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      Prologue


      The continent of Setterlund—a vast swathe of land inhabited by people and magic beasts, better known as monsters.


      This continent is split vertically down the middle by the Auvinier Mountain Range. The western side is packed densely with human countries, which people refer to as the Occidents. Meanwhile, the eastern side is occupied by only a single human country that shares its space with the Great Borcuse Forest, a territory of monsters. This country, the Kingdom of Fremmevilla, serves as both shield and sword for the rest of humanity.


      At the foot of the Auvinier Mountains lay a city containing Fremmevilla Kingdom’s greatest academic institute: Laihiala Academy City. Right by this city lay the base of the Order of the Silver Phoenix, Fort Orvesius.


      Actually, it wasn’t quite geared for battle enough to be called a fort; the inside was basically one big workshop. The spacious parking area was occupied by the order’s various silhouette knights, all lined up. There were the machines of the first company led by a pure white knight, the machines of the second company led by a crimson knight, and the centaur knights of the third company. Behind all of those units, representing strength few in Fremmevilla Kingdom had access to, stood the knight captain’s machine—an armored warrior with six arms and two hearts.


      These were silhouette knights, humanoid weapons that usually stood about ten meters tall. These knights of steel that were made to fight against monsters looked like exquisite statues as long as they didn’t move and, when arrayed in neat lines as they were, seemed like mere decoration. However, that had nothing to do with the furious activity that was going on at the silhouette knights’ feet. The perpetrators of this activity were knightsmiths, people charged with the knights’ maintenance. They ran around carrying raw materials and tools, going every which way in their machines shaped like suits of armor—silhouette gears—in a hurry to complete their work. One person in particular was going around shouting orders at those knightsmiths. His muscular build and rugged features, along with his magnificent beard, marked him as a dwarf.


      “Jeez, seriously? So many of our silhouette knights are selfish little whelps.”


      The dwarf complained with a wry smile as he windmilled his arms around in an attempt to loosen up. For a certain reason, the Order of the Silver Phoenix boasted the most unique lineup of silhouette knights in the entire kingdom. Every different machine was powerful, but the maintenance needed to preserve that strength took a lot of time and effort. Naturally, that meant the knightsmiths had a lot of work to do.


      “Boss! We’re done with maintenance on the Tzenndrimbles’ legs! We changed out all the crystal tissue.”


      “Got it, good work. It sounds like our next outing will be quite the long trek, after all. We need to pay special attention to the Tzenndrimbles’ legs.”


      The man who was shouting orders—David Hepken—nodded in satisfaction after receiving his subordinate’s report. He was the chief of the Order of the Silver Phoenix’s knightsmith contingent, and his nickname of “Boss” had followed him from his school days, brought along by the other knightsmiths who had known him for a long time. He himself was used to it, and in truth he was in fact the boss when it came to the order’s foundry, so the nickname stood.


      “Booooss, we’ve finished the maintenance on the machines’ armor and equipment load.”


      “Got it. Nice work, Li’l Bat. That should take care of almost everything.”


      After the report from David’s subordinate came a younger dwarven boy. His name was Batson Termonen, and he was a somewhat strange knightsmith who was more familiar with silhouette gears than silhouette knights.


      The boss proceeded to field many more reports of things being finished. The Order of the Silver Phoenix’s equipment was truly diverse, from silhouette knights to silhouette gears, and even carriages that were towed around by the Tzenndrimbles. Trying to perform maintenance on all of it at once was a rather large undertaking.


      “So we’re finally ready. Right, this is shaping up to be a pretty lively trip. You guys better put your backs into it!”


      The boss, smiling in satisfaction, spoke to put some fire in the bellies of his people, to which the other knightsmiths all raised their hands and cheered. Behind them, the steel knights stood silently, but they seemed like they were shining with pride.


      ◆


      Meanwhile, as for what the knight captain of the Order of the Silver Phoenix, Ernesti Echevalier, was doing... He was not in Fort Orvesius. He was at his home located in Laihiala Academy City, spending time with his childhood friends.


      “Uhhh... We’re pretty much done packing now, I think.” Ernie emerged from his room hugging a too-large piece of luggage in both hands.


      Archid Alter tilted his head, puzzled. “Didn’t we leave our luggage over at the fort? Are you really planning to take all that stuff with you?”


      “Almost all of it’s my design notes for silhouette knights, tools for drawing schematics, and textbooks.”


      “Ahhh... Yeah... I don’t think we’ll have a leisurely enough trip to allow any of that, but whatever.”


      Even though they were about to sortie, it seemed Ernie was planning to take all his usual things with him. It was so like him that even Kid was astounded.


      “Now wait a second, Ernie. Are you sure you aren’t forgetting anything? Do you have your silhouette knight with you?” That was when Ernie’s mother, Selestina Echevalier, jogged after him.


      Listening to their conversation from the outside, one could tell that there was something off about this mother-and-child dynamic. Kid, who was actually listening, couldn’t help but pratfall.


      “Yes, of course! This is a big chance, so I’m having the order do thorough maintenance. The plan is to meet up with them later, since we’re all going together.”


      “That’s reassuring. Ernie... It’s going to be lonely here while you’re gone, so be careful not to get hurt out there. I wish you the best at your work!” Tina sorrowfully hugged Ernie in parting, and the boy returned the hug before nodding confidently.


      “I will! It’s going to be a pretty long trip, so you should take care of yourself too, mother. I’ll bring back lots of souvenirs from the other side, so look forward to it!”


      Ernie’s father, Matthias Echevalier, appeared behind Tina with a chuckle and a wry smile. “I don’t really care about souvenirs, myself, but... I just wanted to say that working hard is important, but you’d best make sure you come back safe.”


      His son was usually rather laid-back, but tended to do the most ridiculous things every once in a while, so he couldn’t stop feeling a vague sense of danger. The boy had the ability to get through any scrape, but as a parent Matthias couldn’t help but be worried. He mussed with Ernie’s hair as Tina turned to the twins who were with her son.


      “Addy, Kid, you two should be careful too. And take care of Ernie for me, please.”


      “We will! Leave Ernie to me, Tina! As the captain’s aide, I’ll do my work perfectly!” With that, Adeltrude “Addy” Alter put her hands on her hips and proudly puffed out her chest.


      “I’m pretty sure Ernie’s going to be fine no matter what happens, but sure, got it.” Kid shrugged noncommittally.


      Neither of them said anything about the fact that if Ernie were to go off the rails, the two of them were likely to be right there with him.


      “Then let’s be off! First we need to head for the capital and meet up with the order!”


      Now that their goodbyes were complete, Ernie ran off energetically, still hugging his luggage. The twins ran after him, and his parents saw them off. They didn’t go back inside until the children’s lively figures disappeared into the distance.


      ◆


      It was the year 1281 O.C. With the onset of early summer, the weather was pleasantly warm.


      Emris Jeijer Fremmevilla, second in line for the throne of Fremmevilla Kingdom, took large strides down a hallway of Schreiber Castle, located in the center of Fremmevilla Kingdom’s capital of Konkaanen. His large and solid figure was in a great hurry, and as he proceeded down the passageway, he slammed open a door in his way as if he was just about to kick it down.


      “DAD!” he yelled. “I mean...Your Majesty. I’m going to head for the Kuscheperka Kingdom! You know the reason, I know you do!”


      They were in the space set aside for people to have an audience with the king, otherwise known as an audience chamber. In the rear of the spacious chamber sat the king, Leotamus Haalce Fremmevilla, on his throne. He let out a probably resigned sigh as he waved his hand, motioning for the shocked people around him to leave the two of them alone.


      “Good grief... So you heard. Wait just a second, you fool. I’m pretty sure I know the answer already, but I’ll ask just in case: why do you suddenly want to go to Kuscheperka?”


      As always, Emris was completely unaware of how much his father grieved over his son’s ignorance of etiquette. He raised a clenched fist and yelled, “The answer is obvious! I won’t let you say that you don’t know already, dad. Kuscheperka Kingdom... Aunt Martina’s country... It’s being invaded!!!”


      Seeing the second prince shout so passionately, King Leotamus grumbled somewhat resignedly, “Agh, I knew this would happen. This is exactly why I tried to keep it a secret. Where in the world did you hear about this from? Emris...we haven’t received any sort of request from them. What reason would you give for intruding on their battles?”


      “Why would I need a reason?! My aunt, my blood, is there! Going to save her is only natural—that should be enough!”


      Leotamus understandably groaned. “Right. But I can’t give you any forces. Did you forget? It’s true that our country has quite the number of silhouette knights, but they exist to maintain our large amount of territory and protect our people. I won’t send them off to foreign lands so trivially.”


      With how sizable the kingdom was, Fremmevilla could be counted among the largest countries of all humanity. Thanks to the kingdom’s rather remote position, the countless number of monsters across the nation was a significant problem. In order to preserve the peace, a large number of silhouette knights had to be constantly available. Knowing that, Emris, who had charged in on pure momentum, couldn’t help but gum up. Though he had a tendency to be impulsive and thoughtless, he was a fundamentally chivalrous man. He wasn’t the type of person who would put many people in danger to save his aunt. That was why what he said next was likely inevitable.


      “I see... I get it... Then I’ll go and save her myself! You have no objections to that, right?!”


      Since Emris tended to act very quickly upon deciding on a course of action, he had already turned around to leave. Leotamus reflexively brought his hand up to his forehead, feeling a headache coming on as he shouted after his son.


      “And what do you expect to be able to accomplish by yourself?”


      “I don’t know! But...she took care of me for a long time. There’s no way I could leave her alone to her fate!”


      Leotamus forced himself to maintain his calm as he narrowed his eyes. “So, Emris Jeijer Fremmevilla... Are you saying you will go off to make war in another country with that name? I know you know what such an action would mean.”


      As if struck by lightning, Emris stopped on the spot. “W-Well...”


      “I’m sure you aren’t that foolish. My little sister is already there—what do you think would happen if I let my son go there as well? It might be taken as a declaration of war.”


      “But that doesn’t mean—! Right, Kuscheperka Kingdom is directly west of us across the Auvinier Mountains. If they’re being invaded, that might mean we’ll be next! We should lend them our strength before that happens...”


      “You might be right. But that doesn’t mean you should go and give our enemies an excuse to do it before they even need a pretext. The actions of a king are the actions of the entire nation. That goes for those in the line of succession as well. So knowing that, answer me, Emris. Are you prepared to involve the citizens of this kingdom because of your own selfish decisions?”


      Emris was silent for a while, but his feelings were obvious as his body shook and he clenched his fist so tight it drew blood.


      “Then, Your Majesty...dad...are you saying that you’re going to leave my aunt to die?!”


      “Of course not.”


      Because the king’s answer was so flippant in contrast to the flow of the conversation up until now, Emris was taken aback and was a little late to respond.


      “You wouldn’t be able to accomplish anything by going on your own. If you want to lend significance to your efforts, then you need a corresponding amount of strength. I can’t move much of our country’s fighting power, but that just means we need a small force that is the equal of thousands on their own...”


      A certain knight order popped up in the back of Emris’s mind. Out of the many orders in Fremmevilla Kingdom, they were the most likely candidate to have that power. He reflexively tried to say the name, but at that moment, they appeared in front of the king.


      “My apologies for our late arrival, Your Majesty. The Order of the Silver Phoenix has prepared all three of our companies for sortie and they are mustered here.”


      Ernesti appeared in the audience chamber with Kid and Addy in tow, politely taking a knee in reverence. Seeing Emris, the embodiment of the unconventional, lost for words, Leotamus bit back a throaty laugh that threatened to come up with a smug “Gotcha!”


      “Are you unsatisfied, Emris? You know their strength. They have brought low both a behemoth and a queen shellcase—our strongest knight order, who have saved our country several times over.”


      Emris scratched his head, the disappointed look still on his face. “I know that very well, but... Didn’t you just say that you wouldn’t interfere so that the country could keep its hands clean?”


      “Yes, exactly. That is why you must avoid mentioning the name ‘Fremmevilla’ as much as possible while on the other side, Emris. Act like you have nothing to do with our country, and you will give no one just cause to invade us.”


      Emris crumbled to the floor with a thud, the power leaving him. Even though his own forte lay in high-handed and brute-force methods, he found this shockingly blunt.


      “Dad... Isn’t that, like...just a bold-faced lie?”


      “No. In this case, the one who makes the first claim wins. Listen here, Emris, it’ll all work out if you just force people to accept the story as truth.” Leotamus cleared his throat and resumed his serious expression before continuing, “Our country is currently trying to step forward into the future as one. We can’t afford interruptions from ‘behind’ us, which this latest fuss is threatening to be. We need them to quiet down peacefully. And you see, peace means balance. Kuscheperka is a famous large country in the west. Allowing them to be ravaged would be out of the question. Well, that, and I must ask you to take care of my idiot of a son, Order of the Silver Phoenix.”


      “Understood. The Order of the Silver Phoenix has received and accepts your royal decree,” Ernie said.


      Beside them, Emris had been wondering what he should say this entire time, but it seemed he gave up and deemed it as too much trouble, as he simply started to walk off.


      “Okay, whatever! It’ll be reassuring to have you all with me. Let’s go, Order of the Silver Phoenix!”


      The king shouted after him as he left, “You would do well to witness what war is like. The times are changing. No longer will we be able to merely sit back and pay attention to monsters. Also, make sure to save Martina... I’m counting on you.”


      Emris turned slightly to give his father a confident nod.


      ◆


      Just like all the other cities in Fremmevilla Kingdom, the capital, Konkaanen, was surrounded by sturdy walls. In front of its west gate, which was gigantic so silhouette knights could pass through, the Order of the Silver Phoenix had mustered with full resources.


      The core of the force were the order’s prided centaur knights, the Tzenndrimbles, which made up the third company. The Tzenndrimbles were connected to carriages, allowing them to exhibit incredible transport capabilities. They were perfect for long sorties, which was why the order had made such thorough preparations. On top of the carriages were kneeling silhouette knights—Kardetolles, the cutting edge of mass-produced units. These belonged to the first and second companies.


      Of course, there were more than just silhouette knights present. There were also regular horse-drawn carts, packed with the food and supplies needed to repair and maintain silhouette knights. All of it together made for quite a large group.


      “This is shaping up to be a pretty big thing, huh?” Helvi Olbarri, commander of the third company, sounded impressed as she looked around the gathering.


      “Saving a friendly country might sound good on paper, but we’re basically going to war, after all,” replied Edgar C. Blanche, commander of the first company. “There’s a lot we’ll need.”


      Up until now, the Order of the Silver Phoenix had been asked to travel all over the place thanks to their forces’ high mobility and strength. However, all of that had still been within the confines of the country, and they had been able to rely on supplies and support being on hand wherever they went. Now, they would be far more weighed down with a need to bring a lot of matériel on this expedition—a first for the order.


      “We don’t know what’s happened on the other side. It looks like that’s a big reason for all this too. Now then, you two, our venerable captain is here. It’s time for us to load up and ship out.”


      That was when Dietrich Künitz, commander of the second company, appeared. He then moved on to pass the message around further. The members of the order, who up until then had been spending their time leisurely, quickly returned to their stations.


      Ernie, with Emris in tow, appeared and passed through the gates. Emris saw the Order of the Silver Phoenix with their full loadouts and was reminded of the incident that was colloquially known as the Shellcase Calamity. On top of a peculiar carriage being towed by two Tzenndrimbles was a flashy silhouette knight that reflected the sunlight thanks to its golden color.


      “Oh, Goldleo... The time has come for you to show your full power, for my aunt’s sake.”


      Emris looked up at Goldleo, full of emotion, as Ernie slipped by him to get out in front of the knight order and turn around. At some point, everyone there had gathered and were looking to him.


      “Your Highness. Your orders, please.”


      “Awwwright, Order of the Silver Phoenix! In order to save my aunt, quell the fires of war, and send the idiots who started this war flying along the way, we shall sally forth!”


      In a lot of ways, Emris’s briefing had been far too violent, and the members of the order who had been standing at attention couldn’t help but crumble in a united pratfall. Emris paid them no mind as he clenched his fist and thrust it forward. “Our enemies are not monsters! I don’t know what kind of hardships we’ll face. But with all our strength combined, I’m sure we’ll triumph!”


      “Okay! Well then, everyone, let’s get psyched up and head off to ‘war’!” Ernie’s smile was somehow warm and happy, as if he were looking forward to this, as he wrapped things up with that rather vicious line.


      The order roared, which was followed by the shrill cry of silhouette knights.


      And thus the Order of the Silver Phoenix took their first steps into the storm blowing through the Occidents. This would be the first campaign perpetrated by the Kingdom of Fremmevilla since its founding; it marked the beginning of a period that would go down in Setterlund’s history, one involving both the east and the west.

    

  

  
    
      Part 7: Grand Storm of the West Arc


      Chapter 29: Beginning of the Black Storm


      The earth was dyed black. A cold black with a dull shine. A hard, heavy, metallic black. The responsible party was giant knights armored in black steel—silhouette knights. It was a massive group of them, large enough to give the impression that they were blanketing the earth, arranged in neat lines.


      Here was the capital of one of the greatest countries of the Occidents, known far and wide: the Jaloudek Kingdom. The center of the city was occupied by a massive and magnificent palace, in front of which was a wide outdoor space paved with stone. A balcony jutted out of the front of the palace, from which a person could see the entire space that was currently covered by a carpet of black steel.


      There were several figures on the balcony: two men and a woman. They had been imperiously gazing over the pitch-black knights, but soon enough one of the young men stepped forward. He looked to be in his midtwenties, and he gave off a very masculine impression.


      In response to the man stepping forward, the giants’ hearts quieted down a bit from their previous low buzz. This meant their ether reactors’ intakes were being suppressed, and their crystal tissue lay completely still. The space fell silent, as if everything present had died. Looking down at the black knights, frozen like statues, the young man nodded in satisfaction before speaking in a calm voice. There must have been some device at work, as his voice carried easily to every corner of the area.


      “Brave men of the Black Knights, the pride of our country, and of the Occidents. I feel moved to be able to witness this day, and this time.”


      The speaker, Carlitos Enden Jaloudek, first son of King Bardomelo Bilt Jaloudek, stopped to gaze around the area. Though his eyes were usually nearly closed—long and narrow eyes that belied his clever nature—they were wide-open now, as he made his strong proclamations to the gathered crowd.


      “As you all know, our king and my father, His Majesty King Bardomelo, is bedridden from disease. Our lands have been split, taken from us by despicable rebels long ago in the time of our ancestors. And now, on the eve of our attempt to reclaim them, he cannot be with us! It is too much for me to imagine how mortified father must have felt at this. We must carry on his will!”


      Thunk, thunk! The silhouette knights rapped their weapons on the ground, showing their wordless approval.


      Carlitos’s satisfaction flashed across his face before he continued, “In times long past, this western land had only one country, under one king. I’m sure you’ve all heard that the name of that country was Fadar-Abahden. The nations that stand today...our Jaloudek Kingdom, Kuscheperka Kingdom, the Confederation of Lokahl, and the isolated Eleven Flags... All of them are but dregs, split off from that great nation.”


      A sense of zeal started to overtake the man’s words, and his gestures were becoming more exaggerated. All of that was being aimed directly toward the black steel knights in front of him.


      “Fadar-Abahden was an ideal country—its power so great that it could exterminate monsters! However, thanks to the fires of ambitions nurtured by fools, this paradise was put to the flame. How wretched! But I tell you now, we, the Kingdom of Jaloudek, are that great country’s rightful successors, the ones who have inherited its blood. We have a duty to wipe away my father’s regret!”


      Matching the timing of when the man swung his arm up, the black silhouette knights all revved up their hearts at once. The knights revived from statues to soldiers in black steel as they stomped the ground and banged on their shields, cheering at their leader’s speech. The sounds were made in perfect coordination, and they reverberated through the stone-paved plaza to shake the earth in all directions.


      Carlitos once again raised his arms to still the intimidating commotion. The swarm of steel quickly quieted down.


      “The time is now.”


      While his utterance was quiet, it was somehow still filled with a zealous heat that seeped into the hearts of all who listened. Each one of the knight runners piloting the machines of black steel had, at some point, become carried away by this passion as they stared at their holomonitors in rapt attention.
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      “The great country of the past, Fadar-Abahden, was ripped apart by a multitude of regrets. But the time has come to return all to its unified state once again, under our banner!”


      The knights’ singular cry combined with the roar of their charges’ ether reactors to shake the very air. At this point, no one was able to tell what anyone was saying. But the wild fervor was able to burn through it all and drive the people into a mad frenzy.


      “You Black Knights will muster all your forces and take back our rightful lands! March, soldiers!”


      Carlitos ruled as his father’s regent. His words were the words of Jaloudek’s king, Bardomelo. Though there was no way the knight runners in their large silhouette knights would refuse such an order, whipped up into a conquering fervor by his words as they were. They immediately set forth, shaking the land as they did.


      ◆


      It was the year 1281 O.C. Along with the arrival of spring, Jaloudek Kingdom declared war on its neighbor, the Confederation of Lokahl. A week after that declaration, the armies of Jaloudek—of which the Black Knights, the Bronze Claw Knights, and the Copper Fang Knights made the larger part (a total of six hundred units)—marched across the border.


      What followed was an all-out war waged by the Occidents’ largest national army. The curtains had been raised on the conflict that, in later generations, would be referred to as the Grand Storm of the West.


      ◆


      “To think that the Confederation of Lokahl wouldn’t even last a month...”


      The location was Kuscheperka Kingdom’s capital, Dervankhul. Inside the palace situated at the center of the city, there lay an audience chamber that was especially large. The throne was decorated with delicate carvings, and upon it sat the king, Augusti Valio Kuscheperka, muttering bitterly.


      The reason for the deep creases in his brow lay in the report that had just come in, originating from their western border this morning. The report stated, in direct terms, that the Confederation of Lokahl had been destroyed. Kuscheperka Kingdom had been tracking Jaloudek Kingdom’s actions ever since the nation had declared war, and the speed of their victory had been far greater than any expectations.


      “The Confederation of Lokahl is just a collection of small nations in the end. The difference in power between them and Jaloudek has always been clear... Still, they should have had many years of experience at protecting themselves.”


      “According to the report, Jaloudek fights through simple brute force. They flattened their enemy without any strategy of note.”


      “So Jaloudek has that much power. No matter how large a country they are, that’s...”


      King Augusti listened to all the lords gathered in the audience chamber without a single change of expression. The two greatest nations of the Occidents were the Jaloudek Kingdom and Kuscheperka Kingdom. Neither nation bordered the other, as the Confederation of Lokahl lay between them. Lokahl was small enough that it seemed like it would collapse if either major power blew on it, but it had survived for so long because it had effectively served as a buffer zone.


      Still, they’d done their best as a confederation, banding together to become more than the sum of their parts and using the tensions between their neighbors to check the other. They had been quite cunning.


      “So that means something happened in Jaloudek. Their strength suddenly spiked somehow, reviving the flames of their ambition.”


      King Augusti’s muttered conclusion had the assembled lords giving each other looks. They hadn’t had the opportunity to look into the reason for this spike. Furthermore, that wasn’t the only question that was worrying them. There had been no reports of the Jaloudekian army stopping after the Confederation of Lokahl was crushed. In fact, the reports said the exact opposite.


      “So they are going to wage war against us immediately after a preceding war on another nation, though a small one. No matter how much power they have now, this seems a little too heavy-handed.”


      Setting the confederation aside, Kuscheperka Kingdom should have been a formidable enemy to Jaloudek Kingdom, given their similar sizes. It could be said that the west had been stable all this time because even a nation of Jaloudek’s size found it impossible to wage war against Lokahl and Kuscheperka in quick succession. That meant some change big enough to overturn that assumption had occurred within Jaloudek.


      In a corner of King Augusti’s mind, a doubt sprang forth—would Kuscheperka be in danger as long as they didn’t know what that change was? Though this doubt was impossible to ignore, he nevertheless could not show weakness as king.


      “At any rate, since they are aiming for a war regardless, we must push them back.”


      The king’s determination had the gathered nobles nodding in tense agreement. From among them, the nobles with territories in Kuscheperka’s western reaches were especially pale. Before long, their lands would be facing the oncoming tides of Jaloudek Kingdom’s Black Knights.


      “Hurry and gather our forces at the Shield Trider. Teach those invaders of their hubris, and the downfall that comes with it.”


      Shield Trider—the defensive line that stretched along Kuscheperka Kingdom’s western border. This group of fortresses promised absolute protection to Kuscheperka, and they would use it to intercept the Jaloudekian army. The nobles received the king’s order to follow this fundamentally solid strategy and hurried to fulfill it.


      Still, Jaloudek should know of Shield Trider, given how famous it is in the Occidents. Up until now, no matter how many numbers they gathered, they’ve proved unable to breach it. Does that mean they have the confidence to do so now? Augusti thought privately as he watched the nobles scatter to their duties.


      With a smothering haze in his heart that would not go away, his gaze then fixed in space, as if he could see through the palace’s walls far off to the west, where sturdier and even larger walls stood.


      ◆


      Having destroyed the Confederation of Lokahl in the blink of an eye, Jaloudek’s army kept that momentum going and immediately marched upon the Kingdom of Kuscheperka’s borders.


      An area of smooth terrain called the Vastor Plains lay on Kuscheperka’s western border, the one shared with the Confederation of Lokahl. Because it was so open, the area was perfect for armies to march through, which also made it a real problem to defend. To solve this, Kuscheperka had leveraged its strength to construct an immense bastion across it. This fortification was one of the pieces that formed Shield Trider, and it was named Shield Yuxia, the first shield.


      Its walls stood several times taller than a silhouette knight and were extremely tough. Behind them stood an entire fortified city. With all this, Shield Yuxia’s defenses were so strong it could withstand an assault from a full thousand silhouette knights and not take any significant damage.


      In the face of such an impregnable fortress that put the power of the great nation of Kuscheperka on full display, Jaloudek’s army was spread out in their silhouette knights. Both sides were holding nothing in reserve right from the start.


      Amid the massive Jaloudek formation that dyed the plains black, a man watched the giant stone walls that broke apart the scenery as he spoke.


      “This truly lives up its reputation as one of the legendary three fortresses. Though it stands as my enemy, I have to give its impregnability praise,” the man said.


      “Hmph,” scoffed another younger man. “It just shows how afraid they are, all holed up in there for fear their land will be taken.”


      The younger man who’d just spoken looked a lot like Jaloudek’s first prince, Carlitos. Yet he was somewhat younger still and had an unconcealable arrogance to him. His name was Cristobal Haslo Jaloudek, and as his name implied, he was Carlitos’s younger brother, making him Jaloudek’s second prince.


      The man who’d spoken first, who stood beside the prince, was older and possessed a brawny build. His name was Dorotheo Maldness. He had no standing in the knight orders and was instead here as Cristobal’s military advisor.


      While both armies were glaring at each other across the distance, feeling the tension of the situation, these two men were evaluating the fortifications as if they were merely making small talk. They could clearly see that the Kuscheperkan army was constructing a defensive position in front of the fortress. Even with Shield Yuxia’s famed toughness, it would eventually fall if it were to sustain a continued assault. The Kuscheperkan army couldn’t just sit inside the walls and allow that to happen.


      Cristobal smiled a brutal, vicious smile, not unlike a predator about to jump on its prey.


      “So the other side decided to set up a forward defense. It’s exactly as you expected, Your Highness,” Dorotheo said.


      “The result of half-assed educations, I’m sure. Isn’t that just sad?” Cristobal mused. “Now then, we could just continue to sit and glare at each other, but...it would be unpleasant to make them think that we’re hesitating. Let’s start off with a bit of war to see how things go.”


      “As you will, sir.”


      The prince’s order was put into action the next day. As the sun rose, the Jaloudekian army started to advance. Neat lines of knights in black steel moved forward, spurred on by the sounds of trumpets and war drums. The army was formed up into a multitude of ranks that marched forward in silence. To the Kuscheperkan side, it looked like a huge black wall closing in on them.


      The Kuscheperkan knight runners watched their enemy advance from inside their Lesvants—Kuscheperka’s mass-produced silhouette knight model—and gulped.


      “So those are Jaloudek’s new silhouette knights... They’re huge...”


      The enemy silhouette knights were indeed very large. Their new, cutting-edge silhouette knight, the Tyrantor, was an entire head taller than a Lesvant. Tyrantors boasted both staggeringly thick armor and an unbelievable amount of strength, quite literally swelling up with power almost to the point of bursting.


      Seeing the Jaloudekian army on the move, the Kuscheperkan army quickly responded. They started with long-ranged attacks from atop Shield Yuxia. This came in the form of a rain of boulders launched from catapults. These missiles would have been able to crush a Lesvant, shield and all, but Tyrantors were easily able to withstand their force and bat them aside just by holding up their shields.


      Just how powerful are these new silhouette knights from Jaloudek? the Kuscheperkan fighters thought, shivering even harder now that they realized the boulders were having little to no effect.


      Eventually, the Jaloudekian army advanced far enough to be within range of silhouette arms fire. Immediately, both sides started to attack each other with spellfire, which changed the terrain around them. The Tyrantors simultaneously continued to approach the Kuscheperkan army’s forward defensive point. Because there was danger of friendly fire at that distance, the catapults stopped their barrage of boulders.


      The Tyrantors threw aside their shields and charged in for close combat. The sounds of clashing blades rang over the simple defensive position that had been built in front of Shield Yuxia.


      “Ugh, what the hell... They’re so tough! My weapons aren’t working!” one of the Kuscheperkan knight runners yelled.


      “Damn it, my sword... It just bounces off! Gwaaarghh?!” yelped another.


      The battle didn’t take long—it was far more one-sided than anyone had expected. The Tyrantors had proved to be invincible on the field.


      Their unparalleled armor was able to easily turn aside any attacks from a Lesvant’s sword, and their unmatchable strength allowed their heavy maces to pulverize said Lesvants with a single swing. And because the black silhouette knights marched in such densely packed formations, the Kuscheperkan army had no recourse; they were utterly smashed and scattered.


      The Jaloudekian army’s new model was far more powerful and dangerous than King Augusti had feared. There had been no marked difference between the two nations’ silhouette knights previously. That meant Jaloudek must have undergone a serious technological revolution recently, though that knowledge wouldn’t prove to be any solace to the Kuscheperkan soldiers being slaughtered.


      “Damn those Jaloudek bastards... They’re already here!” a Kuscheperkan soldier swore.


      “At this rate, the forward point won’t hold... Fall back!” their leader ordered. “We’ll defend from atop Shield Yuxia’s walls!”


      A few hours later, the Vastor Plains were a barren land of nothing but black armor or red fire. Wrecked Lesvants were strewn across the ground, with only enough black knight corpses to count on one’s hands. The Kuscheperkan army had been dealt a painful, one-sided blow and were forced to retreat. Luckily, the Jaloudekian army’s prided Tyrantors paid the price for their heavy armor and high strength in mobility. They were unable to chase down the retreating Kuscheperkan army, and their enemies were narrowly able to evade the ends of the Tyrantors’ heavy maces.


      Kuscheperka’s soldiers, meanwhile, were anxious to the brink of despair as they looked at the enemy army large enough to bury the plains under them from inside the absolute walls of Shield Yuxia. Jaloudek’s new model had exhibited overwhelming strength, and in front of the tidal wave of black, it was a question of when, not if, the walls would fall, despite how famously impregnable they were. For the first time, Kuscheperkan soldiers doubted the safety of Shield Yuxia’s defenses. A fast horse was immediately sent to the capital. The rider was carrying a report of their dire situation, carrying the hopes of all the soldiers left behind.


      ◆


      The Jaloudekian army did not hurry as they moved up to the base of the fortress and prepared for a siege. Compared to the Kuscheperkans’ agitation, their actions seemed so indifferent to the situation that it actually felt creepy to the defenders. There was no passion or will to corner them to be felt, nor was there the impatience of a predator right in front of its prey.


      In the midst of this, Cristobal, the force’s supreme commander, broke out into a broad smile accompanied by a laugh from his position in the army’s rear headquarters. “Ga ha ha ha! How fun! I’m sure that right now they’re foaming at the mouth in their hurry to send out a messenger horse.”


      “I would assume so as well,” Dorotheo responded. “Now what should we do, Your Highness? Even the Black Knights, as powerful as they are, would find this fortress a little tough to chew.”


      “No need to state the obvious. As planned, let’s at least make it look like we’re attacking. Soon enough, they’ll come out to meet us in battle. Without knowing they’re doing the work of exposing their weak point themselves, of course.”


      Cristobal’s sinister smile implied a dark future for Kuscheperka, and Dorotheo did nothing but respond with a somewhat worn smile of his own.


      ◆


      Thanks to the report brought with all speed by running several horses to the point of exhaustion, Kuscheperka’s royal palace was once again wrapped in a tense atmosphere.


      “Jaloudek’s forces have proved to be incomparably powerful to what they were in the past. Even at the cost of our lives, we could not match them... If this continues, Shield Yuxia may soon fall!” the messenger pleaded, kowtowing so low his head was on the ground.


      All of Kuscheperka’s leadership paled. King Augusti fell into a melancholy after realizing his premonition had come true, but he made sure to seem calm on the outside.


      “Damn you, Jaloudek... I knew they were acting confident, but I never imagined that confidence would prove so well-founded,” Augusti cursed. “So their silhouette knights are that fearsome, I see.”


      “Yes, they are terrifying armored monsters,” the messenger replied. “When we challenged them head-on, the tables were easily turned on us... Furthermore, their basic tactic is to overwhelm with numbers, so we can’t find any weakness in their formation to strike at.”


      The king heaved a deep, heavy sigh and sank into his throne. To the people of the nation, Shield Yuxia was an invincible wall. Because it was only part of Shield Trider, there were still two more fortresses by the names Shield Kaxilla and Shield Colmeda, but neither of them were as solid as Yuxia. What’s more, the fact that they lost in a straightforward battle was another point of trouble. To assure Shield Yuxia’s continued existence, they had to assume that there was a larger gap between them and their enemy’s strength than it seemed. That meant that there were only a few limited options to break their siege.


      “Your Majesty, I believe we should hurry and send notice to the fifteen western territories to have them gather their forces!” shouted a noble with territory on Kuscheperka’s western side.


      Augusti groaned in response, a serious, pondering look on his face. Gathering numbers was, while simplistic, a very reliable and sound solution. This was especially true since Kuscheperkan Lesvants had proved to be far inferior to the Jaloudekian Tyrantors. If they didn’t amass a numbers advantage, it would be near impossible to oppose the enemy.


      The Tyrantors were most effective in heavy infantry formations at the beginning of battles, like shock troops. It had already been proved that breaking through them head-on was not possible, so Kuscheperkan forces would have no choice but to attempt to isolate and destroy them one by one. One possible method was to lure them into the fortress city that lay behind the walls to split apart the enemy forces and destroy them bit by bit that way. Of course, that would incur heavy civilian casualties. The conversation after that dragged ever longer, but in the end no one had come up with a better plan.


      The meeting disbanded with a heavy mood still in the room, and King Augusti retired to his personal quarters. He was known for normally being mild-mannered, but he couldn’t stay that way in this situation. The moment he was alone, he dropped his calm mask and slammed his fist onto a desk.


      “Thanks to a long period of peace, our nation was finally welcoming an age of prosperity. Yet something like this had to be waiting in the shadows...” he muttered to himself.


      The Kingdom of Jaloudek had always been putting out rather disquieting signs, but they’d been lying low for the past decade. Now that the king thought about it, that should have implied to him that they were preparing for an invasion. He knew he wouldn’t be able to escape criticism for not being able to spot that.


      “But I will make sure to end this,” he swore to himself. “I will never let her inherit a war like this!”


      With his resolve firm, King Augusti straightened his posture. Though he should have been alone in his room, someone was nevertheless there to call out to him.


      “Father?”


      Augusti gasped and turned around to find a beautiful flower in human form—his only daughter and first in line for the throne, Eleonora Miranda Kuscheperka. A somber expression clouded her face as she slowly approached her father.


      “I heard, father. Jaloudek’s attack is strong, and the defenses in the west are wavering...”


      “There’s no need to worry, Eleonora,” Augusti comforted her. “Our Shield Trider is invincible. And the lords of the west are banding together to face the enemy. I’m sure they’ll drive those preposterous invaders back quickly.”


      The king’s expression, which had until just now been twisted in grim contemplation, instantly melted into a gentle one. He was acting not as a king who wanted to maintain his dignity, but as a father who wanted to soothe his anxious daughter. Eleonora was turning sixteen this year. Having been raised in a peaceful environment ever since she could remember, she had a gentle personality, like a lady raised in a gilded cage. She seemed extremely ill-equipped to deal with more violent matters like war, and Augusti doted on her, so the king had avoided saying anything that would worry her.


      “Thank you, father,” she said. “Your words have put my heart at ease.”


      Eleonora would never doubt her father, so she once again smiled a gentle smile like the springtime sun. After that, father and daughter continued their conversation for some time before he saw her off, muttering to himself as he watched her receding back. “Yes, it’ll all be fine. I will end this war. Only over my dead body will this burden be forced upon you.”


      ◆


      The staring contest between the two armies over the walls of Shield Yuxia, perhaps unexpectedly, seemed to have settled into a stalemate.


      Though the army from Jaloudek had shown they could drive back and scatter the Kuscheperkan army with overwhelming force, it seemed they weren’t nearly as motivated to try and take the thick and sturdy walls of Shield Yuxia—even though with the power of their Tyrantors, breaking the walls shouldn’t have been that impossible a prospect. In the first place, there were no longer any Kuscheperkan positions outside the fortress walls, so there was basically no one around to protect them from siege. Still, Jaloudek was moving slowly. And though this slowness was inscrutable to the Kuscheperkan forces in the walls, since they lacked the strength to oppose their invaders head-on, it was clear to them this extra time was a good thing. To the defenders, this was time for more forces to be hurriedly raised from inside the country to reinforce Shield Yuxia.


      About a month had passed since war had encroached upon the border. That meant about two months since Jaloudek had first initiated their offensive on their neighboring countries. Up until now, though they were acting slowly, what attacks the Jaloudekian army did make were sure to damage Shield Yuxia, and now the walls that were the pride of Kuscheperka were coming apart at the seams. They seemed like they could collapse at any time.


      Behind the walls, a great Kuscheperkan battalion had been amassed, allowing the defenders to breathe a sigh of relief as they had managed to gather their forces before the walls had been destroyed. Naturally, everyone could feel the decisive battle approaching. On both sides of the walls, silhouette knights were deployed, numbering over a thousand total units, a number rarely seen in the entire history of the Occidents.


      “It’s about time. Summon the Steel Wing Knights,” ordered Cristobal. “Keh heh, we’ll sortie with them. Let’s smother them in one blow!”


      “Yes, Your Highness! Right away!” responded Dorotheo.


      Indeed, the Jaloudekian army, with all its power, had actually desired this stalemate against Kuscheperka’s massive forces. The Kingdom of Kuscheperka lost out in terms of silhouette knight ability, but they did boast numbers, and Cristobal had been waiting for them to gather an excessive force in one place.
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