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      Prologue

      The light of dawn chased away the darkness, lighting up the mountain ridges. Dietrich Künitz filled his lungs with the cool air of daybreak and shivered slightly. The wind blowing across the deck made his overcoat flap. There were no obstacles to the wind here, so it only had him to buffet.

      “This really was too much for a whim...”

      The levitating ship he was on was a winged boat that flew through the air instead of sliding over water. Though things were fine if they skimmed the surface, the higher up they got in the air, the colder it got. And the upper deck got the worst of it.

      He’d woken up early for some reason, and now he was regretting his decision to come out here instead of going back to sleep.

      “Oh well, it’s too late now. Still, I’m getting tired of this scenery... The Great Bocuse Forest is all the same.”

      The light of dawn slowly illuminated the forest under him. The scenery reaching Dietrich’s eyes was nothing but an endless sea of trees.

      The Great Bocuse Forest was a monster’s paradise—a place that rejected human activity. It had once made a meal of a great number of knights, and entering it had been forbidden to the denizens of the Kingdom of Fremmevilla ever since.

      “The boss said he encountered them near the edges of the forest. Is this it?”

      The undulations of the dense, thick vegetation hid faraway peaks from view, making it look as if the forest was truly endless.

      “He fought and fell here. Is our tiny knight captain...alive?”

      The levitating ship he was on—Izumo, flagship of the Order of the Silver Phoenix—had come to the forest previously as part of an advance scouting team for the second expedition.

      They’d encountered a powerful, unknown enemy then and were forced to retreat, losing their knight captain, Ernesti, and his aide, Adeltrude, in the process.

      Dietrich hadn’t participated in that fight. It was already past, but he couldn’t help but think he could have prevented this had he been there. He shook his head to get rid of those thoughts. They hadn’t returned to this forest to look backwards.

      “But with this much forest, it’s going to be backbreaking searching for that tiny knight captain.” Despite his words, Dietrich was smiling slightly.

      At the end of a battle with bug-type monsters that spawned acid clouds, Ernesti and Ikaruga had fallen, with Adeltrude chasing after him.

      Finding just two people in such a large expanse of dangerous forest would be nearly impossible. Even so, for some reason, Dietrich didn’t actually think it was.

      “Wheeew... The wind really is strong! I guess I should go back to the bridge now... Huh?” He turned around to go back inside as he spoke, but he suddenly stopped. His senses as a skilled knight runner were telling him that there was something within the daybreak light.

      Indeed, in the faintly wavering light, there was a small black shadow. Something was flying over the great forest.

      It wasn’t a windine-style silhouette knight. Such a machine would have magisgraph lights flickering on and off. Nor was it a levitating ship. All of their ships were behind Izumo. So the only remaining option was...

      Dietrich’s expression turned into a bold smile. “What hard-working monsters. But this is perfect. If those really are what I suspect they are, that means we weren’t wrong!”

      He dashed back inside the ship. A busy day for the Order of the Silver Phoenix was about to begin.

      ◆

      This was the borderline, when nocturnal beasts were returning to their abodes and diurnal beasts were waking up. A large shadow loomed during this time, right after daybreak when the world was just getting lighter. Its thin wings glowed with a rainbow light, and it looked like a beetle.

      “To think we would be forced to use kratovastias. Approaching from the sky... What troublesome invaders.”

      There were figures sending the things off—astragali, humanoids large enough to rival monsters. One stood head and shoulders above the rest. His five eyes swiveled around as he spat that line out.

      “Nothing can rival us on the ground. However, those who swim through the air are hard to fight. Just like the kratovastias used to be.” A four-eyed giant behind him nodded seriously.

      The five-eyed giant’s mouth twisted in displeasure. “I know. That is why we handed this role to the beasts.”

      The other giants nodded in agreement before quickly tilting their heads.

      “However, we are sending out fewer kratovastias than before,” the four-eyed giant said.

      “What our Marga is saying is that we have yet to replenish those that were lost in the previous battle.”
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