Castle area... and the castle walls... simply collapsed."

"!!!"

Was that it?
Was that the reason our army couldn't win against the Lunarienne forces even if we killed them all?
...That didn't matter now. I asked urgently, almost interrogatively:

"What about the commander... what happened to Irene?"

"The commander had departed early in the battle with a separate unit to deal with siege weapons, but after that... I'm not sure..."

"!!!!!!"

My heart sank at the mention of a separate unit.
With the castle fallen, what were the chances of a separate unit that had deeply penetrated enemy lines escaping safely?
Unless the opposing side made a foolish mistake, it would be impossible, and in the Lunarienne army, there was no one who would make such a stupid error...

'No.'

I need to stay calm.
I tried my best to hide the trembling in my voice.

"...I understand. Where were you retreating to?"

"Hisfil Castle."

"Are there more soldiers behind you?"

"I'm not certain, but we're likely the last. We barely escaped from the burning castle..."

Hisfil Castle. A place north of Raclaine Castle, and somewhere I had some connection to.
If Irene was alive, perhaps I could meet her there?

"...I'll join you. I'll head to Hisfil Castle."

"Yes, sir!"

I immediately turned my horse around and headed to Hisfil Castle with the soldiers.

---

Fortunately, Hisfil Castle wasn't too far away.
Upon arriving at the castle, I headed straight to the royal castle, forgetting my fatigue.

"S-Strategist! What brings you here—"

"Is Commander Irene here?"

The castle lord bowed his head awkwardly and said:

"The commander? I've heard news that she was defeated by the Lunarienne army at Raclaine Castle, but so far..."

"...!!!"

"I apologize. We have no news about the commander or any of the officers."

For a moment, everything went dark before my eyes, but—

'...No!'

There's no way Irene would have fallen so easily. She was such a strong person. She had always returned alive.
Even if she were captured, Luna wouldn't be the type to carelessly kill an enemy commander—but as soon as I thought that.

'The Red-Eyed Dragon of the South...'

The strange nickname given to Luna made my heart pound again.
No.
Without even properly responding to the castle lord, I ran to the castle wall.

---

Climbing onto the castle wall, I gazed endlessly toward where Raclaine Castle stood.
One or two soldiers were joining, carrying yellow flags. They appeared to be defeated troops.
Several officers who seemed to have been in charge of internal affairs at Raclaine Castle had also returned safely.

But...
No matter how long I waited, I couldn't see Irene.

'She must have been... captured.'

I clutched my trembling heart and repeated to myself.
Yes. If she was captured, we could negotiate. If she's alive, anything is possible. If I go as an envoy, it wouldn't be difficult to talk with Luna.
Being Luna, she wouldn't mistreat prisoners.

...But what if Luna never had the chance to take her prisoner?

She had gone out with a separate unit and fought deep in enemy territory.
If the walls collapsed and the forces guarding the siege weapons charged directly at Irene?
Irene was a strong general. However, that didn't mean she was invincible.
She was human. In the end, she would inevitably be defeated if confronted by hundreds of soldiers—

'No way...!!!!'

As such anxious feelings crept in.

"...!!!"

—Far away, very small.
Someone... was approaching on horseback.

---

"..."

Arriving in front of Hisfil Castle, Irene was pondering Luna's words.

—You are being deceived by Serphina.
Help open Swen's eyes to the malicious Serphina—
And that she would be waiting, so please return anytime—

'Lady Serphina...'

Was Serphina truly evil?
That person who seemed so fragile yet spoke firmly and warmly to her territory's people—was she really acting to deceive us all?
As she struggled to find an answer to this question.

"Lady Irene."

"...!!"

A very familiar voice reached her ears.
The voice of a man she had thought about hearing many times.

"Swen...?!"

Irene quickly dismounted and approached Swen, who was looking at her while catching his breath.

"What brings you here? Weren't you supposed to be joining Lady Serphina's main force and heading south?"

"..."

"S-say something! And why do you look so haggard... What happened—"

—Whoosh.

"...!!"

Irene couldn't finish her sentence.
Because Swen had pulled her into an embrace.

"S-Swen...?! S-suddenly, this is, um, that..."

Her face turned bright red as she struggled with how to react.

"...Swen?"

He was holding her in his arms, his shoulders trembling.
The man who had always shown the right path.
Who had acted nonchalant even when they were left alone in the fortress, saying there was nothing to worry about.
Who had thrown away his life as if it meant nothing... was crying.

"Damn it, Lady Irene... Lady Irene... I'm so glad... so glad you're safe..."
"I'm sorry... I've taken... such a long detour. I made you wait too long. I'm sorry..."

"I still... don't understand what you're saying..."

Swen slowly pulled back.
Then, looking directly into the eyes of Irene, who was too shocked by seeing him cry to respond properly—

"Lady Irene... will you, will you—"

——Will you marry me?

"!!!!!!"

"Will you marry me, Lady Irene? While you're alive, please become my wife..."
"I won't run away anymore... please."
"Please... become my family..."

—In that moment, he collided with the clearest truth burning in his heart.

Ch.383 - Chapter 383. What Remains Unchanged
* * *

The memory of that time still remains vivid in my mind.
The moment I first met Irene.

Irene, who was wearing her nightclothes as if she hadn't expected to meet a guest, warmly welcomed me, a foreign man of different gender who had suddenly appeared.
It must have been uncomfortable for her. Lynn's intention was to make Irene feel humiliated about being told to "accept a man."
It would have been even more so since she normally had no contact with men. How miserable must it have been to have to take in a strange man as a roommate simply on the monarch's orders?
Nevertheless, she didn't take her frustration out on me. Strictly speaking, she was my superior, so she could have blamed me if she wanted to, but she didn't.
Rather, she treated me exceptionally well. She made me warm tea and grilled meat for me. She gave up her bed so I could sleep, and even told me to stay away from her lest I suffer disadvantages for being associated with someone who had fallen out of the monarch's favor.

The warmth I felt from her then was the biggest reason I became attached to this world I had possessed into with just a gaming mindset.

Irene and I defended the northern fortress together.
She completely believed my words, which sounded absurd.
I was truly surprised when a meteor fell instead of lightning, but I think that incident gave me relatively more freedom to move around.

I betrayed the Brands army to save Irene and joined the Aishers army.
When I was abandoned by the Aishers army and handed over to Serphina's army, she followed me without question.
Except for the brief period we stayed with Lunarienne's army, Irene was essentially the person who spent the most time with me in this world.

I am a man, and Irene is a woman.
We're not far apart in age, and we've twice participated together in the unprecedented act of changing monarchs.
It would be a lie to say feelings didn't blossom between us. In fact, haven't we confirmed our feelings for each other several times since that day?
Embracing, kissing under trees in full bloom... mixing our tongues for dozens of minutes in the place where we once stayed.
Irene was my greatest shelter and the first woman who made me want to protect someone.
Just by being near her, I felt like I had found a place to stay... and naturally, she was always included in the future I envisioned.

Perhaps that's why.
I thought nothing would ever go wrong.
I thought that even in dangerous situations, Irene would be able to solve everything easily.
So I thought it wouldn't be too late to get married after resolving the issues between Luna and Serphina.
Because I had such complacent thoughts.
Because I thought Irene would never die.
That she would always be by my side no matter what.
Because I thought I could somehow protect her with my Intelligence 100 predictions—

"S-Swen..."

—I could only hold Irene in my arms and cry.

"I'm sorry, Irene... I'm just sorry for everything. For only telling you to wait, even after confirming our feelings."
"You must have felt frustrated... but you kept waiting."
"Thank you... for believing in me and not saying anything..."

"..."

I wonder how my expression looks to Irene right now.
I wanted to propose in the most handsome way possible.
To be honest, I loved Irene. And I loved Serphina, and I came to love Reika.
Even though polygamy is normal in this world, I admit that loving so many women simultaneously might not show steadfastness.
Nevertheless, what remained unchanged was— the person I would confess to first.
The person I would ask to marry me first.
The person who would become my first wife... at some point, it was always Irene.

I wanted it to be truly magnificent.
I wanted it to be an unforgettable moment for both me and Irene.
Not like this, without proper sleep, gasping for breath.
I didn't want to appear unsightly, with tears streaming down my face... like I was throwing a tantrum.

"Please marry me, Irene..."
"Please don't leave my side... please don't get involved in dangerous things."
"You don't have to do anything, just stay where I can see you..."

At the thought that I could have lost Irene, I couldn't even properly control my emotions.
It felt like something I had been holding back all this time was bursting out.
The strategist with Intelligence 100 who predicts everything, the white-haired magician, the man who creates miracles...
Strip away all those shells.
All that remained was a man who absolutely didn't want to lose Irene's breath, Irene's taste, Irene's scent... everything about her.

How many minutes did I hold her and cry like that?

"...Seems like the roles are reversed."

The woman Irene, not the female knight and commander Irene, spoke to me.

"..."

"Remember, Swen? At the fortress... when I realized I had been abandoned by Lynn. Back then, I was the one crying like a fool in your arms... but now you're crying in front of me."
"I swore then. Swen, that I would protect you... that I would be your sword and shield."
"My feelings... have remained constant since then."

"...!!"

I slowly moved away from her.
Irene, with her face completely flushed... was crying.

"The words asking me to marry you... I've been waiting for those words until this moment."
"Thank you for choosing me. Thank you for breaking the Brands army's spell. Thank you for taking my hand when everyone else turned away. The fact that I've been able to live until now... it's all thanks to you, Swen."
"...I accept your proposal..."

"Irene..."

"Not 'Lady Irene.' Swen..."

She took a step toward me.
Because she had fled hastily from the battlefield, her strong body scent tickled my nose...
Strangely enough, I never wanted to lose this smell of flesh. It felt as if I had run all the way here just to smell this scent.

"Call me Irene."

"...Irene..."

"I am yours now. Your woman. From that day until now, everything of mine has been yours... but now, there's proof of that."
"Swen. I'll serve you as your wife for life. On the battlefield, I'll be your sword and shield to protect you as a strategist. When you cry, I'll cry too. When you laugh, I'll laugh too. No matter what happens, I'll look in the same direction as you."
"All I want from you is one thing... to love me as you do now. That's all. Because you've already given me everything... your life, hope, the will to live, and... love."

"I too..."

Damn it.
There must be more elegant words.
But I couldn't think of anything.

So I just said.

"I feel the same way, Irene. Because of you... I want to see the future of this world."

I spoke words that only I would understand, that she wouldn't comprehend.

"This was a world that had nothing to do with me. But after meeting you, this place became my world. I think if you weren't here, I would have returned to my homeland."
"But because you're here... now, I have no intention of going back. I'm going to live here with you by your side."

She surely wouldn't understand what I meant.
But Irene nodded and listened to my words.
In her wavering purple eyes, there was only me.

"All of that... Irene, you created it for me."

"Swen..."

"So... stay by my side forever, Irene. ...I love you."

"...Yes. I love you, Swen."

We were outside.
Clearly, soldiers on watch in the tower might witness this.
But none of that mattered.
As if only Irene and I existed in this world... I brought my lips to hers.

With a sticky sound, our tongues mixed roughly again.
Already our third kiss.
At this moment, my mind was dominated only by Irene's taste.

* * *

Irene and I spent time together until Serphina's army arrived.
I thought about consummating our relationship right away, but... I believed that could wait until after we were formally married.
Neither Irene nor I were in physical condition for a proper relationship - and anyway, we were planning to get married.

"When our lord arrives, I'm thinking of stepping down from the commander position."

"Is that so? But Irene, there's no suitable person to take the commander position right now-"

"...Swen."

Irene puffed her cheeks and pressed her finger against my lips.

"Are you planning to call me 'Lady Irene' again?"

I had been speaking informally earlier in the heat of the moment-
Indeed, it felt difficult to adapt to speaking informally to someone I had always addressed formally.

"...W-well... you're still my superior, that hasn't changed."

"It seems your declaration of love was a lie."

"No, that's not it... it's just, I'm too embarrassed..."

"...!!"

At the mention of embarrassment, Irene's face visibly reddened.
She was truly transparent. Perhaps that's what made her comfortable to be around.

"...Hmm, well. There's a period of adjustment, I suppose. However... if you still speak formally after we're married, I'll be quite disappointed."

"I understand. By then... I'll try my best."

"Anyway, if I remain as commander... well, Swen, I won't be able to stay only where your eyes can see me..."

"...Ah."

Come to think of it, I had said something like that too.
I felt like I had said all sorts of things without any shame.

"So, I was thinking of becoming your guard knight. The national strategist position is as important as the monarch's position."

"...I'm not sure if such a position exists, but thank you anyway."

And then, a few more days passed.
The news that reached us as we spent time at Heisel Castle waiting for Serphina's main force was—

"Anel Castle... has fallen?"

—the unbelievably rapid advance of Lunarienne's army.

Ch.384 - Chapter 384. They Know No Defeat
# Chapter Translation

***

Turning back time, at Anel Castle.

"Lunarienne is coming here...?!"

Lynn asked in shock as if she couldn't believe it, but Farfalle spoke in a very serious tone, indicating she had no intention of joking.

"Yes. Tifa as Commander-in-Chief, Violet von Aingart as Chief of Staff. Tifa herself and Metz are listed as the vanguard."

"I can't believe it... What's wrong with her head?"

It was naturally unbelievable news.
Unless the Lunarienne army had gone mad, there was no reason for such a suicidal act.

When she first heard that they had declared war against Serphina's army and sent troops toward Raclaine Castle—
Lynn had internally acknowledged Lunarienne as somewhat of a worthy opponent.

Even during their one diplomatic meeting, she felt that despite Lunarienne's appearance as a rustic country girl, she was a strong person with incredible mental fortitude. At the same time, she wasn't the type to act recklessly and ruin things.
Lynn could sense this when she heard that Lunarienne was methodically returning toward her own army's position rather than rashly heading toward Anel Castle.
Even if it took more time, if Lynn had been in Lunarienne's position and decided to attack Anel Castle, she would have chosen the same approach.

But now.
With insufficient troops for a siege, they were just rushing toward Anel Castle?

"How many troops?"

"Approximately 100,000, it seems."

"What? They can deploy that many troops while still having forces sent to Raclaine Castle?"

"I suspect they might be troops brought from near Iekhida Castle... that is, from Ohana's army."

Come to think of it, the Lunarienne army had absorbed Ohana's army without shedding a drop of blood.
Hesna's army, which had formed an alliance with Lynn, met its demise due to Ohana's decision.
Aski Hesna, who had confidently declared she would become a vassal state, was now just an ordinary general under the Lunarienne army.

However.
Even with 100,000 troops, Anel Castle housed 115,000 soldiers gathered from throughout the Brands army after several rounds of conscription.
Common sense dictated that to launch a siege, one needed twice the number of troops—at least 200,000. Considering Anel Castle's terrain on a hill, which made siege weapons less effective, many, including Lynn, believed that 300,000 troops would be needed to secure victory.
Wasn't it because Lunarienne also knew this fact that she chose to retreat?

'I don't understand... did she approve such an impulsive and stupid action?'

Lynn anxiously twisted her hair with her fingers, then bit her thumbnail.

"...Farfalle. What do you think?"

"Two possibilities come to mind."

"Tell me. Anything is fine."

"First, it could be an impulsive decision by Commander-in-Chief Tifa. As you know, Tifa holds an overwhelming position as a founding member of the Lunarienne army and the second magician to appear on the continent. According to intelligence, Lunarienne has entrusted her with authority that goes beyond that of an ordinary general. While Lunarienne might not easily make decisions that could seem rash, Tifa is different. Judging by her behavior in battle, she's almost like a beast."

"And the second?"

"The second is... honestly, I have no evidence, but perhaps they're doing this because they can win. Though she's a close-combat type, Tifa is still a magician. Considering the case of Archmage Reika from Serphina's army, we can't rule out the possibility of some extraordinary method being used."

"..."

Normally, Lynn wouldn't be swayed by groundless speculation—
But this was the Lunarienne army.
From their rebel days, they had achieved the impossible: defeating the Karelia army, destroying the Roland army, swallowing the Ohana army whole, and then devouring the Hesna army without lifting a finger. They had even won a continental battle against their own overwhelmingly disadvantaged country.

And—

—The Red-Eyed Dragon of the South knows no defeat.

She, from the moment she raised the flag of the "Lunarienne Army" in the southern continent... had never once been defeated on her way here.
That fact was driving Lynn to the brink of anxiety.

"..."

"My Lord. I understand your concern, but let's think calmly. We must maintain composure in this situation."

"...I know. To be honest, we'd be better off just holding the fort without any special preparations. The enemy's siege weapons will be stopped by our archers before they climb the hill, and we can easily eliminate most of their forces by causing rockslides in the ravine. If they had more troops, it might be different... but as things stand, even a few gamblers would bet their entire fortune on our victory, given how advantageous our position is."

"Indeed. It also means there's essentially nothing we can prepare."

"...What do you mean by that?"

"Well, if our defeat is certain in this situation—wouldn't that be a matter of fate that cannot be defied?"

"...!!!"

Fate.
The word "fate," which humans can never defy, tightened around Lynn's throat.

"So we should do what we can, but approach the battle without the mindset that 'we're advantaged, so we absolutely cannot lose.'"

"You're telling me to prepare a Plan B."

"Yes."

Lynn quietly drummed her fingers on the armrest of her chair.
Plan B.
If Anel Castle were lost, there was nothing she could do for the Brands army.
Which meant—

"...Farfalle. May I share what I'm thinking?"

"Please speak, my Lord."

"..."

Farfalle dared not open her mouth.
Lynn seemed to understand why she couldn't speak.

Therefore—

"Never mind. You don't need to answer. There's no need to discuss what hasn't happened yet. Let's focus on the immediate situation."

"Yes, my Lord. I, Farfalle, swear to follow you until the end."

***

"Wow. This place is really perfect for defense, isn't it?"

Tifa, having arrived at a fortress near Anel Castle, whistled as she looked at the castle positioned on the hill.

"Um, General Tifa."

"Hm? Oh, sorry. What was your name again?"

"...Aski Hesna."

Aski Hesna.
The former ruler of the Hesna army who had transported troops here under Tifa's orders.

"Oh, right, right! Sorry. I'm terrible with names. Can I just call you the brown-haired woman?"

"I would appreciate it if you could call me by my name..."

"Sure. But you'll have to remind me a few more times."

"..."

Somehow she had managed to lead troops here, but no matter how she looked at it, this number of soldiers seemed insufficient to break through the iron-clad Anel Castle.
Even so, there was nothing she could do. Though she had once been a ruler, she had neither made any significant contribution to the Lunarienne army nor surrendered to them like Ohana had, so she had no voice in matters.

'If things look bad, I can just gather some soldiers and escape.'

At that moment.

"General Tifa."

"Oh, Violet. You're here? How's the situation?"

"Watchtowers are set up at every path, and there are numerous ballistas aimed in our direction. As you mentioned, it seems our siege weapons would be destroyed on the way up before we could even use them."

"Is that so? I thought as much. We didn't bring any siege weapons anyway, right?"

"...That's true, but..."

As Tifa said, the Lunarienne army hadn't brought a single siege weapon.
Instead, they had prepared plenty of horses. Almost 80,000 soldiers were mounted cavalry—an extraordinary formation.

"Then, let me explain one last time. I'll take the lead and neutralize Anel Castle's defenses. When the time comes, mount your horses and quickly charge up. The enemy will certainly be confused, and you can exploit that opening to enter the castle safely. Once we breach the walls, victory is ours. Understood?"

"...Understood."

"What? You still don't trust me?"

"...Honestly, I don't trust you at all. I'm even having the insolent thought that perhaps you're not in your right mind. But... if a strategist's duty is to trust their lord..."

Tifa grinned and patted Violet's head.

"Hey. You're really going to be great. Not as much as Swen, but you'll be a strategist whose name goes down in history. You're firmly stating what you think is wrong until the very end. But don't worry."

I'm a magician, after all.

"A magician..."

"You've heard about Reika, right? Does it make sense that I can't do what she can?"

Was she planning to use some long-range magic here?
But if she could do that, why hadn't she used such magic until now...
The questions were endless, but for now, it was time to trust Tifa.

"Well then, let's begin."

Tifa slowly moved away from her position—

"...!!!!"

And began gathering mana from the central continent into her body.
Soon, an aura rose from her body.

Up to this point, it was a sight everyone had seen of Tifa before.
Though she was a magician, she specialized in strengthening her own body. Her fighting style, with her glowing aura, was no less valiant than the Red-Eyed Dragon's.

—However.

"Haaaa...aaa...aaaah...!!!!!"

"...?!"

The aura emanating from her body became even more vivid.
No.
At this stage, it could no longer be called just an aura.

"Uryaaaaaaah!!!!!"

"H-her body...!!"

—As the aura began to blaze like flames across Tifa's entire body—

She charged straight toward Anel Castle.

"G-General Tifa!"
"What is this...!"

"...Everyone, calm down! We must act according to the plan she gave us!"

The soldiers were momentarily shaken, but Violet, who had heard Tifa's instructions, quickly calmed them.

Of course, the Lunarienne soldiers weren't the only ones who were surprised.

"The enemy general is suddenly charging toward us!"

"Don't be afraid! It's just one person! Fire all arrows!"

Swoosh swoosh swoosh!
Anel Castle's defense system quickly activated, but—

"Uryaaaaaaah!!!!"

Tifa ran at a speed that couldn't be considered human.
And she breached incredibly high places... simply by jumping.

"W-what?!"

"Shoot!! Respond!!"

The Brands army was clearly continuing to fire arrows.
But... Tifa was deflecting all of them.
Not a single arrow penetrated her aura; they all bounced off.
As if protected by some kind of shield, the red aura surrounding her blazed even more fiercely.

This was... a meteor!
It was like a meteor falling from the sky had taken human form—something only heard of in rumors.

"H-hiiiiiek...!!"
"She's a monster...!!!"

Tifa had been thinking about this since she discovered she could use magic.
Why couldn't she use powerful long-range magic like Reika?
She could enhance her body with an aura to become a stronger general, but from a strategic perspective, using long-range magic would be far more advantageous.
She had tried, but no matter what she did, she couldn't manifest mana in the form of long-range magic.
It wasn't completely impossible. The problem was that the power wasn't very strong.
She could only gather mana in her body; she couldn't properly utilize it by sending it outward.

So.
What if she herself became a "long-range magic entity"?
The central continent was rich in mana. If she absorbed this mana into her body, she could generate an incredibly powerful aura.
Just as Reika could fire large fireballs capable of neutralizing castle walls, if she herself became a fireball, couldn't she bring down castle walls?

Of course, the more mana she gathered in her body, the more she felt her lifespan burning away. Despite the mana flowing through her body, she could instinctively sense it.
So perhaps she would have to risk her life, but—

'If I die without even trying something I think I can do, that would be too unfair!!'

For the sake of facing Kein—Kyle, who had died before her, with dignity.
She willingly risked her life.

And so, finally arriving right in front of Anel Castle, Tifa—

"—Haaaaaaah!!!!!"

Without slowing down.
She charged her body... straight toward the castle walls.

And then—

***

"Is that... really true?"

"Yes! The Lunarienne army's magician Tifa single-handedly destroyed Anel Castle's walls, and then, taking advantage of the ensuing confusion, they sent in all their cavalry at once... The Brands army lost Anel Castle without putting up much resistance!"

The unbelievable news that reached me.
It was that Tifa had become a human weapon. No—

—A human missile.
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Anel Castle had fallen.
Anel Castle, where all troops had been concentrated and defensive facilities had been built in layers!
This wasn't simply the conquest of a single territory.
Yes. This was—essentially equivalent to the downfall of the Brands army.

"How could this... But didn't the Lunarienne army attack Raclaine Castle? I thought they would naturally focus on the war against our forces..."

The reason they entered Raclaine.
Clearly it was to bypass and attack Anel Castle.
But they also sent troops to Anel Castle from here?

"I apologize. As I'm just a common soldier, I don't think I can provide an appropriate answer to your question, Strategist."

"...No. Thank you for bringing this news."

After the soldier left, I raised my head to look at the sky.
If the Brands army falls, what will remain on the continent...

'Only two nations, the Serphina army and the Lunarienne army...'

At that moment.

"...Swen."

Irene carefully approached me.

"I think it's about time I tell you."

"Tell me what?"

"Actually, on that day when we were retreating after our defeat... I met with Duke Lunarienne."

"...!!"

Lady Irene met Lady Luna...
Does that mean the two of them actually crossed swords?

"To get straight to the point, the reason I was able to return here safely was thanks to Duke Lunarienne."

"What? Thanks to Lady Luna...?"

"She provided me with a path to retreat."

Hearing this, I was even more confused.
Why on earth...?

No, from my perspective, it was certainly something to be grateful for—
But from the Lunarienne army's standpoint, wouldn't it be strange not to capture someone as important as Irene Juliet as a prisoner?

As if reading my thoughts, Lady Irene sighed briefly and said:

"It seems Duke Lunarienne was aware of the relationship between you and me."

"By relationship..."

"She said that since you two are particularly close, she wouldn't kill me or take me prisoner. The reason being she didn't want to earn your hatred."

"She... said that?"

The first person who came to mind was Ginor.
Ginor would have seen us living together and being close in the Aishers army.
He would also know that as soon as I was abandoned by Lady Yuuri, Lady Irene defected to the Serphina army without hesitation, abandoning her lord.

"If it had been anyone other than Duke Lunarienne... I might have truly lost my life there."

"I see..."

"Duke Lunarienne was close to being a god of war. I lost my balance the moment our swords met. I wasn't sure before, but now I can say with certainty. If we were to name the strongest person on this continent—it would be Duke Lunarienne."
Seeing her add that even Chel Brands in his prime couldn't match Duke Lunarienne's current skill, it seemed she was speaking sincerely.

"Is she that powerful? Lady Luna?"

"As I've told you before, Swen, I don't understand how you don't know this. Weren't you part of the Lunarienne army?"

"Well, yes..."

I knew that Lady Luna's strength was extraordinary.
After all, she was someone who, in a woman's body, had carried me on her back and traveled a full day's journey without rest.
Still, I found it hard to believe she was at the level of a god of war. That innocent Lady Luna, a god of war?
With her nickname "Red-Eyed Dragon" and all... I felt like I didn't know who Lady Luna really was, more than I had thought.

"Anyway, Duke Lunarienne asked me to tell you that she's waiting for your return. And she was wondering why you're serving under Serphina instead of her."

"..."

Waiting, is she?
Am I doing something terrible to Lady Luna too?
Even so—I couldn't return to her right away.

"...I know, Swen. I understand. You're worried about Lady Serphina, aren't you? That's why you can't return to Duke Lunarienne's side?"

"That's right."

"However, Duke Lunarienne seemed unable to accept that fact itself. This wasn't simply the reaction of a ruler who lost talent. It was more like—it would be better to say she deeply and genuinely hates Serphina as a person."

"...I have some idea why."

"Can you tell me?"

I slowly nodded.

"Lady Lunarienne believes she lost her sister to Lady Serphina. During the succession to the throne, all the people of the Aingart family were killed, right? I think she was the lover of Algot von Aingart, who was essentially the successor."

For a moment, Irene's pupils dilated slightly—but soon, as if realizing something strange about my words, she asked again.

"Wait. 'Believes,' you said?"

"Yes."

"Does that mean Serphina didn't kill them... is that what you're saying?"

I carefully indicated my agreement.

"Yes. It's widely known that Lady Serphina was responsible for gathering the Aingart family members in one place and killing them... but I know the truth."
Lady Serphina didn't kill anyone.

"H-how can that be...!!!"

This time, even Irene couldn't hide her shock.
The most decisive reason why Serphina is hated by everyone.
It was that she cruelly murdered all her own blood relatives to usurp the emperor's throne.

"Do you have any evidence?"

"I'm sorry, but I don't have physical evidence. Only circumstantial. But... Lady Serphina considers me a strategist with the mind's eye. So I don't think she would have lied to me."

"Strategist with the mind's eye?"

I looked into Irene's purple eyes.
She was going to be my wife now. There was no need to keep secrets from family.
So—I explained everything to her in detail.

"How can this be... You can derive the correct answer just by being asked questions?!"

"Yes. She thinks of it as 'the power of the mind's eye.'"

"I see. So that's why... It feels like all the questions I've had are being answered."

"Lady Serphina doesn't know the full extent of this ability, but I don't think she would tell a lie that someone with mystical powers like me would easily detect."
"Besides, she secretly built graves and visits them regularly... If Serphina really killed them for power, would someone who values efficiency so much create graves for the princes that could later become sacred sites and tighten the noose around her own neck?"

"If Lady Serphina didn't do anything, then what was the reason for that disaster?"

"I'm not sure about that. She didn't tell me. However, if it wasn't Lady Serphina... wouldn't it be either Algot or Sidmid? They were the two people closest to the emperor's throne."
"I suspect that Lady Serphina simply took on the burden. The entire will of the Aingart Empire... something like that."

From what I'd heard, Serphina had reportedly kept a low profile until the very end, then revealed her witch-like nature and massacred the princes.
Thinking about it, it was an extremely artificial conclusion. Keeping a low profile meant she wasn't remarkable and had no significant power base, so how could she, not being a magician, single-handedly kill all the influential princes?

"Then Lady Serphina... is merely atoning for Aingart's sins...?"

"...Yes."

"How could..."

Tears began to fall from Irene's purple eyes.
It's a devastating situation. Honestly, I felt like crying too.
Even now, when I close my eyes, I can see Lady Serphina's pitiful face as she said she didn't do it.

"Swen... so that's why you decided not to leave Lady Serphina's side..."

"...Well, that's not entirely it."

"Hmm...?"

To her, who was carefully wiping her tears with a handkerchief, I—
I, who just days ago had proudly said "please marry me"—

"I love Lady Serphina."

"!!!"

I was brazenly admitting that I loved another woman as well.

"So, I couldn't leave. Because I can't leave the side of someone I love."

"I see..."

Irene seemed shocked by my statement and momentarily turned pale.
But she quickly regained her composure and said:

"Then Swen, is it alright for us to marry first? If Lady Serphina also has feelings for you, I think it would be proper to take Lady Serphina, who is the ruler, as your first wife..."

So this really is a polygamous world view.
That seemed to be what Irene was worried about.
Well, she was the one who had said we should get along well if I brought a new wife.

Anyway.
My answer to that was the same.

"No. My first wife will be you, Lady Irene."

"...!!"

"We've shared so many life-and-death experiences together. Since we met on Eastwood Street in Anel Castle, until now... it has never changed. My first wife will be you, Lady Irene."

"S-Swen..."

Lady Irene bowed her head deeply, blushing to her ears.
Finding her so cute, I unconsciously stroked her head.

"I think Lady Serphina will understand too. So you don't need to worry too much about that issue."

"...Okay."

After a few minutes had passed.

"Swen."

"Yes?"

"...Right now, neither you nor I are in proper physical condition."

"That's true."

I was still feeling the aftermath of the forced march, and Irene's wounds from the battlefield had not yet fully healed.

"And we haven't held our wedding ceremony yet..."

"That's right."

In any case, I wanted to tell Lady Serphina and Ms. Reika.

"Even after the ceremony, it will be difficult for us to have a normal married life for a while. We're in a war situation, I'm a general, and you're a strategist."

"That's true."

But why is she suddenly talking about this?

"So... saying this might make me seem like an improper woman, but..."

Lady Irene said that and then fidgeted for a while longer—
Then, turning her head with a bright red face, she looked into my eyes and said:

"I... I want to have Swen's baby."

"!!!!!!"

—As she said, she had just uttered something incredibly improper.

"Will you... make a baby with me...?"

"No, um... that..."

"You don't want to...?"

I couldn't help but flinch at her fragile voice as she tilted her head and looked at me.
Don't want to?

"...How could I... not?"

"Okay... I'll be waiting..."

My face was burning so much that I couldn't say anything.
How could she say such things so casually?
When I carefully turned my head to look at her, I saw her smiling broadly.

"Please... make one with me."

"...Yes."

Thump, thump...
The pounding of my heart proved that I was alive.
And it was beating fiercely as if to prove that Lady Irene was alive too.

* * *

The news of Anel Castle's fall.
Luna, who had been handling the aftermath of the battle at Raclaine Castle, immediately headed to Anel Castle upon hearing the unbelievable news.
And what Luna saw upon arriving at Anel Castle was—

"...Hey... Luna."

"...!!"

Covered in bandages from head to toe, hovering between life and death—her childhood friend, Tifa.
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Luna sat beside Tifa, barely managing to hold her hand.

"What... what happened to you, Tifa...?"

"It's... nothing. Just... earning my keep...."

"What are you saying...!!! Tifa, you too... you too for me...!!"

"Lord!"

At that moment.
As Luna's emotions began to intensify, Violet, who was standing beside her, desperately intervened.

"It's alright. According to the medical examination, fortunately, her life is not in danger. Since she reinforced her body with mana while breaking through the castle wall, I can't say there was no impact at all... but she didn't reach the brink of death."

"That's not the point...! She's injured so badly...!!!"

"...Luna."

Tifa looked at Luna and spoke.
Her voice, which was always playful, had become unprecedentedly serious.

"You're planning to fight Serphina, aren't you...?"

"...Yes."

"You know that even you would struggle if you open a second front without dealing with the Brands army first, right?"

"I know. But I can't sacrifice you...!!"

"It's not a sacrifice."

"!!!!"

"A general... acted independently to achieve merit... without your approval. If you call this a sacrifice... it makes what I did seem... meaningless, doesn't it?"

"Tifa...."

"I told you... I would see you... unify the continent."

Tifa's decision.
Whether it was efficient or not—honestly, looking at the results alone, it was such an overwhelming advantage for Lunarienne's army that it could be considered beyond the threshold of efficiency.

She had cleared Anel Castle.
The initial decision to "bypass Anel Castle for the attack" was made because there was confidence that Anel Castle could not be easily cleared.
Ginor had also said, "Rather than forcibly attacking Anel Castle, since the Brands army has no option but to hold out, it's better to bypass and attack."
But all these discussions required the premise that Anel Castle could not be conquered—and Tifa had essentially shattered that premise.

If this wasn't efficient, what would be?

"Even so... even so."

"So instead of talking about sacrifice or whatever... praise me... for doing well."
"It's not like I actually died... I won't be able to fight for a while, but still... I achieved something, didn't I?"
"I'm a general. Fighting on the battlefield... is my destiny. You know that well, don't you?"

"..."

Luna's eyes filled with tears again as Tifa spoke with bandages wrapped tightly around her.

"Why are you... crying over something so trivial? If old man Kein were watching from heaven... he'd sigh."

"Tifa...."

Luna firmly grasped Tifa's hand.
Warmth. The intense warmth that could only be felt from someone still alive emanated from her weakened hand.

"Thank you, Tifa. I'll never forget the achievement you've made...."

"Well, I'll join you once I'm fully recovered... so take care of Serphina. Got it?"

"...Yes."

After Luna left—
Violet, who had been silently watching the situation, finally burst into tears.

"Sob...!"

"Hey, what's wrong...? Everything turned out fine. We're... heroes."

"But you lied. You said there was no threat to your life...."

"How is that a lie...? That's the truth."

"But, but... now—"

—You can barely see anymore...

"..."

The price she paid for pushing her magical power to its limit and projecting herself forward.
It was her eyesight.
She hadn't become completely blind. But... her vision was no longer as clear as before.
The doctors said that since it was related to mana, they couldn't detect any physical abnormalities.
In other words—while her eyes as organs were physically fine, for some reason she had partially lost her vision.

"Hey, that's... fine. We'll figure something out somehow. And well... there are many blind great generals, right? As long as I can swing a sword, what does it matter? It's better than... losing an arm or leg."

"That's not true...."

Tifa looked at the sobbing Violet, let out a short sigh, and—

"...I'm truly sorry."

"...!!"

For perhaps the first time in her life, she apologized in a sincere tone.

"...Why?"

"Well, I... I was surprised to hear words I never thought would come from Tifa's mouth...."

"...Ha, you disrespectful brat...."

Tifa laughed emptily.

A crucial piece for the unifying monarch Lunarienne—
She had fulfilled that role extremely faithfully.

* * *

"You've arrived, my lord. I request your decision regarding the prisoners."

"Thank you for your hard work, Metz."

Metz, who had been serving as the temporary castle lord, brought all the prisoners from the Brands army.

There were a total of 9 captured generals. Unfortunately, it seemed they couldn't secure Lynn Brands, the ruler.
Luna dealt with them one by one. Of course, it didn't take long.

"Release... you say?"

"Yes, Mr. Beluga. You may return to the Brands army."

Luna deliberately chose not to punish them.
There was no need. The Brands army, having lost Anel Castle, was now like a cornered rat no matter what they did.
Rather than killing them and creating resentment, keeping them alive opened the possibility of them becoming subordinates in the future—Ginor also agreed with Luna's opinion.

"...You'll regret this, Lunarienne."

"Will I? Then make me regret it."

Some among them changed their allegiance.

"From today, I swear to serve Lady Lunarienne."
"Meeting the person who will become our new ruler makes me feel clear-headed."

"I see. I look forward to working with you until the moment we defeat Serphina."

Luna smiled and sincerely welcomed their defection.
The real enemy was Serphina's army. Even a single person's help was crucial for Luna's army.

And then.

"..."

Finally, one of the most prominent prisoners was dragged out and made to kneel.

"...Hello, Lady Cecile."

Cecile Lohengrin.

The woman who had most fiercely opposed Vanessa, claiming "we must trust Lady Lunarienne" while Vanessa insisted "we must never trust Lunarienne."
The fact that she had been captured by Lunarienne could certainly be called an irony of chaotic times.

"...Kill me."

"I'm sorry, but I have no intention of doing that."

"What?"

Cecile, who had been hanging her head, raised it and glared at Luna.
Killing intent.
In front of the Crimson-Eyed Dragon whom everyone feared, Cecile glared at her with murderous intent.

"If you don't kill me now, the next to die will be you, Lunarienne. Did you think you could stab Karelia in the back—the person who trusted and employed you despite the opposition of her ministers—and get away with it?!"

"Lady Cecile. Think carefully. Did you approve of Vanessa's governance style?"

"How could I?! But no matter what, how can a retainer justify stabbing their lord in the back?!"

"...The same mistake."

"!!!"

"Lady Karelia told me. She told me not to make the same mistake. I just listened to those words. That's all."
"If Lady Karelia hadn't been manipulated as if she had lost all authority to Vanessa, this wouldn't have happened. Vanessa's blade was aimed at me... and I just responded to it. That's all."

"Lunarienne Iniang...!!!"

After muttering Luna's name for a while, Cecile finally shouted in a voice full of anger.

"If you're so great, then kill me! Isn't it obvious that keeping me alive will be a mistake for you?!"

At that moment.

"No."

"What...!"

Luna, with the light gone from her eyes.
Like an empty doll, she spoke nonchalantly.

"Lady Cecile. You are not a threat to me."

"What...?"

"Rather, killing you would unnecessarily create friction with the widely spread Lohengrin family and Lohengrin trading company in the west. So, I have no intention of killing you."

"Not... a threat...?"

"Yes."

Luna nodded repeatedly, then—
In an extremely cold tone that felt suffocating—

"You can't kill me even if I let you go, can you?"

"!!!!!!"

"So, for my sake... keep on living. Understood?"

With those words, Luna gave a slight eye-smile.
...It was benevolent.
Cecile couldn't even speak due to the fear crawling up her spine at that warm smile—identical to the benevolent smile that had once shaken her.

"Release this person."

"Yes, sir!!"

After Cecile, who had ultimately saved her life—

"This is the last one."

"Yes."

At Ginor's unusually solemn words, Luna nodded with determination.
Right.
There was one more major figure among the prisoners.

"..."

The one dragged out was an intellectual-looking woman with distinctive purple hair—the strategist Farfalle.

"Hello. You're Farfalle, correct?"

"...That's right. It's unfortunate that my first meeting with the Crimson-Eyed Dragon is like this."

Farfalle spoke in a calm tone, then—
Turned her head toward Ginor standing nearby.

"It's been a long time, Master. This is the first time I've seen you since my days studying at Aingart Academy."

"...Indeed."

"As expected of my master, you've chosen your lord with uncanny accuracy. When I heard you were serving under Yuuri, I honestly wondered why someone of your caliber would serve under that woman."

"What about Lynn? I didn't think she was the type to be swayed by your words."

"She was brilliant enough that no one could stop her when she was focused. ...The problem was that it was too late."

Farfalle nodded lightly, then—
Addressed Luna.

"Please decide my fate, Lady Lunarienne."

"Lady Farfalle. Would you consider serving under me and elevating your name—"

"I decline."

"...I heard you had many hardships serving under Lynn Brands."

"Since I chose those hardships myself, it's fine."

Would recruitment not be possible?
If she would join, Luna could build a much better strategist team than the current situation where she relied on Ginor and Violet—
But it seemed impossible as expected.

"..."

Luna glanced lightly at Ginor.
Ginor silently nodded his head three times slowly.
Two nods meant it was okay to release her. Three nods meant... imprison her as a captive.
Farfalle was a capable general. No matter how much they had pushed back the Brands army, releasing a skilled enemy general was dangerous.
Moreover, although she was currently under the Brands army, there was no guarantee she wouldn't join Serphina, was there?
It would be more efficient to imprison her and take time to persuade her. It would be hellish for Farfalle, but isn't that what defeat meant?

Luna closed her eyes and thought.
Should she make the efficient choice Ginor suggested?
Or...

"...Lady Farfalle."

"Speak."

"You know Swen, don't you?"

"...!"

Farfalle was startled and looked at Luna with a pale face.
Of course she knew him. Swen was... a general they had taken from Lunarienne.

"You know him, right?"

"...Yes."

"What kind of person was he?"

"He was a strange person. He made absurd claims, but looking back, they were all correct. Because of his ability, my judgment was clouded, and I ended up being betrayed. But I don't understand why you're asking about this..."

Since Luna was the original ruler, there was a high possibility she knew about Swen's abilities, wasn't there?
However, rather than answering Farfalle's question, Luna only asked what she wanted to know.

"A misjudgment, you say?"

"I trusted him deeply. I wanted to use his abilities for the Brands army. If I had doubted him even a little, the Brands army wouldn't have collapsed to this extent."

"...I see."

Luna closed her eyes and slowly nodded.
And then—

"I will release you."

"...Pardon?"

Unlike the surprised Farfalle—
Luna spoke in an extremely calm tone as if it were only natural.

"Thanks to your trust in Swen, he was able to achieve what he wanted. I don't know the details, but if it's true that Swen wanted to leave the Brands army, there must be a reason."

"No... you're releasing me for that reason...?"

"Yes."

It was truly strange.
Her mind, which had been calm despite being prepared for death, began to waver, and she suddenly felt goosebumps.
What was Swen to Lunarienne?
Looking at it coldly, even if he was once under her command, wasn't he now serving Serphina?
Moreover, as a national strategist, the fact that he hadn't returned to Lunarienne's army even in the current situation suggested he was nothing more or less than a "former subordinate"...

That question remained unresolved.
Luna had no intention of continuing the conversation.

"Release this person."

"Yes, sir!"

"..."

Thus, the treatment of prisoners at Anel Castle came to an end.
The result was that everyone was released except those who were recruited, without a single person being imprisoned or killed.
Nevertheless, one thing became certain—

—The downfall of the Brands army had become a foregone conclusion, just like the Aishers army before it.

Ch.387 - Chapter 387. Brans' Final Choice
# Heisel Castle

At a location not far from Anel Castle, Lord Lynn was receiving desperately grim news from the released prisoners.

"I see? Yoo-an and Marida have gone over to their side."

"...I'm deeply ashamed, Lord."

"No, don't be. I'm the defeated commander. Since then, I have no right to say anything about them choosing to serve someone else. I'm just glad that at least you all have returned."

"Lord...!"

"Don't cry, Beluga."

While encouraging each returned prisoner one by one—
I noticed Cecile, who looked visibly downcast.

"Cecile."

"..."

"...You seem to be having a hard time."

It was an unprecedented situation where she didn't respond even when called by her lord—
But Lynn was no longer the self-centered woman who would nitpick over such matters.

"I'm sorry, Cecile. I was too weak to fulfill your request to stop Lunarienne. I never thought... we would lose Anel Castle so easily..."

"...Lord..."

Cecile stood with clenched fists, unable to say anything.

"...Go inside and get plenty of rest. Understood?"

"...Thank you. I will follow your command..."

After sending away all the repatriated prisoners.
Only one person remained.

"Lord."

"..."

The female strategist with purple hair.
The woman who was said to be the smartest in the Central Continent.
And the one who remained by her side until this very moment.

That's when it happened.

"...Lord?!"

Farfalle froze in shock.
Because Lynn had... suddenly embraced her.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry, Farfalle. Because of me... because of me, you..."

"Lady Lynn..."

Lynn's shoulders trembled incessantly.
—She was crying.
The once unbreakable, proud Lord Lynn Brands who had continued forward even after being defeated once... was now sobbing pitifully before her subordinate.

"I'm sorry we lost Anel Castle too. I'm sorry I couldn't defeat Lunarienne. I'm sorry I shamelessly saved my life and escaped alone..."

"Protecting the lord's life in dangerous situations is a retainer's natural duty. How could you apologize for that?"

"But..."

Lynn knew.
That it was over now.
That there was no way for her to stop Lunarienne anymore.

"In the end, I couldn't protect the Brands army. I can't face my brothers, and I've lost all dignity to face Irene..."
"If I had known this would happen... I shouldn't have driven Irene away."
"I should have... listened to your advice to utilize her..."

Where had it all gone wrong?
Surely, the Brands army had been the most brilliant nation on the continent.
Unlike the Serphina army, which couldn't properly control even the North due to successive rebellions, the hearts of the Central Continent all looked to the throne of Brands.
She had thought that once the Aishers army was dealt with, they could quickly take over places like the Southern Continent.
And yet...

"..."

Farfalle too couldn't say anything.
Speaking about what would be best for the Brands army now would be cruel to her.
Farfalle knew as well as Lynn did that the Brands army could no longer stop Lunarienne's forces on their own.

If only.
If only she had abilities like Swen.
Then she could have dropped a huge boulder from the sky.
Or if she could at least use magic like Reika, the great magician of the North, or Tifa, who was instrumental in bringing down Anel Castle, she wouldn't have been so helplessly defeated but could have done something...
But in this era, there was no place for the defeated.
Regardless of excuses, it was a terrible time when the defeated simply disappeared into the annals of history. That was all.

As Lynn, who had been crying in her arms for a long time, gradually began to calm down,
Farfalle opened her mouth to offer what would probably be her last advice as a strategist.

"Lady Lynn. We now have three options left."

"...Tell me."

"With Anel Castle breached, we cannot stop Lunarienne's army. The conquest of the Western Continent is only a matter of time, and our territory in the north will soon collapse as well."
"We lack troops and have no magicians. We might receive help from the Serphina army, but that too would be temporary. Without reclaiming Anel Castle, it would likely be a meaningless action that would only slightly extend our lifespan. And... the Serphina army, of all people, must know this fact."

"...Yes."

"First, we can simply hold out. It's already too late to march troops to the Western Continent, and since we have few forces in the West, we could abandon that area and retreat as close as possible to the Serphina army's border, lock the gates, request reinforcements from the Serphina army, and gradually extend our survival. Whether this strategy can stop Lunarienne's army is uncertain... but it might at least buy time for the Serphina army to face Lunarienne's forces. Though even that isn't certain..."

"And?"

"Second, you could abdicate and preserve your safety. Opportunities only come to those who are alive. Even Lunarienne, who is now called the Red-Eyed Dragon of the South and has conquered the Southern Continent, was once just a ruler of a small nation that couldn't even match us. She too survived close calls with death and succeeded. Just as no one predicted that a rebellion would occur in the Karelia army, no one can be certain what will happen in the world. No one can be sure that an opportunity won't come to us."

"...I expected that much."

Lynn, with her haggard face, slowly released the embrace and looked into Farfalle's eyes.

"Hold out or go into hiding... I anticipated those two options. I know that's all I can do now. But... Farfalle, you said there were three options?"
"What's the third one...?"

The emotion in Lynn's trembling voice was not curiosity but fear.
As if she wasn't asking because she truly had no idea what the third method might be—
But rather as if she were pleading, asking if that was really all there was.

Farfalle also noticed Lynn's unspoken signal—
But unfortunately, the room for maneuver for a defeated ruler could never be widened.

"The third option. ...Surrender to Serphina."

"...!"

"We have a hostile relationship with Lunarienne's army. For the ambitious Lunarienne Iniang, it would be presumptuous to think that our surrender, which is practically already decided to be conquered, would benefit them. Accepting our surrender would mean giving up the maximum benefit they would gain from conquering us. Namely—"
—Lady Lynn's life.

"!!!"

"From Lunarienne's perspective, leaving alive Lynn Brands, who once held the position of ruler of the Central Continent and still maintains high recognition there, would be much more uncomfortable than shedding blood. So even if we express our intention to surrender, they wouldn't accept it. To avoid future troubles, they would certainly capture and kill Lady Lynn directly."

"..."

Lynn couldn't say anything.
If she were Luna, she wouldn't have spared someone like herself either.
Considering her actions on her way to this position, she must be a much more meticulous woman than I am, who missed the opportunity to kill a minor nation's ruler.

"But from Serphina's perspective, it's different. Even if we've essentially lost the territories in the Western Continent, from the North's viewpoint, most of the territories including Heisel Castle would seem quite valuable. Though not many remain, our troops and armed forces would also seem decent to the Serphina army, which has lost most of its generals to rebellion. Crucially, our Brands army and the Serphina army are already maintaining a de facto alliance, aren't we? So internal confusion is also unlikely to be prolonged."

"Serphina..."

"Of course, there was a time when the country was divided into three parts because we joined hands with Serphina... but the situation then and now is very different. Anyway, only the Serphina army and Lunarienne's army remain on the continent. The Serphina army has something to gain, and we have something to offer. This moment is the last opportunity to maximize the value of the Brands name. Of course, this is only possible if Serphina accepts..."

Lynn slowly closed her eyes.
Down with Serphina.
She had raised her flag solely for that purpose, yet in the end, she would have to serve under her?

"Whatever decision you make, I will serve Lady Lynn until the end. Please choose freely."

"..."

Surprisingly, Lynn's deliberation didn't last long.
As things stood, she couldn't continue Cecile's dream. Nor her brothers' dreams.
At the very least, for Cecile's sake, who had funded all the guild's money for her when she was at her lowest, she didn't want to be defeated by Lunarienne's army like this.
And... Irene was with the Serphina army.
Of course, she knew Irene wouldn't want this, but... she sincerely wanted to do something that might help her, even a little.

Lynn carefully parted her pink lips.

"I—"

# * * *

A few days after receiving the shocking news that Anel Castle had fallen.

"Has the lord's main force arrived?"

"Yes."

"I understand. I will immediately prepare for an audience."

It seemed that Lady Serphina's main force had finally arrived at Hisfil Castle.
I quickly made my way to meet her.

Ch.388 - Chapter 388. I Cannot Be Your First
# Chapter Translation

Outside the castle gate.
I stood at the front with Irene, escorting our Lord as she descended from the carriage.
As the Corps Commander and National Strategist, it was only natural for the two of us to take the lead.

"Welcome, my Lord."

As Irene bowed respectfully, Serphina extended her hand to acknowledge her hard work.

"Irene. Thank you for managing the Central Continent while I was away. Without you, I could not have successfully suppressed the rebellion at Aingart Castle."

"I merely fulfilled my duty as your subject."

After finishing her greeting with Irene, she slowly approached me.

"Swen."

"...?"

I kept my head bowed, but when she remained silent for a long moment, I became curious and was about to slightly raise my head when—

Suddenly, with a rush.

"...!!"

Serphina embraced me tightly.

"My Lord...?"

"...I missed you."

I wasn't the only one surprised; Irene, who was watching, also seemed taken aback by this unexpected situation, her face flushing.

"I missed you, Swen. I understand it was a necessary request, but being apart from you... now feels more frightening to me than any trial. Being without the only ally who was always by my side... was too unsettling."

"Lady Serphina..."

"I apologize for being childish. But... I hope you understand that restraining myself any further would be too much, even for me."

I silently stroked Serphina's back.
Though the soft sensation made me a bit nervous... I didn't want to run away out of embarrassment.
The intense citrus scent, now as familiar as a mother's embrace, enveloped my entire body.

"...I missed you too."

We silently shared each other's warmth for a moment.
Glancing at Irene... she was watching us with what seemed like a touched expression.
Having heard about Serphina's personal circumstances from me, she seemed to be having various thoughts of her own.

After we ended our brief embrace.

"Well. This may be sudden, but I have something to tell you."

"I also have several important matters to report to you, my Lord."

Serphina's golden eyes gleamed at my words.

"Reports, you say? Coming from none other than you, Swen, I'm curious about what you consider important."

"You may speak first if you wish, my Lord."

"No. Let me hear your story first."

When she insists like that, well, as her subject, I should follow her command.

"First, Anel Castle has fallen. I heard that General Tifa of Lunarienne's army made quite an impact as a mage."

"I heard about that as well. It was an inevitable situation."

"Is that so?"

I thought she wouldn't have received the news since they would have been marching in formation toward this place...
Perhaps she had been gathering intelligence on her own while continuing the march?

"Besides that... due to Lunarienne's declaration of war, we lost Laclaine Castle to their forces."

Serphina tilted her head slightly and said:

"Is that so? I heard about the declaration of war, but so they've actually occupied the castle. When I heard about Anel Castle, I thought they had diverted their forces there... It seems we need to recognize that the Lunarienne army has the capability to operate on two fronts."

She heard about Anel Castle but not about Laclaine Castle?
Though the two events happened almost simultaneously... there seemed to be some missing link I wasn't aware of.

"I am deeply sorry, my Lord."

In response to Irene's words, Serphina extended her hand in a gesture indicating it was fine.

"How many could have predicted that the Lunarienne army would suddenly unify the Southern Continent and push toward us, especially when our elite troops were all sent to suppress the rebellion? I understand it must have been an extremely difficult battle for you. So, instead of apologies, I would appreciate better results in the future."

"I will keep that in mind."

"And secondly, this is somewhat personal, but..."

"What is it?"

I glanced at Irene.
Since she had just witnessed the embrace between Serphina and me, she must understand what kind of relationship we had.
Irene slowly nodded.
For both Irene and Serphina's sake, I needed to clearly state what needed to be said.

"I plan to marry Irene."

"!!!!!!"

It was amusing.
She had barely reacted when hearing about Laclaine Castle's fall, dismissing it as something that could happen, but now she stared at me with wide eyes at the mere news of marriage.

"I intend to formally take Lady Irene Juliet as my wife."

Serphina stared at me for a long time, unable to speak, and then—

"...I see."

She said that with a somewhat bitter smile.

"As I expected, I cannot be your first, can I?"

"That's—"

I quickly gestured to stop Irene who was about to say something—

"I believe that deceiving my own heart just because you are my Lord would ultimately be deceiving you, Lady Serphina."

"...Your words are true."

"My feelings were sincere then and remain so now. I hope you understand that."

"I do."

Serphina remained silent for a moment with her head bowed—
Then, smiling, she looked at Irene.

"I apologize, Irene. Though I was unaware, I ended up embracing your husband-to-be."

"Apologize? Not at all, my Lord! I just..."

Irene hesitated for a while, not knowing what to do—
Finally, as if resolved, she looked directly at Serphina with her violet eyes shining.

"As your subject, what I'm about to say might seem presumptuous..."
"But if I were to have a family..."

"...!"

"Having lost my father at a young age and essentially becoming an orphan—if I were to have a family, I would sincerely wish for someone like you, Lady Serphina."

"Irene..."

"So if you were to marry Swen in the future... I would like us all to live happily together as a family. Whether I'm first or second doesn't matter to me at all. If I dare to love the person my Lord loves... such order is merely a secondary concern."

Serphina blinked her golden eyes as she looked at Irene—
Then, letting out a slight laugh, she spoke with a somewhat more relaxed expression.

"Irene, I think I understand why Swen loves you so much."

"..."

"...Thank you for accepting me as family. I too am essentially an orphan like you..."
"Irene, having a woman like you as family... would truly make me happy as well."

Feeling the atmosphere becoming too heavy, I changed the subject to lighten the mood.

"By the way, didn't you say you had something to tell us, my Lord?"

"Yes. If circumstances had allowed, we could have had a more personal conversation... but unfortunately, the current situation doesn't permit that."

Serphina, who had momentarily appeared vulnerable after the marriage news, returned to her usual commanding presence as she looked at me.

"Swen. While marching toward this place, I received an envoy."

"An envoy, you say?"

"Yes."

Marching with a large number of soldiers naturally took quite a long time.
Unless forced marching, they would have to set up base camps to rest along the way, and if the ruler was among them, encountering an envoy wouldn't be unusual.

The issue was—
The number of countries that could send envoys was limited.

'There are three countries remaining on the continent.'

The Lunarienne army, the Brands army, and our Serphina army.
The Lunarienne army sending an envoy? Absurd. They had just declared war, and although they had captured some of our generals as prisoners, even if they wanted to conduct diplomacy, they wouldn't need to send an envoy first as the capturing side.
So it must be the Brands army, and if they sent an envoy to us, there could only be one reason.

"Did the Brands army request reinforcements?"

Despite losing Anel Castle and being in a precarious situation, they could have held out to some extent if the Serphina army joined forces.
But even that seemed strange. It would merely be prolonging the inevitable; having lost Anel Castle, the Brands army could no longer exert significant influence on the continent.

Hearing my words, Serphina drew an alluring curve at the corner of her mouth, as if finding it amusing.

"You're right about it being the Brands army, but it seems you haven't figured out why they sent the envoy."

"...?"

Serphina immediately erased her smile and spoke in the serious tone of a ruler.

"The Brands army has expressed their intention to surrender."

"!!!"

Surrender.
The Brands army... to the Serphina army?
That proud Lynn, to our Serphina army whom she had every reason to hate, and she proposed it first?
As I realized why Serphina knew about Anel Castle but not about Laclaine Castle—

"That can't be...!"

Irene, who was standing beside me, couldn't hide her shock at something she never imagined possible.
What must it feel like to witness the ruler who once oppressed and tried to kill her now surrendering to her new lord?

"They said they would surrender all remaining territories and armed forces. The Western Continent is essentially lost since it can't be accessed without going through Anel Castle... but what do you think, Swen?"

"Well, there's not much to think about..."

Very simply.
Setting aside all cause and effect, looking just at the conclusion—there was no reason not to accept the surrender.

First, the talent pool. The Serphina army currently appeared to be a powerful nation, but successive rebellions had devastated our pool of talented individuals.
The Aingart Castle rebellion had put the final nail in the coffin. In conclusion, Nathan Al Caski had essentially committed suicide while holding most of the Serphina army's armed forces in his hands.
We had to fill all the administrative positions at Aingart Castle with novices, and even Iolline, who took the role of castle lord, was a rookie who had been appointed less than a year ago.

Second, territory.
Despite the loss of Anel Castle, if the Brands army joined us, we could definitely take control of the Central Continent.
Currently, the left side of the Central Continent was occupied by the Brands army and part of the right side by our forces—if we absorbed the Brands army, the map would look much prettier.
Additionally, unlike the central-eastern region, the central-western continent had been spared from the epidemic's impact thanks to Lynn's tightly closed borders. It was the best choice for replenishing our forces.

'I see.'

So that's why they offered to surrender to our army.
Unlike the Lunarienne army, our army could gain quite a lot by taking over the Brands army.

However, the biggest issue was whether to keep Lynn Brands alive—
I wondered if it was right to accept someone who had once tried to kill none other than Lady Irene.

"Swen."

At that moment.
Irene approached me and spoke, as if reading my thoughts.

"I'm fine with it. I don't care about the past. I left all such lingering feelings behind at the Northern Continent fortress when I was with you."

"Lady Irene..."

"Whatever conclusion you reach, I'll trust your judgment, so please don't feel burdened."

"..."

My judgment, is it?
Yes.
I suppose it's fine to ask my Intelligence 100 brain.
Thanks to Serphina asking "what do you think," I was able to input the question.

'Is accepting the Brands army's surrender an efficient method?'

[It's the most efficient method available.]

As I expected, it was an efficient method, but... once again, the qualifier "available" appeared.
At some point, my predictions always came with ambiguous prefixes like "available" or "in the current situation."
By now I should suspect something was amiss, but now was the time to do what needed to be done.

"My Lord. Please accept the Brands army's surrender."

Serphina nodded in agreement with my words.

"I also thought that would be most efficient. Since even Irene says it's fine, there's no need to hesitate further."

Looking at Serphina who had made up her mind—
I, rather belatedly, came to fully realize the current situation.

The Lunarienne army.
And the Serphina army.

The fact that the continent had finally been divided into two powers.
Everything was flowing exactly as predicted by Intelligence 100, to a frightening degree.

Ch.389 - Chapter 389. Even If The Whole World Becomes Your Enemy
After the conversation with Serphina ended.
Irene and I also shared the news of our marriage with Ms. Reika.

"You're finally getting married...!! Congratulations to both of you...!!!"

"Thank you."

Far from being jealous, Reika's eyes sparkled as she sincerely congratulated us.

"Lady Irene, I'm truly, truly happy for you... You've wanted to marry Swen for so long."

"W-when did I ever say such things—!"

"You didn't...? From what I could see, you were practically screaming 'I want to get married' all this time..."

"T-that's... that's not... I mean... I'm not saying it's not true... ugh..."

Lady Irene's face turned bright red as she looked at me, which was adorable.
And the way she couldn't bring herself to deny that she "wanted to marry me" was equally lovable.

At that moment.

"Oh, by the way... when you get married, what will happen with your surnames?"

"Surnames?"

"Yes. Normally, the wife, Lady Irene, would take her husband Swen's surname... but Swen doesn't have a surname."

It was an important issue I hadn't considered, and her casual mention of it gave me pause.

"Now that you mention it, that's true. I hadn't thought about it."

"O-of course, not having a surname... in this day and age, what does it matter...! It's just..."

"No, I'm not criticizing... Lady Irene, what do you think?"

Irene slowly nodded.

"Swen, I'm fine with whatever you want. There's no need to continue the Juliet name if you don't wish to."

Irene nodded as she spoke, but I could guess what was worrying her.

If I became "Swen Juliet," then automatically my second wife, Lady Serphina, would also take my surname and become "Serphina Juliet."
For someone else, even someone like Lady Reika becoming "Reika Juliet" wouldn't be an issue, but Lady Serphina was different.
The Aingart name was Serphina's army itself. Of course, with the continent now divided in two, the importance of the Aingart name had somewhat diminished.

"...There's no need to decide right now."

Since the right to decide the surname issue belonged to me as the husband, we could take our time with this matter.

"I'll let you know later. For now, let's proceed without changing surnames."

"I'll follow your wishes."

"If that's what you say, Swen..."

After our conversation with Reika, several days passed.

The first news we received was that the Brands army had officially surrendered to our forces.
It was certainly advantageous for us that Lynn Brands, the ruler, and Farfalle, the national strategist, along with many B to C-rank generals who had supported the Brands army, were now joining our forces.
No matter how I looked at it, this was nothing but beneficial, yet this was "merely" the most efficient method...
Though I had my suspicions, this was simply the best we could do in our current situation.

Lady Serphina apparently appointed Lynn to continue governing that region as castle lord.
Normally, former lords were rarely accepted even as subordinates, let alone as castle lords, but since they had surrendered to our army, this measure was entirely appropriate to prevent chaos in that region.
Considering that Navidos Ohana, the ruler of the Ohana army who surrendered to the Lunarian army, was given the position of Second Corps Commander in the Lunarian forces, there was no need to worry about rebellion.
If they had intended to rebel, they wouldn't have needed to surrender to us when we had a non-aggression treaty.

I wasn't sure what Lynn thought about all this, but Irene, at least, was as indifferent as she had claimed.
Beyond indifference, she seemed to regard it as just an ordinary matter of no particular interest.
I couldn't help but worry about how much time and how many wounds it must have taken for her to reach the point where she could be so indifferent about Lynn.

And then, Lady Irene stepped down from her position as corps commander.
She said she wanted to focus more on fighting at the front lines rather than commanding from behind.
Of course, behind that was her desire to be closer to me... but Lady Serphina wasn't someone who would fail to notice that, so there was no point in hiding it.

Lady Serphina accepted Lady Irene's request, and as expected, General Irian was appointed as the new commander of the Second Corps.
It seemed that Kransis, who had originally been offered the position, had adamantly declined, allowing it to pass to Irian.
With all the capable generals dead, Irian was, along with Irene, one of the only A+ rank warriors in Serphina's army, so I had no complaints about the decision.

"I humbly accept the honorable position of Second Corps Commander. I promise to dedicate myself to achieving victory against the Lunarian army."

"Good. I look forward to your achievements, Irian."

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the words "against the Lunarian army."
That's right.
Now the only enemy left is the Lunarian army.
On this continent, there are truly only two countries remaining.

And the prediction that has never changed—Lunarian Iniang will become the unifying monarch.

"Lady Luna..."

I wrote a brief letter to Lady Luna.

I haven't forgotten my promise to Lady Luna.
I asked her to wait just a little longer.
I would definitely find a path for everyone—after writing that, I was about to add "Lady Serphina is not as evil as you think," but—

"...No."

I still hadn't heard the detailed truth about the incident from Lady Serphina.
There was a high risk of causing trouble if I conveyed this in writing rather than face-to-face.
If Lady Irene was right, Lady Luna hated Lady Serphina, so I needed to be especially careful.

"I'll leave it at this."

I immediately sent the letter to Lady Luna.
It would have been problematic if there were generals who questioned sending personal letters to an enemy monarch, but fortunately or unfortunately, there was no one left in Serphina's army who would oppose me.

And so, after several more days passed...

Finally, that day arrived.

* * *

I looked up at the sky.

"...It's clear."

Though the world was in the midst of chaotic times—
The sky was intensely blue, with only pure white clouds floating quietly.
A pleasant breeze, and air that somehow felt much fresher...

"Let's go."

I carefully took a step forward.
To meet today's protagonist.

* * *

Today was the day of my wedding with Lady Irene.
I no longer wanted to postpone Lady Irene's feelings, and she had simply accepted me for that—but just that alone was making my heart pound as if it would burst.
I had no intention of holding a grand ceremony. We planned to have just a simple ceremony in the audience hall of Valharat Castle with only a small number of people.
A honeymoon was out of the question. As soon as we were married, we would both have to return to our respective positions.
I would return to my position as national strategist, and she would return to the battlefield as a general.
Since these were difficult times for everyone, I thought we shouldn't make a fuss, but...

"Ah..."

I certainly thought that way, but.

"..."

The moment I saw Lady Irene waiting for me on the red carpet, dressed in a beautiful wedding dress... my heart felt like it would leap out of my chest, and I couldn't help but stop in my tracks.
Her snow-white skin and pure white dress symbolized her purity and unwavering loyalty as a knight.
Her overwhelming chest, which required custom-fitted armor, looked as if it might spill out of the dress.

Someone who always wore a knight's attire and armor on the battlefield... just by wearing a dress, she had overwhelmingly transformed into a woman, making my head spin.

"I shouldn't keep Lady Irene waiting any longer."

I slowly stepped onto the carpet.
The attendees were truly few. Lady Serphina, Ms. Reika, a few other generals, and Lady Serphina's guard knights including Senior Jenis were all.
The officiant was an old priest who had worked when religion still held sway. Apparently, he had blessed many couples in his prime.

The wedding ceremony was also very simple.
We would make our vows of love in order, share a kiss, and that would be it.
In the midst of war, even being able to do this much could be considered quite luxurious.

And so, after the officiant's words—
Lady Irene spoke to me first.

"...Swen."

"Yes?"

"Thank you for not abandoning me then... for staying by my side until the end. Now I will stay by your side for the rest of my life. Even if the whole world becomes your enemy, just as you did for me... I'll always be on your side."

Irene, tearfully expressing her sincere feelings while wearing her dress, was so lovable that...
I carefully approached her.

"I love you, Irene."
"I love you too, Swen..."

We shared a kiss filled with eternal vows.

I heard applause from behind, but it didn't register in my ears at all. Probably the same for Lady Irene.
After all, at this moment, the world belonged only to the two of us.
And so, with vows of love exchanged among the few guests—

—Lady Irene and I became husband and wife.

Ch.390 - Chapter 390. A Wedding Night That Isn't A Wedding Night (1)
# Meeting of the Four Children

After the wedding ceremony ended safely, there was no sweet honeymoon as one might expect. It was already miraculous that we managed to hold a ceremony in the midst of war. If I hadn't been the national strategist and Irene hadn't been a promising general, we wouldn't have received such special treatment.

Critically, my physical condition wasn't normal. And even more concerning, Lady Irene, who had barely escaped with her life, was in terrible shape. She limped slightly throughout the wedding ceremony, suggesting she had sustained many minor injuries while escaping from the battlefield. It would have been nice if she had told me when she was in pain, but Irene wasn't the type to freely talk about herself.

So naturally, I thought our "first night" would be postponed—

"......"

"......"

Yet somehow, we found ourselves in an empty house where we used to stay in Balhart Castle.

***

How did we end up here?
At first, I only wanted to revisit our memories. We had gone on a date before, but seeing everything as a married couple, as family, felt different. As we wandered the streets of Balhart Castle, night fell. Without saying a word to each other, we crossed familiar paths... and arrived here as if by prior arrangement.

Irene silently opened the door...
And I, just as silently, entered.

That's how we ended up here.
Amusingly, from some point onward, both Irene and I... were just watching each other's reactions, not saying a single word.

Our memories of Balhart Castle were incredibly special to both of us.
Setting aside our time in the Aishers army and how Yuuri treated us—unlike Anel Castle where we were merely superior and subordinate, this was cohabitation that began after confirming our feelings for each other, which made it much more thrilling. It was in this house that we celebrated Christmas together.

When we moved to Aingart Castle, we lived in dormitories—and after merging, Reika was there too, so if we're talking about "just the two of us living together," this house held our last memories of that.

So coming here to trace our memories wasn't strange at all.
It wasn't strange, but...
Oddly enough, I felt like my heart might burst out of my chest at any moment.

'......'

It was Irene who broke this seemingly unbreakable silence.

"Swen."

"...Yes."

I noticed Irene's hesitant back. Her ears were bright red, making it clear she had steeled her resolve.

"...I know your body isn't in good condition. And I... I'm on my period*, so I know it's difficult right now."

"Ah... yes."

"......"

Finding the renewed silence frustrating, I moved my lips first this time.

"It's okay. Your body isn't in good condition either, and... regarding the bedroom, we'll have plenty of opportunities in the future—"

"But."

Irene cut me off and slowly turned her head. Her violet eyes, sparkling as if she might cry at any moment, were filled with nothing but me.

"That doesn't mean I want to let our first night as a married couple pass without doing anything..."

"......"

"Swen. Tell me. Am I your first?"

I thought about evading with "What are you asking?" but—
I knew that wouldn't be respectful to the Irene standing before me.

"Yes. You're my first."

"You've had no experience in the past?"

"No."

"Swen. You love Serphina, don't you?"

"...Yes."

"You'll marry Serphina someday, right?"

"Yes. I will marry her."

It would be foolish to deny that fact now.
If I hadn't intended to, I should have been under Luna by now.

"When you marry Serphina, you'll surely spend a sweet night together."

"......"

"Swen. I'm fine with having a new family member. I think with someone like Serphina, we can wisely solve problems together and build a happy home. But..."
"I don't want to be a wife who couldn't do anything on her wedding night..."

"...!!!"

Irene's voice was precarious.
But unlike before, it didn't have that fragile, pitiful quality.
Rather the opposite. Something sticky, clingy, an emotion everyone harbors but has learned not to show freely—jealousy.

I heard footsteps—
Irene stood right in front of me.
Her body scent mixed with sweat from nervousness hit me. The smell of my home. A smell I loved.

"...Swen. Have you ever... gotten excited looking at me?"

"!!!"

"Tell me honestly..."

While I was unable to answer such a direct question—

"I have..."
"When I think of you, my heart tingles. My chest, my stomach feels ticklish. I'm consumed by thoughts of filling something endlessly empty. And... you know."
"Down there... gets wet. So wet I have to change my underwear..."

"Ah, Irene..."

"Was it just me? Am I the only one feeling this way while you feel nothing?"

I looked into Irene's eyes again.
And remembered.
Hadn't I said that if this situation came up one more time, I wouldn't be able to hold back?
I tried to imagine if I could push Irene away.
I didn't need to ask my Intelligence 100 self. Whether by choice or not, I could never push Irene away here.

So.

"...I too..."

I had to show her the masculinity within me that I'd been ignoring for the greater good.
The part of me that I'd been avoiding facing because I wanted to cherish the person I loved.

"I feel the same way."
"When I look at you... my mind gets complicated. When I see you exercising hard, I want to smell your sweat. When we kiss, I feel the urge to bite your neck."

"!!!"

Even her surprise was adorable, her pupils dilating—

"And... look."

I grabbed her hand and brought it down to my waist.

"Eep...!"

"This... this is what happens."

My erection was straining against my pants, ready to tear through.
Yes.
I had always, always held back. Always swallowed my feelings. I turned away from the emotion of wanting to defile my beloved Irene right now, telling myself I needed to look ahead, to follow the path for everyone's sake.
But in the end, I was just holding back. The male "me" truly only thought about devouring Irene.

After initially placing her hand there, Irene, who couldn't do anything at first...
Soon... began gently caressing my erection through my pants.

"It's... like this...?"

Irene's expression was truly mysterious.
Embarrassed, yet somehow proud.
The way her body trembled, seemingly pleased by my reaction, was incredibly lovable.
Thanks to that, I could push forward a bit more.

"Yes. The day we kissed, I masturbated thinking about it."

"!!!"

"I'm the same. Living with a beautiful woman like you, having confirmed our feelings but not being able to do anything was too difficult for me too. ...So, you're not the only one who felt that way."

"U-um... I-I see. Mmm..."

Irene's hand movements became faster and more intense.
She was stroking my erect cock through my clothes.

"I... I can... take care of it... Now that I'm... your wife... I intend to... fulfill all my wifely duties..."

We'd come this far thanks to her courage. If I told her to stop now... I might as well bite my tongue and die.

"...Irene."

"Y-yes."

"Kiss me."

Irene, who had been focused on stroking my cock, didn't answer but immediately stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against mine.

—Smack, smooch...

Indecent sounds echoed throughout our former home.
And... carefully, I placed my hand... on her chest.

"!!!"

Irene flinched momentarily as if startled—
...but she didn't refuse.
She didn't reject my touch.
If she'd been wearing normal clothes, I would have undressed her directly, but Irene was wearing her usual female knight uniform, which had light armor covering her chest area.
I slowly pulled my lips away.
The thread of saliva connecting us lasted only a moment—my instinct began commanding rather than asking Irene.

"Take off your clothes, please."

"...Okay."

Irene obediently followed my command.
The sight of her removing her breastplate.
It was the same scene I'd always witnessed when she changed into training clothes... yet somehow, right now, it felt incredibly erotic.

With a thud, the armor fell to the floor—revealing the red petticoat she wore underneath.
She fidgeted with her hands as she slowly removed her clothes.
What remained were a massive black brassiere and garter belt.
The brassiere was a brassiere in name only; it merely served to barely cover her ridiculously enormous breasts.
Since those huge breasts were exposed like that, it seemed she hadn't used compression bandages as it was our wedding day.

Her breasts were so destructively huge that she couldn't even wear full plate armor without compression bandages.
With such a lewd body, how did she manage to be a female knight—

'...No.'
I didn't want to hold back even in my thoughts anymore.
With my mouth, with my hands—I wanted to defile my beloved Irene.

"With such a lewd body, you've managed to be a female knight quite well."

"T-that's...!"

"It's okay. I like big breasts."

"Y-you like them...?"

"Of course. What man wouldn't? I like women with breasts so ridiculously huge like yours that it's hard to tell if they're human or dairy cows."

"D-dairy cow...?"

I immediately followed my desires and buried my face between her breasts.

"S-Swen...?!"

—Sniiiiiff.

I took an obscene breath between her cleavage.
Irene was surprised, but again, she didn't push me away or show any rejection.

"Ha... you smell so sweaty. Even worse than after training? Is it because your breasts are so huge?"

"That's because I haven't washed yet..."

"So you tried to seduce me by touching my cock without even washing?"

"T-that's not it... Ahh..."

I lightly licked her cleavage with my tongue.
Seeing Irene moan femininely as if she didn't know what to do after just a slight lick, I raised my head.

"If you don't like it, I'll stop. What do you want to do?"

"D-don't like it...?"

"If you're embarrassed about smelling sweaty, I'll stop. What do you think?"

Irene, with wide eyes and a reddened face, said nothing for a while—
Then carefully shook her head.

"No, it's... it's fine... If Swen wants it, even more than this... is fine."

"...!"

Her submissive attitude, accommodating everything I wanted... made my cock feel like it would burst again.

"Everything is fine?"

"Yes..."

"Then today, please help me release my desires. They've really built up."

Hearing my blatantly vulgar words, Irene—
Very slowly nodded and said:

"Yes... Swen, I'll make you feel really good... I'll help you release everything. I'll use my breasts that you like so much, so you can pour everything into me..."

She accepted my most selfish whimpering in the world.

Ch.391 - Chapter 391. A Wedding Night That Isn't A Wedding Night (2)
* * *

Irene was lying on the bed.
Wearing only black underwear.

Her slightly panting breath unconsciously brings back images from the past.
The figure of a female knight with an upright gaze, sweating in training clothes, devoted to her discipline.

What I thought when I saw Irene back then was a human admiration and reverence for a female knight nobly approaching her ideals.
—And the dark desire, which I could never tell anyone, to destroy that and place her beneath my feet.

Now, with Irene—
I've brought out that dark desire within me.

"Lady Irene. You know you have a lewd body, don't you?"

"Uh, lewd body... mmh..."

I lightly grabbed her breast with one hand.
The motion might seem rough, but never enough to hurt her.
Of course, even this alone was too stimulating for someone who had known no man and only focused on training. She let out bitch-like moans that made it impossible to think of her as a knight.

"Hnngh...!!"

"These breasts. How did you swing a sword while carrying such ridiculous things?"

"I-I... th-these are just heavy and cumbersome..."

"Cumbersome, you say."

I roughly tore off her bra.
With a pop, as it came off—her large breasts.
Those ridiculously massive breasts that always caught people's attention.
Snow-white, soft, and sweat-soaked breasts that looked like they could suffocate you if you buried your face in them appeared.

"Aren't your breasts your greatest pride, Lady Irene?"

"Ah, ahhhhh...!"

"Men, you know. When they see these, their minds go blank. They can't concentrate on anything no matter what they're doing. Wanting to touch them, suck them, lick them."

I pinched her thick nipple with my fingers.
Befitting breasts so massive they deserved the title of cow rather than human, her nipples were also incredibly thick and large.
How should I put it... they hit the strike zone of my preferences... I felt my tension rising unconsciously.

"Hyaaah...!!! S-Swen... th-that place..."

"Is this your weak spot?"

Scratching, twisting, rubbing, or lightly pinching her nipples with my fingers.
With each different action, she let out different moans as if she were a musical instrument.
Is this why there's that vulgar joke about "playing" women? I smiled slightly—

"You know. Maybe Lynn Brands was jealous of these breasts?"

"Wh-what...?"

"It's true, isn't it? Though her face was decent enough... compared to this destructive weapon you possess, her body was utterly pathetic."

"Th-that's... not true... th-these... aren't... an advantage..."

She was so adorable, unable to even speak properly because I kept scratching her nipples—

"Hah... I can't hold back anymore."

I bit down hard on her large nipple with my mouth.

"Mmph...!!!!"

Slurp, suck, slurp.
Like a baby, I roughly explored Irene's large breasts.
Her breasts. Irene's breasts. I explored them with the force of unleashing all the secret desires I'd harbored since the moment I first met her.

"E-even if you suck like that... no milk... will come out... ahh...♥"

I looked up at Irene slightly.
Her flushed face, panting for breath, was so cute and lovable.
As soon as I realized this, my hands and mouth began to apply more force, as if trying to leave proof that this woman was mine.
Even though we'd already left proof in front of everyone with our wedding ceremony.
Not proof according to convention, but like humans did when they first appeared on earth as living beings, following the male instinct to somehow leave physical evidence...

Squish, slurp, suck.
I violated her large breasts, violated them, and violated them again.

Lewd sounds that were difficult to describe in words filled the room where we had once happily lived together.

"Haah..."

I took a light breath after removing my mouth from her nipple.
I could smell her intense body scent from her sweat-covered breasts.
There was no need to hesitate anymore. I... licked her sweat-filled cleavage.

"Hah...! N-no, Swen, not there, that's a dirty... dirty place...!!!"

"It's mine."

Sluuuurp—
Her intense body scent was raping my brain.
Yes. There was no other word to describe this invasion besides rape.

"Ahhh... n-no...♥"

"Irene's body, heart, fluids, everything that makes up Irene... all, all of it is mine. So."

I stood up and lowered my pants.

"!!!"

In front of Irene's eyes, my hugely erect penis popped out with a thud.
I tapped her breasts a few times with my penis and said:

"Quickly... wrap my cock with those milk tanks."

* * *

"I-is this how you do it...?"

Slap, slap.
Irene, modestly kneeling, carefully wrapped my penis as I lay on the bed.
Thanks to being covered in sweat and saliva, it slid easily between her cleavage.
If she hadn't licked it so eagerly as if in heat, it might have been quite painful. A man's glans is a more sensitive area than one might think.

Squish!

"Mmh...!"

As her breasts sandwiched my penis—
I couldn't help but buck my hips slightly at the pleasure I was feeling for the first time.

"H-how is it? Does it feel good, Swen...?"

"It's... good. Like that, more like that..."

"Mm... okay. I'll do my best."

Lady Irene, who until just moments ago had been moaning helplessly with me in complete control, seemed to have regained some composure and began skillfully stroking my penis with her breasts.

"Like this... yes, like this? Is the position un-uncomfortable...?"

"How could it be... uncomfortable? It's just good to have my cock buried in those huge breasts."

"It must really feel good... I feel like I'm seeing a side of Swen I've never seen before."

As she said that with a slight smile, I grumpily asked:

"...Are you enjoying this?"

"Yes. Because I'm seeing a new side of Swen, my one and only husband... it's fun."

She said that, then pressed down on my penis with both breasts as if she were a compression press.

"Hnngh...!"

"You're making such feminine sounds...♥ Does this feel good?"

Squeeze, squeeze.
The feeling of bare breasts pressing against my raw glans.
This wasn't pleasure but violence. Violence using sight and touch that could reduce a person to trash!

"I'll work hard. My body, my breasts are yours... I can do anything to make you feel good...♥"

"Ah, Lady Irene..."

Irene increased her speed.
Now that she seemed somewhat accustomed to it, she moved skillfully up and down...
Regardless of whether it was appropriate to use such a term, pleasure like having my penis inserted into an onahole was rising up through my waist.

And then—

—Lick.

"!!!"

"...It tastes a bit sour... mm. I don't dislike it..."

"W-wait. Lady Irene, that's—"

"Dirty? No... it's fine. You licked my dirty places plenty too..."

Lick, lick.
Saying that, Irene tapped my glans with her tongue, then slightly lowered her head, parted her pink lips—

"Slurp."

And began sucking on my glans.
Because of the position only possible with massive breasts—paizuri fellatio—I bucked my innocent hips again.

"Lady Irene... ngh, nngh...!!"

Slurp, suck, lick, slurp, suck, slurp...
Lady Irene sucked every nook and cranny between my glans and foreskin, licked it with her tongue—
Then slowly released my penis from her mouth.
Along with a pop sound, I heard her sigh.

"...Phew."
"The taste... Swen's taste, a man's taste... I think I understand a little why Swen likes the smell of my sweat... it has a similar scent... I sucked it so much...♥"

"Lady Irene..."

It seemed that sucking my penis had flipped some switch in her mind—
Irene, with a face of a female I'd never seen before, looked at me with clear hearts in her eyes and smiled.

"Swen... I love you. I love how you like my breasts, how you're so excited by this naughty thing and panting... it's all so lovable..."

Slap slap slap slap.
Her hand movements pressing my penis with her breasts became faster.

"Men... when they feel good, semen... comes out from here, right? I'll do my best until the end... so Swen, you can let out everything you've been holding back...♥"

Slap slap slap slap.

Between her cleavage, covered in my saliva and her sweat... my penis began to twitch as if about to burst.

"I-I'm about to come...!"

"Yes... Swen, you can let it all out... I'll take it all...♥"

Slap slap slap slap!
Unable to resist any longer... I surrendered my entire body to physical reaction—

"Nnnngh...!!"

With a spurt.
I released everything inside me.

Splurt, splurt!

"Kyaah...♥"

Thick white fluid covered her breasts, face, and red hair.
Even after that, my penis continued to spray white fluid all over Irene like an active volcano.

"So this is a man's semen... Swen... you felt so good with my body, my breasts. I'm happy...♥"
"These breasts, just big and uncomfortable when moving my body, were just a burden. But because you like them... I think I can like my breasts too. Thank you..."

Looking up... the once proud female knight, now covered in semen that had been in my balls just moments ago, was looking at me with loving eyes.

"Lady Irene..."

"Swen... today I could only do this much for you, but next time... please take my first time. So I can bear your child, inside me too, like you just sprayed... more than this, lots and lots... you have to. Okay...?"

I held Irene's semen-covered hand.
Love truly was an amazing emotion. Even a woman with smelly white fluid all over her face seemed cute and lovable to me.

"I promise. My child... I'll definitely make you pregnant."

"Yes... I'll be waiting."

And so we kissed again.
After that, a few more times, actively utilizing her breasts, armpits, thighs and such for a bit more "intense and intimate" time together...
Our wedding night that wasn't quite a wedding night was passing.

Ch.392 - Chapter 392. The World Is Divided Into Two Nations (1)
# Anel Castle, under Lunarienne's Command

After Luna conquered Anel Castle, her first action was to relocate the capital from Madellan Castle to Anel Castle.

With the impending war against Serphina's forces, having the capital's functions concentrated in Madellan Castle in the southern continent was inefficient. Besides, Madellan Castle only held significance for the Karelia forces; from Lunarienne's perspective, it was just another major city in the southern continent.

Once the unified empire was established, they would need to designate a new capital anyway. In these times, no one opposed the relocation, so the entire process proceeded very smoothly.

With the Brands forces surrendering to Serphina's army, only two nations remained: their own Lunarienne forces and the imperial remnant, Serphina's forces.

In this situation, morale was soaring among Lunarienne's troops.

"My Lord! Let's go take Serphina's head! Let's establish a unified empire and put an end to these long years of war!"

"Command me as you wish! I, Metz, will gladly follow your will!"

"Our Raven Mercenaries, along with the Chilein Mercenaries, will always be your wings until you achieve your great mission, my Lord."

The most fundamental reason all the lords had risen up—Serphina von Aingart.

Simply belonging to the only country capable of facing that witch gave everyone tremendous pride.

If ordinary soldiers and commanders felt this way, how much more excited must those who had served her from the beginning of the rebellion be?

"Following my uncle's dying wish, I will surely achieve merit. Please give me, Francis, the order to march!"

"I, Charlotte, will gladly bring you the head of the last remaining ghost of the cursed bloodline flowing through my veins."

Everyone.
Except for two people, everyone was burning with fighting spirit before the decisive battle against Serphina's forces.

One was the sovereign, Lunarienne Iniang.
And the other was the national strategist, Ginor.

"I understand everyone's wishes. However, the time has not yet come. Please continue your training in preparation for the upcoming decisive battle."

"But my Lord, wouldn't this give Serphina's forces time to regroup? Even now, we should quickly send troops to where Lynn Brands, who surrendered to Serphina, is—"

"Francis. I understand your feelings, but please calm down."

Francis, who had been speaking with passionate tone, suddenly realized his voice had risen too high and immediately bowed his head to his absolute ruler.

"...I apologize, my Lord. I have committed a grave sin."

"No. I'm not asking for an apology, and it's not a grave sin. Francis, you were thinking of our nation, weren't you?"

"My Lord..."

"Whether we like it or not, we must confront Serphina. When that moment comes, I will rely on you, so please focus on preparing for the march until then. Understood?"

"Yes, I understand!"

After dismissing all the commanders in this manner, Lunarienne sat in her throne in the audience chamber and let out a deep sigh.

The national strategist Ginor, who uniquely remained with her, carefully addressed her.

"...My Lord."

"Speak."

"You're concerned about Lord Swen, aren't you?"

For a moment, Luna's eyes trembled slightly.

"..."

"You can speak openly. I am the only one who encountered Lord Swen in the Aishers forces, so I might be able to answer some of your questions."

Luna hesitated for a while, her lips quivering as if trying to say something—
Then, as if resigned, she blurted out:

"I met Irene on the battlefield."

"...!!"

Though Ginor was startled for a moment, he quickly assessed the situation through his own reasoning.

"The fact that you encountered a retreating general in a victorious situation but did not take her prisoner suggests that you released General Irene."

"You're very perceptive, Ginor."

"It's not particularly impressive deduction. There aren't many possible conclusions to begin with."

"..."

She sighed briefly again.
On the battlefield, she always encouraged combat with a confident tone, but when it came to talking about Swen, she seemed more like a young girl than a sovereign, general, or the cruel Red-Eyed Dragon of the battlefield.

"Why... doesn't he come?"

With only two nations remaining now.
Why doesn't he come?

"Did you hear anything from General Irene?"

"..."

"It seems you did."

At Ginor's words, Luna smiled genuinely for the first time.
Not a smile for public display, but one with real emotion.

"I can't hide anything from you, Ginor."

"What did she say? General Irene is one of Swen's closest confidants. I believe she's in a position to convey what he's thinking right now."

"...All I remember is her saying that Serphina is not an evil person."

"..."

Ginor closed his eyes and sighed.
It seemed that "the path for everyone" wasn't just about Lunarienne's forces, as he had expected.

"She said that Serphina isn't actually a bad person... so he has no choice but to stay by her side."

Luna said this while pulling something out from her bosom.

"What is this...?"

"Read it."

Ginor examined what he received from Luna.
A letter. This handwriting... Ginor had seen it before.

'Lord Swen...?'

Ginor quickly reviewed the letter from Swen.
Cutting through the flowery language, the essence was as follows:

He hasn't forgotten his promise to Luna.
Please wait a little longer.
He will find a path for everyone...

'He said the same thing to me.'

In fact, though Luna didn't seem to notice, what puzzled Ginor wasn't the ambiguity of the letter's content itself.

'How is it possible for someone in Lord Swen's position to send such a personal letter to the sovereign in the heart of enemy territory?'

If that were true, it would mean there was not a single person in Serphina's forces who could check Swen.
Think about it. No matter how high the position of national strategist, there were still eyes of castle lords, corps commanders, and generals watching.
Sending a letter to the sovereign of the only hostile nation would obviously spread ominous rumors that "our strategist is having secret conversations with the enemy sovereign."
Swen wasn't the type to act recklessly without knowing this. Rather, he was someone with the intuition to never take inefficient paths.

'...'

Something.
Something seemed about to dawn on him... but Ginor lacked sufficient information to complete the proposition.

"What is the path for everyone? Is it a path for Serphina? But... Serphina killed all her own blood relatives with her own hands, didn't she? She even declared it herself when she ascended to the imperial throne. Lord Swen must know that..."

"My Lord..."

"I don't know. Whether it's right to cross swords with Lord Swen... I was thinking of just securing the route to Anel Castle, annihilating the Brands forces, and creating a way for Lord Swen to return, but with what General Irene said and this letter..."

Ginor remained silent for a moment—
Then, with a determined look in his eyes, he said:

"My Lord. Now is the time to do what you can."

"What I can do..."

"Unfortunately, neither of us can know what Lord Swen is thinking or what his exact purpose is. What's certain is that Lord Swen values his promise with you enough to send a letter. I believe it's right to proceed with the unification of the empire while holding onto only that fact."

"..."

"Then... won't you meet again someday?"

There was more he wanted to say, but Ginor deliberately held back.
He needed to avoid unnecessarily provoking Luna.

Honestly.
If they were to meet, it would likely be as a prisoner rather than through defection.
Given how things had progressed, there was a high probability that Swen would never leave Serphina's forces of his own accord—how could he say such things to Luna?

"So, do what you can. Command the battles and save the territory's people who are groaning under Serphina's grasp. Many people have staked everything on your name, Lunarienne. As the Red-Eyed Dragon, move forward and seize the empire from her."

Hearing those words, Luna said nothing for a while...
Then, slowly rising from her seat:

"...I understand."
If I keep doing what I can until the end, someday...

Muttering such words, she quietly left the audience chamber.

# # #

"You look tired, Swen."

"Me, you say?"

The day after the wedding.
As I arrived at the royal castle of Valhalrat, Serphina chuckled amusingly and said:

"Well, that's to be expected. You must have spent your wedding night with such a woman. Being a man, you couldn't help but have your energy drained."

"...Your joke goes too far."

"Oh? Don't tell me nothing happened?"

"..."

Seeing that I couldn't bring myself to speak, she became even more delighted and blushed.
At times like this, she seemed less like an imperial sovereign and more like a girl who enjoyed gossip.

"Hehehe... Practice well. You'll have to deal with several women in the future."

"Practice..."

"I'll be looking forward to it, Swen."

After this light banter with her ended.
We could have proceeded directly to discussing state affairs, but—

"My Lord."

"Speak."

—there was now a story I needed to hear from her.

"Do you remember? The day you... experienced that assassination attempt."

"...!"

Serphina was startled and trembled briefly—
But soon, regaining her composure as an emperor, she answered:

"Yes. I remember."

"Do you also remember what you told me then?"

"What are you referring to?"

"...The words, 'I didn't kill anyone.'"

"!!!"

Though she had been responding well—
This statement caught her off guard, and her imperial composure completely crumbled as she stared at me with trembling eyes.

"S-Swen...?"

I didn't want to force the question—
But there was too little time left to wait.
Looking straight into her eyes without avoiding them, I asked:

"Tell me, Serphina. That day, when all the imperial princes of Aingart were dying... what really happened?"
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# Heisel Castle, formerly of Brands Army, now under Serphina's command.

Lynn, no longer a lord but a castle lord, was focusing all her energy on internal affairs, repairing watchtowers and walls near the border.

"My lord, I have completed all the tasks you ordered."

"Thank you, Bellute. But you know, I'm no longer a lord."

"However..."

"It wouldn't be respectful to the new lord either, so I'd prefer if you called me Castle Lord from now on. ...I'm sorry."

"...Lady Lynn..."

Bellute, kneeling with tears falling, quickly wiped them away and spoke.

"...Understood, Castle Lord. I will carry out your decisions to the end, even if I fall into the fires of hell."

"No, don't go that far. If it seems like you might die, you should disobey orders."

"No! I, Bellute Ruga, consider it my life's pride to risk my life for someone who acknowledged my name. Even though we now serve under a new lord... you will always remain in my heart, Lady Lynn."

"Thank you."

After sending Bellute away, Lynn let out a short sigh.
Beside her was Farfalle, who was now an ordinary military officer rather than a national strategist.

"You've worked hard, Castle Lord."

"Not at all. ...If anything, the people who are still following me are the ones who've had it tough."

After the announcement that the Brands Army would surrender to the Serphina Army, about 20% of the officers serving under the Brands Army expressed their intention to resign and disappeared into the world.

Among them was Cecile Lohengrin, who had entrusted herself to Lynn to seek revenge against Lunarienne.

'Cecile...'

What must it feel like for someone whose life was saved by their lord to vow revenge after that lord's death?
Lynn couldn't help but feel sorry for not being able to fulfill that promise.
After all, the Brands Army was deeply indebted to the Lohengrin Trading Company and to her.
Of course, Lynn wanted to fulfill her wishes too, but...

It was too late for the Brands Army to accomplish anything.
That was the cold reality of the current situation.

"There will likely be a personnel reorganization soon. It seems many of us, including you and me, will be assigned to new territories."

"Really?"

"It's from the National Strategist, so it must be certain."

'...'

The National Strategist would refer to Swen.
After many twists and turns, Lynn ended up under the same banner as Swen, regardless of the form.
Even now, when she closed her eyes, she could clearly see his image—facing her pointed sword without a trace of fear, saying "Kill me if you wish."
At that moment, the lord you served was Lunarienne. The one who essentially destroyed our army, who took Anel Castle, which had never been captured by external forces except for Kalinz's internal rebellion...

Then why was he now under Serphina?
Though curious about that... in truth, such matters were secondary concerns for Lynn.

"...Lady Lynn."

"Yes?"

"Do you intend to continue helping Serphina build a unified empire under her command?"

At Farfalle's words, Lynn turned her head for a moment.
Outside the window, a blue sky stretched out.
A high, high sky that perfectly matched the blue light reflected in her eyes.

"You know, Farfalle."

"Yes, speak."

"Do you know why I accepted your advice to surrender to Serphina?"

"...Because it was the most rational choice, wasn't it?"

"That could be part of it... but there's a bigger reason."

Lynn lightly twisted her finger through her hair.

"Because Irene is there."

"...!"

"I wanted to atone, even a little, by helping the country where Irene belongs."
Though it's all meaningless now, she continued to mutter the same words while gazing at the sky.

"But I wonder... if Serphina will truly be the one to hold the world in her hands..."

"Lady Lynn..."

Lynn was no longer a main player.
Isn't it often the case that people who can't maintain objectivity about their own affairs suddenly become very wise and objective once those affairs are no longer their own? That was exactly Lynn's case.

"The momentum is already with Lunarienne, so I'm not sure how Serphina will handle it. If she can overcome this situation... perhaps the continent is still destined to be under the Aingart Empire. So—"

—I'll do what I can and watch.
The final battle for the continent.

* * *

Afterward.
I was able to hear everything about what happened that day from Serphina.
Everything about what occurred that night at the Aingart mansion.

"So... it was actually Algot, not you, Lady Serphina, who massacred your siblings?"

"...That's right. Brother Algot gathered Brother Sidmid, Brother Stadel, and Sister Lillirose in one place... and had them all executed using his private soldiers."

"How could that be... Why? Was there no other way?"

"Even an emperor cannot ignore the influence of powerful noble families. After all, they essentially control the territories. On top of that, rebellions were breaking out everywhere, including Orlando Brands's."
"To be honest... despite his legitimacy, Brother Algot had very little chance of becoming the next emperor safely. If he continued to be caught in the turmoil, the imperial crown would have ended up on Brother Sidmid's head. And—"
—my second brother, Sidmid von Aingart, was the mastermind behind the empire's massacres, including the Fibiola Academy massacre.

"...!!"

"Brother Algot must have decided he couldn't let Brother Sidmid take the throne. Except for Brother Stadel and Sister Lillirose who had already sided with Brother Sidmid, all that remained was... me, who had no power base."

I couldn't say anything in response to the shocking truth she revealed in such a calm tone.

Serphina von Aingart. The infamous tyrant.
According to the game's setting, she was a notorious villain who, despite having no foundation, successfully hid her fangs until the end, massacred her brothers and sister, and quickly took control of the empire.
But that wasn't true. She had simply inherited the imperial crown, a power she never wanted.

"Why... didn't you tell the truth?"

Despite already sensing the reason, I couldn't help but ask the question.
The profile of the woman who had taken on all the sins looked so lonely.

"How could I speak of it? The moment I did... the empire that Brother Algot tried so hard to lead would have shattered. And... I was asked to keep it secret."

"Asked by Algot...?"

"No."

She slowly shook her head.
And then—she spoke that name before me.

"I was asked by Aria."

"Aria...?"

"Brother Algot's mistress, as he had no consort. She was like a sister to me in many ways."

I thought it wasn't unusual for someone in his position to have a mistress or two, but then—

'...Wait.'

Algot's mistress?

"Could it be..."

"I see you already know. Yes. Brother Algot's mistress and the immortal woman who asked me to maintain the empire... Aria Iniang."

"!!!!!!"

"The sister of Lunarienne Iniang, the lord you serve and my rival. Having lost both her legs and facing inevitable death, she asked me to resolve the continent's chaos and create the peaceful world that Algot had tried to achieve."
How could I throw away the imperial crown and flee?
Especially knowing that I was the only one left with the Aingart name.

"Lady Serphina..."

"That's the whole story. ...How embarrassing. I had resolved to keep this in my heart alone for life, yet my weakened spirit has made me lean on you."

When Lady Serphina told me she hadn't killed anyone, she was literally backed into a corner.
How could one describe the despair of discovering that a trusted knight was trying to assassinate you?

"No. I'm grateful you were honest with me then. Thanks to that, I think I know what to do now."

"...Thank you, Swen. I truly believe I can live because of you."

I was about to say that wasn't necessarily true, but I thought it was right to be her pillar of support at this point.

"The feeling is mutual. That's why you must continue to live."

"...I promise."

"And thanks to learning this fact, I think I know a little about what to do."

"You know what to do?"

I nodded slowly at her question.

"...How to deal with Lunarienne's army, with Lady Luna."

"...!"

As long as Lady Serphina sits on the throne, she can never defeat Lunarienne's army.
Now, I had to face that absolute fact—the infallible prediction of Intelligence 100.

"It might be frustrating and slow-going. Still, can you trust me?"

Serphina seemed slightly surprised at my words and hesitated for a moment—
Then, drawing the smile of an absolute ruler on her lips, she said:

"I trust you, Swen. Everything I have is yours. So feel free to give directions."

"...I think that's something a ruler should never say, but... thank you."

Alright.
Let's try something.
If I can reduce Lady Lunarienne's hostility toward Lady Serphina... I can do anything.
I repeated to myself several times that I would definitely create a world where the two could coexist.

* * *

But before I could even begin—

"They're advancing from two locations simultaneously?"

"Yes! Large forces from Lunarienne's army... are advancing toward our territory from both Anel Castle and Raclaine Castle!"

Lunarienne's army had begun to point their swords at Serphina's army in earnest.
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"Ah, you're here, Strategist."

Irian, who became the commander after Irene, bowed to me.

"As you are the commander, you don't need to use formal speech with me."

"No, not only is the position of National Strategist by no means a low one, but Swen's status and importance in our country has increased compared to before. You don't need to think of me as your superior, but please give me any instructions you have."

I was about to add something more, but thinking it would be better to just let him follow orders, I changed the subject.

"How is the situation?"

"Lunarienne's forces are heading toward Hisfil Castle. There are approximately 118,000 troops. The commander-in-chief is Charlotte von Aingart, and the chief of staff is Violet von Aingart. It appears that more than ten armed officers are participating in this battle."

118,000.
Not an impossible number to defend against... but certainly not a figure to be taken lightly.
Irian seemed to share my thoughts as he let out a short sigh and—

"Personally, I'm just amazed they can mobilize 118,000 troops despite having fought so many battles."

"Well, it's not hard to understand if they swallowed up Ohana's forces without any battle."

Ohana was a nation that, even in the game, would never initiate attacks when left to the CPU, focusing instead on cosmic defense and somehow concentrating on gathering troops.
That tendency probably hadn't changed in reality. And Luna... simply devoured it whole.

"What do you think we should do?"

Receiving Irian's question, I derived the most optimal answer.

[With Rolf as the castle lord, victory can be sufficiently achieved by fortifying rather than intercepting. However, that's just barely enough.]

'...'

Another ambiguous conclusion, but—
Since it seemed we could still claim victory, I quickly formulated a formation and instructed Irian.

"So we should place Rolf as the lord of Hisfil Castle and fortify it..."

"Setting up a few traps wouldn't be a bad idea either. I've marked them on the map for your reference."

"Yes! I'll do that. Thank you, Strategist!"

After finishing my consultation with Irian, I met with a messenger who had rushed from an estate near Anel Castle carrying a letter.

"Here it is, Strategist."

I quickly checked the letter.
Commander-in-chief Lunarienne Iniang... so Luna started from this direction.
Seeing that Ginor was the chief of staff, it seemed that the main force of Lunarienne's army was gathered at the flank of Anel Castle.

I examined the map the soldier handed me.
The troops we could mobilize, and the list of generals...
Now that I had finished checking, all that remained was to receive questions.

"Do you have any specific answers you're looking for?"

"Pardon? Well, it's about how best to respond to this situation... wouldn't the Strategist's words be of great help to the lord?"

"I suppose so. Thank you."

"...?"

After extracting the question from my conversation with the soldier, when I input it—

[Victory in this battle would be closer to a long-term loss.]

'So winning wouldn't be much help?'

I quickly dipped my quill in ink, wrote an opinion paper, and handed it to the messenger.
The point was simple. Abandon the territory and flee.
Since it was a small place that wouldn't pose much of a threat strategically even if lost, this explanation should suffice.

"Here it is. You've had a long journey, but please bear with it a little longer. Our nation will never forget your dedication."

"I'm only doing what I must! But thank you very much!"

After sending off the messenger, I recalled Luna's face.

Considering that she kept initiating battles despite my letter saying "please wait a little longer"...

'Luna isn't even considering the idea of talking with Serphina.'

That's why she's launching this all-out offensive.

I now knew that Luna's intense hostility toward Serphina stemmed from a misunderstanding.

I considered writing a few more detailed letters to explain, but— this seemed like something that should be discussed face-to-face.

'For now... as long as we remain engaged, a diplomatic situation will inevitably arise. I'll do what I can.'

All I could really do was offer advice like this...
But if we keep taking the right path each time, surely something will come of it.

With that thought, I immersed myself in my daily duties as National Strategist.

* * *

After that.
Quite a long time passed.

As for the border area, even after two battles had ended, small and large disturbances continued to occur endlessly near the border.
All of our troops were literally on 24-hour combat alert, and at a glance, it might have looked like the two sides were maintaining a balance, going back and forth—
But quite remarkably.
As time passed, the Lunarienne forces were very slowly, bit by bit, stealing territory from Serphina's forces.
Meanwhile, our forces kept losing ground.

The number of victories and defeats between the two sides wasn't significantly different.
Our forces won elsewhere as much as they lost to Lunarienne's forces, and as National Strategist, I used my Intelligence of 100 to make the best possible choices at every moment.
Yet looking at the overall situation, we were still losing ground.
Despite our slight advantage in national power.

Looking at the details, the reason became clear.
We would win big or barely scrape by in battles where victory brought little benefit, while handing over all the battles we absolutely couldn't afford to lose to Lunarienne's forces.
Even though I made the best choices, changing the outcome was impossible.

It reminded me of the prediction I had about the Brands forces approaching the small nation of Lunarienne—we cannot win.
Similarly, Intelligence 100 could only produce accurate results but was nearly impossible to overturn fundamental fate.

And recently—
We finally lost Valhart Castle and Hisfil Castle.
Pushed back to Zeta Castle on the outskirts, I checked the constantly changing situation and finally had to acknowledge a fact that had only been floating in my mind but that I hadn't voiced aloud.

The reason why all recent predictions came with ambiguous phrases like "relatively better" or "the best in the current situation."
And the two fates that had never changed until this moment.

'Serphina von Aingart cannot become the ruler of the unified empire.'
'Lunarienne Iniang will become the unifying ruler.'

I slowly raised my head to look at the sky.
I had to accept it now.
Serphina... cannot defeat the current Luna no matter what.
Luna will probably become the ruler of the unified nation. My predictions are never wrong.

And if that happens, the possibility of Serphina losing her life at Luna's hands was extremely high.
According to Irene's testimony, Luna hated Serphina.
I had to prevent that by any means necessary.

'Now it's time for me to step forward directly.'

I returned to the base camp and sought out Serphina, who was busy commanding her soldiers.

"Swen? What is it? I haven't summoned you yet..."

"I came to make a suggestion first."

"A suggestion?"

Since she knew the algorithm that I needed to receive questions to get perfect answers, she tilted her head curiously at my coming to make a suggestion first.

"Since the war with Lunarienne's forces has dragged on for so long, I assume we have many of our officers who have been captured as prisoners?"

"That's right. Conversely, we have many prisoners too... but sadly, not a single one has accepted our offer to join us. It seems they'd rather rot in prison than follow me."

"...Please don't take it too hard."

"I'd like not to, but when I think about how over 30% of the prisoners captured by Luna's side have betrayed me and gone to Luna's side... I don't know."

Serphina sighed briefly after saying that.
During the time our situation had deteriorated this far, she had lost much of her former confidence.
She had me, who gave her unfailingly accurate advice. She had Reika, the continent's greatest magician. The enemy magician Tifa was still not fully recovered from wounds sustained during the attack on Anel Castle.
By all accounts, Serphina's forces should have been overwhelming... yet somehow we kept losing ground. Naturally, she couldn't help but feel self-doubt.

It wasn't just her. Unlike the Lunarienne forces whose morale was sky-high, within Serphina's forces, a cold sense of doubt about our retreating army hung in the air.
Everyone must be struggling. Seeing the powerful nation of Serphina clearly losing to the new southern continent nation of Lunarienne...

"Perhaps the one who aims for what should not be aimed for, who doesn't fit the times, is me."

"..."

I considered what to say, but—
Rather than offering inadequate words of comfort, action was needed now.

"Would it be possible to check the list of captured prisoners who haven't yet defected?"

"That's not difficult. Wait a moment."

Serphina picked up a quill and wrote out a list at an incredibly fast pace without any hesitation.
She seemed to have memorized the list of all captured officers thoroughly.

"Here it is."

I took the list.
—In reality, looking at it objectively, there were hardly any personnel whose capture had a significant impact on our forces.
From the beginning, Serphina's current talent pool was a young nation with more than 80% young newcomers.
While that might be good in terms of vitality... objectively speaking, many were recruited despite being unremarkable because the nation was suffering from a severe talent shortage, so there was no particular need for prisoner negotiations.

Yet the reason I wanted to negotiate for prisoners.
It was because this was the only way to confront Luna directly.
So I was thinking of just choosing anyone suitable when—

'...Huh?'

A familiar name caught my eye.
You were captured by Luna's forces?

"So, what is it you want to propose?"

At Serphina's words, I slowly nodded.

"I will undertake prisoner negotiations. I'll personally serve as the envoy."

"You personally? ...Is that alright?"

"Rather, this is a situation where it must be me."

Serphina said nothing for a moment, then slowly nodded.

"Swen, if you say so, there must be a reason. As I said, I trust you completely. I'll arrange for you to proceed as you wish, with whatever conditions you need."

"Thank you."

"So, who are you planning to negotiate for?"

To Serphina's question, I answered with a slight smile.

"Silin."
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Swen.
She was a woman with whom I had a strangely shallow yet deep connection.

Our first meeting took place when I was stationed at Brands Army.
Somehow we were both assigned to the northern fortress under Irene's leadership, and then we parted ways when she went to the Aishers Army...
When I joined Serphina's army, she mentioned meeting Irene again.
She was truly a person whose relationship with me could only be described as "shallow yet deep."

"Swen... did you have a connection with her?"

"Yes, I did."

After I briefly explained the timeline of our relationship, Serphina chuckled with interest.

"How amusing, Swen."

"I also think it's quite an interesting connection."

"No. That's not what I meant."

Serphina looked into my eyes, forming an elegant arc with her eye smile.

"You seem to have many connections with young women... That's what I was thinking."

"...Pardon?"

"Swen. You truly are a sinful man. I don't think it's just my imagination that four wives wouldn't be enough to satisfy you."

"...With all due respect, I don't have any particular relationship with Swen."

"Whether she thinks the same way is another matter. Heheheh..."

After laughing briefly, Serphina suddenly adopted a very serious demeanor—

"Very well. I'll proceed with the prisoner negotiations immediately. While we're at it, I think we can bargain for two people including Swen. ...Though I'm not sure if they'll agree to our terms."

"We have prisoners on our side too, so our bargaining position should be decent."

The problem was that we only had three prisoners from Lunarienne's army.
Perhaps that's why Lady Serphina specifically mentioned three people.
I considered using money, but due to the ongoing battles, our military funds weren't exactly abundant.

"Prisoner negotiations for three people, including Swen. You'll be the envoy, Swen. Is that acceptable?"

"..."

I casually entered a question into my mind.

'Will these prisoner negotiations succeed?'

[They will succeed, but it won't be significant.]

"..."

Intelligence 100 seemed to be betting everything on Lunarienne.
Otherwise, it wouldn't be so persistently negative about Serphina's army.

"Yes. I'll handle it."

"Good. I'll assign Irene and Reika as your armed escorts."

"...Is that alright? I'm concerned about weakening our forces along the border."

"The loss would be greater if I assigned inadequate personnel and lost you."

...I see.
From my perspective, I was simply going to meet Lady Luna, but objectively speaking, I could understand her concern—I would be venturing deep into enemy territory, which was indeed dangerous.

"Understood."

"I look forward to good news, Swen."

After paying my respects to Lady Serphina and leaving the palace—
The evening sunset was already sinking toward the horizon.

"..."

When was the last time I met Lady Luna?
It felt like such a distant past that I could barely remember it now.
So much had happened since then.
Meeting Irene under Lynn's command, meeting Reika under Yuuri's command.
Meeting Serphina, feeling a fierce attraction to her tyrannical nature... and confirming our feelings for each other.

Based on Intelligence 100's predictions, Serphina could never defeat Luna no matter what.
If the war continued like this, Serphina's army would eventually be destroyed—
And Luna, who hated Serphina, would never forgive her.

So—

'I need to step in.'

I had no intention of going against the fate of continental unification.
From the beginning, I had promised Luna that if she trusted me, I would give her the world.
And she—based on various circumstantial evidence—still seemed to trust me.
All I wanted was to clear up misunderstandings and convince her to show mercy to Serphina. That was all.

'Time to prepare.'

I slowly began walking.
Soon, I would meet the first ruler who had initially recommended me...
My heart was pounding at the thought of meeting someone I hadn't faced even once until now.
This wasn't excitement about meeting someone after a long time...

Fear.
This was fear.
For some reason, a chilling sensation ran down my spine.

'...It's okay. Everything will be fine. Nothing bad will happen. We can resolve everything through conversation. That's the kind of person Lady Luna is...'

I kept reassuring myself as I returned to my quarters.
It seemed like tonight would be a long night.

* * *

Heisel Castle, located near the border of Serphina's army.
This place, situated above Anel Castle, had recently lowered its yellow flag and now flew a bright green flag after the recent battle.
And here, the ruler Lunarienne had taken up position.

Unlike other rulers who remained seated in their capital cities, she always stood at the forefront of battle—
Naturally, her position was at the castle closest to the border.

"My Lord. We have a message from Raclaine Castle. They've completed conscription and secured 80,000 troops."

Luna slowly nodded at Ginor's words.

"Order them to begin training. Make sure the castle lord—"

"It's Aski Hesna."

"Right. We sent Hesna... I got confused for a moment since we've appointed so many new castle lords."

"Not at all. It's understandable that you would be overwhelmed, my Lord. I understand."

Lunarienne's army had been engaged in back-and-forth battles with Serphina's army.
Of course, that was just a figure of speech—the overall advantage and momentum belonged entirely to Lunarienne's army.

Certainly.
Serphina's army was more powerful than any other nation they had faced so far.
They said all the outstanding generals had died through dozens of rebellions... but she had an enormous number of troops based in the northern continent—
And the most crucial factor determining the outcome of war was troop numbers.

Although Lunarienne's army had also secured a massive force of 300,000 by completely absorbing Ohana's army, they didn't have an overwhelming numerical advantage over Serphina's army—
Naturally, the battles between the two nations took the form of "slightly insufficient troops + outstanding generals" VS "large army + new generals."
And, at least until now, Lunarienne's army had been winning by decision. They might have lost battles that didn't affect the big picture, but they had been consistently victorious in the crucial battles that they absolutely had to win.

Of course, in such a situation—
She could have shown some confidence as a ruler.

But Luna, far from being confident, only sighed deeply every day.

'Still no news from Lord Swen.'

There had been no contact from him since his last letter.
At first, she had considered sending a letter herself, but she worried that receiving correspondence from her—technically an enemy ruler—might negatively affect him.

Of course, the fact that Swen had sent letters here first meant he was somewhat free from such concerns—
But there was certainly a significant difference between "sending" to an enemy ruler and "receiving" from one.
Additionally, Luna's desire not to cause any trouble for Swen had repeatedly thwarted her attempts to send a letter first.

'If we continue fighting... will I be able to meet him?'

But if they met then, wouldn't he ultimately be meeting her as a prisoner?
In fact, that was what Luna feared most.
If their reunion took the form of Swen being captured as a prisoner... she would have to acknowledge the truth she had been trying not to think about—that "Swen has no intention of leaving Serphina's army."

All she wished for was for Swen to come down as soon as possible.
Whether it was Irene or anyone else, it didn't matter. If he brought all the people he cherished, Luna was prepared to welcome him with unprecedented hospitality.
She knew this might provoke resentment from many others.

But.
Considering how Lunarienne's army had come to exist.
Considering how she herself was still alive—wasn't it only natural to give Swen special treatment?

Honestly, she didn't care if her subordinates' morale dropped in the process.
Furthermore, if anyone expressed excessive dissatisfaction and slandered Swen—Luna was even thinking of exiling them on the spot.
No matter if they were her own generals, she could never forgive anyone who insulted Swen. Replacing execution with exile was, from Luna's perspective, an extremely merciful treatment.

So.
If only Lord Swen would come down.
She could accelerate this battle.
She could proudly place his name in the vacant position of national strategist...

* * *

How many days had passed with such thoughts?

"My Lord."

A soldier approached Luna and knelt.

"What is it?"

"An envoy from Serphina's army has arrived."

"What? An envoy? From Serphina...?"

Luna turned to look at Ginor.

"I suspect they've come to negotiate for prisoners. There's nothing else particularly to discuss."

"Is that so?"

"Yes. Though what I don't understand is... whether they have any prisoners they're so desperate to retrieve."

Ginor stroked his beard, then slowly nodded.

"Well, I suppose every single person counts in their situation. What would you like to do?"

No matter what, even if they were Serphina's envoy—they were simply carrying out Serphina's orders.
As much as she wanted to turn them away without meeting them, she understood intellectually that there was no need to go that far.

"Very well. Let them in."

"Yes!"

A few minutes passed.

Someone stepped onto the red carpet of Heisel Castle.

And—

"—!!!!!!!!!!!!"

—Fate arrived, so suddenly, so casually.
At least the two people here could sense that fact instinctively.

"Y-you...!!!!"

Ginor, standing beside her, was the first to react.
This man who rarely showed surprise was now pale-faced, unable to close his mouth.
Luna... was still frozen, unable to say anything. It was as if time, as if the world, had stopped.

But.
The approaching man before her eyes... proved that this world had never stopped for even a moment.

Step, step, step, step.

The man's footsteps filled the silent palace.
The man's hair was white. A snow-white head that was unusual for a man of his age.
The cloak he wore had a distinct emblem. The emblem of Serphina's army, symbolizing the Aingart Imperial Family.
And this man was... someone Luna knew all too well.
The very man Luna had been longing for.

"Ah... ah."

A small moan literally escaped from Luna's lips.
It wasn't speaking, but leaking out. The situation unfolding before her was so shocking that she couldn't even properly form a sentence.

The white-haired man, as if he had anticipated all this...
Simply knelt quietly and said:

"...I present my greetings, Lady Lunarienne."

He quietly recited the line that any envoy would naturally say.

"Today I've come to deliver a message from our ruler, Lady Serphina."
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When I close my eyes—
What unfolds before Luna's eyes is the scenery of Jeilant Castle.

"Lady Lunarienne, I'm always supporting you!"
"I know it's a difficult request, but I want to live under Lunarienne's banner, not Brands'!"

Every single word from the territory's people who placed their sincere hopes in her, the ruler of a small nation, was both her strength and pride.

"Thank you so much."

While raising her hand in greeting—
There was always a man's voice that would come from beside her.

"My Lord. There is no need to use honorifics with your subjects. Please maintain your dignity as a ruler."

Somehow, his seemingly reproachful words didn't feel unpleasant, and Luna would murmur with a slight smile while blushing.

"But I prefer it this way."

"Even if you prefer it, a ruler must stand above others as the supreme authority—"

"By standing side by side."

"...!"

"I believe there are perspectives to be seen, truths to be understood, by standing side by side with others."

The white-haired man who accompanied her like a shadow, upon hearing Luna's words, nodded and—

"My Lord, you truly are a unique person."

"Me? Am I...? I don't really see it... I'm just the ruler of a small nation with a single territory."

"No. Perhaps that very quality is what will make you the unifying ruler."

"Unifying ruler..."

From the beginning.
The words "You're the only one who overestimates me by saying I'll become the unifying ruler" lingered on her lips.

"But I can't do anything alone."

"I know. What great achievement could be accomplished alone?"

"That's not what I meant."

Luna turned her head sharply to look at the man.
Then, she firmly grasped his hand.
The man seemed startled for a moment, flinching—but soon, he didn't reject Luna's touch.

"I... need you, my Strategist. Without you, I... wouldn't know which path to take."

The strategist who came to illuminate the path for a small, insignificant nation.
The person who drove away the powerful Brands forces through successive miracles.
The precious person who approached me when I had nothing... and told me I would grasp the world.

The white-haired man, confronted with Luna's sincerity, stared blankly at her face for a moment—
With remarkably clear and distinct eyes, he told Luna:

"I will serve by your side until the moment the unified empire is established, my Lord."

"...Yes!"

* * *

—And now.
The man who should be my strategist alone... knelt before her.
Wearing a cloak emblazoned with the emblem of another force, not our own... to me.

—"My ruler, Lady Serphina," he had said.

"Lord... Swen...?"

"..."

"Why... why? Why...?"

Luna slowly rose from her throne.
But—she couldn't even properly support herself and staggered.

"My Lord! My Lord...!"

Ginor rushed to support her, but—

—Thud.

Luna collapsed without being able to say another word and lost consciousness.

* * *

How much time had passed?
Sitting in the reception room prepared in the royal castle, I was enveloped in tension as if I were in the middle of enemy territory.
I never expected... never thought that Lady Luna would faint immediately upon seeing me.
Since Luna already knew I was with Serphina's forces, it shouldn't be so incomprehensible that I would visit as an envoy, right?

'It seems like something... has gone strangely wrong during the time we haven't seen each other.'

Just as I was thinking this—
The door opened, and an old man with a familiar face walked in.

"..."

"It's been a long time, Lord Ginor. Have you been well?"

At my words, the old man—Ginor—cleared his throat a few times and sat down across from me.

"How is Lady Luna's condition?"

"She lost consciousness, but there's no internal injury. It seems she just fainted from the shock of the sudden event. But there's nothing to worry about. She'll probably regain consciousness soon."

"That's truly fortunate."

"Fortunate, you say?"

Bang!
Ginor slammed the table with his hand spread wide.
It was too energetic to be a performance from an elderly body.

"What are you plotting, Swen?! Weren't you serving Lady Luna as your ruler?"

"That's right. My ruler is Lady Luna."

"Stop playing word games! You're under Serphina now, aren't you?! Despite saying meaningful things like opening a path for everyone... in the end!"

Ginor looked at me with blazing eyes and said:

"You have no intention of coming back to our side, do you?"

"..."

"Well? You can't deny what I'm saying, can you?"

...Indeed, I should call it Intelligence 99.
He seemed to have already noticed that I had no intention of returning to Lunarienne's forces.

"Before I answer, may I ask why you think so?"

"It's so simple that it doesn't need explanation. If you had intended to return, you would have done so already. Before sending that strange letter saying you would 'find a path for everyone.'"
"I'll be honest. When Irene became a general, I thought it was all your design. I thought you were gaining Serphina's favor, planning to return gloriously to Lady Luna's side with the central continent territories. But even after being appointed general, you didn't come back. If you had decided to return here, you would certainly know that was clearly the best time."
"Well? Am I wrong?"

At this point, rather than playing useless word games, it was best to be honest.

"You're right. I have no intention of leaving Lady Serphina's side."

"Well, let's say that's the case. Yet you still claim Lady Luna is the ruler you serve?"

"That's right."

"Ha!"

After saying that, Ginor tilted his head back and laughed heartily.
Is this the second time? Seeing him laugh so openly and generously.

"Swen, you haven't changed at all since your time with Aishers forces!"

"I'll take that as a compliment, Lord Ginor."

Ginor silently stroked his beard.
Somehow, I could tell his mood wasn't particularly bad.

"So. What's your aim? What exactly is this path for everyone you speak of?"

"Before explaining that... since things have come to this, I think it would be good to introduce someone."

"Introduce someone?"

* * *

"..."

A strange silence hung over the reception room.
The one who broke this silence was my knight escort, Lady Irene, sitting to my left.

"Lord Ginor. It's been a long time. Have you been keeping well?"

"...It's been a while in many ways, General Irene. I've been fine, thanks. And you?"

"The same for me. Quite some time has passed since we last met."

Actually, up to this point, everything was fine.
The problem was the pink-haired twin-tailed beauty sitting to my right.
The first magician to appear and the only one on the continent to earn the title of Grand Magician—Reika.

"..."

To her, who couldn't say anything and kept her head bowed, Ginor spoke first.

"Reika. Have you been well?"

"...Yes, Father."

"Good. It seems you've kept this father's request until the end."

Ginor's request—to accompany Swen well.
Considering that Swen is beside her now, it would be no exaggeration to say she fulfilled that order thoroughly.

"...I'm sorry. I should have contacted you by letter earlier—"

"It doesn't matter if you didn't contact me. A daughter is bound to leave home someday."

"...!"

"Since we're on the subject, let me ask. Swen. Can I hear your answer about our conversation back then? Seeing you keep Reika by your side all this time, it seems you've also made up your mind."

Hearing those words, I slowly looked at Ms. Reika.
Ms. Reika, looking into my eyes... slowly nodded.

Probably.
Probably she feels the same as I do.
It couldn't be otherwise. We... had kissed each other.
We were people who had risked our lives to save each other.
If we said we were just friends after all this... it would be disrespectful to both Ms. Reika and myself.

"I am considering it seriously."

"Meaning?"

Squeeze.
I held Ms. Reika's hand.
She was the first to apply pressure.
Even her hand, damp with nervous sweat, felt cute... I must really have fallen hard for her.

"I am seriously considering welcoming Ms. Reika as my new wife."

"I see. Well, since I was the one who proposed it in the first place, I also—wait."

Ginor tilted his head slightly and asked me.

"New wife, you say?"

"Yes."

"...Swen. Don't tell me you're already married?"

Nod.
As I nodded, Ginor's gaze naturally shifted to my left.
And, sitting to my left, Irene—

"..."

She was blushing so deeply that it was visible even from the side, with her eyes closed and her head slightly bowed.

"Well... I thought that would be the case, but still, facing it directly, I can't hide my surprise."

"...You thought that would be the case?"

"Not just me, but anyone who was at Aishers forces back then would agree. Swen, there was only one moment when your eyes changed. Only when you looked at General Irene."

"..."

I unconsciously bowed my head like Irene.
My face feels hot.
...I'm probably visibly blushing too.
They say couples grow to resemble each other, but this wasn't what I wanted to imitate.

"So. Are you now Swen Juliet?"

"We haven't decided yet."

"What?"

"Well... we thought it's not too late to settle everything after the chaos ends."

Hearing my words, he seemed to notice something... but didn't appear inclined to speak about it.

"I understand. Certainly, that's not what's important now."

Right.
What's important is why I won't leave Lady Serphina.

"Lord Ginor. Please listen carefully to what I'm about to say."

"Go ahead."

The truth.
For Lady Serphina's sake as well, I needed to explain what really happened that day to as many people as possible.

"You believe that on the day of the succession dispute, Serphina von Aingart massacred all my siblings to obtain the blood-stained crown, correct?"

"Believe it or not, that's the truth."

"No, it's not."

"...!!"

To him, who twitched his eyebrows in surprise—

"Lady Serphina didn't kill anyone. And... that is the decisive reason why I won't leave Lady Serphina's side."

—I revealed the truth of that day.
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* * *

After an incredibly long story came to an end.
Ginor kept stroking his beard in disbelief, occasionally letting out sighs mixed with laments.

"Hmm... So the mastermind behind the patricide was Algot von Aingart, and the perpetrator of the massacre was Sidmid von Aingart... Is that really true?"

"According to Lady Serphina, yes. Of course, there's no physical evidence, but—"

At that moment.
Ginor raised his hand to interrupt Swen.

"...No. I don't think Serphina would be lying about this."

"Do you have some basis for that belief?"

"You already know this, Swen. That I was the last Chancellor of the Aingart Empire."

"...!!"

Ginor closed his eyes as if recalling the past and sank into thought—
Then slowly, he moved his lips that carried traces of the past.

"I met all the children of the former Emperor. Algot was upright but a typical stubborn commander type who couldn't see beyond his own perspective. Sidmid was skilled at winning people's favor with his flexible thinking, but beneath that, he was an incredibly arrogant and disrespectful person. Shtadel was a petty man who didn't even understand what the Aingart name attached to his own meant, and Lilirose was an extremely selfish and cold woman. And the youngest, Serphina..."
"Serphina, though no one believes it now... had the most promising character among all the imperial children."

"You mean Lady Serphina...?"

"Yes. She was kind-hearted and often showed wisdom in solving problems. Since we're on this topic, I'll admit that I could never believe she would do such things."

"Then why... did you end up leaving the Empire?"

Ginor nodded at Irene's question.

"Because Serphina herself admitted it. She said she committed all those acts. That she had been hiding her claws for that moment... that she killed her brothers and sisters with her own hands. Even if it was unbelievable, when she confessed with her own mouth, how could I doubt it further? Everyone who could testify about it was already dead."

"She likely did it to smoothly inherit the Empire. If she had merely been caught up in events, no one would have acknowledged Serphina. Without any reliable forces, she probably needed authority built on blood."

"You're right. If the truth had been revealed, the Aingart Empire would have been torn apart before she could even ascend to the throne."
"Anyway, if Algot and Sidmid were the perpetrators, everything makes sense. So Serphina has been bearing the hatred of the entire world for something she didn't even do."

I inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.
I had been worried about how to convince him with only circumstantial evidence without physical proof—but from Ginor's perspective, knowing so much meant he could see that much more clearly.

"So, what is it you want to say?"

* * *

At Ginor's question, Swen nodded.

"Lady Luna hates Lady Serphina, doesn't she? You must be aware of this."

"It would be strange for someone serving at her side not to know."

"The main reason is that she believes Lady Serphina killed her only blood relative, her sister. And as I mentioned, it wasn't Lady Serphina who killed everyone, but Algot... and Aria Iniang, who was both Algot's mistress and Lady Luna's sister, far from being caught up in events, stood by Algot's side until the end."

"So that's how the story goes."

"So, the reason I came here, although it takes the form of a 'prisoner negotiation'... is to discuss this matter with Lady Luna. I never thought she would faint as soon as she saw me..."

I see.
So that's why he came all this way in the form of an envoy.
Ginor, having put all the puzzle pieces together, slowly nodded.

"I understand..."

And at the same time—
He spoke to Swen in a very resolute tone.

"In that case, you should leave immediately."

"...Pardon? But I haven't spoken with Lady Luna yet. I was planning to stay until she regains consciousness, explain everything, and then withdraw."

"No, Swen. That's not the issue."

"...?"

Swen tilted his head in confusion—
But from Ginor's perspective, Luna's hatred for Serphina wasn't solely about her sister.
What was clearly perceptible was her clingy feelings toward Strategist Swen.

Moreover, he had clearly said, "I never thought she would faint as soon as she saw me."
It was right to assume that he didn't understand the true nature of Luna's feelings toward him.

"Unfortunately, you shouldn't have come here as an envoy in any form."

"I'm sorry, but what do you mean by that...?"

"Listen carefully, Swen. I'll only say this once since we don't have much time."

While an ordinary person would maintain a cautious attitude on such an uncertain matter—
Ginor, trusting only his intuition, spoke directly to Swen without beating around the bush.

"Your lord... Grand Duke Luna is in love with you."

"...!!!!"

All three people turned pale at Ginor's bombshell declaration.
Swen's expression in particular was a sight to behold.
His face was filled with the bewilderment of someone who had never, not even for a moment, considered such a possibility.

"Luna's hatred for Serphina may indeed be partly related to her sister, who was Algot's mistress... but the most decisive factor is that she thinks Serphina has taken you away from her."

"Taken... away? Me...?"

"Yes."

"But... even though I'm in Serphina's army, I've sent letters to Lady Luna."

"Didn't I say that's not the issue?"

"This can't be..."

Swen tried to say something with a dumbfounded expression—
But Ginor interrupted him and stood up.

"What are you doing? This is no time to dawdle. Quickly take these two people and leave this place."

"But I need to talk with Lady Luna—"

"Do you want to end up in the underground prison?"

"...!!!!!"

Swen finally seemed to understand Ginor's words, and after remaining silent for a moment...
He nodded and said:

"Could you please relay our conversation to Lady Luna? About the negotiation, the story about Lady Serphina, and... the truth about that day."

"I'll do what I can. But my old intuition tells me that it won't solve the problem, and I should tell you that as well."

"...I understand."

As Swen rose from his seat, Irene and Reika also stood up and greeted Ginor.

"I hope our paths cross again, Lord Ginor."

"...Take care of yourself, Father."

As Ginor watched the backs of Swen's party as they turned to leave—
Suddenly, as if remembering something, he called out loudly:

"Swen. It seems your real ability isn't seeing the future after all?"

Instead of answering, Swen slowly left the room.
Ginor could tell that this wasn't a denial.

* * *

"Mmm..."

How much time had passed?
Luna, regaining consciousness, realized she was lying in bed.

"...Huh?"

Wait a minute.
Why am I here?

Right, that's it. I fainted.
I lost consciousness after seeing such a shocking scene.
And that scene was...

"...!!!!"

Luna quickly got up from her bed and burst through the door.

"M-My lord! Have you regained consciousness?"

"The envoy! I need to meet the envoy! Where is—"

"My lord! Please calm down and go to the reception room! The Strategist is waiting for you there—"

"...!!!"

Upon hearing the soldier's words, Luna quickly headed to the reception room.
And there, the one who greeted her was...

"You've awakened, my lord."

"Lord Ginor...?"

Only Ginor, the current National Strategist of the Lunarian army, was there.

"Lord Ginor, where is the envoy? I mean... S-Swen... where is Lord Swen?!"

"The time granted by his sovereign Serphina was limited, so he had to entrust the negotiations to me and leave."

"He left...???"

Thud.
Luna's legs gave out, and she fell to her knees.

"How could this be, he left, he left...? We had just met again... why...?"

"It couldn't be helped. He must have his own circumstances."

"But—"

"Were you perhaps planning to detain Swen who came as an envoy?"

"...!!!!"

Luna couldn't say anything in response to Ginor's words.
Ginor slowly shook his head and said:

"I understand your feelings, my lord. But that cannot be done. Detaining an envoy would be a bad move that serves neither principle nor efficiency."

"But... he must have barely escaped from Serphina, and if I were to protect Lord Swen—"

"My lord."

Ginor slowly closed his eyes.
Where should he begin explaining?
He certainly didn't think that an explanation alone would solve everything.
Still, someone needed to speak to her, and he knew well that he was the only one who could say "such things" to her and still keep his head intact.

"...Swen asked me to convey something important to you."

"What is it?! What is it?!"

"I'll get straight to the point. The current Lord Swen—"
"—has no intention of leaving Serphina's army."

"!!!!!!!!!!!!"

With those words, Luna's world came to a standstill once again.

* * *

Inside the carriage returning to Lady Serphina.
The three of us—myself, Lady Irene, and Reika sitting across from us—were aboard, but... the interior of the carriage was utterly silent.
Everyone maintained silence as if not even daring to breathe.
It couldn't be helped. We had heard something shocking that none of us had ever considered.

"Your lord... Grand Duke Luna is in love with you."

'...'

I held my forehead and sank into thought.

Lady Luna...
Since when... has she...?
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I'll be honest.
Not once did I think Luna would have such feelings for me.
Well... the time we spent together was far too short to develop those kinds of feelings.
Besides, we never progressed beyond the relationship of ruler and advisor.

Of course, she did seem somewhat fixated on me, but I thought that was natural since from her perspective, I was her one and only strategist.
A ruler attached to a good general - logically speaking, there's nothing strange about that.

But romantic feelings?

'Could Ginor have misunderstood something?'

As I was pondering this, a voice came from beyond.

"Um, excuse me..."

It was Reika, opening her mouth hesitantly as if she didn't know what to do.

"Did Swen know...?"

"About Luna's feelings?"

She nodded repeatedly.

"...I'll be honest with you. I had no idea. I didn't even notice any signs of it."

At that moment.
Irene carefully joined the conversation.

"No. Now I can finally understand that inexplicable hatred."

"By hatred... do you mean what happened when we met?"

"Yes. That intense hatred toward Serphina... and Luna said something like this. She implied that sending me back was for the sake of not going against your wishes, Swen."

"That's..."

Hearing those words made my head complicated all over again.
Luna likes me, and therefore thinks Serphina has taken me away from her?
No... from the beginning, Luna and I were merely in a ruler-subject relationship.
Even if "being taken away" could be established, it doesn't make sense in terms of our ruler-subject relationship, especially since Serphina knows I still serve Luna.

"Swen."

"...Yes."

"How do you feel?"

"Feel...?"

"About Luna. Just as she has romantic feelings for you, do you have feelings for her as well?"

"..."

After hearing Irene's words, I asked myself the question.
How do I feel about Luna?
First, I selected a few keywords that came to mind when I heard the name Lunarienne Iniang.

—Affection. Regret. A person of promise. The ruler I serve. The person who will become the unification monarch.

It was true that feelings of love or romantic affection didn't immediately come to mind.
But if asked whether I found Lunarienne unattractive as a woman, I honestly couldn't give a definitive no.
Luna was extremely beautiful.
Her soft, pale yellow hair reminiscent of cream puffs, and ruby-red eyes that looked like melted rubies poured into molds, brought to mind a slice of shortcake.
With facial features that harmonized well with these - surely the DNA of Aria Iniang, who was beautiful enough to be Emperor Algot's consort, existed in her as well.
If I had to nitpick, her chest was somewhat lacking... but honestly, this was just a feeling I had because I was surrounded by people like Reika, Serphina, and Irene, not that her figure lacked feminine charm.
Especially Irene. Spending time with someone like her would inevitably change anyone's standards regarding chest size.

It wasn't just her appearance.
She was fundamentally a very warm person. At least during the time I spent with her, I could feel her genuine concern for the people of her territory.
Despite being a ruler, she knew how to humble herself, and believed she could gain something from it - considering the times, she was certainly a pioneer who was several steps ahead of others.
Honestly, if asked to accept such a woman as a wife - it was clear that few men would refuse.

'...'

At that moment.
Irene grabbed my hand firmly.

"Lady Irene..."

"Ask yourself an honest question, Swen. How do you feel about Luna, and about a future where you accept her as your wife."

If I asked myself an honest question as Lady Irene suggested -
There was no particular reason to reject Luna.
If it was true that she had romantic feelings for me, there would be nothing wrong with marrying her.

"If your heart is willing-"

"-wouldn't it be fine to accept her as your wife...?"

"..."

After hearing Reika's words too, I hesitated for a moment before shaking my head.
I don't know how we ended up discussing marriage between Luna and me, but it seemed too hasty to consider at this stage.

"First, we need to clear up Luna's misunderstanding about Serphina."

"Is that what you told my father...?"

"Yes. Ginor said it probably wouldn't work out... but Luna is a reasonable person, so I think if we can just talk things through, it will be fine."

I said that, but.
Seeing how she confidently asked if I "wanted to be thrown in jail" when I visited her directly...
I was worried that Luna might have developed a more extreme personality than I knew, but.

"In the end, all we can do is talk. If we don't move forward somehow, nothing will change..."

If we continued this war, Serphina was destined to be defeated.
If the misunderstanding wasn't cleared up, Serphina would disappear like dew on the execution ground.
I had to prevent that at all costs. For my sake, for Serphina's sake, and... for Luna's sake as well.

"Swen. I intend to devote my body and soul to you as my husband until the very end. So don't worry and move forward. I will protect your back."

"Thank you, Lady Irene."

"I, I too...!"

This time, Reika reached out and held my hand tightly, speaking as if pleading.

"I feel the same way...! So, um... like I told your father earlier..."

After hesitating for a while with a bright red face, not knowing what to do -
Finally, with an expression of great determination.

"...I'll marry you...! I'll become Swen's... wife...! So, I too...!"

"Reika..."

When I heard Ginor's words, I had no idea what to do -
But now, with the encouragement of these two people who love me, I felt confidence welling up that I could somehow get through this.
Besides, if necessary, I could always ask my intelligence 100 brain.

One thing was certain —

'I will never give up on Serphina.'

With that thought, I continued my journey to where Serphina was, together with the two of them.

* * *

Luna's army, the royal castle of Heisel.

'...'

Ginor recalled his last conversation with Lunarienne, lost in thought.

* * *

"Are you saying... it wasn't Serphina who killed my sister?"

To Luna, whose eyes had turned white, Ginor carefully bowed his head and said.

"That's right. And this old man also thinks Swen's words are highly credible. After talking with him, it seems Serphina is also aware that Lord Swen serves you as his lord."

"...!!"

"And because Swen learned this fact..."

"Because he knew that... he came here..."

"..."

Unable to say "he's not coming," Ginor couldn't say anything to her.
Luna muttered "by Serphina's side... by Serphina's, side..." several times, and then-

"...Even if that's true, it's strange that he's not coming."

She dismissed the situation with a tone full of conviction.

"In the end, it's just circumstantial evidence. It wouldn't be difficult for her to lie to win Swen's favor. Even if Serphina isn't the villain who did such a thing, the fact remains that she seized all power using the Aingart family's wrongdoings as leverage."

Indeed.
In the end, it was Serphina who gained power from all these events.
Whether she wanted power or not, that fact remained unchanged - and it was also an immutable truth that Serphina had ruled the country with the power she had held for many years.

"And decisively, if Serphina also knows about Swen's situation... that he has a place to return to, why is she keeping Swen by her side when he doesn't truly serve her?"

"..."

Instead of responding, Ginor chose to silently listen to her words.
As long as he couldn't change her decision that Swen wouldn't return, there was no need to create unnecessary problems.

"It's simple. It's because Serphina won't let Swen go. And whatever the reason... I cannot forgive that."
"My strategist... my only strategist... she's bound him to her side with her cunning tongue."
"It's alright. Unlike that foolish woman who forces difficult decisions on the kind Swen, I will naturally make it so he doesn't have to worry about anything if it's for his sake."

"My lord..."

As Ginor had expected -
Her hatred for Serphina had not been extinguished.
The fact that she wasn't his sister's enemy was, after all, just Serphina's testimony without perfect physical evidence, so it was insufficient to persuade her.
And since she had romantic feelings for Swen, it would have been stranger if those complicated emotions disappeared easily.

"Please prepare for war. The prisoner negotiation... I will approve it. After all, you came all this way..."

* * *

Finishing his reminiscence, Ginor raised his head to look at the sky.

—Not yet.
It seemed it was not yet time to bring an end to this age of turmoil.

Ch.399 - Chapter 399. I'll Be Waiting For You
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***

Shortly after arriving at Serphina's army—
A response regarding prisoner negotiations came from Lunarienne's army.
The result was full acceptance of the prisoner exchange.
Many were puzzled that they agreed to all our terms without any objections, but since our side had far more soldiers captured as prisoners, it wasn't particularly bad news for our army, so those voices quickly died down.

Some time later.
A prisoner exchange ceremony took place near the border.
Our representatives were myself and Irene.
And the representatives from Lunarienne's army were Francis von Aingart, Charlotte von Aingart, and Violet von Aingart.

"All three are royalty just like our lord?"

"Yes, that's right. They're survivors that Kein Nerkis had hidden away."

Kein Nerkis—real name Kail von Aingart.
He was a key character in the Lunarienne royal return concept. If you somehow managed to keep him alive, he would provide three S-rank commanders, and these were those three people.
Since it was my first time seeing them in person, I felt strangely tense.

'It would have been a disaster if I had brought our lord.'

Leaving Serphina behind when she wanted to come along seemed to be the right decision after all.
Ms. Reika didn't appear to be in any condition for a long journey back and forth.

As we set up our base camp and waited—
From the other side, an unarmed soldier carrying a bright green flag approached on horseback.

"All prisoners have arrived."

"We will proceed with the exchange ceremony immediately."

"Are you the representative?"

"Yes, I am."

The soldier nodded and spoke to me in a careful tone.

"It might seem ridiculous for a mere soldier to say this to an enemy commander... but I want to thank you for proposing this prisoner exchange. Among the captured prisoners is someone who is like a benefactor to me."

"Not at all. Hearing you say that makes me glad I made the proposal."

"Well then, excuse me. The next time we meet will be on the battlefield."

After sending the soldier back, I was reminded once again that this world was not a game.
Whether Kein Nerkis was a royal return character or whatever—none of that really mattered anymore.
These were living commanders in a very real world.

And, a few hours later—
The prisoner exchange ceremony began immediately.

"Swen, representative of Serphina's army."
"I am Irene Juliet of Serphina's army."

I greeted the three young commanders before me.
Two of them had sunflower-yellow blonde hair that reminded me of Serphina.
The woman had black hair, perhaps?
Although their hair colors differed, all three had golden eyes that looked like molten gold, making it clear they were royalty with Aingart blood flowing through their veins.

"...Francis von Aingart, representative of Lunarienne's army."
"Charlotte von Aingart of Lunarienne's army."
"Violet von Aingart of Lunarienne's army."

I extended my hand to the blonde man who had introduced himself as the representative.
A universally understood gesture—offering a handshake.
The man looked at me with a strange expression before extending his hand and speaking.

"So you are Swen?"

"Yes, I am."

"...I've heard a lot about you from our lord."

"From Luna?"

"You casually use a nickname. Even though you're now under Serphina's army."

"Since you've heard about me, you must know that we used to be together."

"That's not what I'm asking."

...What's this?
Is he trying to pick a fight?

No, this was a bit different from simply picking a quarrel with me. It was more like... how should I put it? A sense of deflation?
It felt like he had given up, unable to do anything about the situation.

So there was no need to respond harshly here.
If he had been aggressive, I would have given him a piece of my mind, but there was no need to show my hand to someone who already understood he couldn't do anything about me.

"Since this doesn't need to be drawn out, let's proceed with signing the documents."

"Let's do that. However, there's something I want to ask you."

"What is it?"

"Do you know that the position of National Strategist in the Lunarienne army is vacant?"

Huh?
Isn't it filled?
I was under the impression that Ginor was serving as the strategist.

"Isn't the esteemed Ginor Nighthart appointed as the National Strategist?"

"He was merely assigned a 'role.' Our lord has not recognized Ginor as the strategist. And Ginor understands this as well."

"...What?"

"Our lord repeatedly says that our nation has only one strategist. In the past, present, and future... no one but that person can be called a strategist. Very firmly, over and over."

'...!'

"As a subordinate commander, I once asked our lord to reconsider, as it was causing confusion in dealing with Ginor, who was effectively handling the strategist's duties, but it was completely useless. ...You understand why I'm bringing this up, don't you?"

I already knew that Luna held me in special regard, but...
I never imagined she would refuse to even recognize Ginor, the new strategist, as a strategist.
Suddenly, Ginor's voice declaring that Luna was in love with me echoed in my head.

"..."

"I don't know when you'll return to our lord's side... but just as our lord never abandoned you even as you wield the position of strategist while serving in the enemy army, I hope you won't betray our lord either."

With that, my conversation with Francis ended—
I also exchanged brief handshakes with Charlotte and Violet.
Charlotte didn't say much, but Violet spoke to me as soon as she saw me.

"So you are Lord Swen."

"Yes, I am. Pleased to meet you, Lady Violet."

"Pleased to meet you. But it doesn't actually feel like our first meeting. After all, our lord has always had an invisible white-haired strategist by her side."

"..."

"My brother has already said his piece, so I don't particularly want to add anything... but we will be waiting, Strategist."

With that, the meeting with the representatives concluded—
Francis and I immediately signed the documents.
That concluded the prisoner exchange ceremony.

As I had expected, the process was surprisingly quick.

Afterward, under the guidance of soldiers, our prisoners were transferred to their side—
And simultaneously, their prisoners came over to our side.
Among them was a woman whose face I recognized.

"Lord Swen...!"

"Lady Sillin. I'm glad to see you're well."

"I, I heard everything...! That our lord specifically named me first...!"

"Lady Sillin, you're a valuable talent for our army. Of course we had to bring you back by any means necessary."

My words, at least at this point, were not empty flattery.
Sillin was a good enough commander that she could be appointed as the lord of a small castle at this point.
In fact, for our army, which was mostly composed of inexperienced rookie commanders hastily recruited through conscription orders, someone of her caliber was truly a blessing.

"Thank you... thank you so much...!"

After the prisoner exchange ceremony ended—
The three siblings glanced in our direction before mounting their horses and heading toward their base camp.
From my perspective, they were just people I was meeting for the first time, but apparently from their perspective, I wasn't so unfamiliar or awkward.

'Did Luna talk about me that much normally....'

As I was lost in thought, Irene approached me, placed her hand on my shoulder, and said:

"Good work, Swen."

"It was nothing. You and the staff did all the hard work. All I did was ride in a carriage and sign my name on some fancy documents."

"But you were the one who pushed for this prisoner exchange in the first place."

"...Actually, you know that wasn't really my main purpose, right?"

"The purpose is important, but what's even more important is the result."

The purpose is important, but what's even more important is the result—
Somehow, it seemed like a sentence that symbolized the twists and turns of my life, where I fit various pieces like a puzzle into predetermined outcomes, making me smile bitterly without realizing it.

"All three of them seemed to know you."

"It seems that way. Though they're strangers to me."

"The man who called himself the representative resembled Serphina very much. It seems the claim that Aingart blood flows in them is no lie."

"So... what are you going to do now, Swen?"

I laughed casually at Irene's question.

"There's no way I can go back."

"...I suppose not."

If I don't go back, what happens now?
Will we continue to repeat this war?
If Ginor had managed to persuade Luna well, and if we could create an opportunity to talk, we might be able to end this wretched war—
That's what I had been thinking until then.

***

But.

"The Lunarienne army is marching toward our territory with 80,000 troops!"
"The Lunarienne army is marching toward Hispil Castle with 95,000 troops!"

What we heard were the urgent cries of messengers, proving that this war was far from over.

Ch.400 - Chapter 400. It's Okay Not To Try Harder
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***

As Lunarienne's army continued its relentless offensive—
The war appeared, at first glance, to be nothing more than a stalemate.

Of course, as it had been until now—on the surface, it seemed like the two nations were locked in a back-and-forth struggle, evenly matched against each other.
But looking at the conclusion, the fact that our army was continuously being pushed back hadn't changed at all.

This was, well.
It felt as though something governing this world was strongly insisting that predetermined fate couldn't be defied—
All I could do was choose "the least worst" options and respond in ways that would make Serphina's army collapse as slowly as possible. There were no better solutions.

'Just being dragged along like this won't solve anything.'

It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I'd done almost everything possible by now.
Whenever I had the chance, I sent letters to Luna suggesting that "Serphina isn't actually such a villain. We can resolve this through dialogue without dragging out the war."
Of course, no replies ever came. Instead, I only received news from messengers that she had sent troops into our territory.

I tried contacting Ginor in various ways too, but he didn't seem able to come up with any good solutions either.
It was rather absurd for him, as a member of Lunarienne's army, to tell his sovereign to "forgive Serphina."
Still, this was the only option available now. In the end, conquering the continent would be Luna's role, and all our fates rested in her hands.

I'll confess here.
I knew Serphina wouldn't be able to unify the continent.
Therefore, I had no intention whatsoever of preserving the "Serphina Army" to crown her as emperor.

Because it was impossible.
Because my never-wrong Intelligence 100 brain had repeatedly determined it wasn't possible.

So, my best move now was to end this battle by dissolving Luna's hatred for Serphina and surrendering to her.
There was no guarantee she would forgive Serphina if we surrendered as things stood.
From the beginning—despite my clearly conveying the message once, the fact that she continued the war made it easy to deduce that Luna had no intention of forgiving Serphina.

In other words.
As Ginor said, even if Luna truly had feelings for me—
There was no guarantee she would readily accept if I said "Please forgive Serphina."

'How did things become so complicated?'

If even my direct intervention wouldn't get through to her—
Then what exactly should I do?

While I was lost in these endless worries, time didn't wait for me and steadily marched forward—
Finally, Lunarienne's flags were planted in about three-fifths of the continent's territory.

***

Our new base camp was Kelstein Castle.
After consulting with Intelligence 100, I learned that trying to block off the remaining territories would be pointless—rather, establishing ourselves here with the remaining troops to block the path to the northern continent would be the most advantageous option for Serphina's army.
Thanks to this—though it's ironic to call it that—we could also give our troops, exhausted from repeated battles, some rest.

"As ordered, we've recruited an additional 30,000 troops from the northern continent."

"You've worked hard, Swen. How is Aingart Castle?"

At Serphina's question, I slightly bowed my head and replied.

"It has regained peace, but... most of the military officers seem unable to hide their unease."

"I see..."

Even if they were nameless rookies, they had joined our Serphina Army with dreams of success.
Seeing our forces continuously retreating strategically, they must be considerably bewildered.
Until quite recently, the premise that Serphina would unify the continent had felt like an established fact.

'...It's fine. There must be a way.'

There was no point in me losing hope like them.
Trusting my head that always spoke the truth, I was contemplating what to do next when—

"...Swen."

"Yes, my lord."

Serphina addressed me in a somewhat melancholy voice.
She appeared not as the absolute ruler she usually showed to others... but as a woman seeking help.

"Throughout this prolonged war, I have followed all your advice."

"I know."

"Your 'Mind's Eye' has always shown the correct path."

"That's right."

"And... this is the result."

"..."

Her words were correct.
Serphina had consulted me about everything from building fortresses to positioning troops before engaging in battle.
Since she knew about my ability, it wasn't strange for her to ask about everything.

However, unlike me who knew everything—as time passed, there must have been something that inevitably felt strange to her.
I deliberately averted my eyes from that fact. I was desperate, believing there must be some solution in between.

But—
It wasn't something I could hide forever, and Serphina was an exceptionally wise and intelligent woman.
And as if to prove that... she presented her organized thoughts before me.

"Swen. I'm not trying to blame you. I just... noticed something. Do you know what it is?"

I didn't say anything, but—
Serphina didn't seem to require an answer anyway, as she calmly revealed what she had felt.

"Even if your true lord were Lunarienne instead of me, you wouldn't have lied to me at this point. There would be no meaning in doing so. So, you must have continuously presented 'the choices with the best efficiency.' And if this is the result... I can't help but know, even if I don't want to."
"Swen. Please answer my questions honestly from now on. You can consider it my last request."

"...Please don't call it your last request. I will speak honestly."

At my words, Serphina trembled slightly—
Then, she formed a smile on her lips that seemed about to crumble.

"You are truly kind even in moments like this. I can find meaning in my life just for having met you."
"Well... I have one question, Swen. Can I, Serphina von Aingart, become the monarch of the unified empire that will unify the continent?"

[It's not possible.]

The unchanged answer flowed out as it always had.

"...It's not possible."

"Then, my second question. Can Lunarienne Iniang become the monarch of the unified empire that will unify the continent?"

'....'

Indeed.
She had noticed.
I closed my eyes and lightly entered the question.

"...Yes."

"That's exactly it, Swen."

Serphina, seeming rather calm now, finally managed to put a resigned smile on her face.

"I was fighting an impossible war. So... even with your 'always correct' advice, we couldn't overcome this situation and were pushed back to this point. Am I wrong, Swen?"

"..."

"As I said earlier, I'm not blaming you. Rather, I know that your decision not to tell me this fact in advance, despite knowing it, was out of consideration for me."
"I see. I am... a 'sacrifice' necessary for Lunarienne to usher in a new era."

"My lord. That's..."

"I heard, Swen. It seems you've been having secret conversations with Lunarienne."

"...You knew?"

"If the strategist and monarch of an enemy nation are exchanging letters, wouldn't it be a problem if I didn't know about it?"
"Of course, I know you didn't intend to harm me. You were probably trying to do something for me, who couldn't defeat her no matter what. Am I wrong?"

I used silence to affirm her words.
To be able to perfectly deduce my actions just from the exchange of letters—she was truly an extraordinary woman.

"And the fact that you've stayed with me all this time... yes, probably because Lunarienne has no intention of forgiving me. Am I right? Answer honestly, Swen."

...Nod.

"Yes, my lord. However, she's just blinded by anger right now. Luna is someone who can certainly engage in dialogue if approached—"

"Swen."

At that moment.
Serphina, who had never carelessly interrupted me before, firmly cut off my words.

"You don't need to try any harder."

"My lord...?"

"I've watched your efforts from the side. However, I don't think even you need to go against the prophecy of the Mind's Eye. If you continue to stay by my side, which is destined for destruction... you might also incur Lunarienne's wrath."
"Therefore..."

She, with a trembling voice—
Looking straight into my eyes.

"I wish to strip you of all your positions in Serphina's army."

"!!!"

"So, return to the side of your true lord who is eagerly waiting for you... to where you should have been originally. This is my final order."

Ch.401 - Chapter 401. The Final Question
"......What?"

What did Lady Serphina just say?

"My lord...?"

"Swen. I will take the position of National Strategist from you. And... I plan to banish you from Serphina's army."

"No... wait, my lord. What exactly are you—"

"Of course, I am not so shameless. I will also immediately banish Irene Juliet and Reika Nighthart along with you. So, return to Lunarienne's side with peace of mind."

"My lord. Please calm down and listen to me first. So—"

"I'm sorry, Swen. I have no intention of continuing this conversation with you."

Serphina spoke in an extremely resolute tone—
And once again, she put on the expression of an absolute ruler.
That arrogant gaze unique to one who reigns at the top, looking down on everyone below, stared directly at me.

"This is my final order. You wouldn't think of refusing my order, would you?"

"My lord...."

"No need to be stubborn. It's something you can't overcome with your power anyway. Don't you think it's truly foolish to cling to something that cannot be done?"

Serphina said that... and slowly turned her gaze away from me.

"From a sinking ship... isn't it efficient for those who can disembark to do so?"

"!!!"

"Your 'Mind's Eye' would give you the same answer."

I couldn't bring myself to say anything to Serphina.
I seemed to understand why she was saying she would banish me.

A sinking ship...
Although we maintain a military power similar to Lunarienne's army in terms of structure, what must it feel like to continue fighting against an opponent you can never defeat no matter how many battles you repeat?
Being perceptive, she probably realized this fact and despaired before I even asked.
Having spent a long time with Lady Serphina, I could understand.
How great her despair must have been when she first realized she could do nothing, and... how much hesitation she must have felt before saying those words to me.

"Swen. I thank you for working by my side for me all this time. Return to your lord... bring order to these chaotic times, and open the door to a peaceful world."

Serphina said this and smiled at me again.
A smile I had seen many times before, one that looked like it might break at any moment.

"...What do you intend to do, Lady Serphina?"

"In the name of Aingart, I must continue fighting. ...That is the path I must take. Fighting until my body falls on the battlefield is my destiny."

"Even though you know it's a battle you cannot win?"

"Isn't it a fitting end for the one who bears the name of Aingart, which symbolizes the old era?"

"..."

I slowly looked into her golden eyes.
Though she tried to hide it, she couldn't conceal the slight trembling of her pupils.
Right now, she was... trying to save at least me.
Knowing that I had private conversations with Lady Luna, she must have roughly guessed what I was trying to do.
And she probably realized that things weren't going well.

In other words—
She was convinced that Lunarienne would not forgive her personally.

I clenched my fist.
I was just... angry.

What exactly is a strategist with Intelligence 100?

It is someone who derives the absolutely correct answer—
Originally, in this world, a strategist was someone who, when you clicked the "Ask for Advice" button, would tell you what would happen.

Now that it had become reality, I couldn't say it was completely equivalent, but at least I, who clearly recognized that this world was formed based on a game, could think so without issue.
Yes. That's all it was. Intelligence 100 just means saying the right things. It couldn't twist the world or change a predetermined ending.

In such a situation, what meaning did things like the "Mind's Eye" have?
Right now, with my vaunted Intelligence 100—I couldn't even protect the woman I loved right in front of me.

"...Serphina."

"..."

Lady Serphina—no, Serphina didn't mind that I dropped the formalities.
Perhaps she too knew that our relationship couldn't be summarized as simply lord and subject.

"I'm sorry, but I cannot leave your side."

"...I think it's meaningless."

"Why do you think so?"

"Swen, even you can't do anything about this... how could I?"
"I was merely given a crown. All I have is stubbornness tied to the outdated name of Aingart and worthless authority."
"How can I... how can I, a symbol of the old era, defeat Lunarienne, a symbol of the new era?"

"..."

"Swen. If you love me... give me up. I don't want to be the worst woman who drags down the person she loves like a water ghost. If because of me, you too..."

Serphina's voice began to fade.
Tears began to stream down from her eyes, which were like fields of golden wheat.

"...If you and the people you care about are also endangered... I really don't think I could bear it."
"So, just... forget me. Help me not create a situation where I might sin against you."
"Please, Swen... leave our army and return to Lunarienne's army..."

She took off the mask of the absolute ruler.
Serphina, just a woman, sobbed in front of me.
She begged that she didn't want to see me ruined because of her.

So this was the reason she was desperately trying to push me away.
As my body trembled slightly... hot tears began to flow down my cheeks.
I roughly wiped them away with my sleeve.

'Crying won't help...'

The woman I loved was crying.
Crying with her would certainly be meaningful.

But.

I wished this woman wouldn't cry.
I wanted to save her.
I wanted to somehow fulfill the impossible wish of spending my life with this woman while my lord conquered the world.

What I needed to do for that wasn't to sit down and sob with her.
What I needed to do was—just do what I had been doing one more time.
Find a "possibility" that seemed absolutely impossible.

'I can do it.'

I quietly closed my eyes.

If there's a conclusion, there must be a result.

'I've done this many times before.'

It all started with Tifa discovering a treasure chest while on a commercial venture.
Everything began from there.

I stopped the Brands army alone, called down a meteor, foresaw an ambush, and won a war without fighting.
I saved Lady Luna, saved Lady Irene, saved Ms. Reika, and saved Serphina many times.

So.
I can do it this time too.
I can definitely find a path for everyone.

'The first thing I need to bring is that, isn't it?'

I carefully recalled two propositions.

'Serphina von Aingart cannot become the ruler of the unified empire.'
'Lunarienne Iniang can become the ruler of the unified empire.'

Based on these "perfect propositions" that never change, I just need to eliminate the impossibilities one by one... or so I thought.
But there was nothing I could add to or subtract from these.

'...Was I a bit hasty?'

Let's think about something else first.
First, in the situation of staying at Kelstein Castle, find the only way to somehow establish a truce with Lunarienne's army.
Starting with that little by little... surely it would be possible if I persuaded Lady Luna, even at the risk of my life.

Even if she absolutely refuses to forgive Lady Serphina now—
That's just the future at this point in time, and in the end, the result can change depending on what I do.









...Huh?

'The future at this point in time?'

Come to think of it... the advice of Intelligence 100 was both absolute and not absolute.
That's why I was able to save Lady Serphina's life.
The situation changed sufficiently depending on what I did.
The conclusion flips depending on what I decide to do.

And.
Why am I by Lady Serphina's side?
What is needed for Lady Lunarienne's "establishment of a unified empire"?

The moment I thought about that—

'!!!!!!!!'

I staggered as if I had been hit on the head.
Serphina, who had been sobbing continuously, noticed the strangeness in my behavior and carefully asked a question.

"Swen...?"

But I couldn't even answer her.
Or rather, I didn't.
I'm sorry to say this to her, but I couldn't even hear what she was saying to me.

Of course, what came to my mind was—the beginning of a life-changing reversal that could only come to mind when reaching a "proposition that can never change."

"Um... Serphina."

"Yes...?"

"I'm sorry, but can you think as I ask from now on?"

Serphina had received similar questions from me a few times before.
Understanding what I meant, she carefully wiped her tears with her sleeve and nodded.

"...Alright. What do you want me to do?"

"Well..."

I spoke to her.
She, hearing my words, became pale.
After maintaining silence for a moment... she eventually nodded.

"...Done."

"Did you really make up your mind?"

"Yes. I've made up my mind."

"Hey. Then would you ask me a question now?"

I was about to...
Challenge an absolute truth that had never changed even once.

"...What should I ask you?"

"It's simple. It's—"



—Can Lunarienne Iniang become the unified ruler?

"!!!!!!!"

She, hearing my words, was shocked much more than before.
Of course, she couldn't help but be surprised. Since she's smart, she would understand why I asked this question.

Serphina stared at me without saying anything...
Then carefully, looking at me, she asked the final question.

"...Do you think Lunarienne Iniang can become the unified ruler?"

Intelligence 100 brain.
Always telling me the right things.
My guide, my compass, this inadequate and inconvenient half-cheat ability that set the direction of my life—

Just as it had done until this moment.
Just as it had defeated the Brands army despite being outnumbered, dropped a meteor from the sky, and destroyed enemy countries without lifting a finger.
Casually, it spits out the "absolutely correct" answer.

That answer was—

* * *

Why am I by Lady Serphina's side?
—To keep my promise to give Lady Lunarienne the world.

What is needed for Lady Lunarienne's "establishment of a unified empire"?
—Lady Serphina must remain seated as the ruler of Serphina's army.
If that is not maintained—

* * *

I spoke to her.

"This might seem sudden, but please think about it seriously, Serphina. ...Would you be willing to abdicate the throne to me?"

"What...?!"

She, hearing my words, became pale.

"I'm not joking. Really, really think like that. Abdicate from the position of ruler of Serphina's army, and pass the throne to me... think like that."

"Swen..."

After maintaining silence for a moment... she eventually nodded.

* * *

[It depends on heaven's will.]

Hearing the answer that immediately came out, I unconsciously threw my head back.
The tears I had been holding back burst out without me realizing.
Without saying anything... dropping tears on the floor, I muttered over and over again.

—I won.

In the face of this damn fate, I—had finally found the only path to victory.

Ch.402 - Chapter 402. The Most Efficient Method / Serpina
"Swen...?"

Serphina's dazed voice called out to me.
Yes.
I slowly wiped away my tears, then approached her.

"Serphina. ...From now on, there's something I must tell you."

"...What is it?"

"The story might be a bit long."

"That's fine."

'....'

This might be a truly cruel story for her—
But at this point, if I deceived her even slightly, my entire plan could collapse.
It's okay. She'll be able to overcome this... Thinking that, I carefully began to speak.

"Serphina. You know well now that you cannot become the unifying monarch, right?"

"...Yes."

"And the person who will become the unifying monarch... Yes, it's Lady Luna. It has been from the very beginning."

"From the beginning?"

"Yes. Since I first met Lady Luna."

"...!!!!!!"

Serphina couldn't hide her surprise and spoke with trembling eyes.

"First... met...?"

"Yes. When your territory was just outside Jeilant Castle. When I first met her, before I defected to the Brands army, when she was ruling as a monarch of a small nation."
"From that time... there was a 'Mind's Eye prediction' that never changed even once."
"That prediction was... that Lady Lunarienne would be the one to become the unifying monarch."

Starting with that—
I explained to her the essence of everything I had experienced until now.
From the moment I realized Luna would become the unifying monarch and entered her service, miracles seemed to unfold as if the world was desperately trying to support Luna.
Defecting to the Brands army, betraying Lynn to switch allegiance to the Aishers army, being abandoned by Yuuri and coming to Serphina's side.
Until the moment when the numerous flags of feudal lords that had dominated the continent disappeared, and finally the continent was divided into two massive nations—the Lunarienne army and the Serphina army—

Not even once.
The prediction that "Lunarienne Iniang can become the unifying monarch" had never changed.

"...Is that really true?"

"Yes."

"Then... what? What have we been... doing all this time...? What were all the feudal lords fighting for...?"

"...It must be difficult to accept. But that's the truth. My Mind's Eye... is never wrong."

She would know better than I did that my words were never wrong.

"Then... even though I've been following your advice all this time, the reason I'm still losing is because Lunarienne has been destined to be the unifying monarch from long ago?"

"That's right."

"How can that be...?"

What must it feel like to learn that everything you've struggled for has been meaningless?
It must be a devastatingly miserable feeling that I dare not comment on.
Serphina sighed deeply several times... then looked at me with sorrowful eyes and said:

"So, not once has my fate ever changed."

"Yes, that's right. As long as Luna can become the unifying monarch... you, Serphina, can never become the unifying monarch."

"Then... why did you stay by my side instead of leaving earlier?"

"..."

I lowered my head.
Yes.
I should tell the truth.
And convey my sincere feelings.

It will be okay.
Comforting myself with those thoughts... I revealed the cruel truth.

"Because you, Serphina, were the condition for Lady Lunarienne to become the unifying monarch."

"What...?"

"As long as the ruler of the Serphina army is Serphina von Aingart, Lady Lunarienne's destiny to become the unifying monarch remains unchanged."
And that was the answer provided by the 'Mind's Eye.'

"So... I stayed here. To save you, Serphina. To allow my lord Luna, who promised to give me the world, to grasp that world."

"..."

Surprisingly, Serphina didn't seem particularly shocked this time.
It seemed she had already vaguely read all my thoughts in her mind.

"I see. So that's what it meant when you stayed by my side despite having a true lord..."

"...I'm sorry."

"To me?"

"Yes. Just... sorry."

In the end.
I apologized thinking she would fall into deep despair upon learning that I had stayed by her side not for her sake but for Luna's.
Surprisingly, Serphina smiled warmly at me as if she didn't mind at all.

"No. Swen, you stayed by my side until the very end."

"That's..."

"If you had truly remained by my side solely for Lunarienne's unification, you would have had plenty of opportunities to leave. For instance, when I appointed Irene as commander."
"I believe... that actions, not words, reveal a person's attitude. So, you don't need to apologize."

Then did she try to drive me out of this country for my sake despite knowing all this?
Is this another aspect that makes her so characteristically Serphina?

Anyway.
Having successfully conveyed the cruel truth... it was now time to express my sincere feelings.

"Serphina. I cannot give you the world."

"...I know. And I understand. Even someone like you, Swen, cannot overcome fate."

"No."

I shook my head firmly.

"Think about what I just told you."

"Hmm? ...Ah."

Just before.
I had asked her to 'decide to pass the throne to me.'
And.
As she maintained her composure, she suddenly spoke again with a trembling voice.

"Could it be..."

"Yes."

The only way to twist the fate of the unified empire.
For her to step down from her position as ruler of the Serphina army.

And.
The moment the ruler of the Serphina army changes—the fate of the unified empire changes.
And, clever as she is, she seemed to have figured out what I was trying to say... looking at me with a pale face.

"If I step down from the throne..."

"Yes. It changes. The fate that seemed impossible for us to change... can be changed."

Thump, thump.
I feel my heart beating incessantly.
A beating heart means being alive.
I confess in this moment: since being transported to this world, I have never felt so vividly alive as I do right now.

For Serphina's sake.
For my wife Irene, and for Reika who is to become my wife.
For this world where I am living vividly, not just a world inside a game—

—to save my beloved Serphina, and to keep my promise as a retainer to Lady Lunarienne.

"Serphina. I just told you that I cannot give you the world, right? But in exchange, though it may not be much, there is something I can give you."

"To me...?"

Even if.
The truth contained in the inescapable fate given to her is cruel.
Not the predetermined fate predicted by Intelligence 100, but with my own sincere determination, I believe I can overcome it...
Thinking that, I spoke to her as she held me completely in her gaze.

"I'll give you myself."

"!!!"

"Serphina. I'll give you... me, Swen. Even if I can't give you the world, I can give you all of myself."

I revealed my sincere feelings, created not by Intelligence 100's predictions but by my own heart.

"Marry me, Serphina."

* * *

"...!!!!"

With a start!

Luna, who had been in bed, rose with a pale face and looked around.
...A dream?
Though she couldn't remember clearly, she felt as if she had just had a terribly frightening dream.
For the past few days, she had been unable to sleep properly.
It could be due to the ongoing war... but the main reason was that she couldn't stop thinking about what Ginor had said.

'Lord Swen...'

Recently.
According to Violet and Francis, Swen still seemed to have loyalty to our army.
But... something was strange. If so, why didn't he come back?
Wouldn't everything be resolved if he just returned?

Serphina isn't evil? She wasn't directly responsible for the tragedy?
Why should that matter?
In the end, she was the greatest beneficiary of the historic tragedy that occurred in the Aingart family, and it was also true that she had brazenly declared "I did it" and made provocative statements toward the feudal lords.
How could Serphina's innocence be a reason for Lord Swen to continue staying there?

'....'

Luna carefully considered her thoughts.

There was only one.
Only one possibility.
That Lord Swen, beyond pitying Serphina and feeling sympathy for her, harbored even deeper feelings—

—Crash!

The sound of breaking glass brought Luna back to her senses.
...Without realizing it, she had picked up and thrown a cup that was on the table.

'...Stay calm, I need to stay calm...'

Other women... don't matter.
She never harbored thoughts of monopolizing Lord Swen.
Lord Swen was an extraordinary person. She sincerely believed he had the right to have a woman or two, including Irene whom she had met before.

But, anyone else might be fine, but absolutely not Serphina.

Right now, at this very moment, he's by Serphina's side, not mine.
My strategist, who should have chosen me long ago, is serving as Serphina's strategist, and comes to me speaking of "our lord Serphina"—

How could I just accept that?

I absolutely cannot.
Serphina... I can never acknowledge her...!

—Clench!

Luna tightly clenched her fist.
With just that, the room began to fill with killing intent.

This wasn't a rational feeling.
It wasn't simple revenge. It was something much more viscous, gloomy, and intimate.

Jealousy.
Lunarienne was intensely jealous of Serphina.
She was intensely jealous of the woman who had made the strategist—whom she herself couldn't keep—stay by her side voluntarily.
That was the fundamental reason why she unconsciously could never accept Serphina.

If someone were to come now, they would be greatly alarmed by the killing intent, so she was trying to regain her composure when—

"My Lord!"

"...!"

Luna immediately erased her killing intent.
Then, as if nothing had happened, with the most peaceful expression she could muster... she smiled kindly at the soldier who had come all the way here.

"What is it? Has the enemy army advanced?"

...That didn't seem to be the case, as there was no red armband.

"No... it seems there's been a major change in the Serphina army, so I came to inform you."

"A major change?"

Could there be another internal rebellion?
That would be fortunate. If I deploy troops immediately and safely retrieve my Lord Swen— As she was thinking this:

"Well... recently, it seems Serphina herself gave a speech, and in it, she apparently expressed her intention to abdicate."

"...What? Abdicate, what do you mean...?"

"I don't know the details either... but officially, she announced that she would transfer her throne to her husband and step back from the frontlines to fulfill her duties as a general of the new nation."

What?
Transfer the throne?

—Wait.

Thump, thump.
Her heart.

Her heart began to race madly.
Like it was broken. Like it might burst at any moment.
Her spine felt not just chilled but as if it had been pulled out.

The throne...
To whom did she transfer it...?

Husband...?

Husband means... that, right?
It means she got married, right?
Well, it doesn't matter who she transferred the throne to, right?
Nothing has changed. If anything, the name of the nation will change from the Serphina army to the name of this husband character.

But why?

But why... am I sweating so much?
But why am I so anxious?
It's okay.
It doesn't matter who she marries.
Right. It can't be. It's because of that strange dream. Because of the nightmare.

"My... My Lord...?"

"Who is it?"
"Who... will inherit the throne?"

Looking at the soldier who was startled by the sudden killing intent, Luna smiled kindly again.
That smile. The smile of a wise ruler that qualitatively differed from the tyrant Serphina, boosting the morale of soldiers.
The soldier naturally wondered if he had misunderstood something, wiped his cold sweat, and said:

"Well, he's already a famous person. A man who has served under her multiple times."

And.
The soldier, in a matter-of-fact dry voice, muttered the name of the person who had inherited the throne of the Serphina army.
Luna stood there, listening.

Listening.


Listeninglisteninglisteninglisteninglistening.

The name of the one who had contributed at Serphina's side.
The name of the one who had always protected her.
The real power behind the Serphina army, flanked by the great mage Reika and commander Irene.

That name.


Name, name, name, name, name.
Name name name name □■ name name na
me na■ □■ name name na□ ■me
name □■ name □■ name name □■
name name name na□ ■me name
name na□ ■me name name
□■name□■na□■menamenaname□■me

A buzzing noise rings in her ears.
A zzzzzzing sound scratches inside Luna's head.

The name of the one who inherited the throne—the name of Serphina's husband—
The new name of the Serphina army——











———Luna's world crumbles.

Ch.403 - Chapter 403. The Most Efficient Method......
After telling Serphina everything honestly—
The news of my marriage to Serphina spread incredibly quickly, like a ship sailing with favorable winds.

"Congratulations, Strategist!"
"I heard the news! Congratulations!"
"To become the husband of our Lord... that's truly remarkable, Strategist."

"Thank you."

Despite being the marriage of a nation's ruler, surprisingly, there was no wedding ceremony.
If Serphina had been planning to continue managing state affairs normally, we could have prepared a somewhat lavish ceremony despite the difficult circumstances—

But she had something more important to do right now.

"Serphina."

I placed my hand on Serphina's slightly trembling shoulder.

"Swen..."

"It's okay. Just speak as you planned. The rest... I'll take care of it."

"..."

"I told you. I'm giving myself to you. No matter what happens, I'm on your side. I will never leave you."

Serphina murmured "I will never leave you" several times to herself, and then...

"...Yes."

Carefully, she stepped forward onto the stage for her speech.

* * *

This place was a small terrace on the outskirts of Kelstein Castle.
Below the terrace—people gathered in groups, filling the narrow plaza to hear the ruler's important announcement.

Serphina carefully let out a sigh.
This would probably be her last speech as ruler.
Holding back her trembling heart... she finally, carefully parted her lips.

"My people. I would like to begin by thanking you for gathering here today, but... I think this might not be the appropriate situation for such pleasantries."
"What has our Serphina army been fighting for? Today, I have called you here to speak about that very question."

Serphina slowly extended her hand forward.
As always, it was the disciplined gesture of an absolute ruler.

"Until now, our Serphina army has fought for the reconstruction of the Aingart Empire. I firmly believed that was the path for everyone's benefit. Whatever the reason, I still believe that if someone must take responsibility for bringing chaos to the continent through the empire's collapse, it should be the people of Aingart."
"But I couldn't help thinking about the true goal beyond that. Is maintaining the symbol of Aingart bloodline truly important!"

—Murmurs spread through the crowd.

At the shocking words coming from Serphina's mouth, the soldiers and armed forces began to stir.
Was the only 'legitimate' heir of the Aingart Empire... denying her own existence?

"The bloodline's shell is not important for freeing the territory's people from chaos and returning them to peaceful lives, nor for preventing the empire's downfall! Legitimacy only matters when feudal lords are in conflict, but now the continent is essentially divided between north and south—how can we obsess over legitimacy when the nation's survival is at stake!"
"Therefore, I no longer wish to cling to the meaningless legitimacy of being the 'direct imperial descendant.' For the future of our Aingart Empire, which faces imminent danger in the war against Lunarienne's army, I will pass the imperial crown to someone more capable than myself!"

""!!!!!!""

The people gathered in the plaza froze at Serphina's shocking words.
...Now is the time.

I carefully walked to Serphina's side.
Serphina glanced at me slightly.
To others, she might still appear as the cold, absolute ruler... but I could tell.
Her slightly trembling eyes and tightly clenched fists. She was also extremely nervous.

I nodded.

And then——

"I, Serphina von Aingart, will pass the position of ruler of the Serphina army to Swen, who has become my husband, and I will serve under him to help run this empire together! My people! Nothing has changed! From now on, gather your strength under Swen's banner, for Swen's army!"

——Waaaaaaaaah!!!!!

As I looked down at the cheering soldiers and armed forces, I thought back to the conversation I had with Serphina that day.

* * *

"You're asking me... to marry you?"

"Yes."

Serphina turned pale and couldn't say anything for a moment—
Then, clever as she was, she realized what I was trying to say and asked.

"Swen. I... I'm fine with it. I can... trust you and hand over the crown. But I think there will definitely be confusion. If the ruler suddenly changes, perhaps the country might split in two—"

"That won't happen, Serphina."

"What...?"

That's right.
Even with a sudden change in ruler, the unity of Serphina's army wouldn't crumble.
The reason was incredibly simple.

Because—everyone was already dead.

In the process of the rebellion against Serphina, almost everyone who had animosity toward me as the strategist had died.

Eight out of ten generals were newly appointed, and the core members of Serphina's army—our country's most excellent general Irene and Irian, the great magician Reika who had gained admiration and support through countless achievements, and Iolline, the lord of the capital castle Aingart—
They all belonged to the so-called "Swen faction."

So.
It might be a miserable story for Serphina, but—
Because there was no one to defy me, I could confidently accept the position of ruler.

After briefly explaining the current situation to Serphina, I spoke in a serious tone.

"Serphina. This is the only way to protect you from Lady Luna. I'll... I'll try my best. I'll break the ill fate between you and Lady Luna, and forge a path for everyone."

"A path for everyone..."

"This is a deal. Trust my 'Mind's Eye' and give me the country. Then... I will give myself to you, Serphina."

"...!!"

At my words about giving myself to her, Serphina's expression changed noticeably again.
And... finally, she answered.

"...You know, Swen. The ruler's position... was just something given to me. I never... wanted something like this. I sat in this position only to atone for the sins of the Aingart family... pushed by my brother Algot, and to fulfill the request of Aria who died believing in me."
"This was a task given to me. But... if I hand this position to you, wouldn't I be running away in the end?"
"And to give this cursed position to someone I love. To someone more precious than myself... are you asking me to do that?"

"Yes."

"...!!"

"Give me that cursed position."

I.
Firmly held Serphina's hand.

"I want to be cursed together with you."

"S-Swen..."

Serphina, once again looking at me, shed tears.

"Because of my ill-fated destiny, you... might die... You might come to resent me for being hated by the world."

"I don't care. That's what I want."

"!!!"

"If your fate tries to kill you, I'll fight your fate by your side until the end. As you said, my life might be in danger. But I don't care. I—"

—If I can be with you even in death, that's enough for me.

* * *

—And now.
Looking down, I could hear people's cheers directed at me.

"Long live Lord Swen!"
"Long live our new ruler!"

As I expected, there was no resistance to my appointment as ruler.
Is this a tragedy, or is it fortune?

It's sad when you consider that this happened because many people died—
But for me, who values Serphina more than the empire's legitimacy, this was fortunate.
After all, those who died were only harmed because they tried to kill Serphina.

And so, the Serphina army became the Swen army.
From joining Lunarienne's army to defecting to the Brands army, then betraying the Brands army to join the Aishers army.
A general who had changed lords four times after being abandoned by the Aishers army and attached to the Serphina army—finally rose to a position where he no longer needed to change lords.

'...What a spectacle.'

I thought to myself, mocking myself.
A sincere apology that would never reach whoever might write a history book about this moment in the future.

* * *

—And that night.

In the lord's chamber at the center of Kelstein Castle, a private wedding ceremony between Serphina and me took place.
Although we couldn't hold a grand wedding ceremony due to the circumstances... I thought that if love exists, even a simple ceremony between just the two of us would be enough to vow to be together forever.

Serphina and I were kneeling, facing each other.
Her face... was flushed. More flushed than ever before.

"...Serphina."

"Swen..."

What Serphina was wearing was—an ordinary dress.
It was just a ceremonial dress that had been in Kelstein Castle, neither luxurious nor befitting the dignity of someone who had been a ruler—
But because of the person wearing it, it looked extremely elegant and graceful.

"Thank you... for saying you could die with me..."
"Until now, I was always alone... but from the moment I met you, when you said you would protect me... I was no longer alone."
"Thank you for loving me, a witch abandoned by the world and a notorious villainess..."

"You're neither a witch nor a villainess, but even if you were, that's fine. I told you. My wish is to die with you."

"...Is that really your wish?"

"Yes."

Seeing me answer so calmly, Serphina let out a small laugh.
How long has it been?
Since I've seen her laugh so freely.

"Serphina. Thank you for trusting me and choosing me. I won't forget your will. I'll clear your unjustly accumulated infamy and definitely move forward on a path for everyone. As I said, I'm yours now... you must never forget that. Understand?"

"...Yes."

We gradually moved closer to each other.
We could have talked more if we wanted to, but—

It seemed that both she and I were craving something other than conversation.

And—

"..."

Our lips overlapped.
A kiss.
As if we were the only two people in the world... we embraced each other and continuously intertwined our tongues.
The intense citrus flavor on my tongue made me realize that it now belonged to me, not anyone else... and I finally understood.

—I, with this woman.
I married Serphina.
I promised a lifetime with the ruler I had served.

Swen von Aingart.
It was the moment when another candidate for my new name was added, following Swen Juliet.

Ch.404 - Chapter 404. Not The Scent, But The Taste (1)
* * *

I finished the private ceremony with Serphina.

No, to be precise—I only thought I had finished it.

"Mmph... mmm... mmm... slurp, suck...♥"

Serphina and I were both completely absorbed in exploring each other's tongues.
At first.
Kissing was within the expected range of events.
Even for our small private wedding ceremony, it would have been disappointing to skip the kiss I had shared even with Irene.

But then.

Both of us, as if some switch had been flipped.
We kept passionately exploring each other's tongues with fervor.

The scent of yuzu filled my mouth completely.
It traveled down my throat and began to wildly course through my body and mind.
I was being... ravished by this yuzu scent. Though vulgar, no other word came to mind.

And.
The scent became taste... continuously stimulating the tip of my tongue.

"...Haah."

Carefully, our lips parted.
The string of saliva connecting us lasted only a moment.
After Serphina and I locked eyes for about a second... once again.

"Mmph... mmh... slurp, slurp, suuuuck...♥"

We kissed.
And kissed.
And kissed again.

Sucking each other's tongues like oral sex.
Sucking lips, tracing teeth with tongues.

By the time I couldn't tell whether the yuzu scent was coming from her or from me—

"...Hwaah...!"

With gasping breaths and her shoulders trembling... we finally managed to break the chain of kisses.

"Swen..."

"...Serphina."

She looked at me, panting for breath.
In the golden pond hidden within her wheat-colored hair, I was completely reflected.

"Swen, I... I can't hold back anymore. I... can't take it."
"Are you... going to end it like this? You said you'd give yourself to me... that you'd give yourself to me."
"After saying that... are you going to end it like this?"

—Grab.

"Hyah...!!"

"I won't hold back."

I grabbed her clothes and stripped them off.
Removing the cheap dress was no effort at all.

"I."

I immediately buried my face in Serphina's exposed white neck.
And... took a deep breath.

"S-Swen...?"

The yuzu scent.
It traveled through my brain and settled deep inside.
Soon after, it made me realize who I was.

Who was I before?
What was my purpose?
How should I return to my original world?

None of that mattered anymore.

I am... Swen.
Swen, who decided to live in this world.
Serphina.
Swen... who exists solely to protect you.

"Serphina. Perhaps I... was born in this world to meet you."

"!!!!"

"Or should I say I came here? To meet you, I came to this place... anyway."

Without hesitation, I licked her neck.

"Hyaaah...!!"

"So."
"Since you gave yourself to me... give yourself to me."

* * *

On the bed.
Serphina lay completely naked.
Two large breasts that were in no way inferior to Irene's.
My vision was filled with her white, soft feminine body that had always been hidden beneath the Absolute One's attire.
Unable to meet my gaze, she turned her head away with a deeply flushed face, making the distinctive hairpin on her head easily visible.

"..."

"What's wrong?"

"I'm... embarrassed..."

I carefully reached out to Serphina.
At that moment—

"W-wait...! Swen! J-just, wait..."

"Hmm?"

"It's... I-I don't dislike it, but, I'm, I'm nervous... I-I've never done this before..."

...Serphina is more shy than I thought.
I don't think even Irene was this shy.

Well, it's fine. If anything, it was cute.
A woman trembling at her first experience, how adorable is that?

Still, considering what we were about to do, if she's this afraid, it might be difficult.
Just as I was thinking maybe we should stop here for today and save the real first experience for next time...

'...Ah.'

A thought flashed through my mind.
And simultaneously with that thought—my cock became painfully erect.

'I might have some unusual sexual preferences...'

I carefully placed my hand on Serphina's face.

"Serphina. If it's difficult, shall we try thinking about it this way?"

"H-how...?"

"I'm your servant... and you're my lord. Like you, as the lord, giving me orders... that's how we'll do it."

"Hmm...? B-but—"

"It's okay. Don't think about what kind of relationship we have. Wearing a mask and reigning above everyone... that's what you do best, right? I think that might help you relax, what do you think?"

Even though I was saying it myself, I thought it was incredibly shameless.
Am I really packaging "please lead me like a queen" in such an elaborate way?
Unaware of my perverted desire to have sex with a "queen" while my cock throbbed, Serphina spoke in a pitifully weak voice.

"I... guess? Then... c-can I do it...?"

"Of course. I'll start now."

Thump, thump.
Feeling my heart pounding, I carefully met Serphina's eyes.

"...My Lord."

"...!!!"

"I wondered why you summoned me... but to suddenly order me to undress..."

Thump, thump, thump, thump.
As I performed this shameless act, my heart began to beat wildly again.
And it seemed I wasn't the only one affected... Serphina's breathing became rapidly rougher.

"...Swen."

"Speak, My Lord."

I watched Serphina's reaction again.
Yes. Serphina was... unmistakably excited by the title "My Lord."
Her pupils were still trembling like before... but the clearly visible hearts in them strongly proved her excitement more than anything else.

"You haven't forgotten your promise to follow my every word, have you?"

"Of course not, My Lord. Give me any order. I, Swen, will follow the words of my lord Serphina no matter what happens."

"Really? Then I must give you a chance to prove it."

Serphina, with her face deeply flushed, smiled seductively at me and...

"...Lick it."

* * *

Slurp, slurp.

Right now, I was.

"Hng... mmh... mmmmmh...♥"

Licking her pussy.
Even if the sentence was too vulgar, it couldn't be helped. It was simply the most straightforward description of the current situation.
Serphina's female organ. Pussy. The noble pussy born of Aingart bloodline, dripping with sticky fluids.
I was pushing my tongue directly into the hole that would bear children of royal blood.

"Haah... ah, S-Swen...♥ Shwehn...♥"

I gently rolled my tongue over her clitoris.

"Hyaah♥"

She jerked her hips in an obvious response.
The Absolute One who always reigned above us, extending her hand with elegant movements to command everyone...
Now she was making such feminine moans while having her lewd genitals spread wide open and licked by me.

"Hah, haang...! S-stop! Shwen, s-stohp... Swehng...♥♥♥"

I slowly removed my mouth from her entrance.
After lightly pressing my lips against that place, now dirtier with the mixture of my saliva and her juices, I grabbed one of her breasts and sucked on the nipple of the other like a baby.

"Ngh, Swen, Swehhn...♥ W-wait...♥"

"My Lord. Your feminine sounds are cute."

"Ah, feminine...? H-how dare you...♥ speak to me...♥ with such insolence...♥♥♥"

Hearing the words "how dare you"—my switch flipped too.
Now, there was nothing holding me back.
I began to thoroughly... dominate the one who had reigned as lord.

"What can I do? The lord I serve is a pervert who trembles with pleasure just from having her pussy licked. As your strategist, shouldn't I be understanding?"

"Wai... wh-what...?!?!?!"

—Squeeze
I gently bit her nipple, careful not to hurt her.
Serphina tilted her head back slightly and let out another incredibly lewd sound.
...I'm putting the practice I got from sucking Irene's breasts to good use.

Simultaneously—
I lowered my hand and focused on attacking her entrance that I had just thoroughly coated with saliva.
Every time I circled her clitoris, she twitched.
When I inserted my finger slightly and gently scratched the upper wall of her vagina, another twitch.

Damn it.
This woman... why is she so lewd despite being the ruler of a country?
The thought of her having such a lewd body yet looking down on everyone with charisma while reigning above all made me dizzy, and I increased the intensity of my fingers.
Thinking that I might have a surprisingly sadistic side...

"Hyaang, ah, aah...♥ Swen, Sweehn♥ No moooore♥ There, there, it feels so gooood♥♥"

"What's 'there'? You need to speak clearly for me to understand, My Lord. You're the ruler of a country, and you can't even say that properly?"

"P... pussy, pussyyy...♥ My pussy feels good♥ My mind is going crazy♥♥♥"

"That's right. Good girl. Even the Aingart royal pussy isn't anything special. Just a man touching it a little makes it drip with juices like this."

Splash splash splash splash!
Just from moderately stirring her vagina, sounds like a flood filled the room.

"B-but...♥ It feels so good♥ Your touch feels so good♥♥ I-I love you... the touch of the man I love feels too good, what can I do...♥"

...Ah.

I can't take it anymore.

I slowly got up, and as Serphina caught her breath from the pleasure as my touch moved away—

'...!!!!!'

I presented my obscenely erect cock to her.
Wide-eyed, Serphina couldn't take her eyes off the tip of my glans... and naturally knelt before me.

"S...wen?"

"My Lord."

I moved a bit closer and lightly tapped her kneeling face with my cock, which was dripping with pre-cum and emitting a sharp smell.
And—

"Suck it."

I gave her the same order she had given me.

Ch.405 - Chapter 405. Not The Scent, But The Taste (2)
Serphina stared at the tip of my glans for a long time before—

"Can you not hear me, Lord?"

"...Ah?! Oh, um, yes...!"

"Suck it."

"...!!!"

Her body trembled slightly as she carefully looked up at me.

"Are you... speaking to me, Swen...?"

"Who else would I be talking to if not you, my Lord?"

Serphina trembled slightly, unable to properly meet my eyes...
Then, as if trying to maintain some dignity, she spoke.

"You... you really don't hold back anything from your Lord, do you, Swen...?"

"Do you dislike it?"

"Eh? No... no, I don't. I... I would never dislike you no matter what, Swen. So..."

Serphina, her face completely flushed, brought her head close to my glans.
I could feel her rough breathing against the tip of my cock.

"This is... a cock... a man's..."

—Gulp.
Serphina continued to stare intently at that which didn't exist on her own body, that which could be called the decisive difference between us...
Then, she lightly sniffed it.

"..."

"How does the cock smell, my Lord?"

"C-cock smell... you say..."

Her embarrassed expression stimulated my sadistic desires to madness.
And I realized.

At first, when I imagined asking Serphina to "act like my lord" and felt an overwhelming surge in my cock.
I unconsciously wondered if I had a fetish for being dominated by women of higher status than me.

But.
Now I understand.
It's the opposite.
I want... to crush Lord Serphina.
I want to educate her with my cock... the woman who gave me orders from above.

While it seemed like an even more perverse desire—
I no longer had any intention of hiding anything from Serphina.
Even if it was a perverted sexual preference that would be embarrassing to tell others.

"Won't you answer me?"

"No, it's just... well..."

Serphina sniffed my cock again slightly—

"...It smells... like a man... indeed."

"A man's smell?"

"A smell different from mine... sour, and somewhat... unfamiliar but..."

"But unfamiliar?"

"...I don't... dislike it..."

After saying that, Serphina—

"...Ahap."

Opened her mouth and finally took my cock in.
And... as if handling something incredibly precious, she began to lick and suck the glans part gently with her tongue.

"Slurp... shlurp, slurp, sluuurp, suck, suuuck...♥"

Without being taught, she admirably moved her mouth back and forth awkwardly on her own.
Her tongue strongly stimulated the underside of my glans.
Though she was trying, I could feel her teeth slightly... but it was fine.
Because it was clear evidence that this was her first time.

Evidence that the first cock this woman was sucking was mine.

"...Aah."

I barely managed to swallow what felt like my heart trying to escape.

That imposing Serphina who reigned above everyone.
That witch Serphina who was called the "Absolute One" by all, feared by some...

Completely naked, exposing her stupidly large breasts like a dairy cow.
Moving her neck diligently, sucking on my glans.

"...!!"

I still don't know why I did what I did next.
I grabbed her hair... and shoved my cock deep into her mouth.

"Mmph... ngh...! Nngh...♥ Mph, slurp, shlurp, suck, sluuurp!!!"
"Shlurp, slurp, suuuck♥ Shlurp, suck, shlurp, sluuurp...♥♥"

Serphina was visibly flustered.
Tears even formed slightly in her eyes.

But... I could tell.
Lord Serphina didn't find this situation unpleasant.
No. Far from being displeased... she was actually excited.
Seeing that, I moved my hips even faster.

"...I'm going to cum, my Lord...!!!"

"Mmph?! Ngh, nngh... slurp, suuuuuuuurp♥♥"

"Aaah... ah, ah, aaah...aah...!!"

—Spluuurt!
At last, the semen accumulated in my balls erupted directly into her mouth.
Into the mouth of the woman who commanded from above everyone, bearing the lives of many.
Now, my semen that couldn't even attempt fertilization because it was released in her mouth was filling her up.

"Haa, haa...!"

I slowly pulled my cock out of her mouth.

—Puhah!

Drip!

"Keh, keheh... keh, kuhkeh..."

Serphina coughed lightly a few times, then carefully looked up at me.
Her beautiful face was covered in semen.

"Shwen..."

"Serphina..."

Sniff.
She swallowed her tears slightly... and looked up at me with her still-reddened face.

"Wash it ghood...?"

"...Yes. It was good."

At that moment.

—Gulp!

"!!!"

Lord Serphina swallowed all of the dirty, sticky semen I had ejaculated.
Then after catching her breath... she gave an incredibly lovely smile.

"If Shwen likesh it... then I, I like it too...♥"

"..."

Damn it.
Even though I had just ejaculated... my erection wouldn't subside.
Far from subsiding, it became rigid again as if I had never ejaculated at all.

—Irene, I'm sorry.
But since my first time was with you... I think you'll understand this much.

As I muttered an apology based on modern sexual norms that would never reach her, that would be meaningless even if they did—

"My Lord."

I gently stroked her head and said.

"Please lie down."

* * *

"Is... is this how it's done...?"

I was in a position where Serphina was lying down and our stomachs were slightly pressed together.

—More precisely, our chests were pressed together.
Because her breasts were so large, it would be more accurate to say that our chests were in closer contact than our stomachs.

"Yes. You're doing well."

While it was enjoyable to torment her with sadistic feelings...
For our first time having sex, it seemed fine to proceed with a feeling of loving her.
With her, any position would be enjoyable.

"Is this your first time?"

...Nod.
She was so adorable, silently nodding, that I kissed her again.

"I've heard it often hurts the first time. We don't have to force it. So, please tell me anytime if you're uncomfortable. Understood?"

"I... I understand. You needn't worry about me, do as you wish."

I carefully spread her labia.
...It was sticky.
It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that her juices were flowing as if someone had poured love gel all over.
Apparently, my forcefully grabbing her head and thrusting had properly stimulated her sexual preferences.
The thought made my cock rigid again... so I willingly surrendered control of my thoughts from my brain to my cock.

"I'm going to put it in."

I gently rubbed the tip of my glans against her pussy.
As my glans and her clitoris rubbed together—

"Hyaah...!!"

Serphina let out another feminine cry.
If I moved my hips and pushed in now—

—Sluuurp!!!!

"Aaah...ah... aaaaaaah...!!!"

"Ungh...!"

My expanded penis entered her tight vaginal opening without any resistance.
I carefully moved my hips.

...Slap!
Slap!

Looking down, I could see my cock stained red.
Virgin blood.
I had taken Serphina's first time... the first time of the woman with the most noble bloodline in the world.

"Ah, aah... aaah...!"

"Does it hurt? If it hurts, I'll pull out—"

Before I could finish speaking.
She wrapped her legs tightly around my waist.

"M-my Lord...?!"

"No..."

Serphina looked at me with a pitiful voice.
Flushed cheeks, tearful eyes, panting breath...

"No, I don't want to let go of Swen... it's fine, so like this..."
"Like this... mark me... mark your existence on me...♥"

"...!!"

And.
Hearing those words, my brain— no.
My cock threw myself into the sea of instinct without any hesitation.

Slap!
Slap!

"Ngh... ungh, nnnngh...!!"

Slap!
Slap!

Inside her vagina, as if claiming that it was originally meant for my cock.
An incredible vaginal pressure I had never experienced in my life frantically stirred my cock.

"Haahn... ah, aah... aah, ahng, aaaah...♥♥"

Hearts clearly appeared in her eyes.
...I could feel it.
She too was gradually forgetting the pain and surrendering to sexual pleasure.

"Serphina... my Lord...! My only Lord...!!"

"Swen...! My strategist, my love... my one and only... husband...♥♥"

We kissed again.
No. It wasn't a kiss.
We just stuck out our tongues and greedily explored each other.

Instinct.
Like a male and female in heat indulging only in reproductive instinct...
We bumped, licked, and sucked each other's eyes, cheeks, lips.

"Serphina... I love you... love you... ah... Serphina... I, I... I'm going to cum...!!"

Slap! Slap! Slap! Slap!

"Shwen...!! It's, it's okay... in, inside me... lots...♥ Make me pregnant... with Swen's baby... in my womb, Swen's seed... lots... pour lots inside...♥♥♥"

Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!

"I'm, I'm coming... cumming... Serphina, I, I'm cumming... cumming, cumming, ejaculating...!!!"

"Yes, lots... cum lots inside me...!! I, I too... I'm also getting strange, getting so strange... I'm, I'm going to cum...♥♥"

"Serphina, ah... get pregnant... get pregnant with my child...!!!"

"Swen... Sw-e, e, en... Swen... Sweeeeen♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥♥"

As she slightly rolled her eyes back—

—Spluuuuuuurt!!!!!!!!

Despite thinking I was in control.
My inadequate cock was utterly defeated by Serphina's supreme pussy.
Would it be a silly joke to say that the gap in our lord-vassal relationship showed even here?

Gulp, gulp.
My semen poured directly into her vagina, into her womb as if invading.
And Serphina, as if trying not to miss even a single drop—

—Squeeeeeze

Tightly gripped my waist with her legs.
As if saying I couldn't escape anywhere.

Like that, I poured semen into her womb until my balls were completely empty.
As if with the desperate feeling that if I didn't impregnate her now, I would never leave descendants.

We spent a few minutes feeling each other's body heat while still connected—
Then carefully, I pulled my deeply embedded cock out of her.

—Pop!

Drip drip drip, white fluid mixed with blood flowed like a flood from her pussy.
Even though I had ejaculated as deep as possible, seeing that much flowing out... it seemed I had shot an incredible amount of cum, more than I had thought.

"Haa... haa... Swen..."

Serphina gently rubbed her belly—
Then, holding my hand tightly, she looked at me and said.

"With this... there's no way... your baby won't be conceived...♥"
"From now on... by my side... love me for life...♥ If you do that..."
"Again and again... lots... with my body... I will let you enjoy a man's pleasure...♥"

Instead of answering, I kissed her again.
By slowly mixing our tongues, I could tell.

This is Serphina's taste.
Not the scent of yuzu, but the taste of a woman mixed with yuzu.

—I have devoured Serphina.
The forbidden fruit that no one else could desire.

If the first time having sex feels this good, what will happen if I only want to do this from now on...
With such a somewhat foolish thought, I closed my eyes while leaning against her chest.

Ch.406 - Chapter 406. The Most Efficient Method / Sven
# The news of Serphina handing over the crown to Swen spread like wildfire.
And, quite naturally—it reached the ears of Lynn, who was now part of Serphina's army.

"...She said she would abdicate the throne?"

"Yes. Our lord Serphina has handed over the throne to Duke Swen, whom she married. She has requested confirmation replies from castle lords across the region."

"Serphina personally handed over the crown?!"

"That's correct."

"How could this..."

Lynn seemed shocked, unable to speak for a while.
It was impossible not to be surprised. Wasn't Serphina a woman who only thought about reconquering the continent and reigning as emperor once more?
If she was going to hand over the emperor's position to her husband so easily... why did she cause the "Tragedy of Aingart" in the first place?

"I see."

"...?"

Unlike Lynn, who was too shocked to speak—
Farfalle nodded slowly, as if something had clicked in her mind.
Her purple hair swayed gently with the movement of her head.

"I think I understand why Duke Swen remained with Serphina's army instead of returning to Lunarienne's army."

"What...?"

"Perhaps he was aiming for this situation from the beginning."

"Aiming for this situation?"

"As you know, my lord, Duke Swen has an 'ability.'"

"...!!"

That's right.
Swen was no ordinary man.
From the moment they first met, when he acted confidently as if he knew everything that would happen in the future—
To the miracle he performed at the Northern Fortress, and how quickly he predicted the rebellion within Serphina's army.
Now that magic had become apparent, it seemed like he was no different from a magician.

"And this is the result. Serphina's army has become Swen's army... and he has gained everything."

"So you're claiming that Swen served Serphina because he anticipated all this? Because he already knew he would become the ruler?"
"That what he was after... from the beginning, was to receive Serphina's crown and become the new king?"

"..."

Surprisingly,
Farfalle changed her confident demeanor, bowing her head deeply.

"I would have been certain of that if the situation hadn't turned out this way."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Don't you know, my lord? How far we've been pushed back."

"...Ah."

That's right.
The situation where they had been engaged in a war of annihilation with Lunarienne's army for a long time.
While they had been going back and forth in individual battles with Serphina's army achieving some results, in the overall framework of the war, Serphina's army had never once defeated Lunarienne's army.
As a result, about two-thirds of the continent's territory had already fallen into Lunarienne's hands, and now they were holed up in Kelstein Castle, which was essentially their last line of defense, focusing on defense as much as possible, just as she had done at Anel Castle.

The difference was that while at Anel Castle they had to squeeze out resources they didn't have and quickly collapsed due to the variable named Tifa—
Here they had magicians and the difference in national power compared to the Brands army at that time was significant, so it seemed unlikely they would collapse so easily unless something truly extraordinary happened.

"If Duke Swen can use magic to see the future, he would have already known this would happen... wouldn't it have been a much more rational decision to return to the advantageous Lunarienne army rather than becoming the king of a failing nation?"

Lynn couldn't respond because she thought Farfalle was right.

"Moreover, Duke Swen is a founding contributor to Lunarienne's army and practically a lifesaver. You know who saved Lunarienne from you, don't you?"

"...That's true."

"If he returned to Lunarienne's army, he would certainly receive treatment equivalent to being a king here. In conclusion, from Swen's perspective, inheriting the throne of this country is likely not the most efficient option."

"You... don't think our army can defeat Lunarienne's army, do you?"

"Yes. I believe there's more than a 90% chance we can't. And I'm surely not the only one who thinks so."

"..."

Lynn let out a short sigh.
When Luna's world arrives... what will happen to me?

"Still, if none other than Duke Swen has become our new lord, wouldn't it be okay to place some hope in him?"

"In truth, that's all we can do anyway."

"That's right."

Farfalle smiled bitterly.
How could she have imagined that she and the lord she once served... would end up serving a bright-eyed rookie strategist as their ruler?

Lynn fell into thought for a moment, then—

"Perhaps Swen isn't someone who only makes efficient decisions."

"Pardon?"

"No, just... thinking about what you said, I realized something. He inherited the throne because he married Serphina, right? I would understand if our situation was overwhelmingly superior to Lunarienne's army. But can you imagine becoming family with that villainess just to inherit a crumbling country?"

"...So you mean—"

"Yes."

Lynn closed her eyes and pictured a woman's face.
A face she missed. Someone she couldn't bring herself to visit despite now serving the same lord.

Irene Juliet.
The loyal knight of House Brands who left with Swen... from her hands.

"When Swen took Irene with him, my mind was too complicated to realize it, but... I think it might have been love. His betrayal of me was something that would have happened eventually when considering Lunarienne, but the fact that he defected to Aishers' army so quickly—I think it might have been because Swen loved Irene. If we think purely rationally, it would have been much more advantageous for him to stay under our Brands army and wait for Lunarienne's army to rise."

"..."

Farfalle nodded slowly, seeming to agree.
In the end, Irene was at the core of the betrayal. Lynn had tried to kill Irene with her own hands, and that had completely ruined the future of the Brands army.

"Similarly, if Swen made an irrational choice to the end... it was because of love, and Swen might have fallen in love with Serphina. If that's true—"
—Serphina might not be as bad a person as I thought.

"!!!"

Unlike the startled Farfalle, Lynn's voice was remarkably calm.

"After all, Irene, whom he loves... is a good person."

After saying that, Lynn stared ahead for a while, lost in some mental image—
Then, with a smile curving her lips, she spoke.

"...!"

Farfalle couldn't help but be surprised at the sight.
Since that day.
Since Lynn, who had lost her mind from the tremendous shock, finally opened her eyes again and struggled with all her might to salvage the future of the Brands army—this was a sincere smile she had never seen before.

"I'm going to try to believe in our new lord—Swen... I should call him Lord Swen now. If someone who cherishes and loves Irene unifies the continent... it will certainly be good for Irene at least."

Lynn slowly stood up and dusted off her knees.
For some reason, her shoulders felt incredibly light.

"Farfalle. Reply to our new lord. Tell him we will continue to serve with loyalty."

"Ah, yes...!"

—Although the blue-colored dream had turned to bubbles—
To cover the transgressions committed while carrying that burden, the flame was once again burning a brilliant blue flame using its own body as fuel.

Just as the red shield had once struggled desperately to protect the blue dream—
—Now, solely to protect the red shield.

* * *

Several days had passed since I completed the private ceremony with Serphina.

Even though Serphina's army had become Swen's army, it didn't really feel real.
It was only when I visited Kelstein Castle's royal palace as usual and confirmed that my place was now the lord's seat—the throne—that I could feel how the world had turned upside down.

'I really have become the ruler.'

When I realized it was the only hope, I didn't fully grasp it because my emotions were running high...
But sitting in this seat, it felt all the more real that I had risen to a position where I commanded and directed everything.

'...There's nothing to be excited about.'

Becoming the ruler didn't mean I would be walking an easy path.
From now on, I was in a position to challenge the one major premise that Intelligence 100 had never overturned—"Will Lunarienne Iniang become the ruler who unifies the continent?"
Should I consider it fortunate? The prediction itself had changed to "It depends on heaven's will"—which meant everything depended on what I did.
Perhaps it meant I had to do my best somehow—that was all I could guess for now.

First of all, I needed a strategist.
Since I hadn't appointed a national strategist yet, there was no advisor by my side.
Who would be good as a strategist?
Based on the stats in my memory, those with high intelligence were Ms. Reika and Lady Serphina...
Considering Ms. Reika's personality—

'I suppose appointing Lady Serphina as the national strategist would be most efficient here?'

——Yes.
I had merely thought that to myself.
Without being conscious of anything.
Just as casually as thinking about "what should I eat today," without any particular concern.

But.
As if to sound an alarm for me, who wasn't thinking anything—
For me, who hadn't even considered what it meant to become a ruler instead of a strategist—

—It came up to me and whispered.


[That is correct.]

'!!!'

I looked around in surprise.
Wait a minute.
Why did an Intelligence 100 prediction appear?

I haven't even been asked a question by anyone yet...?

...Huh?

'W-Wait a minute.'

After calming my trembling heart... I thought of something else.

'...What's the most efficient method we can use to counter Lunarienne's army?'

[Hold out in Kelstein Castle until the second battle.]

'Who is most suitable as the lord of Aingart Castle?'

[The current lord, Iolline Al Kaski, is most suitable.]

'Is it possible to form an alliance with Lunarienne's army?'

[Impossible.]

Only after repeating these questions and answers in my head several times—
A memory from the past flashed through my mind like lightning.

This game.
As important as strategists were, it was advantageous to appoint one somehow—but a national strategist could only be appointed if their intelligence was above a certain threshold.
Weak small nations with a shortage of officers often started without a strategist.
Wasn't the reason I was so fixated on the last game because I had obtained an outstanding strategist named Ginor?

Of course, it wasn't that you couldn't get advice without a strategist at all.
You just got phrases that seemed like you were thinking to yourself.
Things like, "It seems difficult to recruit them," or "This battle seems unwinnable."

That's right.
A ruler without a strategist... could ask themselves for advice.
And the accuracy of that advice—

"...Hah!"

So that's it.
That's why it said [It depends on heaven's will]...!

I hit my forehead hard.
And then I laughed like a madman. Just like when I made a prediction that wasn't really a prediction about the meteor falling at the Northern Fortress.
Only my laughter echoed loudly through the quiet imperial palace.

A ruler could ask themselves for advice.
The accuracy of that advice was proportional to the ruler's intelligence stat.

And——


——My intelligence was 100.

Ch.407 - Chapter 407. The Laying Dragon (1)
# Swen's First Council Meeting

Several days had passed since Lord Serphina had become Lord Swen.
Almost all the generals had accepted without complaint their country's and their own situation under "Lord Swen."
After all, anyone who might have harbored resentment toward Swen's existence in Lord Serphina's domain was already dead.

As there was no confusion among the military units, the territory's residents naturally continued their daily lives without falling into disorder.
In these chaotic times when one's nationality could change without warning, why would anyone feel resistance? It wasn't as if someone had staged a coup, killed the ruler, and usurped the position—the consort had simply inherited the nation. Why would anyone object?

In this situation—
One person was concluding his long career in office.

"Are you saying you wish to resign?"

"Yes."

The one announcing his resignation to Ian was Kransis—once his teacher and the commander of the occupation forces.

"The nation I served was the Aingart Empire, so I think this is far enough."

"This relationship was formed through marriage. I don't think there's any lack of legitimacy..."

"Well... perhaps you're right."

Kransis gazed at the sky with a nostalgic expression.

"But I couldn't face Julian, who passed away not long ago."

"..."

Julian.
An outstanding general who had served the Aingart family since the previous emperor's time.
His career as a general was shattered by the historic defeat at the Northern Fortress. Soon after, he fell ill, retired from active duty, and left to rest in his hometown village—a general with an unfortunate fate.
Even though the massive defeat was ultimately caused by a meteorite strike, so questioning his abilities as a general might be too harsh... but at his not-so-young age, surviving alone when over 90% of his soldiers had died couldn't have sat well with his conscience.
Perhaps because of this, his mental anguish soon manifested as physical illness that wouldn't easily heal—
Around this time last year, he finally ended his long life of glory and disgrace, returning to the land where he was born and raised.

The historic defeat at the Northern Fortress.
That defeat was, in essence, a defeat at the hands of Swen.

"And since it's you I'm speaking to, I'll be honest. I cannot acknowledge Lord Swen."

"..."

Despite Ian's expression rapidly hardening, Kransis continued to speak his mind.

"To be more blunt, I can't help but think he approached Lady Serphina with the intention of seizing the throne from the beginning, and has now achieved what he wanted."

"That's an overinterpretation. From my lord's perspective, marriage wasn't the only way to receive the throne from Lady Serphina. If that had been his goal, there would have been much easier paths."

"You hold Swen in very high regard, don't you?"

"I admit my judgment may be clouded because he saved my life... but believe it or not, even if he weren't my benefactor, I wouldn't have concluded that all this was my lord's scheme."

"I see."

Kransis gave a bitter smile, then—

"If more people had shared my views."

"...?"

"If more people had been willing to stand with me, I wouldn't be stepping down like this."

"!!!"

Ian's eyes widened in shock at those words.
Not stepping down?
That meant—

"But there's no one anywhere who shares my views. Rather, only those who welcome this change remain. Even if I were to rise up, I couldn't change anything, nor would my actions open anyone's eyes. Looking at it objectively, I am a man of the old era who should disappear... while you and Lord Swen are the new generation who will open up a new world."

"..."

Ian closed his eyes and slowly bowed his head.

"I have never forgotten your teachings, Lord Kransis. That's why I must speak honestly. What you just said, whether a slip of the tongue or not... I cannot simply let it pass."

"I know. I said it with that in mind."

"Lord Kransis..."

"My life was saved by you in the first place. It wouldn't be so bad if you were the one to take it back."

"...I don't have the authority to decide. Everything will be done according to my lord's will."

"...I see."

Kransis slowly rose from his seat.

"I plan to stay in my hometown village. A small hamlet not far from Aingart Castle. If you need to find me, you can come there. Well then."

After watching Kransis's departing back for a long while in silence, Ian—

* * *

"Are you saying General Kransis was plotting treason?"

"Yes, my lord."

In the royal castle of Kelstein.
Ian immediately sought an audience with Lord Swen and reported everything he had heard.
No matter that Kransis was his teacher, when he heard the words "if there were enough people, I would have turned my blade against the new lord Swen," he couldn't simply let it pass as a proper general.
And wasn't it Kransis himself who had taught him this principle?

Lord Swen, newly seated on the throne, stroked his chin after hearing Ian's words.

"I had already heard about his intention to resign, but I didn't know he harbored such thoughts..."

At this moment, Ian made a decision. If punishment was demanded, he would be the first to step forward.
Kransis also didn't seem unaware that openly declaring his intentions could cause tremendous repercussions...
And so, if someone had to deliver the final blow, he thought it should be none other than himself—that would be the respectful thing to do.

But.

"We should provide him with a pension so he can rest comfortably."

"...Pardon?"

"He's a general who has worked hard for the country all this time. I think it's only natural to offer him benefits..."

Surprised by Swen's completely unexpected response, Ian bowed his head and questioned:

"But my lord, he said with his own mouth that 'if there were like-minded people, I would not acknowledge you.' In other words, he implied the possibility of becoming a traitor..."

"I know that. But looking at it differently, one could say he fulfilled his loyalty to the very end."

"What do you mean by fulfilling his loyalty...?"

"Lord Ian, think about it. The reason there's no one who shares Lord Kransis's views is because those with enough influence turned their backs on their ruler and tried to devour her through rebellion. Yet until this very moment, he didn't join that tide and steadfastly served Lady Serphina as his ruler. If such a person first harbored thoughts of rebellion right after Lady Serphina stepped down from the throne... wouldn't that fall within the realm of loyalty?"

"My lord..."

"So, it's fine. Rather, it's time for me to prove something to him—that my ascension to this position was also for Lady Serphina's sake."

The fact that he consistently referred to her as "Lady Serphina" despite sitting on the throne himself...
And the fact that he didn't drop honorifics even when speaking to Ian...
Swen was certainly a completely different type of ruler than any before—

"Nevertheless, thank you for telling me everything, Lord Ian. I will never forget this loyalty."

"...Yes, sir!"

—Certainly, he possessed some magical ability to captivate people.

* * *

How many days had passed since becoming king?
Except for rumors that "Kransis had planned a rebellion," days passed without any special incidents.
I had thought that Lunarian forces might take advantage of the inevitable complications in the succession process to invade, but surprisingly, Lady Luna had not yet moved her troops.
The main reason was probably insufficient forces to invade Kelstein. Perhaps hiding here really was the right answer.

Anyway—
There was no need to worry about Kransis.
After all, someone with Intelligence 100 had said there was no need to concern myself.

"I never knew that being able to have a dialogue with myself could be this convenient..."

Being able to run through all possible scenarios by myself made finding optimal solutions ridiculously easy.
I still wasn't completely accustomed to it, so I encountered quite a few "unknown" answers... but it didn't matter. I could just keep asking questions infinitely.

I'd recently come to strongly realize how inconvenient the system had been until now, where I absolutely "had to hear" questions.

In any case.
Even if the Lunarian forces weren't moving, time continued to flow—
If we also remained idle, there would have been no reason for me to take this position.

Today was a perfect moment for a new beginning.
It was the day when everyone who would become my arms and legs would gather here at Kelstein Castle.
Through my experiences serving as a retainer across four different nations, I had been surprised many times by the differences between countries—

"Well then, shall we begin?"

I rose from my seat, approached the window, and gazed at the sky.
A single cloud was slowly moving in a predetermined direction.

Like that cloud moving toward its destination despite its slow pace, today was the day to determine the direction our Swen forces needed to go—

—Today was the day of Swen's first national council meeting.
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# The First National Council

Today was the day of Swen's first national council since inheriting the throne from Serphina.
Instead of the capital city of Aingart, Serphina's core warriors were gathering one by one at Kelstein Castle, where the current king was residing.

Among them was Lynn Brands—the pride of the Brands family with blue hair and blue eyes—whose abilities made her stand out in Swen's army despite her somewhat ambiguous background.

"It's been quite a while since our flag has waved above Kelstein Castle."

"...Indeed."

Farfalle slowly nodded in response to Lynn's pointed joke.

"Both my brother Kalinz and I... we wanted to protect this place so badly... hehe."

"..."

"Don't look so serious, Farfalle. I'm just... what do they call it? Selling memories? Something like that."

Farfalle approached Lynn with a concerned expression.

"Will you be alright?"

"Hmm?"

"That..."

Lynn looked at Farfalle with a somewhat cold expression, then let out a long sigh and spoke in a tone like a girl sharing trivial gossip.

"Sigh. I can't keep hiding things anymore. I must be getting old, Farfalle."

"...Seeing you joke like that, perhaps you are."

"In the past, you'd have been thrown in prison immediately for saying that."

"I said it because I knew you wouldn't do that, didn't I?"

"Pfft!"

Lynn's shoulders shook with laughter, but then—as if letting everything go—

"I'm prepared. Even when I face Irene... I won't fall apart like before. No, I never had the right to fall apart in the first place."

"Lynn..."

"You too, Farfalle. I appreciate you looking after me, but we're equals now. You don't need to use honorifics with me. What if our lord thinks badly of you for it?"

"I believe our lord isn't narrow-minded enough to judge someone based on something so trivial."

"...That's true."

Meanwhile, there was also someone who had left the northern continent after a long time.

"Welcome, Castle Lord. It's an honor to escort you."

Iolline, now the proper lord of Aingart Castle, responded with a flustered tone to Irian who greeted her as she stepped out of the carriage.

"Brother Irian, you really don't need to use honorifics with me..."

"What are you saying? With the position of brigade commander gone, you as the Castle Lord are clearly higher in rank than me. And not just any castle—you're in charge of the capital castle of Aingart. That's why I came to greet you."

"...Then as the higher-ranked person, I'll order you. Drop the honorifics. It's so awkward that I want to run away."

"I cannot—"

Irian started to speak but paused to think, then let out a short sigh.

"...Alright. There's no need to be stubbornly formal, I suppose..."

"How is Brother Jenis?"

"He's guarding our lord. He asked me to send his regards."

By "lord," he must mean that he's become Sir Swen's knight.
In many ways, it felt real how much our family was indebted to him.

"How is the situation?"

"As you know, not much has changed. Since making Kelstein Castle our final line of defense, it's been peaceful without a single war. Of course, there are intelligence reports of troops gathering near Lunarienne's border, but... it doesn't look like war will break out immediately. Though there is one concerning issue."

"What issue...?"

"Do you know the name Tifa well?"

"Tifa... you mean the magician from Lunarienne's army?"

"Yes. She was severely injured in the battle with the Brands army, but it seems she's almost recovered. She's not completely healthy yet, but apparently she's regained enough condition to participate in battle."

"Wow... how did you manage to get such information?"

"I'm surprised you of all people would ask that, Iolline. You know perfectly well what the Al Kaski family built its reputation on, don't you?"

"Espionage and disguise."

"Disguise is also a form of espionage. Anyway... today is the first council held by our new lord, so various opinions will be presented. Iolline, you're now a proper castle lord, so feel free to express your opinions."

"Castle lord..."

Iolline smiled bitterly.
Rather than being a castle lord, she had wanted to become the lord's wife.
Having ears, she too had heard the news that Swen had married General Irene and Serphina.

'Except for Reika whom he always keeps by his side... there must still be one position left? If so—'

"Let's go, Iolline. It's about to start."

"...Yes, brother."

Iolline followed behind Irian.
—Thinking that matters she could decide on anytime could wait.

* * *

The royal castle of Kelstein.
From 30 minutes before the first meeting, most of Swen's warriors had already gathered in the great hall of Kelstein Castle.
Among them was Serphina—the former ruler.
She was truly the lord Swen's woman.
On either side of her were Irene, Swen's strongest shield, and Reika, the grand magician.

"I-it feels strange to see you here, Lady Serphina... You were always sitting up there before."

"There's nothing strange about it, Miss Reika. You and I are equals now. In fact, perhaps you as the grand magician are higher ranked than me."

"Oooh, oooh...!!"

At Serphina's formal speech, Reika rubbed her arms with both hands and said:

"L-L-Lady Serphina...! Please, please speak casually...! I'm so uncomfortable... I feel like I'm going to throw up...!!"

"...Is it really that bad?"

"Phew..."

Only when Serphina dropped the formality did Reika look satisfied—

"This suits you better, Lady Serphina. Anyway, you must never use honorifics with me from now on. Understood...?"

"Well, if that's what you want..."

"The same goes for me, Lady Serphina. Please continue to treat me as comfortably as you have until now."

Serphina slowly nodded at Irene's words.

"I will do so. When it's the first wife of my husband making the request, I should naturally comply. Hoho..."

"No, that's not what I meant—"

At that moment.

"Hello, Lady Serphina."
"Hello."

Irian and Iolline, recognizing Serphina, approached her.

"Good morning, Sir Irian. Miss Iolline."

"..."

"How about it, brother? Do you understand how I feel now?"

"I have nothing to say, sister."

"...?"

"No... it's nothing. Ahem."

Irian let out a short sigh and changed the subject.

"When do you think our lord will arrive?"

"I believe he'll move a bit earlier than the announced meeting time. Even as a strategist, he always acted one step ahead."

"I see..."

As they conversed, the attention of those around them became focused on their group.
Serphina. Irene. Reika. Irian. Iolline.

The sight of the core members of "Swen's faction" gathered in one place seemed to boost the morale of Swen's newer warriors.

After a few minutes had passed...

"The lord is entering!"

Since there was no national strategist, it was the knight Jenis's role to announce this instead.
And soon after—the white-haired former strategist, now a white-haired ruler, carefully stepped onto the red carpet.
A fluttering cape and a neat strategist's uniform. A green rapier fastened at his waist.

Only one thing had changed—the image of a pure white snake overlaid on the Aingart emblem embroidered on his cape.
It clearly indicated his affiliation with Swen's army rather than Serphina's.

"..."

Lynn and Farfalle, who had been quietly standing in the corner, bowed their heads to greet Swen.
In fact, this was their first time facing Swen since their surrender.
Swen, noticing Lynn, showed no particular reaction before walking steadily to the throne and taking his seat.

And simultaneously—everyone gathered there bowed to their new master.

"We greet our lord."

Swen, seated, gave a light nod and then—

"Everyone, thank you for gathering here despite your busy schedules. As today is an important day for determining our army's overall policy, I hope you won't be displeased."

He was addressing people with honorifics unbefitting a ruler.
In truth, his manner of speech didn't matter much. What was important was not appearances but essence.
Wasn't it said that even Lunarienne was extremely polite to everyone, using honorifics even with soldiers?

"Now, without further ado, I'll proceed to open the national council... however."

"...?"

Swen slowly rose from his seat, looked around at everyone's faces, and—

"To be honest, hearing your opinions, compiling them... that would be a typical 'council,' but right now our Swen army is in an extremely urgent situation with Lunarienne's offensive approaching. At times like this, I believe it's most important to follow one person's opinion in an orderly manner."

After saying this, looking at everyone's curious faces—

"So, although it may seem sudden... from now on, I'll skip the discussion and directly issue all instructions to you as your ruler."

"!!!"

"Of course, if you can refute me, I'll listen to your opinions as they are, but if not, I sincerely ask that you thoroughly carry out my orders."

Though autocratic, he began to lead everyone in the most efficient direction—
Taking steady steps forward with everyone in tow.
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Seated on the throne, Swen looked around casually after declaring, "I will make all decisions unilaterally."

Though everyone seemed somewhat surprised, not a single person showed any resistance to his decision.

"...Now then, I'll start with personnel assignments. There will be quite a few changes to castle lords, so I ask everyone to move efficiently to minimize confusion. First, I'll announce the lord of Amir Castle."

Starting with Amir Castle, Swen changed the lords of nearly 70 percent of the territories in the northern continent.

It was truly a massive reorganization, but fortunately—or unfortunately—most of the generals were novices who had just become lords, so they seemed to accept their fate without expressing any complaints. In fact, some warriors appeared satisfied to step down from their positions as lords, as many had found themselves in those roles without any substantial experience.

"And regarding Aingart Castle..."

Swen, who had been making announcements without hesitation, paused briefly.

Aingart Castle. As it remained the capital even after becoming Swen's territory, its importance was undeniably special.

"Currently, Miss Ioline Al Kaski has been serving as the castle lord, but from today, I will reassign Miss Ioline to the newly formed continental occupation force."

"...!"

Irian was the one surprised by this unexpected announcement.

Meanwhile, Ioline herself bowed her head with a remarkably calm tone and said, "I will obey your command."

From Ioline's perspective, this might have felt like having her position taken away after she had stabilized the castle that she had been begged to manage—

But she accepted Swen's words with an extremely loyal attitude, as if such thoughts never crossed her mind. Swen, seemingly grateful for this, responded by giving her a slight nod.

In truth, the truly shocking appointment wasn't Ioline stepping down.

"And for the vacant position of Aingart Castle's lord... I will appoint Miss Lynn Brands."

"!!!"

This time, it wasn't just Irian who was surprised.

From prominent figures like Serphina and Reika to rookie warriors who had just been commissioned into Swen's army—even Lynn Brands herself, who had just been named, was too shocked to say anything.

"...The atmosphere seems a bit strange, but if anyone wishes to express an objection, feel free to speak up as I mentioned earlier."

At that moment, someone from across the room hesitantly raised their hand. It was Sillin, a woman who must be well-known to Serphina's army, Swen's army, and perhaps even Brands' army.

"My lord, may I humbly offer an opinion?"

"Please speak freely."

"Lynn Brands was, until recently, a warlord who independently led her own state. No matter how objectively exceptional she may be, even someone as lowly as myself knows that the authority given to a castle lord is on a completely different level from that given to an ordinary warrior. I find it difficult to accept entrusting the position of Aingart, the capital castle, to such a person."

"Then, could you suggest an alternative?"

"An alternative... well... Ioline has already proven her qualifications as a castle lord by achieving various accomplishments and improving financial stability. I believe it would be best to keep Ioline as the castle lord."

"To summarize, Miss Sillin, you're essentially saying we should keep using Ioline, but given that she's needed for the occupation operation, I cannot accept that."

"That's..."

"And even including Ioline, it's obvious without asking that using Lynn Brands, who has experience rising to the position of ruler and operating a state, as the capital's castle lord would be most efficient. The issue ultimately comes down to whether she will betray us or not..."

"..."

Swen directed a question to Lynn, who had remained silent.

"Miss Lynn Brands."

"...Yes, my lord."

The woman who once held a blade to Swen's throat was now barely managing to squeeze out a response in a pitiful voice, like a drowned mouse.

Swen, seemingly having no intention of tormenting Lynn whose position had clearly become inferior, sighed briefly and said:

"I'm sorry, but we will be taking care of Miss Farfalle."

"What do you mean...?"

"It simply means we'll utilize her as a member of the occupation force."

Though he said it that way, it was essentially the same as holding Farfalle—the person closest to Lynn—hostage.

Just as Lynn was about to say that such measures weren't necessary, that she had absolutely no intention of betraying him—

'...I need to show something, is that it?'

She soon understood Swen's true intention.

After all, if he truly didn't trust her, he wouldn't have assigned her as the lord of Aingart Castle in the first place.

In other words, Swen had strong faith that she wouldn't betray him. That was true. Lynn had no such ambition.

However, to convince those around him, he needed to create this kind of narrative.

Going a bit deeper—
In fact, as the ruler, he could have easily issued orders separately, alone, rather than in this setting.

But considering that if he did so, there was a clear possibility that the warriors in Aingart Castle might not follow her despite her appointment as lord—

'...You haven't changed at all, Swen.'

Actions that seemed to see through everything.

Experiencing his true worth after a long time, Lynn immediately bowed her head and said:

"I understand. I will do my best to stabilize the capital castle as you have trusted me to do."

"Excellent. That's reassuring. Miss Sillin, do you have any further objections?"

"...No, I don't."

With that, the process of determining the castle lords was completed.

After that, following detailed orders regarding various internal affairs—

"Now then... Miss Irene Juliet."

"Yes!"

"Miss Serphina von Aingart."

"Yes."

"Lord Irian Al Kaski."

"Yes, sir!!"

"Lord Belut Ruga."

"Y-Yes!"

The four warriors rushed forward in response to Swen's call.

"The rest of you may disperse. Please respond promptly when called upon in the future."

"Yes, sir!!"

After a great many people had ebbed away like the tide, Swen headed to a table with the remaining four, spread out a large map, and said:

"Listen carefully. I plan to form three attack units. The warriors assigned to each unit must move as one, strictly following the orders of their unit commander. If even one person makes a mistake or misses something, the operation will inevitably fail."

"Three attack units, you say...?"

"Miss Irene, Lord Irian, and Lord Belut will each serve as unit commanders."

"M-Me, you say...?!"

Belut spoke with an expression of astonishment, but Swen replied with an unfazed face:

"Is there a problem?"

"W-Well... for someone like me to be entrusted with commanding an attack unit, that's..."

"I've heard about your martial prowess since your days in the Brands army. Didn't you fight on equal terms with Charlotte von Aingart?"

"That wasn't me, it was the soldiers who exerted themselves..."

"Lord Belut."

With a gentle touch, Swen placed his hand on Belut's shoulder.

"Please trust the lord you serve. I believe without a doubt that you are the optimal general."

"Ah...! Y-Yes...! I'll keep that in mind!"

After hearing Belut's response, Swen smiled briefly, then turned to look at Serphina.

"Serphina, you will be in charge of the main force that supports the three attack units and coordinates the situation."

"I will obey your command, my lord."

After that, Swen conducted a very detailed briefing with the four people.

Which castle to attack on which day.
Which direction to advance immediately after attacking the castle?
What to do if things go as expected.

"That concludes the explanation. Do you have any questions?"

His manner of explaining each aspect of the operation was more like someone who had read the heavenly secrets rather than a strategist or tactician...
In a situation where no one dared to ask questions—

"My lord."

Carefully, Serphina raised her hand and asked.

"Yes, speak."

"While it would be fortunate if everything goes well, I notice there's no contingency plan in case of failure."

In response to Serphina's words, Swen smiled and said:

"There's no need to consider such things."

"By that, you mean...?"

"This operation will absolutely not fail."

At those confident words, Irian and Belut looked at their lord in surprise, but Serphina and Irene, far from being surprised, responded with smiles tinged with profound relief.

"Understood, my lord."

With the conclusion of the first meeting—
At last, the counterattack of the former Serphina army—now Swen's army—had begun.

* * *

Left alone in the vast audience chamber after everyone had departed, Swen let out a brief sigh.

'This should work.'

While Ioline would have been most suitable for the castle lord position, she needed to be placed in the occupation force for the future.

The next most suitable person was Lynn.

Fortunately, he had successfully appointed her, but there were still many mountains to climb.

'It's fine. I will never fail.'

I clenched my fist tightly.

From now on... for the time being, it was time to reclaim the land taken by Lunarienne's army.

And after that—

* * *

It started with something small.

"The Swen army has moved?!"

"Yes! We've received news that the fortress south of Kelstein Castle has been recaptured! According to our intelligence, we cannot rule out the possibility that their forces might reach here!"

At the soldier's cry near the border, Francis, who was standing guard, stroked his chin and fell into thought.

'What is he plotting? Messing with that fortress now will only unnecessarily extend the front line...'

But he already knew that prolonging his deliberation would be pointless.

Francis extended his hand toward the soldier and shouted:

"There's a high possibility of battle soon! Prepare to move the army!"

"Yes, sir!"

With that order, the area around the border began to grow increasingly noisy.
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Today was the day Lynn would leave Kelstein Castle to be assigned as the lord of Aingart Castle.

"Lady Lynn. The Lord has said that you may exchange letters as much as you wish, so there's no need to worry."

"What kind of secrets do you think you and I would share?"

"I believe his exact words were that he trusts you completely."

Lynn let out a short laugh at Farfalle's words.

"I understand. You're smart, so I think Swen will make good use of you too."

"I believe being assigned to the capital castle is also part of being put to good use."

"...You seem to be talking back to me a lot lately?"

"Well, that's because you're no longer my lord."

Farfalle smiled and said—

"Since we're colleagues now, I can say whatever I want."

"Farfalle..."

After Lynn had inherited the position of ruler from Orlando, she had recommended Farfalle, a young genius from the Central Continent who had stood out during recruitment for strategists. Since then, the two had been so close that they had rarely been apart except for a few moments.

Although Farfalle had once been imprisoned for disobeying orders to thwart Swen's schemes, Lynn had continued to trust her until the end, and Farfalle had never left her side no matter what happened.

If people could be called family even without blood ties, these two could certainly be considered well-matched sisters.

Until now, it hadn't mattered because Lynn could simply give orders, but unless Swen specifically commanded otherwise, this could be quite a long separation. They might not see each other for months, perhaps even years.

Despite knowing this, they both understood that nothing would change if they didn't move forward—

"Take care of yourself, Lady Lynn."

"You too. I'll be looking forward to hearing about your achievements with the occupation forces."

"I think the shoulders of the one who's becoming lord will be heavier than mine."

Just as they were sharing their final farewells—

"Excuse me for interrupting."

"...!!"

A familiar woman's voice came from beyond them.
Someone Lynn never expected to encounter in this situation.
A person Lynn could never forget.
A woman who had once risked everything for Lynn but was abandoned by her—

"I...rene...?"

Irene approached them with an extremely calm expression—

"Lady Farfalle. I'm sorry, but I'd like to speak with Lady Lynn privately. I would appreciate if you could leave us. If you still have something to say, I can wait."

"Not at all. Our conversation was finished. Please excuse me."

Farfalle glanced briefly at Lynn before carefully leaving.
Lynn... barely managed to hold onto her composure.
It's okay, it'll be okay... she told herself repeatedly like a mantra as she looked at Irene with trembling eyes.

"Um... Lady Irene."

"Lady Lynn."

Lynn was now an ordinary officer in Swen's army who had to use honorifics when addressing Irene.
Irene was the most central figure among Swen's officers—and the first wife of Lord Swen.

Although they had once met as lord and subject, their positions had essentially been reversed 180 degrees.

"So you're heading to Aingart Castle today, I see?"

"Y-yes."

"Someone of your caliber should be able to govern Aingart Castle without difficulty. However, since Aingart Castle is built on the middle island, there are quite a few matters that require attention."

Irene handed Lynn several sheets of paper.

"What is this...?"

"It's a kind of report that the former castle lord, Iolline, compiled about ongoing major projects, tasks that must be completed, and trends in public sentiment. She wanted it passed on to the new lord."

"Ah..."

So she had just come to handle an official matter.
Lynn hadn't expected or hoped that Irene would come to say goodbye personally, so she carefully bowed her head and said:

"I understand. I will keep it in mind. Thank you, Lady Irene."

"Your thanks should go to Iolline, not me."

"If you wouldn't mind passing it on to her..."

"Hmm. That's not difficult."

And once again, silence followed.
In the tension that felt like walking on thin ice, Lynn couldn't bring herself to say anything. It was Irene who spoke first.

"Lynn Brands."

"...Yes."

"I think this will be the last time I bring this up. So I'd like you to listen, understanding that this is the final time."

"...?"

Raising her head with trembling eyes to slowly meet Irene's gaze—
Unlike herself, Lynn saw Irene's extremely calm eyes, devoid of any emotion.

"To pretend that nothing happened between us would honestly be difficult for both of us. Wouldn't you agree?"

"Th-that..."

...Now is the time.
Lynn bowed deeply at a 90-degree angle.
And then, she opened her mouth to say what she had wanted to express from the depths of her heart many times.

"I-I'm sorry! Lady Irene, b-back then... in the past, I, I couldn't... couldn't understand your true feelings—"

"No."

But.
Irene cut off Lynn's words and said firmly:

"I didn't bring this up to hear an apology from you."

"Lady Irene...?"

"I'll be honest. At first, I resented you. It's true that I once craved your approval. But... now I have only one feeling toward you."
—Gratitude.

"!!!"

"I have nothing but gratitude left for you."

"Grate...ful...?"

"Isn't it obvious?"

Irene smiled faintly.
A smile she had never shown when she was by Lynn's side.

"Whatever the intention was, looking only at the result—thanks to you, I was able to meet Swen."

"...!!!"

"So if you still feel sorry toward me, I wanted to tell you that you don't need to. That's why I came to see you. For me, the future I'll share with Swen is far more important than lingering on past events."

After saying this, Irene placed her hand on Lynn's shoulder, patted it a few times, and then:

"Live your own life, Lynn Brands. Let go of your guilt and painful feelings... I hope you live a life centered on yourself, not on others."

Lynn stood there pale-faced, unable to respond.
What was this situation?
Had she been forgiven?
If so... why didn't the weight on her heart disappear?

But sadly—
Lynn keenly felt that the loyal female knight who could have answered her question had long since found a new nest and left her behind.

"I look forward to your achievements at Aingart Castle. Farewell."

As Irene disappeared, Lynn realized.
This was probably the last time she would have a private conversation with Irene.

Therefore—

"...Lady Irene!!!"

Irene stopped at Lynn's cry.
Though she didn't turn around, Lynn couldn't help but say what needed to be said.

"I will never forget how you dedicated yourself to me... So... please, be happy...!!"

Lynn barely managed to swallow the "I'm sorry" that kept trying to escape her lips.
Irene doesn't want to hear my apology. Besides, I'm not even sure if I have the right to apologize.
Even expressing gratitude felt presumptuous. After all, Irene hadn't bestowed anything upon her; she had simply persevered on her own path.

Therefore.
All she could say was that she wouldn't forget, and that she wished for Irene's happiness.

Irene, without turning to look at Lynn who was bowing at a 90-degree angle...
slowly continued on her way.

Although it was a dream that had lost all its beautiful blue color, stripped bare and tattered—
That dream would turn to dust, scatter across the earth, and bloom into blue flowers again.

—This was the moment when the overly long story between Lynn and Irene finally came to an end.

* * *

Meanwhile.
Small-scale battles were taking place at the border.

"We must not be pushed back! We cannot surrender Rudia Castle!"
"If this place falls, we cannot guarantee the safety of Jog Castle!"

Thus, exactly two battles had ended.
Both battles resulted in embarrassingly easy victories for Lunarienne's army.
Swen's army had literally wasted resources by mobilizing troops for meaningless battles.

'What's going on? Why engage in pointless battles?'

No matter how many times he thought about it, Francis couldn't understand this decision—
But precisely because of this, he couldn't shake off his confusion.
After all, the one with the final decision-making authority on the other side was none other than that man—the white-haired strategist, Swen's new ruler, Swen himself.

'Swen...'

Francis recalled Swen's face from the prisoner exchange ceremony.
When Swen not only refused to return but actually took over the ruler's seat where Serphina had sat, Francis had wondered what on earth was happening—
And now Swen's incomprehensible choices on the battlefield were truly concerning.

'Let's just observe the situation for now. We don't need to respond too quickly yet.'

The decision-maker would soon come up from Anel Castle anyway.
He had complacently thought they just needed to wait until then, but—

A few days later.

"R-report! Rudia Castle... has fallen!"

"W-what?!"

Weren't all our troops concentrated at the fortress near the border?
How did they break through the border?!

"What exactly happened?"

"Well... it seems that the great mage in Swen's army... has begun to participate in earnest on the battlefield...!"

"What...?!"

"There are testimonies of seeing enormous fireballs that engulfed the surroundings in flames, fired repeatedly!"

The first to open the curtain on this reversal was the continent's greatest asymmetric force who had ceased to hold back—the great mage Reika.
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"Even if you used magic, do you think it makes sense for it to collapse this quickly!"

"W-well..."

Francis, who had been scolding the soldier, seemed to realize his mistake after speaking and lowered his head.

"...I apologize. You're merely a messenger after all."

"No, sir. I'm simply ashamed."

After sending the soldier away, Violet approached Francis who was sighing deeply.

"Brother, what will you do now?"

"Originally, I planned to continue waiting for our Lord... but it seems I can't just sit idle anymore. If we lose Jog Castle too, I won't be able to face our Lord."

"...Are you suggesting we should fight against Swen?"

Hearing those words, Francis couldn't help but flinch.
That's right.
The nation they were now facing belonged to the man whom Lord Lunarienne held in special regard.

"...Violet. I understand what you're trying to say. But... what choice do we have? Our Lord wouldn't want us to keep retreating on the battlefield, would she?"

"But—"

"Honestly, I don't understand how things came to this. Why our army's strategist Swen married Serphina and inherited the nation. And if, as he claims, he hasn't betrayed Lunarienne—why does he continue to wage war against us at this very moment?"

In truth.
When they first heard that Swen had inherited the throne—
Everyone who knew even a little about the situation, including Francis, thought this must be part of Swen's "grand plan."
Ah, he must be trying to hand over the nation to Lady Luna without war—
Except for Ginor, who had already been betrayed once when Irene was the commander, everyone had naturally come to that conclusion.

But.
After losing territory, expecting surrender was foolish.

"Whether this decision is right, what Swen is thinking—I don't know anything. I probably won't figure it out through my own insight either. But one thing is certain—doing nothing is the worst option."

"Brother..."

After saying this, Francis carefully rose from his seat.

"From now on, I, Francis von Aingart, will take command! Violet! Help me!"

"...Understood!"

* * *

In the royal castle of Rudia.
In this occupied territory where the atmosphere was chaotic due to battle, I was having a meeting with Reika.

"Ah, my Lord...!"

"How are you feeling, Reika?"

"I-I'm fine...! I'm full of energy. I-I could fight several more times if needed...!"

Reika vigorously waved her arms, seemingly wanting to show me she was in good shape, and smiled.

"I'm glad to hear that."

"A-actually... it was mostly your doing, my Lord... I just... cast some simple spells beside you."

—That's right.

In this conquest of Rudia Castle, where "Great Mage Reika showed her true colors" according to evaluations—
The one who was actually throwing magic around was me, not Reika.

The reason for taking this approach was simple.

—To minimize Reika's fatigue and continuously utilize a mage.

'The biggest characteristic of a mage—as powerful as they are, they need sufficient rest.'

The reason Reika hadn't been at the forefront until now was as follows.

First, according to my predictions, there were more unwinnable battles than expected. Especially from a certain point, I kept receiving vague advice like "this is the best option."
In a situation where Serphina could never defeat Luna, I couldn't and didn't want to force Reika to sacrifice herself, which would be like cutting her lifespan short.

But.
Things changed after I became the ruler and the fate of continental unification depended on my actions.

In almost every battle, the conclusion was "focus on utilizing Reika Nighthart's abilities and attack directly yourself."

It was a peculiar piece of advice, but thinking about it a little, it was remarkably profound.

First, from a ruler's perspective, it would be strange not to use an asymmetric force like Reika, so the advice itself was valid.
When you have overwhelming firepower available, why wouldn't you use it unless you're doing some kind of hard challenge?

Even so—just because I became the ruler, it didn't suddenly change the fact that Reika would have to sacrifice herself to use magic.
That's why instead of saying "it's efficient to put Reika Nighthart at the forefront," the advice was "focus on utilizing her abilities and attack directly yourself."

Why did it come out this way?
For me, who had already interpreted dozens of "advice," figuring out the reason was simpler than eating rice cakes while lying down.

'My advice changes depending on how the ruler, who is the executor, makes up their mind.'

Just as when serving Serphina, the results of advice changed depending on how she made up her mind—
Because I "didn't want to sacrifice Reika," and recognized that sacrificing her would be an inevitable loss for me and the country, such a result came out.

Using my green rapier, I could amplify magic with relatively little mana.
This was less burdensome for Reika who operated with relatively small amounts of mana, and at the same time, since I was using magic through an object rather than my body, there was little physical strain on me.
In an era where mages were abundant, it might be difficult to achieve overwhelming destructive power with artifacts alone—but there were only three mages who had appeared on the continent so far.

From my perspective as the ruler of Swen's army, this was the most efficient method!

'I'm truly grateful for Ioline's disguise techniques.'

The purpose of the disguise was to instill in Luna's army the perception that "Reika is a monster who continues to pour out tremendous magic without getting tired."
Looking back at her achievements so far, most were during civil war situations—that is, when suppressing rebellions.
She had only been circulating as the "Great Mage" in rumors, meaning not many enemy soldiers knew her true capabilities.

They have Tifa on their side.
She would understand more than anyone that mages are "consumables."
In such a situation, Reika's existence, which by all accounts didn't seem like a consumable, would inevitably create tremendous pressure.

In fact, the reason I recruited Ioline, who was evaluated as the most suitable for the position of Aingart lord with Intelligence 100, was because I wanted to utilize Reika with minimal burden through disguise techniques—
After several self-consultations, I could notice this was effective.

——That's right.
Now I didn't even need to check why things happened this way.
I am the ruler. I didn't need to convince anyone about implementation.
Being able to abandon the process I had to go through as a strategist—"why does this result come out?"—was incredibly efficient beyond imagination.

And if I wasn't sure how to act, I could just repeat self-consultation until I figured it out.

Invincible!

Although I felt truly sorry for Lady Luna, there was no word more fitting to describe me now.

At this point, I was certain.

'It depends on heaven's will,' meaning whether Lady Luna could become the unification ruler... wasn't about how well our Swen army overcame crises.

It was solely about my decision——
——unless I decided at some point to "yield the unification ruler position to Lady Luna," she could never become the unification ruler.

"Reika. It's going to get a bit busy... but please hang in there a little longer."

"Yes! I'll do my best... until continental unification...!"

"No, I... don't intend to unify through war."

"R-really...?"

"..."

What I needed to think about now wasn't about war that Intelligence 100 could manage—but people's hearts.
How to act to change Lady Luna's mind—that was the key.

After all, I didn't inherit the ruler position from Serphina to fight forever over continental unification.
And sadly, Intelligence 100 only said "unknown" about that matter.

'...I need to reclaim about half first.'

That's right.
Anel Castle, or Balhart Castle.
After reclaiming one of these territories and securing half the continent again, reaching a state equal to or slightly ahead of Lunarienne's army.

Only then could I talk with Lady Luna.
With that thought, I once again asked the question for the "absolutely correct" method.

——In this situation, what is the most efficient way for our army to respond to Lunarienne's army?

And the answer came effortlessly.
No matter how many times I asked, efficient answers kept coming—

* * *

"How... how could this happen."

Francis couldn't hide his desperate expression.
He had done his best. He hadn't ignored his sister Violet's advice either.
Demonstrating what he had learned from studying strategy books, he prided himself on always making the optimal choice.

And yet.

"F-fire!"
"We need to retreat!"

For inexplicable reasons.

"The commander... died from falling off his horse during the march!"
"Swen's army is ambushing our escape route! It seems we have a spy...!"
"It appears Swen's army has raided our secret base that was established to secure supply routes!"

They kept losing by being caught off guard in ways that ordinary people could never anticipate.
As if facing an entity that could never be defeated.
As if teaching the Lunarienne army, known by the glorious title "unacquainted with defeat," what it truly meant to be unacquainted with defeat—

Francis fell to his knees.
Today was the day Lady Luna was supposed to arrive.

And it was the day they lost their sixth territory, including Rudia Castle on the border, to Swen's army.

Ch.412 - Chapter 412. Can't Win... But Can Win
# Conference Room Table at the Border Base Camp

Francis sat in his chair with an extremely serious expression, continuously biting his innocent fingernails.

'Why on earth did things turn out like this...!'

The situation: six territories had been forcibly taken.
In fact, what was more surprising than the loss itself was that none of the defeats were caused by misjudgments from Francis himself, the commander-in-chief of the border region.
It might sound somewhat ridiculous for him to make such a self-assessment, but it was no exaggeration to say that the Lunarienne army had done everything in their power.
This wasn't just him being overconfident in his own judgment. Hadn't he thoroughly followed the advice of Violet, the second-best strategist in the Lunarienne army after Ginor, without being stubborn?

However—

How could anyone have predicted that a commander would suddenly fall from his horse and die?
How could anyone have anticipated that an unexplained fire would suddenly break out along their marching route, engulfing them in flames while Swen's army attacked from ambush?
How could anyone have foreseen that the supply line established in a completely unexpected location would be discovered?

At first, he suspected there might be a spy planted by Swen's army since every strategy they devised was immediately discovered.
But after multiple cross-verifications, they couldn't find any concrete evidence of a spy.
If there really was a spy, they deserved a certain level of respect for being able to hide so well!

In the moment of failure, a single thought flashed through Francis's mind—

'A miracle...!'

—Various pieces of advice about Swen from the old days of the Lunarienne army, when he was said to create miracles.
The image of Tifa proudly speaking of defeating the Brands army in impossible situations.
The voice of his uncle Kyle, who emphasized repeatedly before his death that Swen was "someone who should never be turned into an enemy."
The stories from National Strategist Ginor about how Swen continued to excel even when he was with the Aishers army—all these kept ringing in Francis's ears.

If.
If the biggest reason Swen's army—if Swen—kept winning was some kind of "miracle" he created.
If he was someone who could see through whatever countermeasures or preparations they made—

'How on earth are we supposed to defeat someone who can completely anticipate how our army will act...!'

While he was clutching his head in frustration—

Knock knock, came a sound at the door.
And from beyond the door, he heard his sister Violet's voice.

"Brother."

"...!"

There was only one thing her calling him could mean—
It meant that their ruler, Lunarienne, had arrived.

No matter how many defeats they had suffered, he couldn't face her looking so disheveled.
Especially considering the last words Uncle Kyle had left before his death.

Francis quickly tidied his disheveled hair and answered loudly.

"Tell her she may enter."

Creak—

No sooner had he answered than the door opened—

"Hello, Francis."

His ruler—Lunarienne Iniang—walked in slowly with an extremely benevolent smile.

"M-My Lord... welcome."

Luna asked in a very calm tone, with a beautiful arc drawn across her face.

"Yes. I heard about it on my way here... could you give me a brief briefing on the border situation?"

"Ah, understood...!"

Francis reported the current situation in detail.
How they had been defeated, how many territories they had lost.
It was extremely regretful to speak of nothing but failures, but if he, as the field commander, didn't report it, who else could?

"...That concludes my report. I deeply apologize once again for ending up in this state rather than bringing good news. I will gladly accept any criticism, including my dismissal. All responsibility lies with me, Francis, not with my subordinates."

Francis knelt and bowed his head to his master.

Luna listened quietly to his story for a long time.
Throughout her listening—far from showing concern about the current situation, she maintained her smile and displayed a relaxed demeanor.

"Raise your head, Francis."

"My Lord..."

"Regarding everything that has happened so far, it's alright. Francis, I have no intention of blaming you at all."

"M-My Lord... while I'm grateful for your forgiveness, someone must take responsibility—"

At that moment.

"No."

Luna slowly opened her eyes that had been smiling.

Her ruby-colored eyes... were completely empty.

"I never had any expectations for you, Francis."

"...Pardon...?"

"Francis. There's no way you could defeat Swen when he's serious."

"My... Lord...?"

It was too.
It was too cold a statement.
It wasn't encouragement. It wasn't criticism either.
Both encouragement and criticism could only come from someone who had some level of interest in the other person.
In other words—Lunarienne had never had any expectations for him in the first place.

It would have been better if she had gotten angry and dismissed him right there.
Being angry would have been proof that she had expectations.

But that expression was too cold and detached to be worn by someone who had expectations.

"My goodness, Francis. You can relax your expression. I'm not blaming you."

"My... Lord?"

"It doesn't make sense to ask anyone to defeat someone who cannot be defeated, does it? Neither you nor any general... can defeat Swen."

Luna said this, and then extended her hand to Francis—

"So, you've done well to hold out this far. I know that was your best. So, you don't need to blame yourself too much. Hehe..."

—With a smile so lovely it was frightening.
She was uttering the words "I don't care about you" with terrible kindness.

"Now, Francis. From today, I, as the ruler, will exercise command authority, so I recommend you step back and take some rest. Understood?"

"Ah... I, um..."

"?"

Luna tilted her head with a bright smile again, as if she didn't understand anything.
Like a young child—completely innocent, without any malice.

"...Under...stood."

After Francis withdrew—
Luna carefully examined the map.

Of course, what entered her eyes wasn't the current situation.
The only thing in her heart was—

—Swen cannot be defeated.

She never wanted to defeat him in the first place.
She had no intention of defeating him.
Swen was the person who promised to give her the world, but even if he broke that promise, it didn't matter.
Unlike Serphina, if it was a world that he obtained, Luna could accept it without resistance.

Yes.
If he wanted a unified empire, she could give it to him.

But.

Swen von Aingart... shouldn't exist in this world.

Any version of Swen would be fine.
But Swen beside that woman...!

—Rip

Luna crumpled the map on the table with her hand.
Then she pushed it aside.
There was no light in her eyes. The coldness that replaced the light had already swallowed everything.
The future of the unified empire was no longer reflected in her eyes.
What was contained in those eyes was an emotion deeper red than ruby—jealousy, jealousy, jealousy, and vengeful feelings born from jealousy, revenge.

Swen cannot be defeated.

Winning the war didn't matter at all.
She knew too well that even if she seriously confronted him, she couldn't match Swen, who created miracles.

She thought slowly.
Why did Swen marry Serphina?
Why didn't Swen return to her in the first place?

At first, she couldn't understand.
But now she could.

Now.
Now she no longer deceived herself.
Swen was deceived by Serphina? ...That would be underestimating Swen too much. He's not someone who would be foolishly manipulated by a woman.
Rather, it was her own weakness that made her wish for that. When she faced it directly, everything became easier and clearer.

Serphina... was likely not a bad person.
Far from being her enemy, she was likely another victim caught up in the situation.

That's natural since Swen said so in his letter. Swen is never wrong. It doesn't make sense for him to be wrong.

So Swen.
Was he drawn by Serphina's tragic fate?
Was he captivated by her beautiful appearance?
Even if he initially didn't intend to, eventually, his heart was filled with Serphina's existence.

He chose Serphina, not me, chose, chose, chosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechosechose——

"Ah."

Calm down.
Calm down, Lunarienne.

Luna quietly performs the ritual she always does to calm herself.

When she closes her eyes—the white-haired strategist whispers to her:

"Calm down, my Lord. If you think calmly, you will surely see a path."

'That's right, Swen... even in this situation, if I think calmly, I can create a path.'
'Thank you, really, really thank you... ehehe...'

Just hearing those kind and sweet words calmed her heart, and now she could finally organize her thoughts calmly.

Luna thought.
Swen cannot be defeated, but Serphina can be.

—I cannot kill Swen, but I can kill Serphina.

"!!!"

Luna slowly turned her head.
It's Swen.
Swen is smiling at her.

"Swen... you're kind enough to forgive Serphina, aren't you?"
"Even though she may not be directly evil, she inherited that cause and killed many people—yet you still accepted her? You forgave the shame of the Aingart Empire."
"So."

If I kill Serphina.
Just as you forgave Serphina—you'll forgive me too, right?

"After all, you promised to give me the world... you said you would never leave my side."

I always.
Even when no one else believed in you, I believed in you, didn't I?
You said it yourself. If I believed in you, you would give me the world.

Yes. The world.

"The world... that's still my goal. But you know what? I don't need it anymore."
"If you want it, you can sit on that throne. After all, if you became the ruler, that would be the right path..."
"That's right. I still believe. I believe in you. So."

All I want is to kill Serphina.
Even if I fail countless times. Even if it costs me my life—

"Ehehe... Swen... I believe in you...♥"
"Until the end... forever... even if killing Serphina makes you hate me... I will never hate you. Even if you take that sword and cut my throat, I would gladly offer it to you."
"No, even your burning hatred for me would be... aah...!!!"

Luna slowly drew her Adina Sword.
Then, she lightly licks the sharp part.

It tastes metallic.
A taste of life, whether it's the metallic taste of steel or the taste of blood it has absorbed.

"Even your hatred... is attention and love to me...♥♥"

I can forgive other women, including Irene, but I can never accept Serphina.
Even if it makes Swen hate me, what I cannot let go of... is the sticky emotion hidden within my firm resolve.

Her true feelings—her resentment toward Serphina, who took Swen away from her.

Because if she hadn't existed, he would have returned.
The fact that he hasn't returned to this day, and even ended up crossing swords with her—Luna no longer denied that it was all because Swen met Serphina.

As a ruler who lost her strategist.
As a woman who lost her man.

The intense jealousy... toward the woman who stole her promised one.

And now, Lunarienne Iniang—

"...Ahah♥"

No longer hides it.
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"..."

"Brother."

Violet approached Francis, who had walked out weakly, and supported him.

"Are you alright?"

"...Violet."

Francis spoke in a voice that seemed ready to break into tears.
A vulnerable side he had never shown to anyone else.
Though they had different parents, they shared the Aingart name—to her, his blood relative, he carefully revealed his true feelings.

"What was I... to Lady Luna?"
"To serve as a general, nothing more. I never expected more. I never dared to hope for more. If I could be Lady Luna's sword, Lady Luna's shield, that would have been enough for my life."
"But... I never imagined a life where nothing was asked of me. I never considered a situation where I couldn't help Lady Luna no matter what I did."
"What... what was I to her?"

"Brother..."

"...Do you remember?"

Violet easily realized he was talking about the prisoner exchange ceremony and slowly nodded.

"Yes. I remember."

"That white-haired man we saw then... what exactly is he to Lady Luna?"

Violet couldn't say anything either.
She too knew that their lord, Lady Lunarienne, had changed—
As if she had become a completely different person.

Her warm smile that always conveyed benevolence remained the same, but the soul that should have been behind it was no longer felt.
She seemed like an empty shell now, the current Lady Lunarienne.

"What is he to Lady Luna... that I couldn't even imitate him, let alone take his place?"

"Brother. Rest for now. Don't think too deeply about it. You'll feel better after you sleep."

"..."

Francis turned away silently.
Violet carefully followed him, but—

"Violet. It's okay. I can go alone..."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. You... should assist Lady Luna. There must be something you can do as her strategist..."

After Francis left.
Violet muttered the words she couldn't tell him.

"No, brother. I can't do anything for Lady Luna either. The only person who can fill the void in Lady Luna is just one person..."

Violet slowly closed her eyes.

Will you return?
Since you said you still serve her as your ruler... will you someday end this meaningless war and return to Lady Luna's side?

She sent these words that would never reach him on the wind.

* * *

A few days later.

"Is that true?"

"Yes, it is. As of today, she has declared she will lead the vanguard on all battlefields. She told me to relay that she would do so no matter what."

Ginor stroked his beard at Charlotte's words.
The fact that she specifically sent this message to him meant—

"So she's saying she won't listen to my opinion anymore?"

"...I apologize."

For the National Strategist to be told "I will do so no matter what" was essentially the same as saying she would not listen to the strategic advice of the Chief of Staff.
In other words, it was a polite way of saying she would refuse even if someone other than Lunarienne herself was proposed to take the field.

"I understand. In any case, our lord is the strongest card our army can play, so perhaps it's not a major issue."

"Well... that may be true, but I'm still worried."

"Worried?"

Charlotte's golden eyes deepened with concern.

"Something seems... out of control. She doesn't feel like the Lady Luna of before, but like a different person. Her manner of speaking and appearance remain the same, but... ever since Serphina became Swen, she's somehow become a completely different person."

"..."

Of course.
What Charlotte knew, Ginor, the National Strategist who watched her from the closest position, couldn't possibly not know.

"...You needn't worry too much."

"Does that mean... I can rest assured?"

"There's no point in giving false hope, so I'll be more direct. It means there's nothing we can do to change anything."

"That's...!"

"How we feel? What advice we give? What countermeasures we take—all of that is meaningless. Our lord will never change her mind. In this situation, as vast as a hurricane, chess pieces like us can't change anything."

Shocked by his blunt expression, Charlotte's eyes widened.

"Then what... should we do from now on? Should we continue fighting against Swen?"

"Well, there's nothing we can do—but fortunately, I should say, our lord doesn't have many options either."

"...?"

"If this massive war is a chess game, the winner is already determined."
"Someone who knows the most efficient move regardless of where the opponent places their pieces—that's who."

"...!!!"

"So, Lady Charlotte. Don't act rashly. For now, follow Lady Luna's will, but show the wisdom to preserve your life. Just think about what that man would say if you were to perish."

"That man..."

The man who passed away before them.
Ginor's close friend and the savior of her life—Kail von Aingart.

"...I will heed your words, Strategist."

"Good. Then, I'll take my leave."

After parting with Charlotte, Ginor was lost in thought as he walked.

'Swen. It seems you... have fallen in love with Serphina.'

Even when Lunarienne's army was raised.
Even when Irene became a commander.
And even until he himself became the National Strategist—the fact that Swen didn't leave Serphina's side meant that his objective was Serphina herself.

'And he probably didn't expect things to turn out this way.'

The Swen from the Aishers army would certainly have returned here.
After all, he was the one who sent himself to Lunarienne.

If anything has been revealed—

'It seems he cannot see the future.'

If he could see the future, he should have observed the future where he falls in love with Serphina—but there was too much circumstantial evidence that he couldn't do that.

Although he couldn't see the future, he had been most efficiently manipulating our forces since becoming ruler.

In other words.
His ability wasn't seeing the future—but pioneering it.

'The Mind's Eye Strategist... is it.'

Someone who can provide the most efficient answer in any situation.
With such a person on the throne—even Lady Lunarienne couldn't possibly win.
But if that's the case, when he said "Lunarienne Iniang is the most suitable to become the unifying ruler"...

"...Ha!"

Ginor threw his head back and laughed heartily.

'Are you saying that defying fate for love was the path for everyone's benefit?'

Ginor sensed it.
That this war wouldn't last as long as expected.
Only one thing remained.

To wait for the future that would be pioneered by a half-baked strategist who knew the outcome but not why it would happen.

And.
That half-baked strategist had his adopted daughter, Reika, by his side.

'I hope it's not too late. I'd like to see the end of these troubled times before I die.'

Ginor carefully returned to the base camp.
His steps were considerably lighter than before.

* * *

The reason our army's unstoppable momentum was slightly checked was for a very simple reason.

"Lady Luna... you mean Lunarienne has started leading the vanguard?"

"Yes. Reports of sighting the Red-Eyed Dragon on the battlefield continue to come in from soldiers."

Even though I'm currently in the midst of battle on the frontlines... it seems we've been missing each other due to the wide border.

'So that's why such speculation has emerged in recent days.'

The recent Intelligence 100 answers—[We will inevitably be pushed back in this battle.]
Like this, although we still had the upper hand in the war, we were losing quite a few battles.

Of course, in some battles, I could find the optimal result by repeatedly asking questions.
Even if we were pushed back by Lady Luna, since I could freely ask questions rather than just receiving them as before, it was fair to say we wouldn't lose the war.

But.
I didn't expect her to be this hostile.
Of course, I thought she would be hostile. Lady Luna's goal was to hold the world in her hands.
Moreover, according to Ginor, the fact that I was under Serphina, whom she hated, probably didn't sound very pleasant to her—I understood that much, but—

'It's okay. We can resolve this by meeting and talking.'

In any case, to have an equal conversation with her, I needed to bring half the continent under my control first.
So, I continued to ask questions relentlessly to find the most efficient answers, when one day—

[You will win the battle, but a great sacrifice is inevitable.]

'...Huh?'

For the first time in a while, I hesitated at Intelligence 100's answer.

A great sacrifice is inevitable.
It was a phrase I'd seen quite often. I especially saw this prediction when utilizing Lady Reika, the mage.

'Is someone going to die?'

In the past, I would have argued with the ruler about who exactly would die, setting up scenarios, but—
Now I just needed to keep changing my mind and re-entering questions.

In that way, I changed the commander-in-chief or participants several times.

And—

"...!"

—I easily uncovered the truth of the prediction.

[You will narrowly lose the battle.]

Just one person.
Remove one person, and the prediction changes.
Not winning with a great sacrifice, but narrowly losing.

I checked the invasion force list once more.

Enemy Commander-in-Chief, Lunarienne Iniang.

The general I had just excluded would be meeting her for the first time.

'...'

The person I excluded—my former lord, Serphina von Aingart.
If she meets Lunarienne Iniang on the battlefield, there will be a great sacrifice.
That could only mean one thing—

'Lady Luna...!'

I tilted my head back and closed my eyes.
And I realized.

—The situation was far more serious than I had thought.
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The truth that the prediction points to is only one.
Lady Serphina... will die if she faces Lady Luna on the battlefield.

'That's why it says to accept a great sacrifice.'

Though it was truly a desperate situation, I thought perhaps it was fortunate to know this much at least.
The reason was simple. Because I was the ruler, not the strategist.
It was simply a matter of not deploying Lady Serphina to the battlefield, and no one would question my decision as the ruler.

'It's fine to lose some local battles.'

I slowly checked the map and modified the overall deployment near the border.
Repeating questions and answers, I made the most efficient decisions under the absolute premise of 'saving Lady Serphina.'
Usually this task would take 30 minutes to an hour, but trying to incorporate this special condition and maintain it consumed a full three hours.

'Done...'

I sighed briefly and leaned back.
Resting against the throne, I could feel my back had become damp with tension.

If Lady Luna's hatred for Serphina was beyond imagination—I began to think that relying solely on my Intelligence 100 ability might not be the answer.

The judgment criteria of Intelligence 100 was entirely focused on 'Lord Swen achieving continental unification.'
While evaluations could differ depending on the ruler's intentions, the absolute value was placed on whether something was advantageous for the conquest war.
When it said Lady Serphina's death would be a 'great loss,' it was reasonable to assume this was because Serphina was an irreplaceable talent for our army, rather than because I loved her.
Just like how the sacrifice of the great mage Reika, who could unleash powerful magic, would be a significant loss.

'Now... I need to make decisions that can move Lady Luna's heart, even if they're not efficient.'

Yes.
If until now I had been fitting my actions to the answers provided by Intelligence 100—

From now on, I needed to act solely on my own thoughts and judgments.

'For local battles and similar conflicts, I'll follow Intelligence 100's judgment as I've done so far, but to win Lady Luna's heart...'

I racked my brain once more.

Not following results, but journeying to create results.
Thinking in a different direction was quite a worthwhile endeavor.

* * *

After that.
Several more battles took place at the border.
Surprisingly, from a certain point, the Lunarian army, which had been suffering consecutive defeats, began winning more frequently as soon as Lunarienne returned to the border.

"It's the Red-Eyed Dragon! Avoid her!"
"Beware of the Red-Eyed Dragon! Never challenge her alone! If you must die, choose a meaningful death rather than a meaningless one!"

In this situation, inexperienced commanders might think that the goddess of victory had returned to the Lunarian army—

In reality, this was no different from the Serphina army before it became the Swen army.
During the Serphina army era, they achieved quite a few victories against the Lunarian army.
But almost all those victories had no strategic value. To put it bluntly, they struggled to win battles they didn't need to win, and lost the important battles they absolutely shouldn't have lost, as if by agreement.

That was exactly the situation now.
The Swen army lost battles they could afford to lose, and won all the battles they needed to win.
The Swen army was now displaying the almost miraculous pattern that the Lunarian army had shown in the past.

What was even more frightening was that even in battles that objectively seemed "okay to lose," if the Swen army won, it would later be revealed that the battle had been unexpectedly important in ways no one had anticipated.
The Lunarian army during the Serphina army era never displayed such miracles, which made this aspect even more prominent.

Naturally.
Naturally, the Lunarian army's morale plummeted as they felt abandoned by the world.
Until recently, they had been an army chosen by the gods who knew no defeat... but now they were being completely outmaneuvered by the Swen army.

Despite this, Lunarienne herself somehow appeared to be winning. Far from being demoralized, she continued to enter the battlefield as a ruler without sparing herself.
Only a handful of close aides, including Ginor, realized that the reason she wasn't discouraged had nothing to do with defeat... but knowing this didn't mean they could do anything about it.

"Are you really okay with this, Strategist? Just watching our Lord..."

"Haven't I told you, Violet? That it's meaningless to try to change what cannot be changed."

Unlike Ginor, who answered while playing chess alone, Violet, who seemed relatively more emotional, shook her head as if she couldn't understand.

"However, at this rate, our Lord—Lady Luna could be in danger. If she loses her life on the battlefield—"

"Don't worry."

Clack!

Ginor placed a knight on the chessboard.
Though he didn't put particular force into it, there was a resonance that came simply from the fact that it was Ginor who placed it.

"Lady Luna will absolutely not die."

Ginor said this while looking at the chessboard.
—A meaningless move.
It was a move that gave up capturing the piece thrown before him.

"What...?"

"As long as we're facing the Swen army, not the Serphina army, Lady Lunarienne will absolutely not die. Don't worry."

"Strategist..."

The expression "Lady Lunarienne" wasn't particularly appropriate for addressing a ruler—
But Violet noticed that it wasn't meant to disrespect her, but rather emerged from viewing the situation objectively.

Ginor quietly rose from his seat and approached the window.

"It's alright. What we can do now is believe in Lady Lunarienne... and believe in Swen. He claimed to me that he would 'achieve the best outcome for everyone, without a single person being left out.' So... just watch."

After several more days of continued battles between the Lunarian army and the Swen army—battles that were one-sidedly favorable to the Swen army—

"My Lord! Laclaine Castle and Valharat Castle... have fallen!"

With the red-banded messenger shouting thus.
Finally, at least on the map, the territories of the two nations—the Lunarian army and the Swen army—were divided almost equally.

* * *

Upon entering Valharat Castle, I gazed at the yellow flag fluttering atop the spire and was filled with regret.
I've returned.
When I first came here, a red flag symbolizing the Aishers army was fluttering.
If the Lunarian army had been active at that moment, I would have taken Irene and headed straight to the Lunarian army without looking back.
After understanding the situation to some extent, I would have persuaded Ginor. Including Reika, the Lunarian army could have started with overwhelmingly advantageous cards.

If that had happened, our army would have swept through the continent's castles with unstoppable momentum. The Roland army, Ohana army, Hesna army, Brands army, Aishers army... and even the Serphina army.

I would have been by Lady Luna's side, overthrowing Serphina, the culprit who plunged this continent into a swamp of despair. I might have shed tears remembering the old days at Jeilant Castle, standing beside Lady Luna as she proclaimed that she had avenged herself by publicly executing Serphina and established true peace on the continent.

And now, I—

'I'm glad it didn't turn out that way.'

—For the first time, I felt genuinely grateful to Yuuri.
Without her, I would never have met Lady Serphina.
Without knowing the truth about Lady Serphina, I would have made her a sacrificial lamb.

"My Lord. Serphina von Aingart has arrived."

"Please tell her to come in."

"Yes!"

No sooner had the soldier finished speaking than Serphina approached, walking on the red carpet of the audience chamber.

"I come before you, my Lord."

"Serphina. This isn't a formal occasion, so you don't need to use honorifics."

"How could I possibly speak informally to my Lord?"

"Please. I want to see you being confident."

Serphina remained silent for a moment—

"...If it's my Lord's request, I suppose I have no choice."

Saying that, she raised her head and smiled at me.

"So, what's the matter, Swen?"

As soon as she spoke informally, I felt a sense of comfort.
I had the foolish thought that perhaps I had become addicted to Lady Serphina who reigned like an absolute being.

"I heard you've been questioning why I haven't been utilizing you on the battlefield lately."

"Yes. At first I did. I was concerned about not being able to help you... but now I'm fine with it."

"Are you really?"

"Because I know you wouldn't keep me from being useful without a reason."

It must have bothered her to be kept away from the front lines despite having the ability... but fortunately, she seemed to have reached her own understanding.

"I called you today because there's something I really want to tell you."

"Go ahead."

I slowly bowed my head.

Yes.
Not the predetermined correct answer of Intelligence 100.
Even if it's wrong rather than right, to create a world where everyone can smile.

I needed to gain Lady Serphina's cooperation.

"Lady Serphina."

Therefore.

"It seems Lady Luna's goal isn't continental unification."

"...What?"

"If unification was her only goal, there are numerous actions she's taken that would be unnecessary. Moreover, according to intelligence, the national strategist Ginor has been in seclusion for quite some time. She's not listening to the strategist's advice at all."

"But that's strange. Then why is she continuing the war?"

"Because Lady Luna has a purpose."

"A purpose?"

I could no longer hide it.

"It's you, Lady Serphina."

"...What?"

"Lady Luna is after your life."

"!!!!!!"

This cruel truth for her.
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* * *

After Swen's army finally captured Balhart Castle—
The border area, which had been continuously experiencing battles until now, began to grow quiet rapidly.

To be precise, the frequency of Swen's army's invasions decreased significantly.
While Luna's army continued to mobilize troops for battle, they had lost most of their soldiers due to accumulating more defeats than Swen's army—
In conclusion, the fighting had entered a lull, allowing soldiers on both sides to rest for the first time in a long while.

The current political situation of the continent could be summarized as follows:
The western and southern parts of the continent were Luna's territory. Luna was mainly active on the western battlefield. Although they were pushed back to near Anel Castle, they hadn't lost it, so they couldn't be said to have lost the initiative.
The eastern and northern parts of the continent were Swen's territory. Swen's main forces, led by Irene and Irian, were active in this direction. They had advanced to Balhart Castle at an incredibly fast pace, but to go further south, they would inevitably have to cross mountain ranges, making it more appropriate to target the west instead.

Just up to here.
After the two countries were split in half, time was simply passing without any significant battles.

That's not to say that fighting had completely stopped.
Lunarienne's army was steadily continuing its invasions, and in battles where the monarch Lunarienne Iniang participated, Swen's army was also accumulating considerable damage.
In such a situation, the morale of soldiers on both sides was inevitably declining.

"How long must we repeat this..."
"Couldn't we just live as two separate countries? There's no Aingart Empire anymore anyway, right?"

Even though Swen had inherited the throne as Serphina's husband, at that point, the "legitimacy of Aingart" had already been diluted.
As the chaotic period dragged on and the standoff continued, it was inevitable that people would suggest simply living separately as two countries on one continent.

In this situation, the generals on the front lines, including Irene, were the ones who kept spirits up.

"Our lord understands your desire to end these chaotic times! Even if we seek to forge a path to peace, peace cannot be maintained without strength! Surely you all know this truth!"
"My fellow soldiers, lend your strength just a little longer! We must not forget that this is the time to sharpen our spear tips for lasting peace!"

In a situation where meaningless wars of attrition were repeating, they played a crucial role in preventing soldiers from losing their focus.
Irene's contributions were especially brilliant.

To be frank—the fact that Swen's army soldiers continued to sacrifice their lives for the country even after the unprecedented event of the monarch changing from Serphina to Swen was partly because Swen was "married to Serphina," but more than 70% of the reason was their overwhelming desire to follow their commander, Irene.

"She's fought alongside us through storms and battles. If she gives an order, I'd charge into hell itself."
"General Irene said it herself! This is no time to be tired already!"

At first, most people ridiculed Irene.
A general, a commander, deliberately eating the same food as her soldiers, sleeping in the same level of quarters.
Not caring about rewards after the war and personally tending to wounded soldiers.
Her actions couldn't help but seem foolish rather than wise. After all, "prioritizing one's own duties" was considered the highest value.

However, now no one could call her foolish.
At this point, she was the "true leader" of all soldiers, and it was undeniable that if Irene were to betray the country and establish a new one, most people would gladly side with her.
The fact that she wouldn't do such a thing because she was the wife of the monarch, Swen, was an enormous stroke of luck for Swen's army.

She had completely captured the hearts of the soldiers under her command and was the only one capable of leading any operation according to her will—
This was an achievement that no other general, including Chel Brands and Epinel Rosenkroz, had accomplished.

The figure most similar to her type was undoubtedly the Red-Eyed Dragon of the South, Lunarienne Iniang, but since she was a monarch rather than a general, they couldn't be directly compared.

Anyway, they continued repeating meaningless battles near the border.
Taking and losing positions. Losing fortresses and recapturing them.
Repeating such things, several weeks had passed before they knew it.

* * *
Swen's army, inside the main barracks of Balhart Castle.

"Just a little more strength! I too will fight alongside you until the very end!"

—Waaaaaaaaah!!

At the cry of the red-haired female knight Irene, the soldiers raised their voices so loudly it seemed they might pierce the sky.
To an outsider, they would appear to be valiant soldiers ready to fight at any moment, such was their extraordinary spirit.

However, Irene, who was closest to the soldiers and had been with them, knew.
That this ambiguous state of unrest continuing would inevitably lead to unfavorable results.

'I'm managing to calm them down somehow... but this can't continue forever.

It's already been several weeks since we've had a proper battle.

Since capturing Balhart Castle, Swen's army had been strangely dragging things out.
If they had continued the invasion with this momentum, they could have destroyed Lunarienne's army, but they weren't doing so.

Of course, Irene could understand why Swen wasn't doing that—
But the soldiers, the uninformed junior officers, couldn't possibly understand.
To someone who knew nothing, Swen's procrastination looked like nothing more than an attempt to stalemate the war.
If he wanted unification, he should aim for it; if he wanted a two-country system on one continent, he should negotiate with Lunarienne—but he was doing nothing and focusing all his orders solely on maintaining the status quo.

Perhaps because of this.
Swen, who had ascended to the throne as if walking a prepared flower path without anyone's hindrance, was now facing his first test from public sentiment.

Normally, subjects or subordinate officers wouldn't dare to put the king on a scale—but now it was a time of chaos, and who was above one's head could change at any moment.
In this terrible era where even the bond between parent and child had become a joke, it wasn't strange that the outrageous act of evaluating a monarch would occur.

The one who greeted Irene as she left the barracks with a worried expression was—

"You've worked hard, Sister Irene."

"Lady Serphina...?"

Serphina bowed to Irene with a smile like starlight.

"What's the matter, sister?"

Irene waved her hands in embarrassment, her face reddening.

"No, sister... Lady Serphina, didn't I ask you to treat me casually? That, well..."

"But sister, this girl fears earning her husband's displeasure by treating his legal wife carelessly."

"Oh... ugh...! B-b-but...!"

Watching Irene unable to respond properly, Serphina eventually let out a chuckle—

"Hehehe. I was joking, Irene. I was just worried because you looked so troubled."

"...Your jokes have improved, Lady Serphina."

"Well, what I said wasn't wrong. You are indeed the first wife."

"That may be the arrangement, but I don't want to establish a hierarchy between us. If we're by Swen's side, we're comrades."

"The more I hear, the more I understand why Swen chose you, Irene. You are... truly, truly a radiant woman. By the way, I have something to ask."

"What is it?"

"It seems like you didn't finish what you were going to say."

At Serphina's words, Irene answered casually as if it wasn't a big deal.

"Ah... I was going to say that no matter what happens, Swen would never come to dislike Lady Serphina."

"...What?"

"? Is there a problem?"

This time, it was Serphina's face that visibly reddened, not Irene's.

"...N-nothing at all. Ahem."

"Is that so? Well, if you say so... So, what brings you here?"

Having finished the light small talk, Serphina carefully brought up the main topic.

"I have a message for you."

"A message?"

"It seems our lord is considering an agreement."

"An agreement? Surely not..."

"It's not a surrender recommendation. It seems to be a different kind of negotiation."

"I see."

...Well, in the current situation, it didn't seem likely that Lunarienne's side would accept being divided from our army.
From her perspective, she probably couldn't accept being separated from Swen—that was just speculation.

"The fact that you came to find me—"

"Yes. Our lord has designated you."

"I see... It's my first time serving as an envoy, so I'm a bit nervous, but if orders have been given, it's a general's duty to carry them out."

At Irene's words, Serphina slowly shook her head.

"You won't be the one directly conducting diplomacy. You'll be accompanying as a guard knight."

"What...? Then who...?"

In response to Irene's question, Serphina quietly smiled and—

"It is I."

She nodded, placing her hand on her chest.

"I, Serphina, will personally serve as the envoy to meet Lunarienne Iniang."
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Serphina was going to visit the Lunarienne army as an envoy herself—
Irene, one of the parties who knew the detailed circumstances, was startled and questioned Serphina.

"Is it true? Did Lord... did Swen really order that?"

"Yes."

Looking at Serphina's expressionless face, Irene carefully recalled the moment she had faced Luna.
Those ruby-red eyes harbored anger—overwhelming anger.

Irene thought: If Lady Luna and Lady Serphina were to meet... Lady Serphina would inevitably be in danger...!

Just as Irene was about to move her lips to say something—

"It's alright."

"Lady Serphina...?"

"I know what you're trying to say. You're worried about me, aren't you?"

Serphina said with a bitter smile.

"Because Lunarienne Iniang hates me."

"T-that's..."

"You don't need to hide it. It's not something that can be hidden anyway."

"..."

"But this is an order from none other than Swen. You know as well as I do that he wouldn't put me in a dangerous situation."

"That may be true, but..."

"So, don't worry and escort me, Irene."

Something.
Something felt like a stone weighing on her heart, an inexplicable heaviness that Irene felt—

"...I understand."

If those were Swen's orders, it was right to follow them.
As long as he had the "Mind's Eye," he would know best that there wouldn't be any problems.

"Good. I'm counting on you."

Serphina smiled at Irene, then carefully turned her head.
With a deeply troubled expression, she recalled what had just happened.

* * *

A few hours earlier.
Stepping on the red carpet in response to Swen's summons, Serphina greeted him with a somewhat excited voice.

"You've come, Lady Serphina."

"I knew you weren't visiting because you were worried about me, but indeed, seeing less of your face makes me quite lonely, Swen. Have you been well?"

"I've been fine. And you?"

"I've been doing well thanks to all the accommodations provided. Especially since I haven't had to go to the battlefield lately. So, what's the matter?"

Swen responded to Serphina's question with a very serious expression.

"Lady Serphina. It seems the time has come to make a decision."

"A decision?"

Swen let out a short sigh—
And carefully brought up a topic that no one dared to mention.

"At first, I thought using the power of the 'Mind's Eye' to overwhelm Lunarienne's army would be the way to negotiate with Lady Luna. I thought it would start after consuming at least half of the continent. Yes. According to the original plan, this very moment would be the starting point, and from now on, we would gradually pressure Lady Luna until she finally felt compelled to negotiate with us—I thought that was the only path to peace."

"I roughly understand your intentions. But the fact that you're bringing this up means your mind has changed."

"That's right."

Swen sighed again.
Unlike his usual confident demeanor, he looked extremely tired.

"But since becoming a ruler, I've started to see things that weren't visible when I was just a strategist."

"What do you mean?"

"Too many people are being sacrificed."

"...Ah."

From those words, Serphina realized what he was trying to say.

"Due to the ongoing battles, many soldiers are getting seriously injured or losing their lives. Several commanders have also lost their lives on the battlefield. I suppose it's the same on both sides. Given that we're at war and I'm in the position of a ruler, I know it's not rational to speak from a purely sentimental perspective."
"But there's one fact that keeps haunting me no matter how many times I think about it—if my goal were continental unification through battle, all these sacrifices would have meaning. We went to war, fought, and raced toward unification to create the world we all envision. But I... don't intend to unify through force."
"Of course, I don't mean to say that everyone's sacrifices so far have been completely meaningless. We are at war, after all. It's just that, in this situation, stubbornly sticking to the most efficient method guided by the 'Mind's Eye' will only put more soldiers at risk—I simply can't erase that fact."

"Swen..."

The thoughts Swen was having were, in fact, thoughts that any ruler would inevitably have.
On a ruler's shoulders rested not just their own soul.
The will of soldiers fighting for their ruler, the dreams of commanders serving their ruler, the spirits of countless souls that had faded for their ruler, and the hopes of tens of thousands of subjects looking up to their ruler...
That's what it meant to sit on the throne. To move forward with heavy steps while carrying the weight of many people's seats, dreams, souls, and hopes on your shoulders.

Serphina, having had such concerns herself, could understand what he was saying.

"So I thought about it. Even if they're small-scale local battles, continuing to fight is meaningless. We need to stop any additional sacrifices now. What I need to do as a ruler is to face Lady Lunarienne—to somehow resolve the grudge between Lady Luna and Lady Serphina."

"But how do you plan to do it? Based on Irene's testimony, she... hates me. At first, I thought she hated me so much because she considered me an enemy... but according to you, that's not the case either."

That's right.
Swen had sent letters containing the truth about Serphina to Luna multiple times.
But it hadn't worked at all. If it had, the Lunarienne army's invasion wouldn't have continued so fiercely.
Serphina knew this too. According to intelligence, the one advocating for continued aggression within the Lunarienne army was none other than the ruler, Lunarienne herself.
The strategist Ginor had taken a step back, and the current situation, coldly assessed, was that no commander or strategist could persuade her, resulting in repeated stalemates.

"So... I've thought of something."

"Thought of what?"

"Could you come closer for a moment?"

Serphina carefully approached Swen.
And... she listens to the plan he had devised.

"...!!!"

"This is the only way. The only way to face Lady Luna."

"But, Swen. If you do that, you—"

As Serphina, pale-faced, tried to stop Swen, he—

"Lady Serphina."

Gently grabbed her wrist.
The warm flow of blood in Swen's hand warmed Serphina's heart.

"You know, don't you? That I have the ability of the 'Mind's Eye'."

"...!"

"Someone like me, who can find the most efficient answer unconditionally, wouldn't do something that would put my life at risk. Right?"

"That's... true, but even so—"

"Don't worry. Just as I trust you, Lady Serphina, I trust Lady Luna."

"Trust... her."

Serphina fell into thought for a moment, then—

"...Alright, Swen. Just as you trusted me... this time, I too must trust her, Lunarienne, whom you believe in."

"Thank you for understanding. Then, will you help me?"

"Help you?"

Serphina let out a small laugh and gently wiped her eyes.
Then, carefully kneeling on one knee and extending her hand toward Swen, who was sitting on the throne—

"—Swen. Don't ask for help. You are my lord and husband—the rightful master who owns me. If you command me to 'do it,' I will do anything."

"Lady Serphina..."

Swen carefully rose from the throne and walked toward the kneeling Serphina.
And—

He firmly grasped her hand.

"Please, I'm counting on you."

"Leave it to me, Swen. I will be your shadow and follow you."

A relationship where each had pledged loyalty to the other—
Except for the reversed lord-vassal relationship, it couldn't be anything but a deeply romantic connection.

* * *

After Lady Serphina left, I sat back on the throne, lost in thought.

'...The ability of the Mind's Eye, huh.'

I let out a bitter laugh.
Having an Intelligence of 100 as a ruler was incomparably more convenient than during my time as a strategist. The answers came easily through self-questioning.
However, it ultimately only predicted matters related to state affairs—

When I input the question I ultimately wanted to ask—

[Unknown.]

—This incomplete answer was all I could get, still a half-baked cheat ability.
No, perhaps it's more like three-quarters complete—I laughed again at such foolish thoughts.

'....'

Perhaps.
Perhaps something extremely dangerous might happen, I thought.

But.
Even if something goes wrong and I end up in danger, that's a burden I, as the ruler, must bear—
Isn't it my destiny to shoulder this, being in this position with countless lives at stake?

Though I thought this way, my heart was actually at peace.

After all, I trust Lady Luna.
If I don't trust Lady Luna, who believed in me unconditionally when I had nothing, who will?

Yes. Trust.

From now on, it was time for trust, not Intelligence 100.
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The prolonged stalemate at the front wasn't just affecting Swen's army - public opinion was beginning to shift. Lunarienne's army was also starting to experience similar grumblings.

"This invasion seems a bit excessive..."
"There must be more efficient ways to manage the front lines."

However, there was one key difference between the two armies-

"I'll send troops to the vicinity of Hispil Castle immediately. I'll personally advance northward to execute a diversionary tactic. Though I don't expect any, do you have any objections?"

"...No, my Lord."

Unlike Swen's army, where each soldier could freely express their opinions thanks to the influence of Irene, the most powerful military official in Swen's forces, in Lunarienne's army—where the warrior leading from the front was also the sovereign—there was no one who could put on the brakes.

What's more, since it was Lunarienne herself who rushed into every battle at the vanguard, risking her own life, the military officers found themselves at a loss for words.

From the beginning, in a situation where even Ginor, the national strategist, couldn't intervene, there was no one who could stop Lunarienne, the center of all power.

"Very well. Everyone, please endure just a little longer for our future. Let us erase all traces of Serphina, the terrible memory of the old era, and create a new world together!"

As Lunarienne drew her Adina Sword and shouted these words of encouragement, no one dared to point out that "Aren't we fighting Swen's army now, not Serphina's?"

Of course, the generals of Lunarienne's army were well aware of the current situation.

"Strategist, will this really be alright? If we continue this war of attrition, I'm concerned that even after unification, another period of chaos might follow..."

Violet approached Ginor, who was playing chess alone, and asked.

Click, click.
The sound of him placing pieces on the table filled the quiet room.
Ginor, making meaningless moves for both black and white sides, replied:

"Miss Violet. What do you think of Lady Lunarienne?"

Though the question seemed abrupt, Violet, who had been studying under Ginor and was essentially being groomed as his successor, seemed familiar with such situations and answered without hesitation.

"...She was truly a brilliant person. In chaotic times, she refused to take the easy path and knew to wait until the perfect method was in her hands. I believe her righteous nature greatly influenced her ability to gain an advantage over Vanessa and bring down the Karelia forces."

Click.

"I'm troubled by your use of 'was' brilliant."

"..."

Violet bowed her head with an expression that looked like she might cry.
It was the expression of a teenage girl who had just realized that her parents weren't as good as she had objectively thought.

"I don't know anymore. The current Luna... doesn't seem like the person I used to know and follow. As much as I hate to admit it... I'm starting to think that Serphina might not have been as absolutely evil as portrayed."

"There are two types of generals in this world. Those who pledge unwavering loyalty to their lord, and those who maintain their own identity and try to lead in what they believe is the right direction. It seems you, Violet, are closer to the latter."

Ginor let out a light laugh and-

"Lady Lunarienne is certainly an ideal ruler. She possesses Karelia's care for her territory's people, Lynn's charisma that captivates people, and Yuuri's benevolence that earns the trust of her subordinate generals. And Serphina, in the end, is merely atoning for her sins, not truly evil. And—"
—someone has realized all these facts.

"That person..."

"Both Lady Lunarienne and Serphina are heavily influenced by a specific individual. One abandoned her crown, which was practically her reason for existence, and the other loses all reason and rushes into anything related to him."

—Click.

Checkmate.
The seemingly meaningless moves finally reached their conclusion—and only then did Ginor turn his head to look at Violet's face.

"Do you understand what I'm saying?"

"...!"

Swen.
Both Luna and probably Serphina—everything changed when they became entangled with Swen.
That white-haired general wasn't just a clever strategist. It almost felt like everything on this continent was in that man's hands.
The only two remaining countries were ultimately just moving according to him.
One through direct rule, the other through indirect influence.

"The battle entered a lull recently. I interpreted this as Lord Swen, who has become the ruler, beginning something. If that's the case, we shouldn't cause unnecessary confusion for him. Think about it. If we were to tell the current Lady Lunarienne that 'we must temporarily halt the battle with Swen's forces,' do you think she would accept such advice at face value?"

"If she wouldn't accept it, the reason would be—"

"Serphina."

Ginor continued, stroking his beard.

"As long as Lady Lunarienne remains fixated on Serphina, only Swen, whose fate is deeply intertwined with both of them, can stop her. Offering advice in this situation would only provoke Lady Lunarienne."

"I see..."

Violet recalled his face from the prisoner exchange ceremony.
Was the fate of the continent resting on that man?
Were countless lives depending on him?

"Well, have a little patience. Since he's bound to make a move soon—"

—Knock, knock, knock.

"Strategist. The news you asked me to inform you of has arrived."

Hearing the voice from beyond the door, Ginor let out a dry laugh.
Truly, Swen was a man who existed beyond even his expectations.

"...It seems he has begun to move."

"Pardon?"

Instead of answering, Ginor rose from his seat and turned to Violet-

"Miss Violet. Prepare to depart. Our destination will be the base camp where our lord is stationed."

"The base camp? Are we leaving now? But our lord—"

"The national strategist has the discretion to mobilize military officers. Besides, if we remain here, we'll miss something important."

"What do you mean by 'miss'...?"

Ginor smiled at Violet's question.
That expression was less like a cunning strategist and more like an innocent child anticipating something.

"The world is about to be turned upside down."

* * *

Lunarienne's army, near the border base camp.

A military officer was kneeling before Luna, bowing his head.

"I apologize, my Lord...! I will pay for my failure in this important battle with my life."

Unlike the military officer with his extremely serious expression, not knowing what to do—
Luna, sitting in the ruler's seat and bearing the consequences of all this, answered with a remarkably calm face.

"It's fine. I didn't expect much from you anyway."

"My Lord... kugh...! However—"

"She wasn't there either, was she? Serphina von Aingart."

"...That is correct."

"Well then, it's fine. Go back and wait for the next order. Understood?"

Despite her seemingly benevolent smile, Luna's words felt colder than ice... the military officer couldn't say anything more, simply bowed, and left the makeshift audience chamber.

After confirming the officer's departure, Luna immediately fell into thought.

'It seems she's hiding... The possibility that she directly realized I'm targeting her is low, and since it's not that woman but Lord Swen who has ascended to the throne—'
—She's hiding behind Lord Swen's back, isn't she?

Luna tapped her fingers on the armrest of the throne.
The tapping sound echoed throughout the small audience chamber.

'It's fine. If she's hiding, I'll just keep knocking until she crawls out. That's the best way to deal with vermin, isn't it?'

Anyway, should she set a trap if she wants to confront her?
As she was considering seeking Ginor's wisdom after a long time—

"My Lord, excuse my intrusion."

"Come in."

A soldier entered and knelt before Luna.

"An envoy from Swen's army has arrived."

"...An envoy?"

What's this about?
There's no particular reason for them to come?
It's too early for a prisoner exchange, and even if Lord Swen himself came to propose a peace treaty, she was planning to reject it.

But then.

'No. This might be an opportunity!'

Luna quickly regained her composure.

If Swen's army had sent an envoy, it meant there was room for negotiation with Lord Swen.
If that was the case—couldn't she make the first proposal?

'I'll accept any proposal, even a peace treaty or surrender recommendation. Just one condition—hand over Serphina von Aingart.'

In truth, she didn't think Swen would agree to this proposal.
If he would, Ginor would have been replaced by Swen at her side long ago.
Nevertheless, she thought this would convey her firm resolve to Swen. That alone seemed meaningful enough.

'Hehehe... Lord Swen. Someday you'll realize. That only I am worthy of being by your side...!!'

Luna smiled like a woman in love.
And—

* * *

"The Lord requests your presence."

"Understood."

A woman with golden hair and golden eyes, born with the destiny of an absolute being.
A woman who loves the same person as her—carefully nods to the soldier and—

Step by step.
Advances toward the fateful meeting room.
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Garland Continent.
In an era of chaos where countless lords vied for power, there once existed two rulers under heaven.
Lunarienne Iniang, a woman of humble origins destined to ultimately devour the continent.
Serphina von Aingart, a woman who possessed every qualification to become a unifying ruler, yet was abandoned by fate and could never achieve unification.

A woman who had nothing but her will met a white-haired Strategist and reclaimed her destiny.
A woman who had everything yet was fated to atone for sins she never committed met a white-haired Strategist and barely escaped from the depths of despair.

The parallel fates of these two women finally began to intersect because of one man.

* * *

Seated on the throne in the temporary audience chamber within the base camp, Luna felt more excited than ever before.

She couldn't help it.
She was about to tell Swen, who wanted to take Serphina with him, that Serphina alone could not go with him!
For someone who had always believed in and followed Swen's words, this was her first and most ambitious rebellion.

'Lord Swen... ♥'

What expression would Lord Swen make when he saw her resolute stance?
How would Lord Swen, now a ruler himself, view his former master who was impudently defying his wishes until the very end?

Luna thought.
Whether this made him hate her, pity her, or try to persuade her somehow—whatever the outcome, it was clear this would hurt Swen, who was now married to Serphina.
But that didn't matter. Even if it caused pain, leaving her mark on Lord Swen was something indescribably meaningful.

Yes.
Right now
I am trying
to leave a wound

'I'm trying to leave a wound on Lord Swen... ♥♥♥'

That's why she was excited. Her stomach tingled.
That "thing" which reminded her that she was a woman, not a man, was ringing incessantly—jing-jing, kyung-kyung.

Yes.
Even if, like before, Lord Swen were to come looking for her personally—

'Ah... Lord Swen... please forgive me for trying to hurt you just to gain your attention... ♥♥'

"The envoy has arrived."

Luna's eyes curved into beautiful crescents, like a half-moon.

"Enter."

And.
No sooner had her response ended than the door opened—
and she walked in slowly.

* * *

"So... I've been thinking about something."

"Thinking?"

"Would you come closer for a moment?"

Serphina cautiously approached Swen.

And... she listened to the plan he had devised.

"I want to send you, Lady Serphina, as an envoy to Luna's army."

"...!"

Serphina's eyes visibly turned white with shock.
Sending her, of all people, to the current Lunarienne meant—

* * *

"The envoy has arrived."

As the voice of Luna's soldier reached her ears, Serphina tightly closed her eyes.

'Swen.'

I trust you.
Because I trust you, I can throw even myself into the fire.

Yet why were her hands trembling?
The one who took her trembling hand, as she struggled to move forward, was—

"...Irene."

"Lady Serphina. I am by your side. So please move forward without worry."

It was Irene, accompanying her not as a warrior but as a simple escort.
They already owed each other their lives. The bond that blossomed from that fact enveloped Serphina like a protective shield.

"I understand. I'll trust you, Irene."

"Leave it to me. No matter what happens, I will not let my lord... the husband I love most in this world, be saddened."

"Enter."

Just as Irene finished her determined words, a woman's voice came from beyond the door.
That must be Lunarienne Iniang—the Red-Eyed Dragon of the South who had devoured Karelia and claimed more than half the continent, her husband Swen's "true lord"—

The door opened.
Serphina carefully stepped forward.

* * *

Step, step.
One, two, three, four—
Serphina counted each step as she walked on the temporarily laid carpet.

"...!"

Serphina did not avoid the gaze of her husband's true lord.
She met those ruby-colored eyes, which had turned white with shock, with her own golden eyes.
The ruby eyes emitted an intense red light. The red light pierced through her like a galaxy pouring down from the sky. Looking back later, all of this would surely seem like a dream.

In the heart of enemy territory, Serphina sensed the presence following diagonally behind her. Irene. Swen's shield, her shield, the shield of their family, was giving Serphina the courage to move forward.

And finally—
A few steps ahead, Lunarienne sat.
The first meeting between the two women who once divided the continent.

However.
Now, at least she could not be equal to the person before her.
Lord and subject. Before this insurmountable difference, Serphina quietly accepted her fate as a subordinate commander by carefully kneeling on one knee and bowing her head.

And.
The words that Swen had spoken when he first met her.
Now, to the person who had made Swen utter those words for the first time—

"Greetings, Lady Lunarienne. I am Serphina von Aingart, a commander under Lord Swen."

Slowly, moving her lips.
Breaking the frozen space like striking ice with a chisel.

"Today I have come to convey the opinion of our lord, Swen."

And then, slowly raising her head—

"Lady Lunarienne, our side's—"

—CLANG!!!!

It happened too quickly to explain in words.
Like the moment light passes through glass and spreads widely.
Like an old man's wistful reminiscence of a brilliant moment from the distant past.
In a moment too brief to perceive—that sound struck Serphina's ears forcefully.

Serphina regained her composure and assessed the situation.
First, the sound.
To those living in chaotic times, this sound was not unfamiliar. The sound that dominated battlefields. The sound of metal objects clashing and fracturing against each other. To be precise—the sound of sword meeting sword.

As the auditory puzzle that first stimulated Serphina was solved, her vision quickly grasped the situation.

Her vision provided slightly different information than her hearing. What she saw was—red hair.
The back of the small giant who had protected her, Swen, and countless soldiers.
The back of the woman who had wept while looking at her dying self.
The back of a woman who loved someone like herself filled Serphina's field of vision.

Yes.
What was before her eyes was—Irene Juliet.
The scabbard hanging at her waist was empty.
The shield protecting her loved one was, even in this moment, faithfully doing its duty without a hint of rust.

"Please calm yourself, Lady Luna...!"

"...!!!"

Luna carefully pulled back her Adina Sword, which had tasted blood many times.
Irene's legs, having crossed swords with her, momentarily trembled.
Some might claim this disqualified her as a guard, but the very fact that she could parry the Red-Eyed Dragon's sword proved she was already a warrior of considerable skill.

"Serphina... Serphina von Aingart...!!!"

The Red-Eyed Dragon's eyes boiled with rage as if they would devour Serphina.
Serphina, as she had done from the beginning, did not avoid those eyes. For the sake of her husband who trusted and asked this of her. For Lunarienne, her husband's true lord.

Luna, glaring at Serphina as if she might shed tears of blood... finally uttered those words.
Words she had endured alone.
Words she thought too irreverent even to speak.

This wasn't simply speaking.
Luna spilled the words. Vomited them. Something controlling her heart and will couldn't even contain them.

"You... you...!"

"..."

The ruler of Lunarienne's army, to the former ruler of Serphina's army.
A girl who lost her sister, to a girl who shared blood with her sister's enemy.
A person who had a white-haired Strategist, to another person who had a white-haired Strategist.

And—

"You thieving cat...!!!!"

—the one who was robbed, to the one who had taken.

* * *

'...It's about time.'

Having sent Lady Serphina as an envoy, I sensed it was time for me to step in.
I was still a bit anxious. Anxious, but... I knew I didn't have the luxury to feel anxious.

For her sake, who trusted me completely despite being hundreds of times more anxious than I was.
For my lord who had consistently believed in my words without doubt since the time I was a rolling stone with no proof, no achievements, and no foundation—

'Let's go.'

—this time, I'll wield the weapon called "trust."
With that thought, I moved toward what might be my final battlefield.
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"Krgh...!!!"

Lunarienne slowly lowered her Adina Sword and looked at Irene with a deep sigh.
Her mind was already in chaos, but one fact remained crystal clear—

—The woman before her must not be harmed.

"...Have you calmed down, Lady Lunarienne?"

"Lady Irene..."

"We came only as messengers. All of this is the will of our lord, Lord Swen. Please listen to our—to Lord Swen's proposal."

"...!"

At that moment.
Irene sheathed her sword first.
Despite Luna still holding her Adina Sword—Irene unhesitatingly abandoned her means of protecting herself and Serphina.

"I believe in Lady Lunarienne."

"What did you say...?"

"I believe in the Lady Lunarienne whom our lord, Lord Swen, trusts."

Luna stared at Irene's face.
Unlike herself, trembling with excitement, Irene's purple eyes were perfectly calm without the slightest tremor.
Looking at that unfathomable serenity... Luna fell into the illusion that her sister, Aria Iniang, had returned to life and was standing before her.

—Clang

Luna silently threw the Adina Sword to the floor.
Then, with her fists naturally clenched, she spoke to Irene.

"Lady Irene. If you don't mind, please step aside. I wish to speak with the messenger."

"..."

Irene gave a slight bow before carefully stepping back.
Naturally, this revealed Serphina, who had been kneeling on one knee while gazing steadily at Luna.

"...Serphina von Aingart."

"Speak, Lady Luna."

"What brings you here today?"

Her voice was calm, but her expression was anything but.
Though Luna often showed a benevolent smile to others, she couldn't do so for Serphina.
Just having this ordinary conversation was consuming an enormous amount of energy from something within her.

An ordinary person would likely feel suffocated merely being under the cold gaze of the Red-Eyed Dragon.
Who could maintain composure when the continent's most powerful warrior looked at them as if they were unforgivable?

Yet Serphina did not avert her gaze. Despite the recent commotion, she continued to look at Luna without moving her head even once.

She who had been atoning for the sins of her bloodline while bearing the hatred of the entire world—somehow managed to endure even before the sharp gaze of the Red-Eyed Dragon.

"As I just mentioned, I've come to convey the opinion of our lord, Lord Swen."

"Stop playing with words. I'm asking about the content. Please don't test my patience."

"Because I'm serious, I must repeat myself. This proposal requires me to emphasize multiple times that it is our lord's will, as it's a proposal that would be difficult otherwise."

Luna snapped at Serphina, who stood her ground firmly.
Irene realized it then.
No one but Serphina could possibly speak so directly to Lady Luna!

"...Very well, let's hear it."

Serphina slowly bowed her head.
Yes.
This was the main point.
Though it was certainly an absurd proposal—now was the time to believe in Swen, her one and only lord.

"Lady Luna. Our Lord Swen wishes for a merger with the Lunarienne Kingdom."

"...What did you say?"

Luna tilted her head with a hollow laugh and dead eyes.

"A merger? Have you come to suggest surrender? Lord Swen is quite mischievous... If he wants to become one with me, there's no need for such complicated processes; just one thing needs to be handled... hehehe...♥"

"That's not it."

"...Pardon?"

Serphina raised her head again.
The Red-Eyed Dragon's face filled her golden eyes.

"The ruler would be Lady Lunarienne."

"...!"

"If the merger happens, the ruler and leader of the unified kingdom—essentially a united kingdom—would be Lunarienne Iniang."

Luna tilted her head once more and looked down at Serphina, lost in thought.

What?
A merger... but giving up the throne?

Abandoning his country?
So... he's surrendering to me??

"I know it's hard to believe, but this is our Lord Swen's will. That's why I emphasized multiple times that I came to convey our lord's intentions. If Lady Lunarienne accepts our lord's proposal, we will immediately withdraw all troops from the border and begin procedures for the national merger ceremony."

Serphina's expression as she spoke was far too serious to be considered a joke or a lie—
An ordinary person would likely be captivated by those unfathomably deep golden eyes, unconsciously falling under her spell.

Just as only Serphina could handle Lunarienne, only Lunarienne could receive Serphina.

After Serphina finished speaking, silence fell for several minutes.
Then—the silence was broken by Luna, the protagonist who suddenly found herself about to grasp the world.

"The conditions?"

"..."

"There must be conditions, right? Lord Swen isn't the type to make such a decision without reason."

At Luna's words, Serphina closed her eyes once, then opened them—

"The condition is simple."

—and conveyed her sincere feelings and those of the man she loved.

"Please accept my existence."

"!!!"

In truth, Serphina had been—
The only woman with legitimate claim to the Aingart family throne after eliminating all her siblings.
A wicked tyrant whom no one dared to look in the eye.
An ambitious ruler and absolute authority who had to obtain whatever she desired.

But now, things were different.
Her bloodline no longer bound her. Her position no longer defined her as one thing.

She had simply accepted staying by Swen's side.
As a woman who chose to abandon the unwanted crown and protect the one she loved—

"Lady Lunarienne. There's something I must confess. It is—"

Just as she was carefully trying to reach out—

"I know."

"..."

"It seems you weren't the one who massacred the entire Aingart family."

Luna continued to look down at Serphina with dead eyes.

"Of course. If you were truly such a wicked woman, he would never have chosen someone like you, no matter what. So, that issue doesn't matter."
"Yes. You may not have sinned against this continent, the empire, or the world. But what difference does that make? Nothing changes the fact that you took my strategist away from me, does it?"
"The fact that you took my strategist who threw himself to save me, knowing full well that his true lord was elsewhere... does that change?"

Luna's body trembled.
Her large ruby-colored eyes welled up, threatening to overflow.
Her flushed face indicated her excited state.
The most sticky and gloomy emotion born since humans began forming relationships with others—the feeling of having what's rightfully yours taken away, jealousy.

Serphina gazed into Luna's eyes without trembling.
Though Luna was trying to devour her now—she was inherently pure and clear-hearted. Like that woman.

"...While I don't entirely deny what Lady Lunarienne is saying, I didn't speak up simply to tell you that."

"What do you mean...?"

"Lady Lunarienne."

Serphina bowed her head deeply.
She conveyed the feelings that arose upon facing Luna, not something previously discussed with Swen.

"I'm sorry I couldn't protect Aria."

"!!!"

Aria Iniang.
The mistress of Algot von Aingart and Lunarienne's only blood relative, her older sister.
The one significant missing link between Lunarienne and Serphina.

"That day at the mansion, Brother Algot deceived Brother Sidmid and killed all our siblings, including our second brother. I survived because I was the only one who didn't belong to any faction—a gray figure. I was rejected as a successor by Brother Algot. You probably know this much from Lord Swen."

"On that unforgettable day—when Brother Algot left his last words to me and fulfilled his duty. Beside him was Lady Aria. She was suffering... having lost both her legs."

"My sister...?"

"If I had grasped the situation a little faster. If I had realized Brother Algot's true intentions even a bit earlier, I might have saved Lady Aria, if not the other siblings. I truly... truly have no words to offer."

Drip.
Serphina's tears fell onto the temporarily laid red carpet.
The emotions she had suppressed because she needed to be an absolute ruler crumbled so easily before Lunarienne, who resembled Aria so much.

"I still remember what Lady Aria told me. That she had a younger sister about my age..."

"!!!"

"Her last wish was to ask me to create a world where her younger sister could live happily. I carried the words of Brother Algot and Lady Aria in my heart and came this far. However—the destiny to unify the continent and become the new ruler was not mine."
"Lady Lunarienne. It is yours. Please create the world my brother dreamed of, the world Lady Aria wanted to see. End all these wars and join Lord Swen and... me."

"..."

Serphina slowly rose from her seat and wiped her tears with her sleeve.
With eyes much clearer than before, she said:

"Northwest from here, there's a small temporary meeting place. If you're willing to accept our lord's proposal and join us, please come there. Only I, Serphina, who came as a messenger, will be waiting at that location."

Lunarienne asked in surprise at Serphina's words.

"Only you... will be there?"

"Yes. Even Irene beside me won't be present. Only I will remain there to negotiate with Lady Lunarienne... That is the will of our lord, Lord Swen."
"I will wait for three days, Lady Lunarienne. Even if we cannot negotiate, I hope you understand that we—Lord Swen—will never give up on Lady Luna until the very end. Well then..."

As Serphina turned to leave, Irene gave a slight bow to Lunarienne.
Her purple eyes contained a sincere desire to be together. Luna could easily notice how desperate that feeling was.

'Lord Swen...'

After Serphina and Irene left—
In the empty temporary meeting hall, only Luna remained, staring blankly in the direction they had disappeared.
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Lunarienne continued to stare in the direction where Serphina had disappeared, instead of returning to the throne.

Lord Swen's demand—the merger of nations.
The one who would receive the position of monarch—Lunarienne Iniang herself.

So, Lord Swen is saying he would give me the country he obtained from Serphina.
What kind of situation is this?

Is Lord Swen intending to keep his promise to me?

Serphina had said it.
Lord Swen would never give up on Lady Luna—on me—until the very end.

So.

So he's... giving me the country, transferring the monarchy to me?

"...!!"

Luna finally realized what Swen was trying to offer her.
What he was trying to keep through his promise to her.
Why he kept sending her letters urging reconciliation until the end.

The world.
Lord Swen is saying he'll give me the world to keep his promise to me.

So.
He'll take the world from Serphina and give it to me.

"Lady Lunarienne. It is yours. Please create the world my brother dreamed of, the world Lady Aria wanted to see. End all these wars and join Lord Swen, and... me."

Is she asking me to... acknowledge her existence?
To accept that Lord Swen has become Serphina's?

Luna's hands trembled.
Yes. That's right. What Lord Swen promised me was indeed to give me the world.
But what about me? What have I been running toward all this time?
To claim the world and become the new unified monarch of the continent?

At first, that was true.
I thought so too.
I longed for Lord Swen because he was my life's benefactor who risked his life to save me, and as a monarch, he was the only strategist who chose me when no one else did—

"...No."

Luna shook her head vigorously.
Now.
Now I won't lie to myself anymore.

I—I like Lord Swen.
I've decided to accept the clear "truth" that I need him as a man.
That this fact alone is why I came to hate Serphina.

So.
This is unacceptable.
In other words, she's saying she'll give me the world if I give her Lord Swen?

—Clench

As Luna tightened her fist... "it" gradually approached her side.
It was the silhouette of a white-haired man. It was merely a silhouette because it had no face.
From some point, it had stayed by Luna's side... appearing whenever she faced an unacceptable reality, pushing her forward.

"҉҉҉ ҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lu҉҉҉na҉҉҉ ҉҉҉ ҉҉҉La҉҉҉dy."

"Lord Swen... my strategist."
҉҉҉ ҉҉҉
"҉҉҉Why҉҉҉ ҉҉҉don't҉҉҉ ҉҉҉you҉҉҉ ҉҉҉know҉҉҉ ҉҉҉my҉҉҉ ҉҉҉true҉҉҉ ҉҉҉intentions҉҉҉?"

"Your true intentions...?"

It squirmed and spewed something out.
Luna deliberately ignored the fact that what it was saying wasn't Swen speaking, but rather what she wanted to hear right now.

"How҉҉҉ ҉҉҉could҉҉҉ ҉҉҉I҉҉҉ ҉҉҉have҉҉҉ ҉҉҉sent҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Serphina҉҉҉ ҉҉҉to҉҉҉ ҉҉҉you҉҉҉ ҉҉҉alone҉҉҉? ҉҉҉How҉҉҉ ҉҉҉could҉҉҉ ҉҉҉I҉҉҉ ҉҉҉not҉҉҉ ҉҉҉know҉҉҉ ҉҉҉that҉҉҉ ҉҉҉you,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉my҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lord,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉hate҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Serphina҉҉҉ ҉҉҉so҉҉҉ ҉҉҉much?"

"Well... that's because you promised to give me the world, so you sent her asking me to forgive Serphina who committed no crime—"

"You҉҉҉ ҉҉҉are҉҉҉ ҉҉҉wrong."

It gradually approached Luna's nape.
Cold, damp, and dark. Nothing like Lord Swen, but Luna didn't mind much.

"Kill҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Serphina."

"!!!!!"

"Serphina҉҉҉ ҉҉҉is҉҉҉ ҉҉҉a҉҉҉ ҉҉҉villain.҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Even҉҉҉ ҉҉҉if҉҉҉ ҉҉҉she҉҉҉ ҉҉҉hasn't҉҉҉ ҉҉҉committed҉҉҉ ҉҉҉evil҉҉҉ ҉҉҉acts,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉isn't҉҉҉ ҉҉҉she҉҉҉ ҉҉҉the҉҉҉ ҉҉҉one҉҉҉ ҉҉҉who҉҉҉ ҉҉҉has҉҉҉ ҉҉҉reaped҉҉҉ ҉҉҉the҉҉҉ ҉҉҉most҉҉҉ ҉҉҉fruits҉҉҉ ҉҉҉of҉҉҉ ҉҉҉evil?҉҉҉ ҉҉҉However,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉if҉҉҉ ҉҉҉I҉҉҉ ҉҉҉were҉҉҉ ҉҉҉to҉҉҉ ҉҉҉behead҉҉҉ ҉҉҉her҉҉҉ ҉҉҉myself,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉I҉҉҉ ҉҉҉couldn't҉҉҉ ҉҉҉prevent҉҉҉ ҉҉҉the҉҉҉ ҉҉҉chaos҉҉҉ ҉҉҉that҉҉҉ ҉҉҉would҉҉҉ ҉҉҉erupt҉҉҉ ҉҉҉within҉҉҉ ҉҉҉the҉҉҉ ҉҉҉nation.҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Deal҉҉҉ ҉҉҉with҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Serphina҉҉҉ ҉҉҉as҉҉҉ ҉҉҉she҉҉҉ ҉҉҉is,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉and҉҉҉ ҉҉҉gradually҉҉҉ ҉҉҉occupy҉҉҉ ҉҉҉our҉҉҉ ҉҉҉country.҉҉҉ ҉҉҉I҉҉҉ ҉҉҉will҉҉҉ ҉҉҉never҉҉҉ ҉҉҉defy҉҉҉ ҉҉҉you,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lady҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Luna,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉my҉҉҉ ҉҉҉only҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lord."

"Is that... so?"

"Of҉҉҉ ҉҉҉course,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lady҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Luna.҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Didn't҉҉҉ ҉҉҉I҉҉҉ ҉҉҉tell҉҉҉ ҉҉҉you?҉҉҉ ҉҉҉I҉҉҉ ҉҉҉have҉҉҉ ҉҉҉never҉҉҉ ҉҉҉abandoned҉҉҉ ҉҉҉you,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lady҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Luna,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉not҉҉҉ ҉҉҉even҉҉҉ ҉҉҉for҉҉҉ ҉҉҉a҉҉҉ ҉҉҉moment."

Luna let out a small laugh, "Ehehe."
Tears slowly flowed from her lifeless red eyes, which contrasted with her flushed face.

"That's... right. Lord Swen would never abandon me. He would never push me away and choose someone like Serphina. So, you arranged this meeting to give me the power of life and death over Serphina, right...?"

"That's҉҉҉ ҉҉҉exactly҉҉҉ ҉҉҉right,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lady҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Luna.҉҉҉ ҉҉҉You're҉҉҉ ҉҉҉so҉҉҉ ҉҉҉clever.҉҉҉ ҉҉҉It҉҉҉ ҉҉҉feels҉҉҉ ҉҉҉so҉҉҉ ҉҉҉magnificent҉҉҉ ҉҉҉to҉҉҉ ҉҉҉serve҉҉҉ ҉҉҉you,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lady҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Luna,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉my҉҉҉ ҉҉҉one҉҉҉ ҉҉҉and҉҉҉ ҉҉҉only҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lord."

"I, I feel the same way... Lord Swen, ehehe..."

Luna carefully picked up the Adina Sword she had thrown on the floor.
A place in the northwest. She could reach it quickly on horseback.
Quite some time had passed since Serphina left, so she would probably have arrived already.

"Then... I'll go kill her. I'll kill the woman who stole Lord Swen from me... and reclaim him. Is that alright...?"

"Of҉҉҉ ҉҉҉course,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lady҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Luna.҉҉҉ ҉҉҉I҉҉҉ ҉҉҉will҉҉҉ ҉҉҉be҉҉҉ ҉҉҉waiting,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉my҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lord."

Luna moved forward carefully without responding.

Kill Serphina.
That sentence devoured every image in her mind.

* * *

The sky was growing dark, looking as if it would rain soon.
Luna lightly prepared herself, mounted her horse, and rode alone to the place Serphina had indicated.
She didn't even bring guards. She didn't even consider that there might be a trap at her destination.

Well, unless it was sent by Serphina's army—this messenger was undoubtedly Swen's messenger.
And it was obvious that Lord Swen would never set a trap to corner her—so naturally, she rode without any suspicion.

How long had she been riding?

"That flag...!"

Luna carefully dismounted when she spotted a small building with golden flags—symbolizing the former Serphina army and current Swen army—fluttering.
As she approached the door... she sensed a strange presence along with the crackling sound of lantern flames.

"Huh...?"

Upon checking, the door wasn't completely closed.
Thinking she might see something through the gap, Luna carefully peered inside to check.

There... surprisingly, was exactly the scene Serphina had described.
One table, Serphina sitting with her back turned.
As she had declared, there was no sign of Irene, let alone any guard soldiers.

Just as the thought 'Lord Swen must have sent only Serphina because he trusts me' was about to cross her mind.

"My҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lord.҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Stab҉҉҉ ҉҉҉her."

"!!!"

Once again, "it"—with the silhouette of a white-haired man—whispered to Luna.

"Kill҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Serphina҉҉҉ ҉҉҉and҉҉҉ ҉҉҉save҉҉҉ ҉҉҉me҉҉҉ ҉҉҉from҉҉҉ ҉҉҉her҉҉҉ ҉҉҉hands."

'Lord Swen...!'

"What҉҉҉ ҉҉҉need҉҉҉ ҉҉҉is҉҉҉ ҉҉҉there҉҉҉ ҉҉҉to҉҉҉ ҉҉҉hesitate?҉҉҉ ҉҉҉If҉҉҉ ҉҉҉I҉҉҉ ҉҉҉can҉҉҉ ҉҉҉forgive҉҉҉ ҉҉҉someone҉҉҉ ҉҉҉like҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Serphina,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉couldn't҉҉҉ ҉҉҉I҉҉҉ ҉҉҉forgive҉҉҉ ҉҉҉you,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lady҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Luna?҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Even҉҉҉ ҉҉҉if҉҉҉ ҉҉҉just҉҉҉ ҉҉҉to҉҉҉ ҉҉҉clear҉҉҉ ҉҉҉my҉҉҉ ҉҉҉clouded҉҉҉ ҉҉҉eyes,҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Lady҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Luna҉҉҉ ҉҉҉must҉҉҉ ҉҉҉make҉҉҉ ҉҉҉the҉҉҉ ҉҉҉decision҉҉҉ ҉҉҉here."

...That's right.
Let's kill her first.
I can think about it after she's dead.

Luna silently opened the door, erasing any trace of her presence.
...Good. Serphina didn't seem to notice.

Luna carefully approached one step at a time.
The pale nape of the neck hidden by hair.
Stabbing there would kill her instantly.

'Just... a little... more...!'

Luna, who had approached close enough for her blade to reach, carefully raised her sword.

And—

—Swoosh

—Following the voice of Swen coming from her heart, she raised the Adina Sword and...

Stabbed straight through.
The one who was stabbed turned her head in surprise and looked at Luna.

"Haa... haa."

Luna carefully caught her breath.
And quickly assessed the situation.

Blood was dripping, but Luna just glared at it without panic.
It was blood that would soon disappear anyway.

That thing... couldn't be something that could bleed.
Because—

"Lady҉҉҉ ҉҉҉Luna...҉҉҉ ҉҉҉why?"

It wasn't a living being, but a fictional existence created by the delusions in her own mind.

"...Even so, whatever happens, the Lord's strength is that no matter what she does, she won't lose that noble ideal. As long as that heart doesn't change, you'll surely be able to paint the future of the continent you've been dreaming of."

"...You are not... Lord Swen."

Now I.
I won't lie to my heart anymore.
Just as I accepted the fact that I was jealous because I love Lord Swen—I'll also accept that you are just a being I created.

"Disappear... from my sight."
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'It' had been writhing in agony with a sword piercing its body, but suddenly stopped moving.
Then, with a tone of incomprehension, it casually threw out words.

"҉҉҉ ҉҉҉blank ҉҉҉ ҉҉҉clear ҉҉҉ ҉҉҉girl ҉҉҉... ҉҉҉..."

With those final words, it disappeared into the darkness beyond.
The blood it had shed vanished instantly, as if it had never existed from the beginning.

All that remained were Serphina, who had turned her head slightly to observe the situation, and herself.

—Thud.

Luna fell to her knees right there.
Gripping the Adina Sword with both hands, planting it into the ground... she spoke with a trembling voice.

"Miss Serphina."

Luna spoke with a quivering voice.

"I wanted to kill you. But I couldn't do it. After all, you weren't my enemy, and you were married to Lord Swen. Killing someone like that... would be wrong."
"I was jealous of you. If you hadn't existed, Lord Swen would have returned to me. You know that, don't you? But in the end, he never came back to me... I even hated Lord Swen for asking me to accept you. I wanted to take foolish revenge on Lord Swen by killing you, and I wanted him to forgive me just as he forgave you."

In truth, Luna's words weren't meant for Serphina.
They were meant for herself.
Luna, who had decided not to lie to her own heart, speaking to herself.

"But... I can't do that. Because I love Lord Swen."
"I didn't search for him because he promised to give me the world. It's because I love him. Because I couldn't let go of the sweetness of someone approaching me when I had no one, planting possibility within me, and telling me that I—not anyone else—could become the ruler of the world..."
"That's why... I couldn't forgive you... you, whom Lord Swen chose instead of me... I couldn't forgive you..."

Tears dripped onto the floor as she uttered these disjointed sentences.
She was neither a ruler nor anything else.
Just a woman who believed she had lost the man she loved.

Serphina slowly rose from her place.
Then, kneeling down to meet Luna's eyes—

"Lady Luna."

"!!!!"

Luna was startled and stared at Serphina with wide eyes.
...It was truly strange.
Why was someone with Serphina's face... speaking with Lord Swen's voice?

"I told you I would definitely return. You remember, don't you?"

"Wh-what? Ah... y-yes...?"

"After hearing about your situation from Lord Ginor, I thought about it a great deal. Why did things turn out this way? In the end, it was all my fault."
"I promised to return but didn't. At first, it might have been for your sake, but at some point, that changed. I fell in love with another ruler and wanted to be with her."
"I think this is the price for not considering how all my actions would be received from your perspective."

"You're..."

Tears welled up in Luna's eyes once more.

"Lord Swen...?"

Serphina slowly removed her own head with her hands.
Yes. The golden hair came off.
A wig.

Only after removing the wig to reveal white hair did Luna realize that her eye color wasn't golden but gray.
What appeared before her was—Swen.
Her strategist, the first person who believed in her, and the one who had saved her life.

"If I had sent only Lady Serphina here, you would surely have tried to kill her. I couldn't place that burden on Lady Serphina. I thought I should be the one to take responsibility for this situation, which is why I devised this plan."
"Without doing something like this, the stagnant war would have continued, and many more people would have been sacrificed. I couldn't stand by anymore, looking for the 'most efficient' method while time passed."

"B-but."

Though she couldn't fully grasp the situation—
Nevertheless, one fact surfaced in Luna's mind.

"You... you could have died. I... I could have... killed you, Lord Swen... Why..."

"No."

Swen smiled and shook his head.
It was the same smile he had shown when he defeated the Brands army and embraced Luna.

"I believed that you wouldn't kill me—or Lady Serphina."

"Why...?"

"I—"

—believed in you, Lady Luna.

"!!!"

"Lady Luna. Do you remember? You believed in my absurd proposal when I had no fame or value."
"You were the only ruler who completely trusted me despite my having shown nothing. Even Lady Serphina couldn't do that until I produced results."
"So, I also believed in you. Unconditionally, regardless of any conditions. I didn't feel the fear of possibly dying. That's all."

"Lord Swen..."

Swen carefully embraced Luna, who seemed dazed.
And, gently patting her back—

"I'm sorry for being so late, Lady Luna... my lord."

"...!"

The ruler who repeatedly sought out and persuaded an unknown general who was wasting time drinking beer.
The only ruler who firmly believed in an implausible proposal simply because it came from her strategist.

The strategist who was recommended to such a ruler, who traveled across the continent and finally rose to the position of a ruler himself—
At this first moment, he pays respect to the ruler who chose him and says:

"I've returned."

* * *

I stroked the back of Luna, who was sobbing like a child.
...Yes.
Luna's current state was, in fact, largely my fault.

That day.
The moment the prediction came that Lady Serphina would definitely die at Luna's hands if she went into battle, I knew this situation couldn't be easily resolved.
From Luna's perspective, Lady Serphina was the one who took me away. Whether that was true or not, whether there was justification for it or not—ultimately, I could no longer avoid the fact that this was the root cause of everything.
The reason the war continued wasn't about competing for the world. Luna's goal was to kill Lady Serphina.

In this situation, I couldn't continue the war any longer.
Too many people had lost their lives in the war. While I might have firmly believed it was the path to peace in the past, I couldn't sacrifice innocent soldiers anymore when this was clearly not the path to peace.
Each soldier is a precious being—how could I claim to be working for everyone's sake if I couldn't take care of them?

How should I take responsibility?
How could I resolve the resentment between Lady Luna and Lady Serphina?

Naturally, my intelligence of 100 couldn't respond to such questions unrelated to military strategy.
Normally, this would have been quite a dilemma—but surprisingly, the conclusion came very quickly.

Luna from those days.
Just like Luna who firmly believed in me when I had nothing.

I had to believe in Luna.
She was just momentarily angry at having lost me—I believed that once she knew all the circumstances, she wouldn't unjustly cause Lady Serphina's death.

Yes.
She's someone who believed in me, staking her country and her life.
What reason did I have not to stake my life in return?
I didn't need an intelligence of 100 to believe in Luna.
Just as she believed in me purely, without relying on such abilities.

Since Lady Ioline, whom I had brought to utilize Reika's magic, was in the same camp, disguising myself as Lady Serphina would be no trouble.
It's not something to be proud of, but I had become quite accustomed to cross-dressing. It felt strange to be comfortable wearing a fake chest, but anyway, this meant I owed Ioline yet another debt.

To summarize:

While ensuring Lady Serphina's absolute safety by sending Lady Irene with her, I would directly inform Luna once more that Lady Serphina had committed no crime.
At the same time, I would give Luna the opportunity to kill "Serphina."
And—I would strongly believe that even given such an opportunity, Luna would never take a meaningless life.

That was my plan, relying not on my intelligence of 100 but solely on faith—

"Lord Swen... *sob*"

And this was the result.

I stroked the head of Luna, who was crying like a child in my arms.

"...I'm sorry, my lord."

If only.
If only I could have returned sooner, but I couldn't.
Even though it was to maintain Luna's destiny in the unified empire... she must have felt abandoned by me.
It was my duty to take responsibility and resolve all of this.

And just as I responded to Luna's faith—
Luna also responded to my faith.
She had intended to kill Lady Serphina, but in the final moment, she didn't point her sword at her.
Though she seemed to be fighting something within herself, she didn't stain that blade with real blood.

"I'll... take responsibility."
"For you, Lady Luna, and for everyone else... I'll take responsibility until the end."

Embracing the sobbing Luna, I repeated only those words.
—I will take responsibility.

For my lord who believed in me more strongly than anything when I had nothing... as I resolve to take responsibility, I realize:

—The age of chaos is drawing to a close.
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# After the Decisive Meeting

Several days after the life-changing summit that determined everyone's fate, a peace treaty was finalized between Lunarienne's forces and Swen's forces.

While it was called a "peace treaty," this was truly extraordinary news. It was inevitably different from any peace agreement that had come before.

Well... that was because only two nations remained on the continent.
The only two surviving countries had signed a peace treaty. This essentially meant the permanent end of warfare.

"So from now on, only two countries will remain on the continent?"
"The Aingart Empire fell quite some time ago... I guess they decided not to obsess over unification just to avoid prolonging the war."
"I'm all for it. I'm starting to want to go back home."

Most of the common soldiers—regardless of whether they belonged to Swen's or Lunarienne's forces—generally welcomed the peace treaty.

One continent, two countries—
This arrangement wasn't unprecedented in the continent's history, and since they had signed a peace treaty with the intention of coexistence, many optimistically believed that people would quickly adapt to this new arrangement as time passed.

However.

"I heard this is just a peace treaty, and they don't intend to end things here?"
"Is that true?"
"The general said so. Apparently, the rulers are working out some kind of arrangement."

Those with higher ranks among the soldiers and armed forces unanimously agreed that "two permanently divided nations" was not the final goal.
Though they had only heard rumors that discussions were happening between the rulers.

Regardless, peace had finally arrived.
Soldiers at the border relaxed their vigilance and returned to their assigned units.
The fact that neither country had yet disbanded their forces suggested that neither ruler intended to maintain this situation permanently...
But in truth, most ordinary people didn't care about such matters.

What truly mattered to them was peace.
The peaceful situation itself.
Soldiers from each country could finally enjoy precious time to recover from the fatigue accumulated during the endless period of unrest.

How much time had passed since then?
Indeed, as the higher-ups had declared—it became clear that both rulers considered the permanent division merely as a transitional phase.
Of course, the way this was revealed was... somewhat shocking.

"What...? Is that true?!"

Ohana, who had been monitoring the situation from a base camp near the eastern border, exclaimed in surprise to her loyal follower Rupio.

"Yes, it's true. It seems all this time our lord has been silent because she was negotiating this arrangement...!"

"No..."

Ohana was about to say something, but then shrugged her shoulders and—

"...No. That's not it. At least it's better than the worst-case scenario I had imagined."

"That's true. We just didn't predict this."

In truth.
Ohana knew.
That Lunarienne wasn't a woman who would simply give up.
Wasn't she herself the one who had faced that ruthlessly cruel figure—who had come alone to enemy territory with murderous eyes and arrogantly demanded, "Follow my will as I don't want to stain my sword with blood"?

That's why she thought this "peace treaty" must have some hidden agenda.
Of course, she didn't know exactly what that agenda was. Ohana wasn't that smart, nor did she have the ability to keenly grasp how world politics worked, and she didn't have a brilliant strategist by her side.
Rupio beside her was loyal and trustworthy—but not particularly exceptional.

However.
She never imagined it would turn out like this...
Despite it being something she could have easily conceived, she failed to do so. Because she had met Lunarienne. As one of the few people who had faced the chillingly cruel inner nature of that woman—so cold it froze you just by being in her presence—she simply couldn't imagine this outcome.

Could it be...

"That red-eyed dragon... is getting married?"

"I didn't expect it either, but that seems to be the case."

The news Rupio brought—
The marriage between their lord Lunarienne Iniang and the former enemy lord Swen.
Apparently, this wedding would differ from ordinary ones in some way—though that was a minor detail that didn't really matter.

"...So, is it over then?"

"What do you mean?"

"The age of chaos, of course."

If they married and became family, then a single "house" would rule the continent.
A unified kingdom would be formed.
Who would become the monarch... didn't really matter. Preferably Lunarienne should be the ruler. There was no guarantee that this man called Swen would keep his promise to preserve the duchy.

"Hasn't the age of chaos already ended? Since the treaty, we've been experiencing days of unprecedented peace. Haven't you heard that merchant caravans have resumed operations throughout the territories?"

"Well, that's true..."

Ohana wondered.
In this massive, turbulent era—had she made the right decision?

"Lady Ohana."

"...What is it, Rupio?"

"Didn't you say it yourself? That ultimately, the survivor is the strongest."

Rupio said with a casual smile.

"And we survived. Isn't that enough?"

"...Ha!"

Ohana laughed without worry.
Since the beginning of the chaotic era, this was the first moment she had set aside her concerns and anxieties as the leader who had risen to this position to take responsibility for the bandit group.

* * *

At the wedding hall in the capital city of Aingart.
This venue, originally built for imperial weddings, had essentially been abandoned for a considerable period since the beginning of the chaotic era, with no proper operations.
Now, after a long time, it was filled with energy again.

The wedding of Lord Swen and Lord Lunarienne.
A historic moment was about to unfold—the marriage of the leaders of two nations.

And—
In what appeared to be a waiting room, an old man sat deep in thought.
Ginor Nighthart.
The last chancellor of the Empire—and one of the few comrades from that era who had survived to witness the birth of the new unified kingdom.

'...To think they would entrust this task to me.'

Ginor thought.
Of course, as someone who had served Luna, he had anticipated the possibility of Lunarienne and Swen getting married.
But this wasn't an ordinary wedding. It was—

"Lord Ginor. It's time."

"...I understand. I'll be right out."

Ginor stopped his thoughts and rose from his seat.
Whatever form it took... if this was their choice, it was right to follow it, he thought.

* * *

—It was bright.
The sunlight streaming through the windows felt especially radiant today.
Perhaps because today was a special day.

This was the wedding hall inside Aingart Castle.
Though it hadn't been used recently, it was incredibly splendid, befitting a building originally used by the imperial family.
Aingart Castle had been well-preserved since it had never been engulfed in flames of destruction except during rebellions.

'It would have been nice if Irene and Serphina could have married in such a nice place.'

Irene's wedding in a temporary venue with a truly small ceremony.
Serphina's wedding, which was literally "a ceremony just for the two of them."
Of course, the scale of a wedding isn't everything, but having heard that the wedding day is the most important moment for a woman, I couldn't help but feel concerned.
I should treat them better. From now on... I'll have plenty of time to treat them both better.

I carefully looked at Ginor standing before me.
The expression he made when I asked him to officiate... honestly, it was such a masterpiece that I would have captured it with a camera if such a thing existed in this world.
Yes, this world—no longer an "other world" but my own world, a world so precious to me.

"The brides are entering!"

I slowly turned my head.
Looking over... there were people walking down the red carpet, wearing extremely gorgeous and beautiful dresses.

Lunarienne Iniang.
My one and only lord, and now soon to be my wife—who would give me one more name.
In truth, the reason I had come this far was to keep my promise to Lady Luna—to place the world in her hands.
Perhaps because our relationship as lord and strategist was so clear?
The fact is, I never imagined I would be having a wedding ceremony with Lady Luna.

But—after hearing about Lady Luna's feelings from Lord Ginor.
Thinking about it, the reason I was able to desperately rush here, risking my life—was for her, who believed in me unconditionally.
If believing unconditionally is called "love"... I wanted to take responsibility for the love Lady Luna had given me.

...Just then.

"Kyaa!"

—Thud!

"A-Are you alright?!"

Several maids rushed to the pink-haired woman in a dress.

"Ah, oww...!! I-I'm so sorry... I'll, I'll die! I'll bite my tongue and... die!"

"Don't die! It's such a joyous day!"

"Haah..."

Hearing Ginor's small sigh behind me, I couldn't help but smile.
Yes.
As I mentioned earlier—there were people walking down the red carpet wearing beautiful dresses.

One was Lady Luna.
And the other was—Ms. Reika.

Reika Nighthart.

At first, I had approached her simply because of her magic, but somehow her innocent nature came to mean something more to me than just strategic value.
Since meeting me, she had never once been far from my side, illuminating my path with her magic at crucial moments—she was precious to me.
Considering that even Irene had left to become a corps commander—perhaps Reika was the one who had spent the most physical time with me.
We met as an amateur teacher and a genius student, and over time, we soaked into each other like dye.
Thinking about how I couldn't have overcome several crises without her—she was essentially my lifesaver.

Yes.

Bride Lunarienne Iniang.
And, Bride Reika Nighthart.

—Today was the day I would marry two women.
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# After the Wedding Ceremony

After the wedding ceremony with both women concluded.

"......"

Luna knelt with her eyes closed, appearing calm and composed.

"......"

Beside her, Reika knelt with her head bowed, visibly more tense than her counterpart.

Across from the two women who had changed out of their cumbersome dresses into more comfortable clothes—
I knelt as well, looking at them.
Of course—

"......"

I too contributed to this maddening silence by saying nothing.

I carefully looked around.
Several candles were placed about the room.
Next to them, expensive luxury items—scented candles that calmed one's mind as they burned—added to the atmosphere.
Even the color of the lanterns contributed to the overall tranquil feeling of the space.

Yes.
This place was—

* * *

A few hours before the wedding ceremony.

"What? You're saying there's a space where we can consummate the marriage right after it ends...?"

Serphina responded to my question with a nonchalant tone.

"Why are you so surprised, Swen? The main reason imperial family members marry is to produce heirs with noble bloodlines. Isn't it natural to proceed to the main point?"

The venue where we were to hold our ceremony was originally a space used by the imperial family.
As such, it seemed thoroughly prepared for the 'main point.'
Of course, as someone who hadn't fully abandoned modern sensibilities, I found this somewhat awkward.

"M-main point...? No matter how you look at it, isn't this a bit too explicit...?"

"Hmm? How strange. Don't you want to share a bed with them?"

"That's not the issue—"

"Or perhaps."

At that moment.
Serphina... reached for my swollen groin.
And gently touched it.

"Perhaps you're longing for a woman's touch?"

"S-Serphina?!"

"Did you think I wouldn't notice you staring at my chest all day?"

No, it's not that I wanted to stare...
It's just that Serphina's breasts are so large that they protrude noticeably, making it hard not to look!
It was fortunate that Irene possessed something extraordinarily beyond standard measurements, but Serphina too was the owner of an impressive bosom that would never be considered lacking anywhere.

"But it's unfortunate. Taking the vital energy from a man who's about to become a new husband wouldn't be right to them... Today at least, I must yield to them."

Serphina said this, then slowly approached my neck.
The citrus scent that now felt comforting pleasantly tickled my nose.

"Swen. Love them thoroughly."

"Serphina...?"

"Reika is Reika, but... Lunarienne has also forgiven me, the woman who took you away from her. If you think about what our peace is built upon... I don't think I need to say more."

"...I know that without you telling me. And—"
—I'm marrying them to take responsibility in the first place.

"Loving them is only natural."

"I see."

Serphina slowly moved away from me.
And then... she smiled like a sunflower.
At some point, she no longer wore that fragile expression.

"Go, Swen. Go and bring our new family members. Irene and I will be waiting hand in hand."

"Understood."

* * *

—This place was a space set up solely for the purpose of 'consummation.'
Which meant.

Luna, Reika, and I...
Were about to have sex in this place.

However, all three of us faced an issue we couldn't bring ourselves to verbalize.

Namely—who would go first?

Marrying two people at once was certainly a double blessing.
Both women agreed with my suggestion that since we were getting married anyway, it would be more efficient than holding two separate ceremonies, and I didn't regret the decision since it meant double the joy.
But... I hadn't thought about the bedroom aspect. Since we weren't marrying solely for sex, it wasn't strange that I hadn't considered it, but... anyway, now we needed to decide the order.

"I—"

Just as I gathered my courage to speak.

"Lord Swen. May I say something?"

"...Of course, Luna."

Lunarienne, who had been quiet until now, spoke in an extremely cautious tone while looking at me.

"I... may have committed an unforgivable sin against you, Lord Swen. Despite that, I'm truly grateful that you chose me. So... I don't mind going last."

"N-no!!! I-I... um... well... I mean, if we're going by the order we met, I was the last one... so I'm fine going fourth!!"

"No, Lady Reika. Your achievements were easy to hear about even in the southern continent. You've helped Lord Swen at every critical moment, haven't you? I'm just grateful that you did what I couldn't do."

"Th-that's not true... L-Lord Swen has been... waiting for Lady Lunarienne all along... so, it's f-fine."

'......'

At this rate, it seemed like we'd never reach a conclusion.
What should I say at a time like this?

Honestly.
Honestly, one solution did come to mind.
But... it was too embarrassing to say out loud.

Still—
Isn't it important that I make this decision myself rather than leaving it to my wives?

"Hey, listen."

As I faced the two women looking at me...
I shouldered the responsibility that a man must bear.

"Let's just do it together, all three of us."

* * *

—And when I came to my senses.

"Wow... so this is Lord Swen's... cock."

"I-it's so big..."

For some reason, I was sitting on the bed.
With my pants down, exposing my fully erect member.
Before me were Luna and Reika, kneeling and staring intently at my thing.

After I made that shameless suggestion that we do it together, I'm not sure what I said next.
I don't quite know what process led to this situation, but—

"I... I'll start now... Lady Reika, are you ready...?"

"Y-yes! I-I'll do my best...!"

One thing was certain.
The two of them carefully extended their bodies, pressed their faces against my glans, and stuck out their tongues—

"Hngh...!!!"

Lick, lick.

They licked my manhood as if they were eating ice cream.

"Um... Lord Swen, is this good...?"

"L-Luna... th-that part is..."

"Aah... here, this is where you like it... I-I see...♥"

Lick.
Luna's tongue grazed the spot where the glans met the shaft, as if tickling it.

"W-wait...!!!"

"Ehehe... you like this...♥ I'm glad... I've been... lick... waiting for the day I could please you, Lord Swen."

"I-I'll do my best too...! For Lord Swen who always works hard... lick, for us...! S-so...!"

At first, Reika was licking the glans like Luna, but—
Perhaps because Luna's tongue was licking the glans like a snake, making it hard to find her place, she carefully moved her tongue down the shaft and then—

"I-if I lick here... you'll like it, right...?!"

With some strange confidence, she pushed me back slightly and...

"...!!"

...began licking my anus with her tongue.

"R-Reika...?!"

Lick, lick.
She thoroughly traced and licked my intimate place.

"Hah, haah... R-Reika, th-that place...!!!"

Confused by the unexpectedly intense approach, I let out feminine moans—

"How... is it? I-in the adult novels I read... men really... liked this...?"

What kind of place is the Aingart Grand Library!

"The s-stimulation... it's too much...!"

"Hehe... y-you seem to be feeling good...♥ P-please feel really good with my tongue, Lord Swen...♥"

—At that moment.

"...Slurp."

"!!!!"

Luna, who had been gently scraping my glans with her tongue... took it fully into her mouth.
And then—

"Suck... suck, suck, suuuuck...♥♥♥"

She began sucking intensely, her cheeks hollowing with the effort.
As if she didn't want to lose attention.
Meanwhile, Reika focused on attacking my rear.

'Ah... ah, th-this, this won't work...!'

I stomped my feet like a child.
I mean, sure, I was the one who suggested we do it together, but... I never thought I'd receive such intense stimulation right from the start...!!

"...♥♥"

When I managed to raise my head to look at the two—
I could see that both of their eyes now had deep hearts in them.
Something was... strange. This wasn't the usual Luna, nor the usual Reika.
I could understand Luna being different since we hadn't met in a long time, but Reika seemed like a completely different person?!

"Ah, Lord Swen is twitching...♥ Y-you're going to cum, aren't you? It's okay if you cum a lot... right, Lady Luna...?"

"Slurp...♥ Suck, suuuck...♥♥ Lord Swen... in Luna's mouth... in my mouth... Lord Swen's thing, I want it...♥♥♥"

...Squelch, squelch.
The sensation of my glans reaching the back of Luna's throat.
Irrumatio.
Luna was literally wrapping my cock with her mouth as if it were a vagina.
Reika was even pushing her tongue... slightly into my hole.
Every time I felt her tongue sensation deep inside me, my toes curled uncontrollably. This was beyond my ability to control.

"Ah... ah, aah... aaaah...!!!!"

And—

——Spurt! Spurt! Spurt!

—I, quite pathetically.
While having both my anus and cock sucked simultaneously... ejaculated the semen accumulated in my balls.

"♥♥♥♥"

Luna moved her head back and forth in time with my ejaculation, intensely sucking on the glans.
Perhaps because of that, the semen showed no signs of stopping and continued to burst forth.

Spurt! Spurt!
Splurt, splurt, spluuurt! Splurt, spluuurt...!

Squelch, squelch, squelch, squelch!

"S-stop...! L-Luna, stop, stooop...!!"

It was useless to desperately cry "stop."
Luna... continued moving her head as if determined to extract everything from me.

After how many more ejaculations.

—Pop!

Finally, my cock was released from Luna's mouth.

"Haaah...♥♥"

Luna stuck out her tongue with a flushed face.
Her tongue's pink color was completely obscured by the white fluid coating the inside of her mouth.

"I received... so much... of Lord Swen's...♥♥"

—Gulp.

"Ah! Th-that's not fair... me too, give me some too...!"

Reika caught some of my semen that Luna had let spill, then licked it up.
And then... she took my glans, which Luna had just been sucking, into her mouth.

"W-wait... Reika...!!!"

"I'll clean you up...♥"

Suck, suuuck.
She began intensely sucking my glans, still covered in semen, which Luna had just been holding in her mouth.
Naturally, having just finished ejaculating, I was in an extremely sensitive state and couldn't hold back my moans.

"Hah, haah... R-wait...!!"

—Spurt!

"...?!!!"

Due to the stimulation after ejaculation, the remaining semen at the base surged up again.
Reika seemed surprised but caught all of my ejaculation, then carefully removed her mouth from the glans.
And then, just like Luna had done, she stuck out her tongue with a sound, showing the inside of her soiled mouth.

"I... I was trying to clean you... but you came again...♥ Heh...♥ Did it feel good...?"

"!!!"

It was truly strange.
I thought I had just emptied my balls completely, but—
Seeing the two women with my semen in their mouths, sticking out their tongues... my cock began to harden again.

"......"

I carefully looked at the two of them.
They... swallowed my semen with a gulp sound, diligently.
And then, as if they knew why I was looking at them... with happy expressions, they nodded—

"Take me... take all of me, Lord Swen...♥"
"I'll... do my best... I'll work hard to make you feel really good, Lord Swen...♥"

—Letting me know that this night was far from over.

Ch.424 - Chapter 424. Taking Responsibility (2)
* * *

―slurp, smooch, sluuurp……

The sound of tongues intertwining fills the room.
Right now, I'm... kissing Luna while we're both completely naked.

Luna wraps her delicate hands tightly around my neck, as if saying she won't let go... pushing her tongue into my mouth with a desperately intense passion.
As if trying to make up for all the time she had to spend away from me... she pushes in with fierce determination.

Luna's modest chest brushes against my chest.
The sensation of her nipples lightly grazing mine gives me an incredibly erotic feeling.
This was definitely a sensation only Luna could provide. My other wives all have larger breasts that would press firmly against my chest.

Though I say "modest," her size was perfectly adequate. Perhaps B or C cup.
It's just that the women I usually spend time with are Irene and Serphina, but in reality, the average is probably closer to this size.
...I was somewhat concerned that my knowledge about breasts had increased excessively... but I suppose that's the life of a man with four wives.

Normally this would just be skinship between spouses, nothing more, nothing less—

"Th-this way... p-please put it... in...!"

—But this was certainly not ordinary skinship, considering Reika was spread-eagled beneath me, her small hands reaching for my erect penis.

That's right.
Right now, I was kissing Luna while trying to insert my penis into Reika's vagina.
In this surreal situation of entrusting my mouth and penis to two different women... my penis was harder than it had ever been.

"Haah...♥"

As our kiss ends, a long strand connects Luna's mouth and mine.
Luna called this "the thread of fate." Being connected to me in some way seemed to be extremely satisfying from her perspective.

"I'm... going to put it in."

"Y-yes...!"

Reika, who had been waiting patiently, spread her vagina wide open with both hands, her face flushed with excitement.
Sticky fluid was flowing profusely from her pink genitals, almost pitifully wet.

"S-seeing you kiss Luna... made me like this...♥ Q-quickly... put it in...♥"

"...!!"

—Squelch!

"Hiiiiiiiiiiiii♥♥♥——!!!!!!!!!!!!"

—Shlick!

As if being sucked in, it slides in with surprising ease, and simultaneously—

"Ungh...!!"

Slap, slap.
The pure white space between Reika and me gradually became tinged with red.

—Her first time.
Right now, I was taking Reika's virginity... while another woman watched.

"A-are you... okay?"

"Y-yes, I'm... f-fine... please... keep... moving...♥♥"

Though she said that—there was clearly pain etched on Reika's face, presumably from the discomfort.
All I could do now was pound her cervix... hoping she would start feeling good as quickly as possible.

Normally I would move slowly, but—

"Hnngh...!!!"

"Slurp, sluuurp—♥ Lick, hehe, Swen, the sounds you're making... are so cute...♥"

—Because Luna was sucking on my nipples, my hips unconsciously began moving faster.

"L-Luna... ah, w-wait, just a moment...ngh...!!"

"No way...♥ Slurp♥ I... can't wait any longer...♥ So you need to be good... and ejaculate plenty inside Reika's vagina...♥ That way my turn will come sooner...♥"

"Haah, ah, aahn...! Ah, aah, aaahn...♥♥ S-Swen...!!!"

Slap, slap, slap, slap!
Reika looked up at me with a flushed face and a pitiful expression.
Then she tightly grasped my hand as I thrust my penis while standing.

"It's... okay...♥ It feels... good... so... you can move... faster...♥♥"

Bounce, bounce!
Reika's absurdly large breasts shook up and down without pause.
Turning my head slightly, I could see Luna relentlessly tormenting my nipples with her lips and tongue.

Damn it...
How, how... how am I supposed to endure this...!

"I-I'm about to... come...!"

"I'm, I'm, I'm... g-going to cum, S-Swen, Sweeeeen♥♥♥"

—Spurt spurt spurt!
Gulp, gulp!

Despite having just ejaculated an incredible amount of semen, my penis was emptying my balls into Reika's vagina as if there was no tomorrow.
With each ejaculation, Luna bit my nipples and scraped them with her tongue, causing me to continue cumming heavily into Reika's womb without any sign of stopping.

...Pop!

After finishing, I pulled out my penis and—

—Drip!

White semen mixed with bright red blood flowed out of her vagina in thick globs.
As if saying there was too much to contain.

Seeing this, I unconsciously lost strength and collapsed backward.

"Haah, ah... Swen...♥ Y-you came so much... I think I might get pregnant... hehehe...♥"

"Reika..."

The internal ejaculation was complete.
If this had been normal sex, we would have embraced at this point, feeling each other's scent and having pillow talk—and since we're newlyweds, our bodies might have heated up again for another round—

"...Finally."

The somewhat chilling female voice from beside me—reminded me once again that this was by no means ordinary sex.

"Finally... it's my turn... hehehe...♥♥"

Luna—the Red-Eyed Dragon, looked at me with glowing red eyes as if she was going to devour me.

"L-Luna. S-so..."

"What? Your penis is still so healthy...♥ Surely you're not saying you can't do it with me, or that you need time...right?"

"Th-that's not it! It's just that since I did it with Reika... maybe we should wash up first before continuing—"

"No?"

Luna cut off my words.
Then... she mounted me as I lay there exhausted.

"Reika is part of our family too...♥ Family should share everything with each other, right?"

"W-wait—"

—Just like that.
She grabbed my penis firmly... and guided it into her vagina.

Shliiick!

"Hnnngh...!!!"

—Woman on top.
I, who had always been on top of three women... was now beneath Luna, offering my penis to her.

"...!!!"

Luna's expression crumpled slightly.
I could tell she was in pain from the way she bit her lower lip.
Looking up slightly... I could see my penis was covered in blood again.

She's a virgin too.
Luna has also given me her first time.
Of course it would hurt.

But... Luna doesn't stop.

—Slap, slap!

"L-Luna... don't push yourself—"

"Be quiet, Swen."

"...Yes."

Slap! Slap!
Luna repeated the piston motion on top of me without restraint.
It was a strange feeling.

With Irene, Serphina, and Reika... I felt like I was the one taking them.

"Ahah...♥ It's coming♥ It's gradually coming♥♥"

For some reason, with Luna... I felt like I was the one being taken.

"Aah♥♥ Swen, Sweeen♥♥ Ah♥♥ We finally♥♥ Finally, finally became one♥♥"

Slap! Slap! Slap! Slap!
Suddenly moving at such a rapid pace, the intense friction against my already stimulated glans in her tight vaginal entrance brought me overwhelming pleasure.

"W-wait... Luna, s-slowly...ngh...!!!"

I unconsciously let out a girlish moan.
Without realizing it, my eyes were gradually rolling upward.

No...
I... might, might lose... For the first time, I might lose in bed...!!

"No way♥ Slowly is impossible♥ If you knew how long I've waited♥ How much I've longed for this moment♥♥♥"

Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!

"So, obediently♥♥ Just obediently dump your semen in my womb, Swen♥♥ Hehehe♥♥ All of it, all of it, everything that's left, everything♥♥♥♥"

"I'm... cum-cumming, cummiiiing...!!!!!!"

Spurt spurt spurt spurt spurt!!

Without even properly saying "I'm coming," my semen was stolen by her.
Yes. This wasn't me ejaculating... I was being milked. Luna was ravishing me, determined to take all my semen.

"Aah♥♥ I can feel it, I can feel it♥♥ Swen's hot semen♥♥ The precious proof of love remaining in Swen's balls♥♥ In my belly, deep inside Luna's belly♥♥"

Just as Luna said, I helplessly ejaculated heavily inside her.
Considering the enormous amount I had just ejaculated inside Reika... this was truly scraping the bottom of the barrel.

"Hah, huff... L-Luna..."

After ejaculating—
I felt an unprecedented level of fatigue.
I don't think I'd ever had such intense sex before. This was definitely my limit.
It couldn't be helped after ejaculating three times in succession.

Now Luna should move away...
Then I could embrace the two of them lightly and fall asleep—

Just as I was having such comfortably naive thoughts.

...Slap!

"!!!"

The pleasure of vaginal walls rubbing against my hypersensitive glans after ejaculation made me involuntarily twitch my hips.

"L-Luna...?"

"Swen...♥ I told you earlier, didn't I? That I couldn't wait any longer...!!"

Luna's expression... was strange.
She looked crazed.
Looking at me with red eyes filled with madness, she slightly turned her head toward Reika and—

"Now, Reika."

"Ah, y-yes...!"

'...????'

Reika, who had somewhat recovered, carefully approached me and said:

"Swen... excuse me for a moment."

"What? ...Reika, what are you—"

Before I could say anything, a white light emanated from Reika's fingertips.
I immediately understood.

Reika was casting a buff spell on me.
And what this buff spell was amplifying was—

"...!!!!"

"Mmmmm♥♥ I-I can feel it♥ Ahaha♥ It's gotten incredibly hard again♥"

My penis, exhausted after ejaculating three times in succession... became as hard as if I hadn't ejaculated at all.

"Th-this is—?!"

"Hehehe, Swen. So, um, do your best...♥"

Reika whispered to me with a deeply flushed face, and then my nipples...

"Then I'll... suck on this side... Lick."

"Haah?!"

Slap, slap!

"Swen♥ Swen♥ Sweeen♥♥♥"

"W-wait. Luna, Luna, hng, hngh, hnnngh...!!!!"

My waist.
It felt like my waist would break.
But there was no time to even notice that as overwhelming pleasure invaded my brain like a rape.
I couldn't even think properly.
Having my nipples violated by Reika.
And being continuously ravished by Luna.

Squelch, squelch, squelch, squelch!

"This is punishment for not returning to me right away♥ Today, just for today, I won't let you sleep until I'm exhausted♥"

Spurt spurt spurt spurt spurt!!
After ejaculation, the magic is cast again—and my penis regains its vitality.

"This is all your karma, Swen♥ So, so♥♥ Today, today you have to satisfy me, Luna, thoroughly♥♥♥"

Squelch! Squelch! Squelch! Squelch!
Luna never rests.
The woman with the strongest physical power on the continent was using all her strength to intensely explore only my penis.

"Swen♥♥ My one and only strategist, my precious Swen♥♥"

My mind.
With my mind in complete disarray...
I simply accept Luna's overwhelmingly deep feelings.
And we—






"——I love you♥♥♥♥"



—created another unforgettable moment.

Sex ended after the morning sun had risen.
...I couldn't do anything for exactly 3 days afterward.

Ch.425 - Chapter 425. My Real Name Is (End)
# After the Wedding

***

One week after marrying both women.

At last, all procedures for merging the two nations into one were completed.

The primary entity in the merger was the Lunarienne Army. In other words, our Swen Army was incorporated under the Lunarienne Army.
Naturally, the monarch of the unified kingdom was not me, but Lady Luna—Lunarienne Iniang.

This part hadn't changed at all from my initial plan.
The reason I had decided to remain with Serphina's army until the end to protect her was because her presence was necessary for Lady Luna to take control of the unified kingdom's destiny.

Even if I had become the monarch, well, I wasn't particularly interested in running a country anyway—
After playing the role of ruler for the past few days, I became convinced this wasn't my path as the headaches it caused made clear.

Surprisingly, there was no dissent from any nation during the merger process.
The main reason was obviously the marriage between the two monarchs.
Since we had essentially become one family, the merger was natural—and many people found it reasonable that Lunarienne, with her longer experience as a monarch, would inherit the throne.

The interesting part was that even the "Aingart Empire Restoration Faction," those who supported Serphina, naturally accepted Lunarienne's rule.
My marriage had the greatest influence on this as well.
By marrying Serphina and inheriting her legitimacy and nation, then marrying Lunarienne, it seems that Lunarienne also gained proof of the Aingart family's legitimacy, which now existed only as a symbolic trace.
In fact, though it was kept quiet, Lunarienne was also someone who had received support from another Aingart human, Kyle von Aingart.

'It's going to be busy for a while.'

Now that the chaotic era had finally ended, we would be incredibly busy for some time—
But that was fine.
Because we no longer needed to fight battles or wage wars.
The fact that I, who once devised strategies to kill others most efficiently, was now thinking about how to develop the nation most effectively—surely, as busy as I would be, it would be equally rewarding.

Alone in the temporary meeting room, I gazed out the window.

The moment I first met Lady Luna.
Being sold to Lynn, and my fateful meeting with Lady Irene.
The moment I summoned a meteor to save her.
Meeting Ms. Reika at the Aishers Army after betraying Lynn and switching sides.
Meeting Serphina after I was abandoned by Yuuri, who I had abandoned Lynn for...

And the countless meetings and partings until this moment.

Perhaps.
Perhaps the destiny that "Lunarienne Iniang will become the unified monarch" determined all of this—

—but in the end, what created a conclusion where everyone could smile wasn't my Intelligence 100 foresight, but my will.

'It wasn't a bad life.'

Just as I was indulging in sentiments like an old man about to die despite my youth—

"Swen. It seems all preparations are complete."

At Lady Irene's voice, I carefully rose from my seat.

"I understand."

And together with her—
I took steps toward the path that would open the future.

***

The grand plaza of Aingart Castle.
Not under yellow flags, but under the bright green flags symbolizing the Lunarienne Army—Lady Luna and I stood side by side in the most visible location, looking at everyone as we began to speak.

"From this moment forward, our Swen Army and Lunarienne Army will be reborn as one kingdom—'The Kingdom of Iniang'!"

Shing!
Lady Luna drew the Adina Sword from its scabbard and raised it high into the sky.

"Inheriting the will of Swen Army's monarch, Lord Swen, I, Lunarienne Iniang! And—"

Lady Luna extended her hand to me.
I grasped it.

"I hereby declare that I will appoint the wisest man in the world—Mind's Eye Strategist Lord Swen—as the first Chancellor of the Kingdom of Iniang!"

Chancellor of the kingdom.
Essentially the second-in-command and, considering Lady Luna's disposition, perhaps a position with even greater authority than the monarch.

Chancellor rather than monarch was exactly the right position for me.
After all, an Intelligence character should be a strategist or chancellor rather than a ruler. Yes.

"With Lord Swen's wisdom, as the first monarch of the new unified nation, the Kingdom of Iniang, I solemnly declare that I will govern righteously for all territory residents!"

—Waaaaaaaaah!!!!

Along with the cheers of countless people, I heard sounds like fireworks bursting in the distance.
The source was Ms. Reika.
It seemed like just yesterday she was showing off very basic firework magic... but now she appeared capable of creating quite impressive results that wouldn't lose to modern technology.
In fact, from a distance, they looked no different from the fireworks I used to see in my original world.

The Emperor's death.
The chaotic era that began with Orlando Brands' rebellion.

Countless lords raised their flags and fought until this moment for their own ambitions.
And finally, the woman who grasped the world in her hands—Lunarienne Iniang.

"Lady Lunarienne. If you trust me, in return, I will place the world in your hands."

The promise we made at burning Jeilant Castle.
I was able to keep the promise I made with Lady Luna then.

***

A few days later.
The newly crowned monarch Lady Luna announced the overall personnel appointments.

First, as mentioned, I was appointed to the Chancellor position.
Lady Irene was named Grand General, the position that oversees and commands all generals and military forces.
She had become the highest military official in the nation.
And Serphina was appointed to the crucial position of Sangso, which allowed her to extend influence to various areas.
Ms. Reika became the head of the newly established Magic Tower department. Considering the many people who would use magic in the future, including Lady Tifa, this department was undoubtedly a key position.

Many others who had served under her and our army were appointed to high official positions.
On that side, Francis, Charlotte, Violet—the three Aingart siblings—and generals from the former Karelia Army like Metz took key positions.
On our side, Mr. Ian, Senior Jenis, Miss Ioline, Lynn, Farfalle, and Belute were appointed to major official positions.

Ginor declared his retirement, saying he no longer had the energy to produce wisdom.
Having worked hard until his old age, Lady Luna seemed to be providing him with a very generous pension.

But if we had to pick the person who made the most meteoric rise, it would definitely be Navidos Ohana, who received the title of Grand Duke in recognition of his contribution to establishing the unified nation.
It seemed he had made an agreement with Lady Luna to guarantee his duchy in exchange for surrender.
In about three months, several territories including Iekhaida Castle would become independent as the "Navidos Duchy," a vassal state.
Well, considering it was essentially a vassal state and Duke Ohana's disposition, there was clearly no need for special vigilance.

Actually.
Personnel matters weren't that important to me.
What was important was the shocking story I heard from Ioline who came to see me during this process.

"What? You want to... marry me?"

"That's right. If it's alright with you, Lord Swen, I would very much like to marry you."

"No, that's... I'm sorry, but I'm already married to four women—"

"I know."

"...Pardon?"

Ioline looked at me with clear eyes and said:

"I don't need to be your wife."

"What? But you just asked me to marry you..."

"That's right. Oh, by the way... Lord Swen, what is your family name?"

"Mine?"

"Yes! You have four wives, but I don't think I've heard your family name."

Ioline said that, then suddenly changed her expression—

"What am I thinking... that's not what I meant to ask."

"...?"

"Lord Swen. If it's alright with you, please take me as your concubine."

"...What?"

"If I'm a concubine, I can stay by your side! My mind is made up. I'll be staying at Aingart Castle until I receive my appointment, so please give me your answer before then. Whatever your decision, I'll be fine... but if it's not that you dislike me, I hope you'll respond positively. Well then."

Watching Ioline's back as she disappeared after saying that, I...

'...Concubine?'

Only then did I realize the shocking fact that a man with enough ability could have up to 4 wives and 4 concubines.
I didn't know because only "wives" were implemented in the game...

'...Perhaps my family will grow by one more member.'

Having thought that, I was suddenly surprised at myself.
Did I already decide to accept Ioline?

More than that, I recalled the question Ioline had just asked.

'Family name...'

Right.
Since I've been asked, let me think about it.

Swen Juliet.
Swen von Aingart.
Swen Iniang.
Swen Nighthart.

Among the four names I received from my wives, the one I wanted to choose was—

***

A few days later, at Jeilant Castle.
Today was the day to visit the grave of Kyle von Aingart—that is, Kein Nerkis—which had been completely relocated.
Following his last wish to be buried at Jeilant Castle, it seemed the work of moving his grave from Madelan Castle to this place had been completed recently.

The people accompanying me were the new monarch Lady Luna, Sangso Serphina, Grand General Lady Irene, Magic Tower Head Ms. Reika, and the now-retired Ginor.
Excellent generals like Mr. Ian, Mr. Francis, and Ms. Charlotte joined in large numbers to escort us, along with Ms. Tifa, who would soon join the Magic Tower under Reika—essentially a dream team.

I quietly stood before the tombstone.
His real name was Kyle von Aingart, but... the man who demanded answers from me with sunken eyes was Kein Nerkis.
So I spoke to him, recalling the Kein of those days.

"You're really risking your life."
"Alright. I'll trust you."

'Lord Kein. I kept my promise with Lady Luna.'

I quietly offered a prayer, remembering my former comrade who had departed before us.

Those days.
The small nation of the Lunarienne Army with just me, Lady Luna, Ms. Tifa, and Lord Kein.
The green flags fluttering at Jeilant Castle remained unchanged... but I felt regret at how much had changed since those days.

After some time had passed.

"Shall we head back now?"

Just as I was about to take a step at Lady Luna's words—

—A message window appeared for the first time since my possession.

[ ??? / ??? ]
[ Congratulations on unifying the continent! ]

'....!!!!'

As I froze in shock—
I realized that the world had momentarily stopped.
Lady Luna, Lady Irene, and everyone else—all stood still, not moving.

Right.
Although this place was now my world, originally I was... an outsider who had possessed this body.
And I had been possessed after dismissing Intelligence 99 as too easy.

I slowly scrolled through the message window.

[ ??? / ??? ]
[ [Swen] belongs to the unified nation [Lunarienne Army]. ]

[ ??? / ??? ]
[ You have fulfilled the condition of [belonging to a unified nation]! ]

[ ??? / ??? ]
[ Congratulations on your clear! ]

And then—

[ ??? / ??? ]
[ Would you like to entrust [Swen] to the CPU? ]
[ Yes / No ]

'...Ha!'

I see.
So that's what this was.
As soon as I saw the message window, I laughed. Loudly enough that I was grateful the world had temporarily stopped.

If I were to entrust the Intelligence 100 character I had possessed—"Swen"—to the CPU here.
I would surely be able to return to my original world that I had dreamed of.
Of course, once I entrusted him to the CPU, I could press "end game" at any time.

But—

I chose without any hesitation.

'No.'

[ ??? / ??? ]
[ Understood ]

[ ??? / ??? ]
[ We hope you have a pleasant life ]

At the same time, the message window disappeared—

"...Swen?"

As Serphina's voice reached my ears, I instinctively knew that this world had truly become my world.

"What is it?"

"Nothing. I'll be right there."

I followed my beloved wives.

Whatever name I had been called in my original world—

—Swen, the Chancellor of the Kingdom of Iniang and husband to four—no, perhaps five people.
That was now my real name.

—The End—

Ch.426 - Epilogue ~ Chapter 0. The Lion's Embrace, And......
# BOOM!

With the sound of the royal castle collapsing, the sharp battle cries of soldiers echo throughout the castle.

"Overthrow the traitor Serphina von Aingart!"

—WAAAAAAH!

Sitting in the crumbling castle is the universally despised villain and tyrant—Serphina von Aingart.
With her piercingly bright golden hair and golden eyes, this woman of extraordinary beauty laughs hollowly to her only ally, as if she had foreseen this situation.

"...It seems this is as far as we go."

"Indeed."

"What do you think? As the national strategist, do you believe there's a way to overcome this situation?"

Serphina's gaze falls upon a man.
A white-haired man.
Her one and only strategist and lover, a man of exceptional intelligence—Swen.

"I've simulated a hundred different scenarios."

"And?"

"Unfortunately, it seems there's no way for us to win."

"...Is that so? Would asking your 'Mind's Eye' change anything?"

"No... regrettably not."

Swen's voice trembled as he spoke.

Swen.
—A strange man who introduced himself as someone from another world.
At first, she didn't believe him. She dismissed it as the ravings of a madman commonly found in turbulent times.

However, his ability was real.
Apparently, he possessed an ability called the "Mind's Eye." It was an unbelievable power that allowed him to deduce absolutely correct answers based on questions he received.
Of course, Serphina now knew that he truly possessed such an ability.
After all, she had tested it numerous times.

But.
While he could draw "absolutely correct answers," he naturally couldn't twist predetermined fate—
And the result was their current situation.

The capital, Aingart Castle, on the verge of falling to enemy forces.

"I never expected Yuuri and Lynn to form an alliance."

"Nor did we expect Karelia, after unifying the southern continent, to join forces with Lynn."

"How did everything deviate so far from our predictions?"

"I don't know. This kind of situation unfolding... it's my first time seeing it too..."

"..."

Serphina carefully approached Swen and asked.

"You know, Swen. According to you, our world is something like a giant chess game, right?"

"Yes. More like a tactical simulation... something like that."

If everything Swen said was true—
Apparently, he had been playing some kind of "game" that closely resembled their world before crossing over to this place.
Honestly, she still couldn't understand what he was talking about. She believed him only because she loved him.
Serphina could never forget how he had thanked her countless times, saying he would have been in various dangers had she not taken him in.

"Didn't you say that I'm usually the one who unifies the continent in that game?"

"That's right. But this is strange. This world-line seems different."

"...World-lines and whatnot, to think I'd seriously listen to such nonsense... I must have chosen the wrong man."

"What are you saying, Serphina? What happened to crying and saying you survived because of me?"

"You've become quite insolent, perhaps because it's our final moment."

"Insolent? After all I've done for you."

KABOOM!

An explosion sounded nearby.
It seemed the mage corps led by Archmage Reika had arrived at their doorstep.

"Remember? We secretly visited Port Revlin together."

"I remember. It was so beautiful there. Blue roofs, blue skies... Maybe we should have just disappeared and lived there together. You were so cute speaking formally to me, worried someone might recognize us."

"Swen. As long as Aingart blood flows through my veins... you know I couldn't do that."

To Serphina, Swen was an incredibly special person.
He was the only one who knew that—contrary to what the world believed—she hadn't killed all her relatives.

Moreover, he was also the one who had foreseen the betrayal of her trusted subordinate Jena and dealt with her, saving Serphina's life.
In fact, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that his role had been crucial in somehow keeping the collapsing country going until now.

"Serphina."

"Yes?"

"Remember what I told you? That I'm a possessor."

"I remember."

"Do you believe me?"

"...Yes, I believe you."

No matter how absurd it sounds, Swen... I'll believe everything you say.
As Serphina conveyed this sentiment, Swen gave her a splendid smile.

"It seems that if I die... I'll return to my original world with all my memories erased."

"Really? You can know such things?"

"Yes. A message window appears. ...You probably don't understand even with this explanation."

"It's okay. You don't need to explain. I'd believe you even if you said you could fly."

"As I've said before, it's dangerous to trust a subordinate general that much. Though trusting me is fine."

"You know very well that someone who says they're the only one who can be trusted is actually more suspicious, right?"

"You never let me have the last word, Serphina."

Swen smiled lightly, then—

"And... I've been wondering why I possessed this body, so I locked myself in the Aingart Grand Library searching through various ancient texts. I couldn't find a definite reason... but I think I might be able to come back here."

"...Huh? What do you mean by coming back?"

"Well... let's say the me who disappears now might be able to return to some point in the past. It's kind of... difficult to explain, just a legendary tale. Something from when magicians were still alive."

"But the existence of magicians has already been proven."

"That's true."

Swen sighed briefly, then approached Serphina.

—KABOOM!
Several boulders fell right beside them.
Now, it was dangerous if they didn't escape.
Of course, escaping wouldn't solve anything.

"Since we're short on time, I'll get to the point. Even after returning to my original world, I'll continue playing this game."

"Didn't you say you'd lose your memories?"

"It's okay. I love this game. And... I've engraved in my heart that there's a woman I love here, so even if I lose my memories, I'm sure I'll play this game again."

Serphina blushed at his words.

"...Do you say such things to just anyone?"

"What are you talking about? I only have you."

"Liar. You brought someone recently. You said you wanted to make her your second wife, from the Al Kaski family—"

"Stop right there! Why bring up a relationship that's already over!"

It was a foolish conversation, but that was fine.
Soon... both of them would die.
She preferred their final conversation to be foolish rather than serious.
Just as Swen had always made her, who had always lived so solemnly.

"Anyway... you might lose your memories in another world-line too, so this might be meaningless, but if someone who seems like me appears—"

—Kill me with your own hands.

"...!!!"

"That's the only way I can possess this world again."

Serphina stared at Swen with a pale face, but—
Swen looked at her with a very peaceful expression.

"Serphina. I promise... I promise I'll save you. You, who's been abandoned by the world, pointed at by everyone as a villain, a great witch... I'll save you. So, don't forget me. No matter what happens... I won't forget you either."

"Swen..."

—BOOM!

She could sense that not much time remained.
Soon... this royal castle would collapse.
A large boulder was about to fall on their heads.

Perhaps sensing this.
In the final moment, Swen smiled brightly and—

"...Let's meet again, Serphina. I love—"

CRAAAAAASH!!!!

The royal castle collapses.
The symbols of the old era—the golden-haired monarch and the white-haired strategist—who fought to the end defending the throne, were buried under the rubble...
And thus, the long history of the Aingart Empire came to an end.

* * *

'I will never forget.'

It was truly strange.
That Swen's words would come to mind when she regained consciousness.

'Swen...'

Yes.
Serphina hadn't lost her memories.
After being buried under the rubble and regaining consciousness, she realized she had returned to the time just after establishing the Serphina Army, before meeting Swen.
Swen had called this "regression." He had explained that since this world was a kind of game—a simulation—such things could certainly happen.

Then should I... kill Swen?

At first, she wondered how she should kill him, but—
In reality, that concern was largely meaningless.

Because she died again before even meeting Swen.

But dying didn't matter much.
When she regained consciousness, she would return to the point when she had established the Serphina Army.

As she repeated the regression, she discovered something.
The events that followed would change slightly each time.

For instance, if in the first world the Aishers Army was destroyed by the Brands Army—
In the second world, the Brands Army was destroyed by the Aishers Army.

It was clearly the same world, but for some reason, the subsequent history kept changing.
This added more credibility to Swen's claim about a "simulation world."

Did that mean Swen would appear someday?
As Serphina continued to repeat the regression, her body and mind becoming increasingly worn out—

'I'll wait...'

Because he said, "Let's meet again."
Serphina waited. She continued to live, and live, and live, facing various world-lines and waiting.

* * *

And so, how much time had passed?
In a world-line whose iteration she couldn't count, a messenger came to the Serphina Army.

—More precisely, not a messenger but a monarch from a small neighboring country.

"Today, I've come personally to speak with Lady Serphina."

"...!!!!"

Serphina stared at the man with a pale face.
For some reason, her heart was beating strongly.
The man, regardless of Serphina's attitude, simply stated his business.

"Please form a 36-month alliance with our army in exchange for 2,556 gold."

—Thump, thump.

Serphina was certain.
This was it.
This was the very moment she had been waiting for endlessly.

"My lord. An alliance with a small country offers us nothing. We must not be swayed by sweet talk."

Beside her, the national strategist Jena offered some advice, but—it didn't matter at all.
Her decision was already made.

"Guards! Is anyone there?"

"My lord...?"

Jena was startled by Serphina's sudden action, but—
Serphina paid no attention.

"Imprison this man in the underground dungeon!"

Serphina, who had imprisoned the monarch of a small country who had come merely to form an alliance—then proceeded to behead him.

THUD!
As his blood seeped into the cold dungeon floor... something magical unfolded before her eyes.

[ ??? / ??? ]
[ You have found '???' ]

'!!!'

Serphina was surprised, but being intelligent, she quickly realized.
This must be the "message window" he had mentioned.

[ ??? / ??? ]
[ In exchange for meeting him, you will lose your memories ]
[ Please select 'Yes' if you agree, 'No' if you do not ]
[ Yes / No ]

'I'll lose... my memories?'

That doesn't matter.
It's okay.
That man... he came back to me like this.
Despite losing his memories, he ultimately came back to meet me again.

—Finally.
I've finally found you.

Finally... I can meet you again.

I can do it too.
Definitely.
I'll definitely be able to meet him again.

'Yes.'

An overwhelmingly bright light penetrated Serphina's eyes.

And—

—Another era of chaos that no one could predict was about to begin.

—Epilogue End—

Ch.BONUS - Afterword ~ A Defense Of Intelligence 100, And Greetings
Hello. My name is 2L.
2L means LimeLight. I would appreciate if you remember that.

I Became a Strategist with 100 Intelligence and 100% Accuracy―
My novel, which I casually call "100-100 Strategist," has finally reached its conclusion with 426 chapters including the epilogue.
Since I started serializing it on October 13, 2023, during the preliminary round of the 2023 Ultimate Contest, I've been writing for 476 days.
When calculated this way, I've posted one chapter every day except for 50 days. I wish I could have posted daily... I'm sorry that I couldn't manage that.

Now I can tell you!
"100-100 Strategist" didn't actually start with any plan or intricate structure.
How could I submit such a hastily created novel to the 2023 contest preliminaries? Well, the truth is, this wasn't the novel I originally submitted to the contest.
I had a novel that I had prepared for quite a long time, but it didn't receive good feedback, so I abandoned it. Not wanting to waste the contest period, I used one of the ideas I'd always had in mind (wouldn't it be fun to write about possessing a strategist with 100 intelligence who always gets everything right?), and that became this work.

Actually... I think this was the problem.
I didn't sufficiently explain the concept of "100 Intelligence" in the early parts of the novel.
I should have included at least two chapters explaining in detail that having 100 Intelligence doesn't mean the character becomes super smart, but rather becomes a "correct answer machine."

Many readers expected "a traditional strategist story with an incredibly smart character showcasing amazing tactics and strategies" (I understand this expectation given the title), and quite a few readers were disappointed with how the story progressed and dropped it.

I should have taken more time at the beginning to convince readers that "100 Intelligence isn't about becoming smarter but about producing invariably correct answers, which is a system of the game the protagonist possessed into"...
As I mentioned earlier, since this wasn't a work that started with any deep structure or plan, I failed to include that process.

I regretted this throughout the serialization.
I considered modifying the early parts, but the story was already flowing according to its structure, and the readers who had stayed with me so far had excused these aspects. I also wondered if they would want the content to change, so I ultimately didn't make any revisions.

The reason I incorporated the "100 Intelligence" element wasn't for any profound reason.
I believe that characters' intelligence can't exceed the author's intelligence. And, while this isn't a boast, I know through strong self-awareness that I don't have the ability to impressively incorporate amazing strategies and tactics into a novel in an entertaining way.

But with "a kind of cheat ability"― could I write a plausible character-driven military drama featuring a strategist?
That's how I came up with the concept of 100 Intelligence that "always gives the correct answer." Those familiar with that game series will recognize the ability I referenced.

That's why this novel doesn't have tags like "strategist," "strategy," "war," or "politics" that similar genre novels typically have.
I deliberately didn't add them. Those weren't the aspects I wanted to or could show in the novel.

Anyway, that's enough about the 100 Intelligence keyword―
Next would be my motivation for writing this novel.

I love character-driven novels.
What I realized from my previous work "Juksalhadaejip" was that I really enjoyed writing chapters that showcased a heroine's charm.
That's why I added character-driven tags like "obsession," "misunderstanding," and "harem."

This time, I wanted to try character-driven heroines in a fantasy setting, which is the world-building I've written in most.
My previous work was set in modern times, and due to character design issues, I couldn't set up intense catfights. So this time, let's have massive catfights on a national scale!
Here I add the "catfight" tag. I considered this a core keyword for the novel.

First, the protagonist somehow grows distant from the first ruler.
Then, while wandering, he meets various rulers until he meets the ruler I designated as the heroine, and makes her catfight with the previous ruler!
If I add a scene at the end where someone says "You thieving cat!", it would be a predictable but delicious scene, right? Hehehe!

―The entire story so far is essentially just these three lines stretched out very, very, veeeery long.

That's also why I included Serphina instead of Lunarienne in the prologue.

Actually, Serphina was the first heroine character I created.

She was the one I wanted to have possessed (regardless of the form), she appeared in the prologue, and despite appearing only a few times, she was prominently featured on the cover to give readers the impression that "Ah, she must be at least a heroine-level important character."

After creating Serphina, Lunarienne was completed. From the very beginning, I planned for Lunarienne to start with the protagonist but eventually become corrupted by her obsession with Swen. I wanted to see a heroine who throws everything away and runs only for the protagonist.

Serphina, Lunarienne, and the protagonist Swen.
The story that started with these three people suddenly meets one more heroine.

Irene Juliet.
Actually, the biggest reason Irene could appear was because of Lynn.

As I mentioned above, I created a framework where "the protagonist lives as a wanderer~". So I needed to make him travel around, right?
But I wanted the protagonist to gain something in that process.
Since it's a character-driven harem novel, adding another heroine would be good!
Serphina was already a ruler-heroine, and there's no point in making a ruler a heroine if the protagonist is going to leave that country anyway.
Here, I wanted a character who could fill what the protagonist Swen couldn't.

That's how Irene was born.

Personally, Irene is a very precious character to me. The point when the novel gained its greatest popularity and received the hottest response was during the Irene-related episode (the Northern Fortress episode).
This novel "100-100 Strategist" was honored to receive an Encouragement Award in the 2023 Ultimate Contest, and while it's certainly thanks to the Novelpedia judges and the readers who made this novel catch their eye― I think half of this award was brought to me by Irene.
If I had to pick one character among all of them, I think I would choose Irene. Though all characters are precious ones born from my hands.

Anyway, thanks to the love from many people, I achieved the maximum purpose possible in the contest.
But the story doesn't end there.

Since Swen met Irene in Brands, he also needed to meet someone in Aishers (which was also just a process to reach Serphina's country)―
And so Reika was the last character to be born.
Although her creation reason was the vaguest, she served as a kind of "joker card" for this novel. Whenever the plot got stuck, her magic felt like real magic to me. It was like breaking a huge boulder blocking my path.

After meeting all the heroines―
At the point where "I think readers will understand if I proceed with an ensemble drama rather than focusing on the protagonist," I reintroduced Lunarienne's forces.

Lunarienne's forces were a very important faction, so I had to keep allocating content to them, but due to the nature of the work, the protagonist couldn't belong to Lunarienne's forces until the conclusion. This means Swen doesn't appear at all in the Lunarienne faction stories.

Since Luna valued Swen highly, he did make brief appearances through flashbacks and other descriptions, but Swen was under Serphina, and Luna had a mountain of things to do after starting her military campaign.

I did worry about "whether it's okay to use this much content without the protagonist in a web novel where episodic completion is paramount," but I was really happy that readers enjoyed Luna's story more than expected. I also felt proud that I managed to complete Lunarienne as a character.

From then on, I just followed the framework I had set up.

"Wander around, meet a ruler who becomes a heroine, and [???] have a catfight with the previous ruler."

The middle part of the story was filling in those three question marks.
Since the beginning and end were quite clear, writing the middle part was probably the most difficult. I suppose that's how it feels with all long-form serialized stories.

There was a lot I had to write to naturally depict Serphina's forces becoming Swen's forces.
Personally, I think I included everything I possibly could.

What makes me happiest is that there's no content I regret not being able to write.
I resolved all important foreshadowing like "meeting each other in dreams," and I was able to showcase everything this novel could offer― what can be achieved with 100 Intelligence and its limitations, the thrilling moments of breaking through those limitations, and various scenes I wanted to write throughout the entire process.
This was what I felt was most lacking in my previous work, so it's personally very rewarding. (Perhaps because of that, my previous work had rather lengthy side stories)

Anyway― the main story has concluded like this.
Many people have mentioned side stories... but honestly, I don't think there's enough material for proper side stories. I've already shown everything I could show.

However, I will likely upload a few epilogue chapters.
It's difficult right now for various reasons... but having accumulated over 400 chapters, I want to write more chapters where the heroines and protagonist share their love together harmoniously.
I plan to write epilogues about how characters who made brief appearances are doing, what daily life is like for Swen as chancellor... just that kind of aftermath.
The volume won't be much since the main story is already long, but as I deeply care about this novel, I will make sure to write them.

I intended to keep this short, but talking about a novel I love so much has already taken me past 3,000 characters.
It would be strange to ramble on too long, so I'll wrap up this afterword here.

Dear readers.
This novel received an Encouragement Award in the 2023 Ultimate Contest, surpassed 2 million views, and was written for over 400 chapters all because you are reading this novel and this afterword.
A novel becomes a novel only when it has readers. Before you give it your warm attention, it's merely a long collection of text.
You have brought Swen, Serphina, Lunarienne, Irene, and Reika to life.
You have made all the beings in this world breathe by reading about them.

I would be truly happy to see you in my other works as well, not just this one.
...Actually, I'm already writing another work. I've been running two or more projects for quite a long time.
I'm writing a novel called "The World I Supported Was Real," and if you're interested... please give it a click. I'm doing my best to make it a choice you won't regret.

Dear readers.
Thank you for breathing life into my novel.
For a year and three months, I've spent truly happy times with you.
Each day of posting "100-100 Strategist" was a genuinely joyful and happy time for me.
I will never forget this love you've given me and this experience of running together with you throughout my writing career. I will keep it in my heart and run to the end.

Thank you for making me a writer, dear readers.
Be happy and stay healthy.

Sincerely,
2L

Ch.427 - Side Story) Chapter 426. Heroes Of Nation Building (1)
# Before We Begin

Looking at the history of the continent, our proud homeland, the Iniang Kingdom—which has enjoyed prosperity for over 500 years with no precedent—has now been called an Empire for 10 years already.

At first, many complained that this was a pointless obsession with terminology and lamented the administrative costs involved. However, contrary to their warnings, countless territory residents and nobles have perfectly adapted to this new imperial title, eagerly embracing the term "Emperor" that had disappeared from use hundreds of years ago.

The weight carried by the name "Empire" simply cannot be ignored. In summary, given our recent unexpected situation—the possibility that "another new continent might exist"—the imperial title holds importance in demonstrating our prestige to any natives who might dwell there.

Under these circumstances, I have taken up my pen to document the stories of those great individuals who established the foundation for our nation's long-lasting prosperity—the heroes who played crucial roles in building the Iniang Kingdom during that terrible period of chaos following the collapse of the once-powerful Aingart Empire 500 years ago.

Since I have relied on historical materials passed down to the present, I cannot guarantee perfect historical accuracy. However, even though magical developments have created a society where one need not read books to obtain information, I carefully write each character with the hope that these stories of heroes from 500 years ago will be passed down for generations to come.

Finally, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Yunia von Jeilant, the director of the Aingart Grand Library, for her tremendous help in writing this book. (Considering the numerous historical materials I could not have obtained without her assistance, I must acknowledge that I may need to transfer royalties to her.)

And I would also like to extend my thanks to my beloved Sophia, who has supported me both materially and emotionally while I was buried in historical research, and who has often provided great inspiration.

The author, Gernhart Al Kaski

* * *

"Ha! Haah!"

In the barracks where many people were diligently engaged in physical training, the clear voice of a woman with closed eyes resonated loudly.

"Everyone's voices are too weak! How do you expect to exert any strength like this?!"

"We're sorry... Ah...!!"

"Sorry isn't enough! Show me your dedication!"

"Yes...!"

Even though more than three months had passed since the war ended and the unified kingdom was established—
Those gathered here were still moving their bodies earnestly under the woman's stern commands.

...Yes.
They were merely moving "earnestly" in their own way.
Or rather, thinking about it, what they were doing was closer to flailing than actual movement.
It couldn't be helped. They all appeared to be pampered individuals with snow-white skin who had never received any physical training in their lives.

Not only that, but there were also several women mixed among them.
Of course, this country had a great female knight who played a major role in the continent's unification, and the general conducting the training was also a woman. Even the most powerful individual on the continent was a woman—but since men generally had physical advantages when it came to using strength, such harsh training would naturally feel more burdensome on average.

And so, as these powerless individuals were struggling and making every effort to keep up with the training—

"Deputy Tower Master!!!"

From a distance, an elegantly dressed woman in official attire came running.
The woman with closed eyes answered without even looking in that direction.

"What is it, Violet? Why are you here?"

"Well, Tifa General... I mean, Deputy Tower Master, I'm here because you're causing unnecessary trouble again!!"

The woman with closed eyes—Tifa—bristled at those words and shouted.

"Hey! What's unnecessary about this?! I'm faithfully carrying out the Tower Master's orders!"

"When did the Tower Master ever order you to conduct physical training with magic apprentices?!"

"She clearly asked me to handle magical ability training!"

"So why is that physical training?!"

"Because that's how I learned it! I told you! This is how I awakened to magic!"

After shouting at each other several times—
Eventually, Violet was the first to give in, exhausted.
Her beautiful features and now mature figure clearly proved that she was the famed beauty of the Aingart family.

"...Anyway, the Tower Master said that since this training method might not be applicable to everyone, it would be better to gather only volunteers... She could have simply issued an order given her position as Tower Master, but she said she didn't want to do that..."

"Is that so? Hmm..."

Looking at Violet sighing, Tifa fell into thought for a moment—

"Everyone, attention! If you don't like my training and want to quit right now, raise your hand!"

"......"

"Raise your hands! No one raising their hands? If you raise your hand now, I'll let you stop! Really!"

Naturally, no one dared to raise their hand—

"Violet, please check this for me. Is anyone raising their hand?"

"...No one."

"See! Despite their complaints, it's clear they're all gradually awakening to mana through my training!"

Tifa grinned and began shouting instructions again.
Violet sighed once more as she watched her.

On that day in the past.
The day when she charged toward the castle with her entire body engulfed in flames—
Tifa broke through the walls of Anel Castle single-handedly, overcoming an impossible difference in military strength.
As a consequence, Tifa lost her sight. The overwhelming power took away her freedom to see.
Since the injury came from using mana, it was impossible to heal it using mana as well.

In a situation where an ordinary person would have been completely devastated—
Tifa overcame it reasonably well. She even willingly took on the newly appointed position of Deputy Tower Master.
"If it can be of any help to the king" was her motto.

In truth.
Violet knew that Tifa wasn't the type to be discouraged by something like that—

"No matter how I look at it, this doesn't seem right."

"Hm? What did you say?"

"Nothing. Just don't push them too hard. The war is over now. Understood?"

At Violet's words, Tifa grinned and said—

"Don't worry too much. They won't die."

* * *

[Biography]

[Name: Tifa]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 79 / Strength: 87 / Intelligence: 43 / Politics: 21 / Charisma: 71]
[Childhood friend of Lunarienne Iniang, ruler of the Lunarienne forces. She spent her entire life by her side without having any children of her own.
Her tightly bound reddish-brown hair naturally evokes the image of a warrior, but surprisingly, her fame came from being a magician.
As the "second magician" to appear on the continent, she was recognized for her achievements by Lunarienne, the ruler of the unified kingdom, and became the first Deputy Tower Master of the unified kingdom.
After her death, her theory of "Magic Swordsman," which she created while blind, was reevaluated and is now accepted as one of the most common magical theories in the modern era.]

[Name: Violet von Aingart]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 51 / Strength: 23 / Intelligence: 83 / Politics: 89 / Charisma: 81]
[One of only five survivors of the former Aingart Imperial family. One of the "Three Standard-Bearers of the Lunarienne Forces" whose life was spared by Kail von Aingart.
Though she didn't play a significant role before the war, she achieved the most outstanding results among her siblings after the war.
As the de facto successor to Ginor Nighthart, the last chancellor of the Aingart Empire, she demonstrated remarkable achievements in politics.
Unlike her brother who remained single for life and her sister who passed away early, she had 3 sons and 3 daughters, making a significant contribution to ensuring the Aingart bloodline did not end.]

* * *

"Behold!"

A man with a cup full of alcohol was shouting joyfully in his drunken state.

"In the southern continent, many heroes once made their names known far and wide! Makana Karelia! Seta Roland! Aski Hesna!"
"But they couldn't become the ultimate victors! The one who survived until the end and finally established a duchy in his own name was none other than me—Navidos Ohana!"

That man—Ohana—was truly letting loose and celebrating for the first time in a long while.
And watching him—a brown-skinned woman spoke with disdain.

"It's just a duchy after all. You didn't unify the continent."

"...Look. Since I've specially bestowed the title of hero upon you, I'd appreciate if you refrained from raining on my parade on such a good day."

That woman—Hesna—snickered at Ohana's words.

"What hero? All four of us were just chess pieces. The only ones who really did anything on this continent were Serphina and Lunarienne."

"Why does that matter? I survived anyway! And established a nation! Regardless of whether it's a vassal state or whatever, I was the one who managed to keep the throne in the end!"

"Yes, yes. How wonderful for you. A vassal state in name, but in reality, you secured power by sacrificing all your military. I'm so~ jealous, really."

"Eeek...!"

Ohana pointed at her with a flushed face and shouted.

"I specially showed you grace by inviting you on this good day, and this is how you repay me! Do you not fear the name of the Grand Duke?!"

"What's so great about being a Grand Duke? I'm aiming for something higher."

"What?"

"Our new Chancellor recently announced that he's taking a concubine, right?"

"So?"

"Well, if you have the ability, you can take as many concubines as you want. I've been thinking, maybe I could provide something that the Chancellor's wives can't... Don't you think? He already has four wives and is taking a concubine, which suggests that despite his cute appearance, he has quite an appetite for women. Maybe I could use that to get closer to him? Then I'd be related to the king by marriage!"

"Ha! How amusing to see a crazy woman who doesn't know her place aiming for something so unattainable! Even if that were possible, do you think someone like you could compete with the women already surrounding the Chancellor?!"

"Why not? In a world where a bandit leader can become a Grand Duke, why couldn't I?"

Hesna looked at Ohana, then slightly ran her tongue over her lips—

"Besides... The Chancellor must be tired of always having pretty, obedient, and kind women. Wouldn't he want something more stimulating, like the mature 'taste' of an older sister who's more experienced than him? Heheheh...♥"

Ohana frowned at Hesna, broke into a cold sweat, and backed away.
There was no need to deal with such a low-class woman who was already trying to solve everything with her body.

'This is just the beginning. The great history of our Navidos Grand Duchy...!'

Although they were currently a vassal state of the Iniang Kingdom—
Someday, surely, that order would inevitably be shaken again.
How many people could have predicted that the Aingart Empire would fall?
Even if he himself died, if the flag of Navidos could spread widely in future generations—

A grand ambition he couldn't tell anyone.
Ohana clenched his fists and looked up.

'Surely... surely an opportunity will come!'

* * *

[Biography]

[Name: Navidos Ohana]
[Gender: Male]
[Leadership: 67 / Strength: 71 / Intelligence: 55 / Politics: 71 / Charisma: 32]
[Ruler of the Ohana forces. Originally a bandit leader, he seized Iekhaida Castle during the collapse of the Aingart Empire and raised his flag as a lord.
At one time, he was one of the four nations in the peaceful southern continent where war seemed unlikely.
Later, he surrendered to the Lunarienne forces and was granted the status of a Grand Duchy in exchange for offering his military. Immediately after unification, he secured the territory of the former Ohana forces, including Iekhaida Castle, established the Navidos Grand Duchy, and became its first Grand Duke.
After his death, the Navidos Grand Duchy collapsed due to the mistakes of the third Grand Duke and was bloodlessly absorbed into the Iniang Kingdom.]

[Name: Navidos Hesna]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 78 / Strength: 69 / Intelligence: 68 / Politics: 73 / Charisma: 78]
[Ruler of the Hesna forces. She was a lord who had established the Hesna forces, one of the four nations in the southern continent.
She had maintained a balance with the surrounding Roland forces, Ohana forces, and Karelia forces, but was defeated surprisingly quickly by the Lunarienne forces that appeared soon after.
She later joined the Lunarienne forces, and after some time, married Grand Duke Ohana and had two sons.
(I ask for your understanding regarding the limited information available due to insufficient historical materials—the author)]
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After the war ended, a man's voice echoed loudly through the barracks that had lost their purpose.

"Even though unification has been achieved, we cannot say that the world is completely stable yet. We must never forget how to wield our weapons! Do you understand?"

"Waaaaaah!"

The owner of the voice was the man who held the highest authority after the Grand General—the man who had escaped his fate of downfall and finally succeeded in becoming the cornerstone of the unified empire, Irian Al Kaski.

After the unification of the Iniang Kingdom.
Most soldiers had been discharged and returned to their families.
This was inevitable. Most of them weren't professional soldiers but territorial residents who had been forcibly conscripted during the chaotic times.

That's not to say there were no professional soldiers.
They had been mercenaries, well-trained elite soldiers, and members of great legions in the past—but at this moment, they were bound together under the name of the "Royal Knights," serving as the sword and shield of the Iniang royal family.

And managing this Royal Knights Order was the responsibility of Irian, who had risen to the position of First Captain of the Royal Knights.

After spending a day focused on training—
While wiping away sweat during his break time, Irian was visited by his only remaining family members.

"Brother."

"Big brother, it's been a while."

Ioline Al Kaski and Jenis Al Kaski—
Upon recognizing the two, Irian immediately stood up and greeted them.

"It's been a while, Jenis. And... it's good to see you, Lady Ioline."

"No... I told you last time. Don't use formal speech with me."

"However, even if we are family, it would be inappropriate not to use formal speech with Lady Ioline, who has become a member of the royal family—"

"...Do I use formal speech with Lady Serphina?"

"..."

Seeing Ioline with her cheeks puffed out, Irian finally let out a short sigh and straightened his posture.

"I'll let it slide this time, but you can't speak casually in official settings. That would be disrespectful to the royal family. Keep that in mind, Ioline. You're now a member of the royal family, aren't you?"

At the mention of being a member of the royal family, Ioline's face turned bright red.
Although only the date had been set and the ceremony hadn't been held yet... she was essentially already a married woman.

"You must serve the Chancellor and his wives well. Do you understand?"

"Don't worry. Even if you hadn't said so... I was planning to do that."

It was all well and good to call them the Chancellor and his wives.
Considering who these people actually were, it was impossible not to worry—

Even so, he believed his younger sister would manage well.
She had already proven her political talent on the administrative front.

"Brother. About what I mentioned before."

"About reorganizing the knights?"

"Yes. The Chancellor rejected it. He said there's no need to provoke tension when the war has only just ended."

The "other side" Jenis was referring to was the Navidos Grand Duchy, which had recently been granted full autonomy and independence.
Jenis had thought that stationing troops near the Grand Duchy's border might be a way to eliminate any unnecessary seeds of conflict that might sprout—but Chancellor Swen had rejected this idea.

"The Chancellor said we shouldn't worry too much... but I'm still concerned about the 'what ifs.' When someone you absolutely trust betrays you... the impact is devastating."

Jenis said this with a bitter smile—
Recalling the woman who had met her end by his own hand.
The foolish traitor who had killed Serphina's strategist Jena and rebelled, only to fail and return to dust...
For Jenis, it was a scene he could never forget.

Perhaps that was why?
Since then, he had difficulty trusting others easily.
Though he had quite a bright personality, war was enough to wear down one's character.

Looking at Jenis, Irian spoke in a serious tone.

"As you know, the Chancellor's judgment has never been wrong or mistaken. So I recommend you turn your attention to more productive matters. As the Third Captain of the Imperial Knights."

"...Yes. I should."

Jenis said this while looking up at the sky.
Who would have thought that the young man who called him "senior," who saved his life and his family, would become the husband of the woman who had seized the world...
Although their time as roommates had been brief, it was one of his most cherished memories.

"So, what brings you here today?"

"I have something I want to ask you, brother. Would you come this way for a moment?"

With Ioline leading the way, Irian and Jenis followed behind her.

—The three people who had been saved by that choice were certainly giving the appropriate response to that choice.

* * *

[Biography]

[Name: Irian Al Kaski]
[Gender: Male]
[Leadership: 90 / Strength: 89 / Intelligence: 81 / Politics: 79 / Charisma: 85]
[A general from the Al Kaski family, famous for their spear techniques. He served under Serphina's army before defecting to Lunarienne's forces along with Serphina.
An unparalleled hero who never betrayed her despite countless rebellions.
Currently the direct ancestor of the remaining Al Kaski family, with 3 sons and 5 daughters under his command.
It is clear that the Iniang Kingdom was able to establish a prosperous era shortly after building the unified empire because of such an outstanding general.
(This is a cold assessment with absolutely no personal bias from the writer.)]

[Name: Jenis Al Kaski]
[Gender: Male]
[Leadership: 65 / Strength: 71 / Intelligence: 61 / Politics: 75 / Charisma: 83]
[Irian Al Kaski's younger brother. Though he didn't stand out before unification, he later helped his brother as the Third Captain of the Knights.
For unknown reasons, he left this world without leaving any heirs.
(Due to lack of historical records, further evaluation is impossible.)]

[Name: Ioline Al Kaski]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 62 / Strength: 35 / Intelligence: 79 / Politics: 83 / Charisma: 89]
[The younger sister of Irian Al Kaski and Jenis Al Kaski. Chancellor Swen's only concubine.
She took care of the Chancellor and his official wives like a shadow from behind.
Since Swen has no record of taking additional concubines after Ioline, she is essentially his last wife.
Although she voluntarily chose not to have children to avoid being a burden, based on records she left behind, it is presumed that she spent her later years very happily with Swen.]

* * *

"..."

On a vast field where the wind was blowing.
A woman with differently colored eyes sat silently in a wheelchair, staring straight ahead.
The one speaking to her was her only remaining family-like friend, the one-armed strategist Anima.

"How are you feeling, Yuuri?"

"...The wind feels nice."

After the unforgettable 'Day of Destiny'—
Yuuri, who had been mute, gradually began to regain her speech.
As a result, she could now communicate without difficulty.

"How do you like your new workplace?"

"I like it. Everyone works energetically, and I like that I can do the work even with my arm not being intact..."

Anima smiled composedly and said:

"Now that the continent is unified, we won't have to do dangerous things anymore."

"Yes. Unified... indeed."

Yuuri silently looked ahead.
Anima didn't add anything more, quietly enjoying the breeze with her.

She knew everything.
That Lunarienne Iniang had unified the continent, and that Serphina and Swen had played crucial roles in the process... she knew it all.
But she didn't feel particularly deprived.

In any case, Lunarienne had... saved Yuuri in the end.
Even though she glared and showed hatred... she ultimately didn't kill her.
She had essentially forgiven Yuuri, who was practically the enemy of Swen, whom she cherished enough to marry.

She thought that a country led by such a woman might create a world far more wonderful than their own ideal.

"...Shall we go, after a long time?"

"Hm?"

"To the grave."

The grave Yuuri was talking about.
Where Emma, Erinandorf, and Epinel—or more precisely, their souls—were buried.
Although none of their comrades' remains existed there... instead, they had buried the Aishers army flag on that small hill.

"Let's do that."

Anima grabbed Yuuri's wheelchair and began to walk.

The sky, where white fluffy clouds drifted by, was clearer and higher than ever before.
A new world.
Being able to live in Lunarienne's era... for now, that alone was enough to be content.

* * *

[Biography]

[Name: Baranga Yuuri Aishers]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 65 / Strength: 56 / Intelligence: 75 / Politics: 79 / Charisma: 92]
[The ruler of the Aishers army. She quickly seized Balhart Castle as soon as the chaotic era began.
Due to her command of many talented individuals, she rapidly rose as a powerful lord likely to complete the unified empire, but lost everything in battle with Chel Brands and was miserably destroyed by Serphina's forces.
Her body was never found, and her subsequent whereabouts remain unknown.]

[Name: Anima Ingram]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 71 / Strength: 75 / Intelligence: 82 / Politics: 81 / Charisma: 65]
[The strategist of the Aishers army. She had a special relationship with Yuuri since childhood.
She made great contributions to establishing the early foundation of the Aishers army.
However, after handing over the position of national strategist to Ginor, her misguided actions greatly contributed to the downfall of the Aishers army.
Similarly, her body was never found.]

[Name: Erinandorf Arisian]
[Gender: Male]
[Leadership: 81 / Strength: 89 / Intelligence: 21 / Politics: 19 / Charisma: 43]
[One of the Three Heroes of Aishers. A warrior with exceptional strength who showed outstanding performance in the central continent.
He was the most outstanding general within the Aishers army and contributed greatly to the Aishers army's domination of the central-eastern continent in every battle.
However, he was later defeated by Chel Brands, a member of the divided Brands army, and died in battle.]

[Name: Emma Adeline]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 87 / Strength: 83 / Intelligence: 61 / Politics: 32 / Charisma: 75]
[One of the Three Heroes of Aishers. Unlike Irene who specialized in siege warfare, she showed exceptional talent in defensive warfare.
She played a major role as a member of the Aishers army but died from an epidemic that suddenly spread in the central continent.
According to unofficial history, it is said that she greatly cherished Erinandorf.]

[Name: Epinel Rosenkroz]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 90 / Strength: 81 / Intelligence: 75 / Politics: 82 / Charisma: 80]
[One of the Three Heroes of Aishers and essentially the second-in-command of the Aishers army.
She had earned Yuuri's trust to the extent that she acted as the ruler of the Aishers army in Yuuri's absence.
After the deaths of Erinandorf and Emma, she worked tirelessly for the rapidly declining Aishers army but ultimately failed to achieve her goals.
She died in battle while fighting to the end against Serphina's forces during the siege of Balhart Castle after the epidemic in the central region had passed.]
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# Chapter Translation

***

"Father. I've just returned from carrying out your orders."

"Oh, yes. Welcome back, Cecile. Thank you for your hard work. Was there any trouble?"

"Nothing like that. Rather, I'm wondering if I performed well enough..."

"Of course you did. Everyone knows how capable you've proven yourself to be."

While the head of the Lohengrin family and trading company was rumored to be an extremely strict person—
He showed a softer side to his only daughter, Cecile Lohengrin.
He couldn't help it. Even now, it was a miracle that she was still alive.

"Ah, and Father."

"Yes? What is it?"

"About what you mentioned before, please go ahead with it."

"What I mentioned before..."

"I'm talking about the national project."

At the mention of the national project, the trading company head's expression momentarily hardened.
As he remained silent, it fell to Cecile to continue speaking.

"I've been thinking, and letting go of this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for our company would not only be unprofessional as merchants but also a disservice to all our members who believe in us and help spread our name."

"...I understand that, but are you really okay with this, Cecile? Taking on a national project means our company will essentially form deep ties with the Iniang Kingdom."

"It's fine."

Cecile barely managed to swallow the tears that threatened to spill—

"This is... Iniang Kingdom's world now."

***

Back in her room, Cecile carefully gazed out the window.

Regardless of the people who had disappeared and died—the world continued to flow.
The era of chaos had ended. Everyone was praising the names of Serphina and Lunarienne who had created this grand outcome.
In reality, Lunarienne was governing with remarkable wisdom.
To be precise, it would be more accurate to say she was implementing the kind of politics that Karelia would have if she had unified the continent.
As she had felt when first meeting her... Lunarienne was a woman who resembled her now-absent lord—Karelia—in many ways.

'Lunarienne...'

"As long as peace comes to everyone, what does it matter who stands at the top?"

"Regardless of whose flag flies... if a world where everyone is happy arrives, I have nothing more to wish for."

Lunarienne.
I... may never forgive you.
But... I won't live hating you anymore.
In this situation where chaos has just ended, making poor judgments blinded by vengeance is something that Lady Karelia would never want.

'At least, I hope you maintain this initial sincerity.'

Cecile quietly left the room.
It was time to live the life of a merchant, not a civil official.

***

[Biography]

[Name: Makana Karelia]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 73 / Strength: 71 / Intelligence: 77 / Politics: 75 / Charisma: 99]
[The ruler of Karelia, which controlled one-fourth of the southern continent.
Her appearance was quite famous even among people of her time, with unofficial accounts of her deep green eyes giving an extremely benevolent impression still passed down today.
Though she loved her people and was virtuous enough to address even individual soldiers respectfully, she fell due to her weakness in making decisions, her indecisiveness, and excessive trust in certain ministers. She was ultimately defeated by Lunarienne's forces and ended her long life at that moment.]

[Name: Vanessa Trinity]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 53 / Strength: 32 / Intelligence: 92 / Politics: 74 / Charisma: 63]
[The national strategist of Karelia's forces. A cold-blooded person unmoved by emotions.
Known as "Karelia's Shadow," she made the greatest contribution to Karelia's early establishment through efficient but inhumane actions that Karelia herself could not openly perform.
However, she hastened Karelia's downfall with her own hands through excessive war preparations and a series of misjudgments.
She disappeared at the execution grounds when the old capital Madlan fell to Lunarienne's forces.]

[Name: Cecile Lohengrin]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 65 / Strength: 32 / Intelligence: 82 / Politics: 88 / Charisma: 78]
[The 3rd head of the Lohengrin Trading Company. Originally a civil official of Karelia's forces.
It is said she rose to a high position by contributing military funds to Karelia's forces.
Though reportedly having an uncomfortable relationship with Lunarienne, the founder of the Iniang Kingdom, she lived a full life and died of natural causes without suffering any particular harm.]

***

On a bright day, atop a small hill.
Against the picturesque hillside backdrop, a very modest wedding ceremony was taking place.

"Live happily!"
"You look amazing~!"
"Congratulations to both of you!"

Although the scale itself wasn't large, what did it matter?
As long as the bride and groom could smile happily, the wedding had fulfilled its purpose.
Both the groom and the bride, Farfalle, felt the same way.

"Thank you all for joining us."

Farfalle's husband was an unnamed general who had long served as a civil official in the Iniang military.
They had met as colleagues at work, and though he couldn't compare to her in fame or ability—
His sincerity had apparently appealed to her, as it was already well-known that Farfalle had been the one to propose first.

After the wedding concluded—

"Farfalle."

"Ah, you came, Lady Lynn."

Lynn of the Brands family, who had cut her hair into a short bob, handed her a bouquet.

"Congratulations on your marriage. I can't believe this day has come."

"I never thought I'd get married either. I always thought I might die commanding on the battlefield."

"What? You were preparing for death even when you worked under me? Where are your manners?"

"Well, the Brands forces at that time felt like we were standing in the middle of death itself."

After exchanging a few meaningless yet somewhat grim jokes—

"How's work? You were recently promoted and moved up to the imperial palace, right?"

"Lady Serphina treats me very well. Compared to before, she smiles much more and her expression has improved."

"Well, all the false accusations against her have been cleared."

A shocking news that had arrived a few months ago—
That it was Algot, not Serphina, who had murdered all the imperial relatives.
Apparently, several soldiers who had been in charge of Algot's security at the time and had been hiding in fear for their lives during the chaotic era had recently made a confession of conscience.
It was Algot who had summoned and killed all his siblings, and Serphina had merely taken the blame for that crime. Though this was shocking news, it didn't cause as much upheaval as one might have expected.

That was natural.
She had already seemed happy for some time.
After marrying Swen and receiving the position of minister under Lunarienne, working for everyone's benefit, she appeared to be... the happiest woman in the world.
No matter how vicious the rumors, they could no longer shake her.

"Lady Serphina is amazing too. How could she endure all that alone?"

"She wasn't alone. She had Swen... the Chancellor by her side."

"I see."

Though there were some lingering questions—
Instead of voicing them, Farfalle simply swallowed them and asked her:

"By the way, when do you plan to get married, Lady Lynn?"

"Me? I need to find someone good first. I have no plans right now. I have plenty to do as a castle lord."

Recently, Lynn had stepped down as the lord of Aingart Castle and was now in charge of Anel Castle.
It was Luna's consideration to allow her to work in her hometown.

"Is that so? I hope to hear good news soon."

"...Indeed."

Lynn answered and quietly looked up at the sky.
The sight of white clouds drifting across the blue sky was... an incredibly peaceful scene.

***

[Name: Lynn Brands]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 91 / Strength: 62 / Intelligence: 73 / Politics: 69 / Charisma: 89]
[The third daughter of Orlando Brands and the female ruler who led the Brands forces.
She once led the Brands forces, which divided the continent into three parts along with Lunarienne's southern forces and Serphina's northern forces.
Operating from the central continent, her nation came very close to unification in the early stages, but due to misjudgments and division, they failed to cross the threshold of the northern continent and surrendered to Serphina's forces.
After the chaotic era ended with the unification of Lunarienne's and Serphina's forces, she became known as a wise ruler as the lord of Anel Castle.
She never married and had no children, officially ending the Brands bloodline with her.]

[Name: Farfalle]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 71 / Strength: 28 / Intelligence: 93 / Politics: 82 / Charisma: 65]
[The national strategist of the Brands forces.
Having studied under Ginor, the last chancellor of the Aingart Empire, from a young age, she early on distinguished herself with the saying, "In the central continent, there is Farfalle."
She served Lynn until the moment the Brands forces collapsed, and after Lynn's surrender, she worked modestly as a member of Serphina's forces.
It is said she lived an ordinary life after the Iniang Kingdom ended the chaotic era.]

[Name: Chel Brands]
[Gender: Male]
[Leadership: 93 / Strength: 99 / Intelligence: 65 / Politics: 32 / Charisma: 48]
[The eldest son of Orlando Brands and Lynn Brands' older brother.
Along with Irene, he made the greatest contribution to the Brands forces' unification of the central continent, becoming widely known as "Brands' First Sword."
It is said his strength was unmatched, but since there is no record of a duel with the founding king Lunarienne, scholars generally agree that it cannot be definitively stated that he was the strongest being.
When Lynn Brands continued to fall due to endless misjudgments, he declared independence separately, but after meaninglessly depleting his national power in battle with the Aishers forces, he died heroically in the final battle against Serphina's forces.
With his death, the Chel forces were destroyed.]

[Name: Kalinz Brands]
[Gender: Male]
[Leadership: 89 / Strength: 87 / Intelligence: 71 / Politics: 69 / Charisma: 78]
[The second son of Orlando Brands, Lynn Brands' older brother and Chel Brands' younger brother.
Though he stood out the least among the three Brands siblings, his relatively cautious personality compared to his brother and sister is said to have been the biggest reason he was able to make many contributions.
After the Brands forces were defeated by the Aishers forces and began to decline rapidly, he declared independence as the Kalinz forces like his brother Chel, but surrendered to the Brands forces without leaving any notable achievements.
At the moment of surrender, he was restored to his position after taking a blade meant for Lynn from a soldier attempting to assassinate her, and even now, Anel Castle regularly holds events honoring him and Lynn.]
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# Aingart, the Capital City

In the capital city of Aingart, built on an island in the middle of a river, a rare new building had risen in this historic city where the old empire's history still lived and breathed—a place that maintained its status as the capital even in the newly established Iniang Kingdom.

Constructed on the land where the great mansion of the Al-Kaski family once stood before burning down, this structure resembled less a building and more a cylindrical tower—a unique structure difficult to find elsewhere, adding a distinctive charm to Aingart Castle.

The name Queen Lunarienne had given this building was "Magic Tower."

Meaning "Tower of Mages," it was a facility dedicated to training magicians whose identities had become clearly revealed during the chaotic times, and researching how magic could benefit the world.

The name "Tower of Mages" itself was referenced from ancient historical texts. The records clearly mentioned, albeit in just one line, that research was conducted in a cylindrical tower.

And in front of that tower—
Young people who claimed to have awakened to mana, gathered from all across the continent, stood in formation and greeted loudly:

"Welcome, Tower Master!"

The one and only master of the Magic Tower.
Although Lunarienne was the ruler of the kingdom, for magicians, there was clearly no leader comparable to Lunarienne except for the Tower Master herself.
And the woman who shouldered the position of the inaugural Tower Master—

"Ah... h-hello. I, um, th-this... ah, thank y-you."

She was frozen stiff, muttering incomprehensible words to herself.

Reika Nighthart.
Although she possessed enough magical power to become the inaugural Tower Master—
She was completely hopeless when it came to dealing with so many people.

"Please teach us again today, Tower Master!"
"I've thought of a new spell formula! Please check it just once!"

"Uh... umm."

And the one who dispersed the crowd in place of Reika, who couldn't even respond properly—

"Now, now. Everyone please calm down. I understand your academic enthusiasm is burning bright, but if you block the way, the Tower Master won't be able to pass."

"Ah... We're sorry! Please excuse our rudeness!"

Though his hair and eyebrows had turned completely white—
The task fell to an old man whose eyes still hadn't lost their strength.

"This way, Tower Master."

"Ah, yes...!"

—Creeeeak.

Only after being guided by the old man and safely entering the Tower Master's room did Reika breathe a sigh of relief.

"Th-thank you... Father."

For Reika, who had been an orphan, her only father—Ginor Nighthart—clicked his tongue while stroking his beard.

"How long must I watch over you? I think it's about time you handled things on your own."

"I'm sorry... it's just..."

Reika hung her head and couldn't say anything.
Ginor stared at her for a while... then let out a long sigh.

"It's fine. I suppose I expected too much. You're already doing well enough."

"Ah, really...? Me?"

"The day I first met you, didn't I tell you? That with your power alone, you could bring peace to the continent."

"Ah...."

Hearing those words, Reika stared blankly at her own hands.

"Without your power, we couldn't have ended the chaotic era so quickly. I think you can take pride in that much at least."

"No, that's... even without me—"

"No."

Ginor spoke in a very firm tone.

"Without you, too many things would have been impossible. There's nothing wrong with being humble, but excessive modesty can become poison—that's something you should learn."

"Ah, yes... Father."

Reika looked at Ginor as he silently gazed out the window.
In the past, she had found it somewhat difficult to talk with her father...
But after the unified kingdom was established and he stepped down from his position as Chancellor, he had been helping her more often, watching her back like this.
If anything, Reika liked it. After all, he was the one who had raised her.

"Are you taking good care of your husband?"

"Ah... Yes! I am!"

At the mention of her husband, Reika spoke with strength in her voice.

"Y-yesterday... I made a cake for him! He said what I made was the most delicious. The Lord, the Chancellor... and the Grand General and the Lady all enjoyed it...!"

"Is there still no news?"

"Huh? News...?"

"I'm obviously talking about an heir."

"!!!"

Unlike Ginor, who casually dropped the word, Reika's face turned bright red as soon as she heard "heir," and she buried her face in her hands.

"Remember this, Reika. Your husband is a man who has the continent's finest women as his wives. If you hesitate, you might miss your chance, so it's best to seize the opportunity when it comes. Understand?"

"Ah... um... I'll... try my best..."

"And."

At that moment.

"...!"

It was the first time.
The first time she had seen her father smile in front of her.

"I would like to see my grandchild before I die."

Reika stared into Ginor's eyes as he said this, and then—

"Yes!"

She stood up abruptly.

"I'll... definitely bring you good news...!"

Once again, she renewed her determination as a woman.

***

[Biography]

[Name: Reika Nighthart]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 35 / Strength: 19 / Intelligence: 94 / Politics: 76 / Charisma: 93]
[Special Ability / Outstanding Magic]
[The adopted daughter of Chancellor Ginor Nighthart and the continent's first/greatest magician.
She showed extraordinary talent even before the existence of magicians became known, and made great contributions to Serphina's forces.
When Lunarienne's forces and Serphina's forces merged to establish the Iniang Kingdom, she was appointed as the inaugural Tower Master.
Although she had countless disciples, no magician other than her could inherit the title of Grand Magician.
According to unofficial history, her actual personality was not particularly proactive.
One of the five wives of Chancellor Swen.
(For recording convenience, her maiden name is used.)]

[Name: Ginor Nighthart]
[Gender: Male]
[Special Ability / Betrayal (Sowing Discord)]
[Leadership: 47 / Strength: 23 / Intelligence: 99 / Politics: 95 / Charisma: 73]
[The last Chancellor of the Aingart Empire and the national strategist of Lunarienne's forces before unification.
After the empire split, he worked under Aishers' forces, then suddenly resigned and joined Lunarienne's forces.
Based on the fact that his adopted daughter Reika worked under Serphina's forces where Chancellor Swen stayed, rather than under Lunarienne's forces, there are opinions that his joining Lunarienne's forces was designed by the inaugural Chancellor Swen, but there is no clear evidence.
He lived to the age of 97, and it is said that he actively wrote books until the day before his death.]

***

Although the war had ended—
That didn't mean the world no longer needed soldiers.
This was especially true in the chaotic situation right after the kingdom's unification.

Small rebellions breaking out here and there.
Maintaining public order by dealing with bandit groups that formed due to poverty had become the soldiers' new main duty.
And in that process, some soldiers inevitably got injured—
And wherever those soldiers were, she always appeared.

"Everyone has worked hard."

"Welcome, Grand General."

The protagonist who received the disciplined salute was the legendary hero who had risen to the position of Grand General, the pinnacle of military officials in the Iniang Empire—Irene Juliet.
Considering the time when she was abandoned by her lord and only patrolled the outskirts of the capital city, she had essentially achieved an incredible promotion.

"How is the situation?"

"Thanks to the new medicine and support from the Magic Tower, the treatment period has definitely shortened, and the side effects have been reduced."

"I see... Lady Reika has worked hard."

Irene looked around at the resting injured soldiers and—

"I'll excuse myself for a moment."

"Yes, ma'am!"

She immediately approached each soldier one by one to offer words of encouragement.
Not just encouragement, but if there were parts she could treat herself, she would personally wrap bandages.

From Irene's perspective, she was simply continuing what she had always done—
But it was only natural that seeing someone of the Grand General's stature caring about the well-being of mere soldiers like themselves would boost the soldiers' morale.

After leaving the hospital.

'Even though unification has been achieved, as my lord said, there's still so much work to be done.'

Irene recalled the faces of Queen Lunarienne and Chancellor Serphina as they discussed matters with serious expressions.
Due to the excessive workload, it was now commonplace for the three of them, including her husband, not to return home.

'At times like this, I must remain steady and maintain the center.'

The Queen and the Chancellor, the Strategist and the Tower Master—
And even Lady Ioline who manages all household affairs.

Although Irene's "shield" had to protect five people—

'...Good.'

She was simply happy to be in a situation where she could throw herself into protecting the family who recognized and loved her.

Although she was born with the fate of sacrificing herself to protect someone other than herself...
Now, it wasn't fate but her own will to gladly become their shield.

'First, I should go see Lady Reika. She's probably trapped in the Magic Tower right now, wanting to go home but unable to.'
'And after that... I'll go see him together with Lady Reika.'

As Irene moved with these thoughts, her steps were lighter than ever before.

***

[Name: Irene Juliet]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 99 / Strength: 94 / Intelligence: 75 / Politics: 67 / Charisma: 95]
[Special Ability / Siege]
[The inaugural Grand General of the Iniang Kingdom and a general who achieved legendary military accomplishments.
She was born to assist Queen Lynn under Brands' forces, but resigned from Brands' forces following Swen, who was staying with Brands' forces at the time.
Afterward, she continued to act together with Swen, serving the same lord from Aishers' forces to Serphina's forces.
After the Iniang Kingdom was established, she helped Queen Lunarienne maintain public order in the kingdom.
She left advice to Queen Lunarienne that "threats could come from outside the continent, not just from within," which shows her excellent foresight given the current situation where a new continent has been discovered.
Many female generals still admire her for overcoming the limitations of her extremely feminine body to become an outstanding general.
She is one of the five wives of Chancellor Swen, and according to official records, she is the first wife.
Based on this, there are claims that "the Chancellor cherished Irene the most," but there is no special evidence.
(For recording convenience, her maiden name is used.)]

Ch.431 - Side Story) Chapter 430. Heroes Of Nation Building (5)
# The Capital City of Aingart Castle's Conference Room

Just a few years ago, most meetings held in this place were about taking the lives of others. But recently, the discussions had shifted to how they could make the survivors happy.

And leading these meetings was Serphina von Aingart, the Chancellor of the nation who had gained wings by setting down a crown she never wanted in the first place. Her military uniform, which she often wore during her days as Emperor, had been modified to match that of the Iniang Royal Army. It accentuated her exceptional figure in an extremely alluring way.

"...That concludes the report on the finances of the northern region, including Aingart Castle."

"Good work. Now, where is the report on tax rates?"

"Right here."

Serphina slowly read through the report handed to her by her subordinate and slightly furrowed her brow. Even with her frown, her beauty was undeniable, strongly proving that she was indeed from the Aingart family, famous for their stunning looks.

"Is it impossible to lower the tax rate any further?"

"I apologize. Since the northern region is the only area that escaped the war in the central continent, lowering the tax rate any further would place a significant burden on the national finances."

"You do know that the northern residents have cultivated barren land, don't you?"

"That's... I'm sorry."

Serphina sighed lightly and shook her head.

"No, I didn't mean to raise my voice. I should be the one apologizing. After all, we did avoid the war. ...You've worked hard. Leave the rest to me."

"Yes, Chancellor."

After the meeting concluded, Serphina let out a light sigh and resumed processing the documents piled on the table.

Queen Lunarienne was devoting all her energy to touring the entire continent and stabilizing public sentiment. Therefore, wasn't it her responsibility to take full charge of the nation's affairs?

Though the work was mountainous, it was still fine. What she was doing now wasn't taking lives but saving them. It was liberating to no longer have to examine battlefield conditions and seek more efficient ways to annihilate the enemy.

At that moment—

"Chancellor. The Grand General is here to see you."

"Tell her to come in."

Serphina smiled like starlight at the red-haired Grand General who came to see her.

"What brings you here, Irene?"

Irene bowed her head and delivered her message to Serphina.

"Chancellor, news just came in that Her Majesty the Queen will arrive ahead of schedule, likely tomorrow."

"Oh? She's moving up her schedule?"

"It seems her work was completed faster than expected, and she apparently arranged her schedule to arrive on that date."

"That date... Ah."

Upon hearing Irene's words, Serphina smiled leisurely. I see. Already... 'that day' is right around the corner. She hadn't realized it because she'd been buried in mountains of work, but time continued to flow without stopping.

"I understand. Thank you for letting me know. Irene, how are your affairs going?"

"The Royal Knights Order is progressing without any issues. I've also reached an agreement with the Tower Master regarding the establishment of the Royal Mage Corps in the near future."

"Is that so? Was there no opposition from the Tower Master? I thought from their perspective, it might seem like we're trying to take away personnel just as their research is beginning to flourish."

"There was no such issue at all. Even the mages still identify more strongly as members of the kingdom rather than as mages."

Though the world had regained peace, everyone still shared the experience of how catastrophic things could become when a nation was divided. The Tower establishing a new power base... at least by current standards, that was a distant future concern.

"Even so, we shouldn't establish a system that relies too one-sidedly. That will surely become a seed of discord in the future. You should know well that the whip alone isn't the answer to securing the mages' power for the kingdom."

"I'm merely following orders."

Looking at Irene who bowed her head, Serphina slowly approached her.

"By the way, Irene, I have something to ask you."

"What is it?"

"When will you start calling me 'sister'?"

"...!!!"

As if she had heard a completely unexpected question, Irene's face turned bright red. Serphina, not minding at all, chuckled and placed her hand on her shoulder.

"At first, I was going to call you 'elder sister.' But you asked me not to, so I said it would be fine if you called me 'sister' instead. I haven't put up any emotional walls against you, but it seems you still have them up against me, which makes me sad."

"No, that's... um... I haven't put up walls..."

Watching Irene fumble for words, Serphina smiled brightly again.

"Since we've been family for quite some time now, I'd appreciate it if you'd consider it positively. At this rate, even our husband, who only wishes for us to get along well, would feel disappointed."

"...!"

After hearing those words, Irene thought for a moment and then—

"...I understand, Chanc... Sister Serphina."

"That's right, Irene."

Serphina took hold of Irene's wrist as she called her sister—

"Let's prepare to welcome Her Majesty. Shouldn't we make that day as grand as possible?"

"Yes!"

***

[Biography]

[Name: Serphina von Aingart]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 89 / Strength: 79 / Intelligence: 93 / Politics: 91 / Charisma: 100]
[The last Emperor of the Aingart Empire and the first Chancellor of the Iniang Kingdom.
She strived to reunite the Aingart Empire, which had been divided by succession disputes.
In her time, she was known as a notorious villainess who placed the crown on her own head after killing all of her bloodline with her own hands. However, after it was revealed that this was a misunderstanding, she earned the respect of many.
As Chancellor of the Iniang Kingdom, she established the foundation that allowed the kingdom to safely maintain itself for hundreds of years after the chaos had just ended.
There has never been a Chancellor more excellent than her, and the current Serphina Castle was named to commemorate her outstanding achievements.
She was the second wife of Chancellor Swen, and is said to have been the most beautiful among the Chancellor's wives.
(For convenience of record-keeping, her maiden name is used.)]

***

A few days later, that day finally arrived.

"Thank you all for your hard work."

"Not at all, Your Majesty. It was an honor to serve you."
"I learned so much by your side, Your Majesty!"

Several soldiers were repeatedly bowing their heads to a woman with cream-colored hair dressed in casual attire. Her identity was, surprisingly, Lunarienne Iniang, the first Queen of the Iniang Kingdom and the one who unified the chaotic warring period.

Typically, a queen would be imagined sitting on a throne in a flowing dress with a dignified expression, directing everything with the tip of her finger. But Lunarienne chose to travel throughout the Garland Continent, which had just emerged from chaos, rather than secluding herself in the royal castle.

Her attire was the same simple clothing she wore when she first became the leader of the rebellion, so modest that one could hardly imagine she was royalty—let alone the Queen—just by looking at her. Not only her clothing, but the very sight of a Queen acting alongside soldiers was something unprecedented in historical records.

Her actions weren't merely for show. The territory's residents, who had just escaped from chaos, were quickly becoming captivated by the sight of their new ruler, the Queen at the pinnacle, observing their living conditions one by one and offering solutions.

Even though the unification had been achieved peacefully through the merger with Serphina's forces, there were still quite a few people who didn't acknowledge her in their hearts. This made the direction of change extremely favorable from her perspective.

"Well then, you may all return to your posts. Thank you all for your hard work!"

"Yes, Your Majesty!"
"We hope to have the opportunity to serve with you again!"

After the soldiers withdrew, three women at the pinnacle of those who received the nation's salary appeared before Lunarienne, who was left alone.

"Welcome, Your Majesty."
"We greet Your Majesty."
"Y-You've worked hard, Your Majesty...!"

Lunarienne looked at the three with a smile.

Chancellor Serphina.
Grand General Irene.
Tower Master Reika.

They were the pillars supporting this nation alongside her, people she could entrust her life to—family. For Luna, who had lost her sister early and became alone, they were like a new family, incredibly precious people.

"You've all worked hard. But... where is he?"

"If it's now... he's probably spending time on the northern hill overlooking Utiner Castle...!"

At Reika's words, Luna said in a playful tone—

"Is that so? My... he should know that today is an important day."

"He probably does, and that's why he's doing this. Despite appearances, he's quite shy."

"I wonder if that's true? Hehe..."

At Serphina's words, Luna laughed like a young girl, having put down her heavy burden. The two had now become close enough to exchange trivial jokes. Living together in the same house, serving the same husband, eating the same food... all past resentments had crumbled like sand castles long ago.

"Anyway, if you wish to go to him right away, I'll escort you."

"Yes. Please do, Lady Irene."

***

[Biography]

[Name: Lunarienne Iniang]
[Gender: Female]
[Leadership: 99 / Strength: 100 / Intelligence: 71 / Politics: 75 / Charisma: 83]
[The first Queen of the Iniang Kingdom.
The ultimate victor of the long period of chaos that began with the division of the Aingart Empire.
She had early ambitions and established a base in the central continent, but unable to overcome the limitations of a small nation, she secluded herself on the continent and built up her strength under Karelia.
Afterward, as someone to oppose Vanessa who had lost public support, she successfully led a rebellion in the Karelia army and established herself in the southern continent, occupying the continent at an unprecedented speed.
Finally, by accepting the surrender of Serphina's forces, she became the first Queen and put an end to the chaotic period with her own hands.
In her time, there was no warrior who could match her, and she was famous for her superhuman strength, never having been defeated in one-on-one combat, earning the name 'Red-Eyed Dragon' and spreading her fame far and wide.
According to unofficial history, she was the one who brought the not-yet-famous brilliant Chancellor Swen out into the world, and in the final moment, she married him and continued the legitimate line of the Iniang Kingdom.]

***

"..."

A man was silently gazing at the vast landscape. With white hair uncommon in the area and gray eyes that made it difficult to read his thoughts, he was watching the grassland swaying in the wind.

From this hill near Aingart Castle, one could capture the beautiful scenery around the middle region, including the nearby Utiner Castle, making it a kind of scenic spot.

The man was thinking: Was the decision I made then right? And is the decision I'm making now right? Despite his reputation for having the Mind's Eye that sees through everything... even he couldn't be certain about his own path ahead.

All he could do was believe that his path was right and continue moving forward as he was now. And... not regret past choices, or even if there were things to regret, to embrace them—that was the only thing he could do.

Just as he was lost in thought—

"Lord Swen-!"

At the now-familiar woman's voice, the man turned his head. And what filled his eyes were... the beings who had made him give up his world and choose this one. The women he loved.

"...Your Majesty? Have you finished your work already?"

At the man's words, Luna nodded with a smile.

"Yes! Since today is a special day... I wanted to finish in time for this day somehow."

"A special day?"

"I heard from Lady Iolline, but... are you pretending not to know, or do you truly not know?"
"Ah, hahaha... I-I thought Lord Swen might have forgotten since he's so busy...!"
"It makes my heart ache a little that he doesn't take care of himself that much."

"Huh? What do you mean...?"

The women looked at the confused man and then, in unison—

"Happy birthday!"
"H-Happy birthday...!"
"I wish to congratulate you on your birthday...!"
"Happy birthday, Swen."

—Pop!
With Reika's light 'firework magic' shot for celebration, the man finally seemed to grasp the situation and nodded.

"Ah... that's right? Come to think of it, it is my birthday?"

"Did you truly not know?"

"I've just been busy lately. Thank you. I didn't expect to be celebrated like this..."

"Until now, spending time celebrating birthdays was a luxury."

And so, toward the slightly dumbfounded man, the women each extended their hands and said:

"Come, Lord Swen! Lady Iolline has prepared delicious food. Let's all go eat together!"
"A-After dinner... I'll make you a cake...!"
"Tonight, I shall... personally wash your back. Supporting you by your side is also one of my duties..."
"Tonight, I'll make it a time you'll never forget, Swen."

And—

"Alright."

—Swen took their hands.

***

[Biography]

[Name: Swen ■■■■■■■■]
[Gender: Male]
[Leadership: 61 / Strength: 13 / Intelligence: 100 / Politics: 54 / Charisma: 100]
[The first Chancellor of the Iniang Kingdom and the Queen's husband.
He appeared early in the chaotic period and was active as the 'White-Haired Magician' with his outstanding abilities.
Though not actually a magician, he repeatedly pulled the nations he belonged to out of the abyss of destruction with his mysterious abilities that were close to magic.
In the end, he served as the national strategist under Serphina's forces, and after Serphina's forces surrendered to Lunarienne's forces, he laid the foundation for the Iniang Kingdom together with Chancellor Serphina as the first Chancellor.
As a strategist with the 'Mind's Eye,' legendary stories remain in records that his advice was never wrong.
Later generations worship him as a kind of god who never once spoke incorrectly.
Due to his legendary achievements, some scholars recently doubt whether he was a real historical figure, but because there is so much evidence remaining, including the tomb where he is buried, they are classified as a minority in academic circles.
He had four wives and one concubine, and it is said that he lived his entire life surrounded by women's love.]

***

'What's this?'

The student reading the history book scratched the back of his head and thought.

'The surname after Chancellor Swen's name... isn't it too blurry to see clearly?'

As if it had been soaked in water, the text was smudged and unreadable. He thought about cross-referencing with other materials, but it was too late for that.

'Well, spending too much time on this would be tiring, so I'll just read up to here for now.'

The student closed the book. History could be looked up anytime, and what was important to him now was not the records of the past but the coming tomorrow.

"I guess I'll go to sleep now."

He turned off the lantern and went to bed. Even this moment of reviewing past glories was becoming history as time flowed on.

-The End-
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