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      Prologue


      Haggard breathing echoed throughout the dark, dense forest as a man sprinted eastward. Even though he had already confirmed no one was pursuing him, he made sure not to use any form of light on the off chance someone still was following him. Using light in that kind of darkness would alert the enemy to his presence, putting a target on his back. That meant he would need to keep running.


      Simply put, it was a suicide run.


      On Earth, monsters, no longer mere beasts, roamed. The man wasn’t an amateur, so he was capable of fighting. Though, one couldn’t deny that his chances of victory were low in a forest in the middle of the night.


      While the man had a higher chance of succeeding than an ordinary person because he knew martial thaumaturgy, he could not match a monster’s physical build and strength. There was only one way for humans, the weaker beings, to balance out the difference. That was to have more individuals in combat. The strong went alone, whereas the weak favored numbers.


      It was the natural law and an effective choice when fighting for one’s life.


      However, it’s a little hard for me to pick that option right now, thought the man.


      He would be safer with more people, but that would also mean he’d stand out more. When the man thought about the secret message he had tucked away in his clothes, he really didn’t want to stand out.


      Bringing a party might also end up stirring the monsters in the forest, which I’d like to avoid.


      Of course, the monsters wouldn’t do anything if they viewed the group of humans as a threat. But they might see them as food. Or they might see them as intruders in their domain. It all depended on how the monsters in the forest would react. The man would also have to factor in each member’s stamina and strength and move accordingly. While he could get rid of any dropouts or deserters, it wouldn’t be without sacrifice.


      It’s better to be alone when avoiding an attack and to be in a group when expecting an attack.


      Either way, the risk was never zero. It all depended on what possibility he focused on and what he decided didn’t matter.


      After giving the situation plenty of thought, he had made a break for it on his own through the dark forest.


      Of course, just running only gives me a smaller chance of actually getting out of here.


      No matter his choice, he was still a renowned spy from the Kingdom of Xarooda and faced a life-threatening gamble. In other words, he had bet on his life. The odds weren’t in his favor, and he knew that well enough.


      If he could have refused the mission, he would have—that was his thought.


      Regardless, I have to get this secret letter to them.


      The man instinctively reached into his breast pocket to check if the letter was still there. He held important documents that would influence the Kingdom of Xarooda’s future. Although it was mere paper, it was more important than the man’s life.


      The documents entrusted to him by Joshua Belares contained delicate and significant information about King Julianus I’s critical condition. That included the O’ltormea Empire’s invasion.


      Even though Earth had limited communication methods, neighboring countries were aware that unique intelligence was enough to sway the fate of the country in question. There were many spies in Xarooda’s capital city, Peripheria. It wouldn’t be long before the whole western continent heard the news.


      But if I can get this information to this person a day or two earlier, maybe we can still have hope. 


      Delivering the information ahead of the surrounding countries might have changed nothing. In reality, it wouldn’t change anything. But if the man could get it to the person in mind even one minute earlier, then Xarooda’s luck might change for the better.


      The chances for that were like how one wouldn’t know what a die had rolled until it stopped. That thought and wish kept pushing him forward.


      He continued running through the forest, pushing plants out of his way, choosing his steps carefully so he didn’t lose his balance and fall on a rock. His eyes were well-adjusted to the dark, but he also relied on the slivers of moonlight throughout the trees to guide him.


      The man didn’t know how long he had been running through the forest. Counting back from when he had first set foot in the forest yesterday morning, more than a day had passed. During that time, he hadn’t taken a proper break from running. While he had a well-trained body from working as a spy and strengthened it with martial thaumaturgy, he was close to reaching his limit.
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      Yet it appeared the gods respected his willingness to die. The man spotted a pale light through the trees.


      I made it... I have the gods to thank. 


      The view, once blocked by trees, began to open up. Just then, the man looked at the sky and sighed deeply at the moon’s pale glow.


      Also visible in the moonlight was the incredible sight of the outer castle wall of Rhoadseria’s capital city, Pireas. An artist would have felt inclined to bring out their brushes, or a photographer might have taken out their camera and searched for the perfect spot to capture the scene. Moreover, a poet would have wanted to write about it.


      But one needed to have room in their heart to appreciate the beauty of something. The striking appearance of Pireas from the small hill he stood on did nothing to stir the man’s heart.


      I’ve made it this far... Just a little more to go, thought the man as he continued running east. Once again, he was on his way to drive out the danger heading toward his home country.




      Although late at night, four figures stirred inside a room at Count Salzberg’s manor. One was a young man considered the new supreme ruler of the Kingdom of Rhoadseria. Beside him on both sides stood female twins with golden and silver hair who followed him around like his shadow.


      Before the three of them stood an uninvited visitor, one who had suddenly appeared late into the night. Ryoma Mikoshiba turned pale as the secret envoy, who had run day and night from Xarooda, relayed his message.


      “His Majesty Julianus is in critical condition? And O’ltormea has advanced on Xarooda?” asked Ryoma in an unusually panicked manner. The young man was normally calm and collected. At least, the twins standing near the wall had never seen Ryoma so shocked the whole time they had known him. In a way, that made sense.


      O’ltormea invading plus the king of Xarooda becoming ill were both something that could completely change the state of affairs within the kingdom. It was like an information bomb. If they had happened simultaneously, the prerequisites for Ryoma’s strategies would also change.


      Basically, Ryoma’s plans to seize the Kingdom of Rhoadseria and further develop the Wortenia archduchy would be altered drastically. It made sense that the Malfist sisters, who were closest to Ryoma, wanted to cross-examine the secret envoy and learn more about the situation. As assistants to their master, they wouldn’t be able to support him if they couldn’t get any more information.


      But the situation the secret envoy spoke of required haste. Naturally, one’s human nature would make them want to gain insight about what was happening. Yet, the Malfist sisters did not attempt to question him further. They understood that if they were to say anything unnecessary, it might hinder their beloved master’s train of thought. The man who had brought the devastating news understood that too.


      While the man held back his fervent desire to save his country from its wretched situation, he remained kneeling, waiting for Ryoma’s annoyance to subside.


      Ryoma turned to his thoughts as the gazes of those around him focused elsewhere.


      Laura and Sara were right to wake me after hearing he was a secret envoy sent by Mr. Joshua.


      It was past two in the morning. Ryoma had already retired to bed until Lara and Sara had awoken him because they had received a report from the guards on night watch. He was a little disgruntled, but that irritation and displeasure had already faded.


      A specific question now occupied his mind.


      Although they’re both out of my control, these things happening at once is intriguing.


      Ryoma couldn’t hide his surprise and panic over this news, especially as he was so close to ensuring the extinction of Viscount Romaine’s house and finally tightening his control over the nobles of the Kingdom of Rhoadseria. Still, he had no time to think about questions with indiscernible answers.


      He let out a huge sigh as he put his feelings behind him.


      “So, what else did Mr. Joshua say? Did he give you any more information?” asked Ryoma.


      The man retrieved the letter from his breast pocket and handed it to Ryoma.


      “I see you brought a letter. Let’s have a look at the seal. It hasn’t been tampered with...”


      The wax seal bore the Belares crest—a hawk—and was in perfect condition. Someone had used endowed thaumaturgy to set the seal, meaning no one could see the contents of the letter unless they used a special device to open it. If one were to force it open, the letter would simply burst into flames and fade away.


      This kind of information management matches or even exceeds that of modern society. Gotta hand it to them. 


      Ryoma opened a drawer in his desk and took out a single paper knife. He then swiftly peeled off the sealing wax with the knife.


      I removed it with no issue, which means that this is indeed from Joshua Belares.


      While the secret envoy said they were from Xarooda, a slight chance of him working for a different country existed. However, the paper knife that Ryoma had received from Joshua when he left Xarooda after being there on a previous mission as reinforcements dispelled any worry about that. As Ryoma was a strategist, he was more careful than others when dealing with such information.


      Nothing is more troubling than information which you can’t grasp the truth about, thought Ryoma, looking over the letter from Joshua. I see. It’s just as the envoy says.


      He clicked his tongue. The letter spoke about how the O’ltormea Empire had amassed troops at Xarooda’s border and that Joshua had headed to the front line in order to deal with the situation. It also mentioned that Joshua had received urgent news from Peripheria while preparing the defenses. King Julianus I had collapsed, so Joshua had to return to the capital in a hurry.


      When Joshua returned to the capital, the O’ltormea Empire announced they would one-sidedly abandon the ceasefire. Then they invaded Xarooda. Interesting.
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      Even Ryoma knew that the O’ltormea Empire, which had long thirsted for control of the western continent, wouldn’t honor the ceasefire for long. Their invasion had only stopped because Ryoma burned down their supply fort, cutting off the supply line. That caused Shardina, who led the invasion, to agree to a ceasefire once she had realized the situation was no longer favorable. It was always a temporary agreement and didn’t mean that the O’ltormea Empire had given up on Xarooda.


      They would obviously invade again once they had gathered more supplies and soldiers.


      But this is too soon. I had predicted they would postpone it by at least another two to three years.


      Certainly, his prediction was simply a prediction—there was no saying it would be correct. It didn’t matter if other famous generals from the western continent shared that prediction. That included Joshua Belares, known as the Hawk; Helena Steiner, the Ivory Goddess of War; and Ecclesia Marinelle, the Whirlwind. At that moment, he had to confirm more relevant things.


      Ryoma went through them one by one.


      “As far as I know, His Majesty Julianus was old yet full of vigor and vitality. He didn’t seem to have any health concerns. Had he suddenly become ill?” Considering his age, it wasn’t entirely surprising for Julianus I to be in a critical condition.


      But the man shook his head in response to Ryoma’s question.


      “He suddenly coughed up blood during a meal, then fell unconscious. Lord Joshua confirmed with a doctor from the imperial court that there had been no concerns with His Majesty’s condition before. It seems his cough resulted from overworking. He still had his appetite,” said the man, expressing anguish and doubt.


      Even this man doesn’t entirely accept that explanation. And if Julianus wasn’t suffering from a severe illness, then...


      There might have been a sudden epidemic. In that kind of situation, even young people could fall ill and suddenly die. Considering the state of hygiene on Earth, it was a natural outcome. Not to mention, it wouldn’t be strange for someone of Julianus’s age.


      The average lifespan for Japanese males is around eighty years old. I never asked His Majesty Julianus’s age, but I want to say he was around seventy. Considering the level of medical care here is nowhere near that of Japan’s, it really wouldn’t be strange that he suddenly got sick, mused Ryoma.


      It needn’t be so surprising. Humans could die at any time, after all. Julianus I was simply reaching the end of his life. Regardless, that wasn’t a satisfying conclusion.


      That’s just how it goes. All I can say is, it’s incredibly bad luck, but... Is it even possible to have such unlucky timing?


      One would have to be incredibly unlucky to coincidentally have O’ltormea invade and have Julianus I fall ill at the same time.


      Even if there were concerns about his health, just like Joshua had written in his letter, they weren’t that serious. It matches up with what the envoy said. He really did face sickness, which is very sudden. O’ltormea making a move is almost too perfect... That leaves one conclusion...


      At this point, one couldn’t put those thoughts into words.


      I don’t have enough evidence.


      That was probably the same reason the man kneeling before him was vague with his choice of words.


      Well, there’s not much reason for me to put a lot of thought into it now. Of course, we do not need to address the issue as soon as possible. Joshua wrote in his letter that Xarooda was already looking into it. I cannot do much and should probably focus on what comes after. 


      Ryoma focused on how to deal with the situation rather than look for the culprit.


      The question is, do we send reinforcements to Xarooda? If we don’t, can they withstand O’ltormea’s attack? Probably not. Joshua’s letter mentioned that the enemy had over two hundred thousand men. Should that be true...


      The face of a woman appeared in Ryoma’s mind.


      Shardina Eisenheit.


      She was the daughter of O’ltormea’s emperor, Lionel Eisenheit, and the empire’s pride as the princess general.


      And she came prepared this time.


      Ryoma had predicted O’ltormea’s second invasion from the beginning. That was why Joshua Belares had taken the initiative in preparing for it, with Ryoma helping where he could. So hearing the news that the O’ltormea Empire had begun their invasion wasn’t that worrying.


      After all, Joshua Belares, son of Arios Belares, was spearheading Xarooda’s forces as their general.


      In a previous war with the O’ltormean Empire, Shardina Eisenheit led a strategy which put the Kingdom of Xarooda in a precarious situation. Only the dangerous counterattack Arios Belares and his elite troops—collectively known as Xarooda’s Guardian Deities—carried out had saved the nation at the cost of their lives.


      Despite having no choice, the loss of the nation’s hero—their guardian deity—as well as his seasoned troops was massive. Said deaths lay heavy in the minds of Xarooda’s citizens.


      As a result, their feeling of hostility and hatred toward the O’ltormea Empire was incomparable.


      In addition to the warriors’ willingness to fight, Ryoma had revitalized the trade routes by working with Simone Christof, meaning Xarooda now had a lot of economic leeway.


      We turned the devotion of the nationals into military strength. 
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