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      The dark-armored demons continued to charge forward, raising fierce war cries as they surged over the battlefield that was now stained black with blood. Any person of sound mind would surely turn away from the horror, and some with weaker spirits might even faint on the spot. Yet those responsible for this carnage showed neither joy in killing their enemies nor pity for the wounded soldiers writhing in pain. All that remained within them was a steely, coldhearted resolve to kill. To Ryoma Mikoshiba, the leader of these demons, the enemy soldiers screaming around him were as worthless as stones on the roadside. He viewed them as nothing more than weeds obstructing a hunter’s path, easily removed without a second thought. His mind focused solely on finding and hunting his prey. The coalition forces did not merely stand idle and watch the march of this dark army, but any resistance they put up was ultimately in vain. Then the critical moment arrived. The bloodstained blade of the katana named Kikoku swung toward Bruno Accordo, whistling through the air.


      This is bad!


      Bruno’s mind went blank. All he could see was the deadly glimmer of the blade coming at him. But his battle instincts took over, moving his body on its own. Without thinking, he raised his beloved war hammer above his head to block the attack. The harsh clang of metal echoed across the battlefield as a sharp pain jolted through Bruno’s right arm. Kikoku’s deadly edge cleanly sliced off the head of his weapon.


      The pain snapped Bruno back to reality.


      “Damn... Blocked it, did you?”


      Ryoma clicked his tongue in irritation and swung his sword at Bruno again. This time, Bruno was not content to stay on the defensive. He discarded the broken war hammer, drew his sword, and braced himself to counter.


      “MIKOSHIBAAAA!”


      Bruno roared with rage as the two warriors clashed, a shower of red sparks erupting between them. His hatred for Ryoma burned fierce; this was his chance to settle a deep-seated grudge. But their duel was abruptly interrupted. The coalition soldiers, though shaken, mustered enough courage to throw themselves between the two combatants, forming a human shield around Bruno.


      “Fall back, sir!”


      “Lord Bruno, this way!”


      “Send a message to the rear! Have them come to support us!”


      “Surround the enemy and cut them down!”


      Among the shouted orders, the soldiers dragged Bruno’s massive frame back into the safety of their ranks. With their leader under attack and his life in peril, the soldiers had rallied, like rebooting a frozen machine by restarting it. This scene also demonstrated the unwavering loyalty that Bruno Accordo inspired among the coalition troops.


      Seeing the coalition forces rallying, Ryoma Mikoshiba quickly decided to retreat.


      “This is enough for now,” muttered Ryoma reluctantly.


      Instead of focusing on the image of Bruno surrounded by soldiers, Ryoma’s mind painted an entirely different picture.


      “I see... As expected of Bruno Accordo, renowned as the mightiest general of the Kingdom of Brittantia! Remarkably, you were able to fend off our charge—a strategy worthy of the title Man-Eating Bear! Out of respect for your tactics, I shall withdraw for now.”


      Those words were clearly detached from the truth.


      Bruno’s command had not repelled Ryoma’s charge with any extraordinary brilliance. But such facts were irrelevant. The one who controlled this battlefield was none other than Ryoma Mikoshiba. Even the whitest object would be painted as black when the ruler declared it.


      “Well then, until we meet again! I look forward to seeing you on the battlefield!”


      With that triumphant proclamation, Ryoma spurred his horse westward. The black-clad demons, who had accompanied his charge on the main camp, trailed him like shadows. Their flawless formation left the allied soldiers frozen, unable to give chase.


      None attempted to stop the retreat of the Mikoshiba Grand Duchy’s army. They instinctively understood that any rash action would result in their lives being mercilessly snuffed out.


      While Ryoma could still kill Bruno if willing to accept casualties, doing so wouldn’t be worth the losses. For now, he calculated it was wiser to withdraw than to risk unnecessary sacrifices. This decision brought a satisfied nod from his companion, Ecclesia, who rode up alongside him.


      “So, leaving General Accordo alive will make driving a wedge between Brittantia and Tarja easier? No, it’s more accurate to say that you’ve injected them with a deadly poison.” Looking up at the twin-headed snake crest that symbolized Mikoshiba’s army, she continued, “I see. Letting General Accordo live today might benefit us in the long run.”


      “Indeed,” Ryoma replied with a slight smirk. “When Raul Giordano dies but Bruno Accordo survives, it will surely leave a deep rift between Brittantia and Tarja. Although I could have taken his head here, leaving him alive creates a more valuable result—a poison of distrust that will only spread over time.”


      That poison would seep into the very fabric of the kingdoms, a more valuable victory than claiming Bruno’s head.


      “As you left, you even were shouting praise in his direction,” Ecclesia noted. “You really are terrifying, Lord Ryoma... To have calculated so far ahead in that brief instant.”


      Ryoma merely chuckled. “Well, let him take it as a compliment.”


      As Ryoma and his forces pulled back, Ecclesia asked, “What will you do next? I understand we’ll withdraw to Rhoadseria for now, but...”


      “Yes,” said Ryoma, nodding. “But first, we’ll head to the fortress city of Heraklion. Bringing the entire army to the capital of Pireas might complicate future operations.”


      “So, Heraklion, the key stronghold of southern Rhoadseria?”


      With a thoughtful expression, Ryoma added, “Given the political turmoil in the Kingdom of Myest and the possibility of betrayal from one of their famed three generals, Alexis Duran, I must reconsider our plans.”


      Even a man of Ryoma’s considerable foresight couldn’t have predicted all the complex turns of recent events. Ecclesia nodded in agreement. She, too, found it hard to believe that her former colleague and hero of the Kingdom of Myest had betrayed their cause.


      For now, what I need most is time to think.


      As Ryoma pondered this, he noticed a group kicking up dust in the distance, drawing closer with the flag of House Mikoshiba raised high. His face softened with a smile.


      “Finally, they’ve joined us,” he said.


      The five thousand troops he had assigned to the Malfist sisters before parting ways at Jermuk had arrived.


      This signaled the end of the campaign that had begun as a mission to aid the Kingdom of Myest. But little did Ryoma know that among the approaching soldiers were unexpected guests whose presence would soon bring another twist to his plans.
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      Prologue


      The Kingdom of Myest was one of the countries in the eastern part of the western continent. It was also the home of Pherzaad, one of the biggest trading cities within the continent that dealt primarily with the central and southern nations. Meanwhile, the capital of Myest, Endesia, boasted of its strong financial power through its scale and tenacity. The streets were always constantly bustling with traveling merchants and visitors.


      The destinations of the travelers, as well as the secrets they held close to their hearts, varied from one person to the other. Some merchants formed caravans, their hearts filled with hopes and calculated plans as they looked for good deals. Certain adventurers and mercenaries traveled the continent looking for their latest prey. Among them were prisoners running from their crimes and former nobles who had lost everything they owned due to political power struggles. However, it was undeniable that there was an exception to everything, as per the rules of the world.


      That day, the Kingdom of Myest’s army, having swelled to over one hundred and fifty thousand soldiers, advanced south along the roads toward the fortress city of Jermuk. It was just past midday, and the sun radiated warmth across the land. A calm gust of wind scattered vivid green leaves that covered the stone-paved road, creating a picturesque scene. However, a massive army was advancing, kicking up clouds of dust. The peaceful atmosphere completely vanished, and the sight of the marching army accompanied by countless military flags stirred the soul.


      The man leading the army was one of the three most respected generals within the Kingdom of Myest, and the one referred to as the strongest: Alexis Duran. That said, he wasn’t without his worries as a person leading such a grand army.


      Our numbers have grown more than originally planned, which is good, but what am I to do now? 


      Such thoughts crossed Alexis Duran’s mind. When they left Endesia, they had about one hundred thirty thousand troops. Due to the influence of the nobles who owned the southern territories within Myest, their army had swelled to more than one hundred and fifty thousand men. Usually, having such an influx of soldiers wouldn’t be a bad thing, though if General Duran had made a slight miscalculation, it wasn’t good either. Having the soldiers’ numbers rise from one hundred thirty thousand soldiers to one hundred fifty thousand meant that the ration consumption they had planned for was now closer to 1.2 times the original estimate. Plus, there was always the possibility that even more reinforcements might appear.


      Since the southern nobles are all joining the campaign, I can see our numbers growing, but I can’t see them reducing at all. 


      Of course, General Duran had accounted for the possibility of unexpected developments when procuring supplies, so it was unlikely that anything would go wrong immediately.


      But even so, it’s not an issue I can simply overlook. 


      Regardless of how it was done, General Duran would need to procure more supplies by buying them from merchants or having them sent from the military reserves within the royal capital.


      Not to mention that every time the nobles join in our march, they always seek to meet with me directly, mused General Duran, understanding the nobles’ intentions. After all, there is no one else they can depend on other than me... The death of King Phillip, which resulted from the recent attack on the royal capital of Endesia, and the appointment of Owen Spiegel, the king’s half brother and former chancellor, as the new king—it all must have come as a complete shock to many living in the Kingdom of Myest.


      Every time the nobles joined the army, General Duran had to meet with them and express his gratitude, which slowed down the army’s progress on their march.


      Regardless, the nobles joining the army did so to show allegiance to the newly appointed King Owen. If they are helping to maintain the troops’ morale, I have to treat them with care. 


      General Duran’s presence was an emotional pillar to those still reeling from King Phillip’s death and Owen Spiegel’s appointment. The name Alexis Duran had that much power to it. But while he had a notable reputation, it still had its limits.


      Considering everything that happened right after the king was assassinated, the soldiers’ morale has been higher than expected... However, there is no doubt that the soldiers probably harbor some unease.


      The soldiers Duran was leading were originally headed to the fortress city of Jermuk to assist in the siege and fight against the Brittantia-Tarja alliance. Although a rumor circulated that the northern Myest nobles had colluded with the southern kingdoms to facilitate the recent attack on Endesia, few people actually believed it. No one had denied the rumors, but there was a sense of suspicion among the populace.


      After all, there were hardly any reasons for the northern nobles to attack Phillip. 


      That was not to say that the northern nobles didn’t have plans to assassinate Phillip, seeing as he was tightening his grip on the nobles. The nobles held more influence than the royal family and Phillip had wanted to increase the royal family’s control within the country.


      Most nobles desired to have autonomy over the regions they owned. It made sense they considered it a natural right and duty of the nobles. But from the point of view of the state, it was nothing other than the height of inefficiency. 


      Phillip implemented numerous measures to limit the nobles’ authority, meaning the idea of the northern nobles orchestrating an assassination of Phillip wasn’t such a far-fetched idea.


      However, it’s also true that the idea lacks some degree of persuasiveness. 


      After all, that applied to the nobles within the nation. The soldiers understood those various points of doubt and also went along with it. This was likely due to the fame and power of Alexis Duran, as well as the presence of the nobles.


      The nobles’ participation in this plan visibly demonstrates the righteousness of it, thought General Duran. It had gone exactly how he had planned. Even that has its limits, though, so urgent action is needed.


      Although their loyal service made it appear that the flames had been extinguished, the fire of doubt still burned within the soldiers’ hearts. The longer it smoldered, the more likely it was to develop into a roaring inferno.


      I need to rid them of their doubts... And to do that, we need to present them with a scapegoat they will accept. 


      The problem was, who would act as that scapegoat?


      Right now, the two suitable candidates I can think of are Ryoma Mikoshiba and Ecclesia Marinelle. Cassandra Hellner, who had made no attempt to leave Pherzaad, is also an option.


      Of course, they weren’t the ones behind the king’s death at all. The one who orchestrated the series of plots was Tomohiro Kusuda, acting under the orders of Akitake Sudou. Since Sudou was merely acting in the interest of the Organization, if they were to question who ultimately bore the responsibility, it would fall to someone among the elders, who were the effective rulers of the Organization.


      The one who had actually killed Phillip in order to usurp the throne was Owen Spiegel, although Alexis Duran had spurred him on in the first place and set events in motion. Attempts to blame either Ryoma Mikoshiba or Ecclesia Marinelle would fail. However, it would take a thorough investigation to uncover that reality. In cases like this, sometimes the truth wasn’t that important.


      Of course, we need to weave a plausible story. 


      In summary, General Duran needed to come up with a cover story that would convince the people living within the Kingdom of Myest. He had already thought up another possibility.


      Well, this is only if Owen Spiegel takes the throne from the former King Phillip. The future isn’t set in stone.


      The other option was turning the plan completely around. If push came to shove, General Duran wouldn’t hesitate to choose that option.


      However, if I do choose that, it would invite a lot of misfortune in his direction...


      General Duran felt no sense of obligation or attachment strong enough to make him want to wholeheartedly support Owen. If the current situation threatened the interests of the Organization, General Duran would not hesitate to pin Owen as the mastermind behind the king’s assassination and cast him out. To Alexis Duran, the new king was nothing more than a pawn. The preparations for everything were already in place, all based on intricate calculations. He was a man well-versed in planning and strategy.


      In the past one hundred to two hundred battles that Alexis had claimed victory in, over half of them could be credited to his strategies. It was more accurate to describe him as someone who sat behind the front lines controlling the tide of battle rather than a ferocious general, swinging his spear on the battlefield and accumulating his victories that way. However, even a general like him sometimes faced unforeseen situations.


      The soldiers’ march suddenly stopped.


      Huh? Did something happen on the front line? General Duran slightly cocked his head in confusion before turning to the person closest to him. He then asked, “What’s happened? The march has stopped. Did something happen?”


      “I’m not quite sure... Please wait a moment. We’re trying to figure out what happened,” said Dennis, who ran toward the front line.


      Alexis Duran knew sending a subordinate to investigate would be quicker than going himself. As he watched Dennis run, he began to ponder what could have caused them to stop.


      I don’t think we’re under attack... If we were, I’d hear the shouts and clash of swords, but it’s too quiet for that. Plus, we’re in an unsuitable location for an ambush. I can’t imagine any enemies would attack us here.


      While General Duran couldn’t entirely discount the possibility of thieves or monsters attacking, there were no thieves—or monsters—stupid enough to attack such a large army. Outside of that, there weren’t any other obvious reasons for the march to suddenly come to a stop.


      Unless...


      Several possibilities crossed Duran’s mind, only to then fade away. The most likely explanation was that a carriage had broken down, or maybe a pregnant woman had gone into labor.


      But if that were the case, we’d have plenty of ways to deal with it.


      If an axle or wheel had broken on the carriage, one of the military engineers or blacksmiths would be able to fix it, and the soldiers could move the carriage to the side of the road. If a woman were pregnant or ill, General Duran would have someone ride a horse to town and fetch a doctor or arrange for someone to take her to a doctor. An urgent situation would require the doctors who were part of the army to see them. Regardless of how they handled it, the situation would be settled easily. Depending on the personality of the commanding officer of the leading unit, they might simply ignore someone crying before them and carry on marching.


      A noble might pose an issue, but the only people who could stop a marching army would be either a commoner or a nomadic adventurer. Depending on the circumstance, the person holding them up might face punishment, and no one would criticize such a decision.


      Such an incident in the modern world would become a huge scandal... I remember someone saying they now use something called social networking services.


      It had been around a half-century since Alexis Duran was summoned to Earth from Rearth. As the saying goes, “Ten years feels like a lifetime.” The Rearth that Duran once lived on now existed only in memory and history. However, that didn’t mean he lacked any knowledge of the present.


      I have lots of opportunities to hear about it from the people who join the Organization.


      There was no lack of people being summoned from Rearth to Earth. The catalysts required for the rituals had become more difficult to obtain in recent years, so the frequency of summonings had decreased, but only slightly. The decrease was purely due to practical factors and didn’t indicate a ban on or a decline of interest in the use of the summoning rituals.


      According to an estimate by the Organization, which may or may not have been reliable, more than a thousand people from Rearth were summoned to this hell each year.


      In addition, some unlucky individuals find themselves trapped in naturally occurring distortions of space-time and end up in this world.
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