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  Chapter 1 – A Capital in Chaos


  Many layers of dark gray clouds carpeted the sky over Silesia like a thick curtain. Although noon had only passed a little time ago, the surface was shrouded by a film of glum dimness, casting shadows of gloom on the faces of the residents traversing the streets at heightened paces. Some sniffled their red, runny noses within the chilly autumn gusts, others like the merchants began to put away their stall’s merchandise before the coming rainfall.


  “It would be no wonder for rain to start pouring at any moment now.” Tigrevurmud Vorn pulled a sombre expression as he looked up.


  His body draped in traveling clothes, he held his family’s heirloom, the black bow, in his left hand with a quiver dangling at his hips. The traveling clothes were his idea of avoiding suspicions about him carrying a bow in the middle of the city.


  If the capital had been peaceful, even he wouldn’t have thought of expressly carrying bow and arrows around. But, he knew that the city wasn’t as peaceful as it seemed at a first glance. For the sake of protecting his friends and himself, he couldn’t risk being unarmed.


  “Tigre, should we call it quits for today?”


  The one suggesting this to the youth while addressing him with his pet name was Ludmila Lourie. She was as old as Tigre with her 18 years, and was called Mila by those close to her.


  Standing next to Mila, the three years younger Olga Tamm tampered with the ends of her pale red hair while joining the conversation, “I also think that would be for the best. The wind smells damp.”


  Mila and Olga were hiding their bodies underneath plain, dull overcoats, wearing their hats low – a disguise to conceal their true identities. If it became known that two Vanadis, major authorities of the kingdom, were strolling through the city, it’d cause a small uproar.


  Gazing at the street, filled with people busily hurrying one way or another, Tigre muttered in disappointment, “We didn’t make much progress today, did we?”


  “There will be such days as well. I’ll brew some black tea for you once we get back to Sofy’s mansion.” Mila consoled the youth with a wry smile on her lips.


  Tigre pulled himself together and thanked her.


  Since early in the morning, their little group had diligently worked at gathering information by walking all over the capital. They made their way to bars often frequented by low-ranking nobles and knights, called out to minstrels taking a rest at roadsides, and generally asked around what people thought about the events recently taking place in the city. The three had been continuing this routine for many days by now.


  Several incidents took place in the capital during this autumn. The return of Prince Ruslan to the royal palace after recovering from the illness afflicting him over the course of eight years might be called good news. However, ever since then, one tragedy followed the other.


  Ilda Kurtis, an influential high-ranking noble and Duke of Bydgauche, died in the palace, and King Viktor, who had held the reins of this country for many years, followed Ilda a little while later. Prince Ruslan announced that he’d wait with his coronation ceremony until spring, seeing to the mourning until the end of winter. In response, the people felt a reprise of relief believing that the dark clouds hanging over the capital would dissipate, but not few among the noble lords looked at Ruslan with distrust.


  Under such tense circumstances, Tigre and the Vanadis decided to gather information from all directions. They wouldn’t be able to stomach if their own words and actions were to trigger new chaos at the court, and thus they couldn’t make any careless moves until they had all the information together.


  Coldness stabbed Tigre’s head just when he started to walk in a direction leading him away from the main street. The youth pulled the hood of his coat over his head, protecting his face from the rain. Shortly thereafter, rain began to hammer on the ground. Several children quickly scurried past Tigre, Mila, and Olga.


  “I told you that we should have hurried back home, didn’t I!? Didn’t the rain start falling because you forced me along, saying something like having seen a fairy!?”


  “But, I really saw one! It looked just as grandpa had described them! I mean, the other day you also talked about having seen something like a monster, haven’t you!?”


  “It wasn’t a monster! It was a kikimora!” 

[TN: a female house spirit in Slavic mythology.]

  “How’s that any different from a monster?”


  For no particular reason, Tigre gazed at the children as they kept running while bickering with each other.


  ──A fairy and a monster, eh?


  It might be a children’s story he shouldn’t take serious, but during the last three days, Tigre’s group had frequently encountered adults talking about similar things. According to their words, they had seen midgets riding on the backs of stray cats, monsters peering at them from the shadows of buildings, and ghosts silently floating on the spot in alleys…


  Mila’s response to all these stories was quite pragmatic: “They likely thought they had seen stray cats when they were just old rags whirled across the ground by the wind. If stuff like midgets or monsters was on the loose, it’d cause a lot more of a disturbance.”


  Olga shared Mila’s opinion in her very own way, “I won’t say that I don’t believe in ghosts and spirits. But, I think such beings show themselves to very special people – like those who continue harboring strong feelings about the dead, or those possessing appropriate abilities.”


  In short, both judged it to be mostly cases of people mistaking what they saw. Tigre didn’t try to object to their opinions either, but something about it was bothering him.


  ──I suppose it’s because we actually experienced fighting against monsters.


  Vodyanoy, Torbalan, Baba Yaga, and lastly, Drekavac – all of them terrifying monsters borrowing the names of fairies as they would only appear in fairy-tales.


  ──Tir Na Fal said that it was their goal to reshape the world to their liking.


  Anxiety welled up within Tigre, as he wondered whether all of those people had really just only fallen for optical illusions. Didn’t those people witness fragments of our world changing?


  “Tigre, what’s wrong?”


  Probably because Tigre had stopped moving, completely absorbed in his own thoughts, Mila, who had been walking several steps ahead of him, fell back with a puzzled look. The youth shook his head, as if to say that it was nothing of importance.


  It was just then that a golden flash pierced the skies at the corner of their eyes.


  “Lightning…?”


  “No.” Tigre rejected Olga’s muttering.


  He had perceived how this flash hadn’t struck down from the sky, but instead was hurled upwards from the ground.


  Another flash ─ and as Tigre had estimated, it originated from the ground. The face of Liza ─ Elizavetta Fomina, crossed Tigre’s mind. Her draconic tool, Thunder Swirl Valitsaif, was a jet-black whip endowed with the power to cause lightning.


  It was only this morning that Tigre had seen her. She had shown up at Sofy’s mansion, their base of activity. And after exchanging some greetings and light chit-chat with the youth and the others, she had left without so much as a word about doing anything special.


  Liza had been gathering information in her own way, visiting the palace and the mansion of nobles close to her. That’s why Tigre had believed back then that she might have some urgent business. However, it wasn’t as though he had made sure of it by checking back with her.


  “You two go back first. I’ll go take a look at the flashes just now.” Tigre started to run through the curtain of rain, feeling uneasiness nagging at him.


   


  ◎


   


  The lightning witnessed by Tigre’s group was shot out of a littered, dirty vacant plot of land. Two Vanadis were facing off against each other. The one wearing a deep purple dress and clasping a black whip was 「Princess of the Thunder Swirl」 Elizavetta Fomina. She possessed eyes with different colors, earning her the title of Rainbow Eyes. A golden right eye and a blue left eye, both blazing with fighting spirit, homed in on the enemy standing in front of her.


  The one on the receiving side of Liza’s glare was a woman with long, black hair. Wearing black clothes adorned with falcon-patterned sewing, she held two small swords in her hands. One blade golden, the other red, but both clad in crimson flames. She was called Figneria Alshavin, also nicknamed 「Hidden Princess of the Luminous Flame」.


  Not much time had passed since their battle began, and yet both Vanadis looked like ragdolls, with their hair disheveled, their clothes smeared with dirt, and their skins riddled with countless small burns and gashes. The ground showed many traces of destruction, the legacy of Liza’s whip ripping soil apart as it swirled around. Even parts of the stone walls enclosing this plot had crumbled down.


  ──It’s not that she’s strong or anything like that.


  Liza carefully measured her distance to Figneria while keeping her whip ready to pounce. If you were to account only for the reach of their weapons, Liza would have an overwhelming advantage here, but Figneria completely made up for that difference with her formidable martial arts. She would slip through the whip’s attack or repel it with her swords, closing the distance in the blink of an eye. For Liza it meant that she couldn’t brandish her whip recklessly.


  Liza’s breathing had started to become disordered from the tension, and she paid more attention to her powerless right hand than usual. Thanks to the rain coming down since a while ago now, the fabric of her dress was uncomfortably glued to her body like a second skin.


  ──But, this rain might present a good opportunity for me. The muddy ground might dull Figneria’s footwork, and the force of the flames covering her draconic tool has visibly declined, too.


  Without saying a single word, Figneria stood still with her two blades ready to lunge. Even though her wet hair was stuck to the left side of her face, she didn’t even try to comb it back.


  Liza couldn’t fathom how Figneria planned to move next.


  “Let me ask once more, what’s the idea here?” The red-haired Vanadis hurled at her opponent, albeit not believing that she would get an answer.


  Liza being in a place like this had a reason – she had been called over by 「Illusory Princess of the Hollow Shadow」 Valentina Glinka Estes. A few days ago, Valentina had made a certain request to Liza, namely, she wanted Liza to openly announce her support of Prince Ruslan. Liza had agreed to that.


  In reality, Liza held several doubts about Ruslan, but she believed that she might be able to draw out some information from Valentina.


  ──And here I am, after being told by her to come here for a talk.


  The only one awaiting Liza at this vacant plot was Figneria. Moreover, she had slashed away at Liza without so much of an explanation.


  “Lightning SpiritGramel.”


  The black whip in her hand gleamed whitely in response to Liza’s call. Countless light particles manifested, coiling around her while drifting through the air like fluff. Each and every single of the particles could be described as mini lightning. If touched by anyone other than Liza, they’d burst open, releasing shock waves and heat. It was a powerful armor of lightning protecting its owner.


  In the next instant, Figneria moved. The blades of her swords ─ Luminous Flame Bargren, were wrapped up in flames.


  “Flying Blaze of ExplosionRegolife.”


  She raised her swords overhead as if scooping them up from below. At the same time, two fireballs were shot out of the two blades. Defying the downpour of rain with their sizes of an adult’s head, their flames left a trail in their wake as they assailed Liza.


  ──She added different timings to them, eh?


  Liza didn’t overlook how Figneria’s right arm had moved slightly slower than her left. Sweeping her whip sideways, she crushed one of the fireballs, causing it to scatter heat and smoke in all directions alongside a thunderous roar. Then she tried to pulverize the second fireball with a back sweep, but immediately following, the ground several steps ahead of her suddenly exploded, blowing up a huge amount of earth and stones. Liza squinted her eyes in annoyance while receiving that storm of dirt with her lightning armor.


  “Now you’ve done it…!”


  The second fireball, which had been a decoy to force her into intercepting the first, had the aim to blow up the ground from the very start. All in order to slow down Lisa’s reaction while robbing her visibility.


  With an astonishing speed, Figneria darted for her. While showered by a rain of dirt and water, she leaped across the hole she had produced herself, instantly shortening her distance to Liza.


  “Steel WhipKustal!”


  Liza swiftly drew back her whip to close at hand. The whip’s tip shrunk down towards the handle, transforming into a short, cylindrical weapon. At the same time, Figneria brandished her two swords, making them cross in front.


  “Piercing Fire Lance ColumnPlamoak.”


  Many fire pillars formed between the two Vanadis, lining up next to each other without leaving a single gap, and thus towering high up into the sky as if to keep away anything and everything.


  Confusion crept into Liza’s rainbow eyes. She couldn’t read the purpose behind this wall of fire. Following that instant of hesitation, she jumped back heeding toll to her intuition.


  For a moment she saw the figure of the black-haired Vanadis as she broke through the lances of fire. Liza repelled the golden blade straightly stabbing at her with her own draconic tool, but just when she expected Figneria to attack with her other sword, Figneria leaped to the side.


  It was only then that Liza noticed the fireball overhead in the process of crashing down. Without any time allowing her to dodge, Liza was swallowed. The blast and heat blew away the lightning particles cladding her body, mercilessly roasting her whole body. While being scorched by the roaring flames, Liza comprehended: The Piercing Fire Lance Column was a smoke screen for the sake of concealing the fireball in the sky. And Figneria coming to slash at her was likely to guarantee the fireball’s hit.


  The embers and smoke were dispersed by the rain. If not for the weakening of the fire by the lightning spirits, only black charcoal would have remained of Liza by now.


  Without a moment’s delay, Figneria assaulted her as she panted in pain. Liza faced her foe, tightly gripping her whip which was still in the shape of a staff. She blocked a sword, causing a shrill metallic sound to reverberate. Countless raindrops twinkled as they reflected the draconic tools’ radiance.


  The heels of Liza’s boots dug deep in the muddy ground. She desperately held back the golden blade pushing down on her with her teeth gritted. The three colors in her eyes, blurred with fighting spirit, blended.


  Contrary to Liza visibly seething with fury, Figneria’s eyes showed no emotion at all, being calm like a lake at midnight. Keeping the small sword in her right hand just like that, Figneria tried to drive the sword in her left into Liza’s flank.


  “──Valitsaif!” shouted Liza at just that moment.


  The black whip unleashed a dazzling flash of light, burning itself into Figneria’s retinas. Figneria winced at that unexpected counterattack, limiting the thrust of her left sword to only grazing Liza’s side.


  Once she had forced back Figneria and taken some distance, Liza instantly reverted her draconic tool into a whip. Alongside a scream of furious rage, she slapped her whip down with all her might. Figneria’s body was blown away, crashing onto the ground. In no time, Liza let a second attack sally forth.


  The whips’ pointed end jumped up with a shrill sound. It had been repelled by Figneria’s two swords. However, Figneria apparently hadn’t been able to fully kill the momentum. She slithered across the ground, splashing up mud and dirt.


  ──No problem as long as I can root her to one spot.


  Liza lifted Thunder Swirl overhead, and then started to shower Figneria with blows, which drew disorderly arcs. It was a furious attack which would have literally torn Figneria’s body apart if she were to receive it head on. Figneria had her hands full protecting herself with her two swords, seemingly unable to even get up.


  Liza kept swinging her whip without allowing her hand to rest. She had to wear down Figneria as much as possible to dull her movements – all for the sake of definitely landing her draconic tool’s sure-kill technique.


  Around the time when Liza had attacked for the umpteenth time, the mud was suddenly whirled up in a conspicuous way. The whip bounced back far stronger than before. Figneria artlessly raised her body. She was drenched in mud and covered in small cuts from the crown of her head down to her toes. Her breathing was a mess, too.


  However, her expression remained unchanged. The curtain of rain evaporated where it touched onto the flickering flames of her two blades.


  Liza’s face tensed in nervousness as she ordered Valitsaif, “Lightning BladeMelnit.”


  The black whip transformed into a huge, single-edged sword. Countless protuberances clad in white light clustered its jet-black blade, reminiscent of a halberd. It was more powerful and heavier than its whip-form, but it also had the flaw of having a limited range.


  ──I’ll wrap this up before Figneria catches her breath. Afterwards, I’ll take my time to ask her in full detail why she has attacked me and what Valentina is planning.


  Kicking off the mud, the red-haired Vanadis closed the distance to the black-haired one.


  “Heat HazeAutresque.”


  Just when Liza was several steps away from having her blade reach her foe, the atmosphere around Figneria glimmered oddly. Her figure became obscure as if Liza was looking at her through a murky glass window.


  Liza’s eyes widened slightly, but without wavering, she kept closing in on her enemy. Then she raised her draconic tool overhead, and slapped it down with all her might.


  The rasping sound of metal hitting metal reached her ears, and bluish-white sparks brightened up her visual field. The blurry figure of Figneria disappeared as the black-haired Vanadis was blown backwards. Although she had escaped falling down by fixing her posture in midair, she still slumped down on her knees after landing.


  “──Piercing Fire Lance ColumnPlamoak.” Figneria squeezed out while panting heavily.


  A wall of fire lances manifested between her and Liza. Liza slashed at the wall with a grim look, swinging her lightning-clad blade sideways. Divided in the middle, the fire lances crumbled apart in a shower of sparks.


  However, Figneria was nowhere to be seen.


  Readying her draconic tool, Liza let her eyes wander. Thereupon she noticed something moving at the edge of her vision.


  Two narrow alleys led away from the plot, but someone had leaped into one of them. No doubt, it must be Figneria


  “You think I’ll let you get away…!”


  Liza ran after Figneria with the hem of her dress, dirtied by rain and mud, waving. ‘I must bring her down before she catches a breath.


  But, when she reached the boundary between the open plot and the alley, Liza became flabbergasted. She couldn’t see anyone in the narrow alley winding its way between two buildings.


  Just as she was about to mutter the question where Figneria might have gone, Liza swallowed her words due to a chill traveling down her spine. Her senses, honed on battlefields, warned her of the danger approaching from above. Someone swooping down on her while utilizing the momentum of the fall was reflected in her eyes as she looked up. Still, only that spot in the air looked blurred as if her eyes couldn’t focus on its contours.


  Liza thrust out her draconic tool straight above her. The blade rang, lightning flashed, and sparks danced through the air.


  She perceived that her thrust had been warded off. At the same time, she felt like something sharp bore through her left shoulder. Her not being able to sidestep was also owed to the attack looking awfully blurred.


  Accompanied by her short scream, Liza’s stance broke apart, and she fell to the ground without even the time to take a defensive posture. At the top of her shoulder, blood dyed her dress which had become a mess due to the fierce battle.


  Figneria landed in front of Liza who tried to get up while bearing the pain. Without a shroud of triumph, she coldly looked down at Liza. Liza clenched her teeth, glaring at Figneria. Rage, frustration, and self-loathing colored her two eyes.


  The black-haired Vanadis had lured Liza into this pinch by pretending to be cornered. And then, she had launched an attack from above while cladding herself in the shimmer of “Heat Haze”, warded off the whip with the sword in her left hand, and injured Liza’s left shoulder with the one in her right.


  Figneria raised her two blades overhead. Liza slashed the single-edged blade sideways as a restraint while energetically raising her body. Figneria dodged the sweep by instantly jumping backwards. Liza stood up with her breath going roughly in gasps. Even though her body should be cooled down by the rain, only her left shoulder felt like a melting pot of lava.


  ──This is really bad.


  She had understood after swinging Valitsaif: she could move her left arm a lot less than she had hoped for. All while her right hand was already inhibited to begin with. Her body had become sluggish and heavy because of the blood loss, too.


  Liza released “Lightning Blade,” returning Valitsaif into a whip. Mustering her remaining energy, Liza brandished Thunder Swirl. Answering its master’s will, the whip clad itself in white lightning, releasing an abnormal radiance. The overflowing lightning sparks burned through the atmosphere. The end of Valitsaif’s grip divided into nine parts, with every single of them transforming into fearsome lightning hammers, capable of smashing the ground and tearing the heavens.


  Figneria probably sensed something uncommon from Liza’s spirit. She held up both her swords as if to protect her face. The golden blade was wrapped up by a gleaming, golden flame, the scarlet blade blew out a crimson blaze. Her right eye calmly observed Liza through the gap between her arms.


  Both approached the other by half a step. Only the enemy in front mattered. The other’s faint panting rang in their ears as if the rain didn’t even exist.


  When Liza slid her foot another half step forward, Figneria leaped after kicking off the ground. The two flames swirling around her two blades changed into big loops of crimson and gold.


  “──Miraculous Smashing Claw Ripping Heaven and Earth ApartGron Lazurga!”


  “──Revolving Twin BlazeFranrot!”


  The nine lightnings turned in surging waves of light as they were released. The two flame loops transformed into muddy streams of intense flames, leaving a trail of fire in their wake. Fire and lightning clashed, emitting roars that weren’t inferior to those of a dragon. Swallowing each other, and raging, about to erase each other’s existence. Within the furious dance of countless lights blending and clashing, the overflowing energy turned into a storm, violently sweeping across the plot, and causing cracks to run across the buildings’ walls that were unable to bear the pressure.


  The destructive power of their draconic tools was even. If there was a difference, it’d likely be the stamina of their respective masters.


  I’m getting pushed back. At the instant she believed that, her feet left the ground. Being blown away without the ability to go against the flow, Liza was engulfed by scorching, roaring flames, as her back slammed against the hard soil. Still, this didn’t kill the momentum, and she kept rolling across the ground. When her body finally came to a halt, she laid still with her muddy face pointing upwards. Her sight was blurry, she had trouble breathing, and no sound escaped her lips.


  With her consciousness dim, she didn’t understand right away what had happened to her. Only the rain as it continued to drizzle down and the ash gray sky were reflected in her eyes. However, she faintly sensed the coldness of the mud and the pain of having been burned.


  Gradually her sensations came back to her. Once she stirred slightly, a sharp pain ran through her left shoulder. Liza groaned. Tightly grasping the draconic tool in her right, she clawed at the mud with her left hand, eagerly trying to raise her body.


  Left and right of her were walls. Liza had been blown away all the way into the alley on the other side, opposite of the one where she had been lured by Figneria.


  Around twenty steps ahead of her stood the black-haired Vanadis with an air of arrogance. Behind her, Liza could see the traces of destruction left behind by the two draconic skills. The ground was gouged out as if a raging storm had passed, and big holes cluttered the walls on both sides. Everything around them was scorched black.


  Liza failed at her attempt to stand up, flopping back down with her head falling into the mud first. The dirt clinging to her face had been washed away half-assedly by the rain, causing weird patterns to remain as a kind of make-up.


  Figneria didn’t move from her spot. She swung the sword with the golden flame, releasing a dazzling, golden fireball from its blade.


  In a stance as if crouching on her knees, Liza brandished her whip while supporting her right hand with her left. The fireball was blown off into the sky, turning into a cluster of countless embers.


  Liza exhaled deeply with her face twisted in pain. Her body felt like lead. Just the act of swinging her draconic tool was already terribly painful. Still, while repeatedly gasping in short intervals, the red-haired Vanadis got up.


  ──Am I going to die in this place?


  She wondered. Even if her right hand had been in perfect condition, it probably wouldn’t have changed the final outcome much. There was too much of a difference in ability between both parties. Suddenly a smile formed on Liza’s lips. Putting power into both her legs, she firmly stepped down. Overlapping her hands, she held up her draconic tool with both hands.


  What made her laugh was her own weakheartedness. ‘If this was Eleonora who taught me how to fight when I was a child, or Tigrevurmud Vorn who boldly fought any opponent, be it demons or dragons, they would never give up, even in the face of death.


  ──That’s it. I won’t yield. Even if I become unable to wield Valitsaif, or run out of blood to shed after getting chopped up.


  Figneria took one step forward. Liza remained rooted to her spot. With the resolve to take on her opponent’s blow, Liza intended to strike back in response. Even the stamina of a single step would be a waste at this point.


  However, the anticipated clash didn’t happen.


  As soon as she heard the faint sound of air being torn apart through the rain, a single arrow fell from the sky. It precisely landed in the space between the two Vanadis. Figneria stopped moving, and Liza looked backwards. Of course Liza didn’t take her eyes completely off Figneria, but relief and joy still crept onto her face.


  Powerful footsteps approached from behind her, passed her, and planted themselves in front of Liza. For the sake of protecting her. Dull, red hair, a black overcoat, and a jet-black bow in the left hand ─ Tigrevurmud Vorn had arrived.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Although it was a deserted back-alley, they had rampaged around quite flashily. Figneria was certain that someone might show up. Although it was slightly unexpected for that person to be Tigre, she immediately recovered from her surprise, and calmly scrutinized the youth.


  ──300 alsin, was it? I’ve heard that he can shoot arrows over a fairly long distance.


  Figneria wasn’t overly well-informed about Tigre. Even if 300 alsin might be an exaggeration, it’s still a fact that he’s a skilled archer was the extent of her knowledge about him.


  The distance separating both of them was less than 20 steps. Buildings towered as walls on both sides, making free movement impossible. Just looking at those facts, Figneria would seem to be at a disadvantage here.


  ──No, the one with the handicap is that guy.


  On top of the rainfall, an arrow might not fly adequately over such a short distance. Moreover, because Liza was behind Tigre, it’d be extremely difficult for him to dodge any of Figneria’s attacks.


  ──I guess he’ll aim for my head or legs. If he’s confident in his aim, the legs, I’d say?


  Figneria surmised that he’d slow down her movements by shooting her legs, and then wrap it up with a headshot.


  Tigre nocked an arrow onto his black bow. Figneria lowered her body, adopting a forward-bent posture. She planned to plunge at him in a straight line. It’d be the fastest way to have her two blades reach him.


  My opponent might be the hero of a foreign country, but I don’t give a damn. Valentina will handle it one way or another.


  She kicked off the ground. Flicking away countless raindrops, the black-haired Vanadis approached the youth at an astounding speed. Within the blink of an eye, the distance between the two shrunk down to less than ten steps.


  Figneria was certain of her victory. She would reduce any arrow shot at her to ashes with her two blades, and had even calculated where her blades would dig into his flesh. As Tigre was acting as Liza’s shield, he wouldn’t be able to do anything.


  However, her plans never came true. Tigre slightly lowered the left hand with the black bow, and shot an arrow aimed at the ground, not Figneria.


  No sooner than the arrow hit the ground several steps ahead of Figneria, it rebounded with a hard sound, heading straight for her face, its sharp, pointed end directly aimed at her.


  At once Figneria put on the brakes, and tilted her body. The arrow went right past her face, drawing a small arc in the air, and falling to the ground. Figneria widened her eyes, staring at Tigre while even forgetting to breathe.


  She couldn’t believe what had happened in front of her eyes just now. While keeping an eye on the youth, she carefully examined the spot where the arrow had bounced off moments ago. She spotted a pebble with the size of a finger.


  ──He aimed for that from the get-go?


  If he had hit the ground, and not the pebble, the arrow would have merely embedded itself into the ground. Even if he had skilfully hit the pebble, it’d become no more than a stray arrow, if it hadn’t bounced off and come flying straight at Figneria’s face.


  ──A trickshot like this is possible? Within the rain?


  Figneria felt terrified. She knew several mercenaries skilled at archery, but not a single of them could pull off such a stunt. In addition, in a situation where they’d lose their life if they missed.


  Tigre nocked another arrow. Figneria swiftly readied her swords while jumping backwards. She realized that she had underestimated the youth.


  This is no opponent I can slay by simply shortening the distance.


  “Why did you attack Liza?” Tigre asked calmly, probably because she had moved away.


  Figneria pondered what she should do. The answer was actually simple: Valentina had arranged for it to be like that.


  However, Tigre was a Brunian noble. He might show an unexpected response. She was also afraid that she might make a verbal gaffe, if the conversation dragged out unnecessarily. Her lack of experience and knowledge about handling such situations was inevitable as she had only become a Vanadis a short while ago, but it was also Figneria’s own shortcoming.


  ──Besides, the appearance of this guy means…


  It was also possible that other Vanadis were already on the way. Figneria noticed that fact belatedly. It was clear proof that she hadn’t yet fully recovered from her shock over having witnessed Tigre’s mastery archery skills.


   


   


  
    
  


  


   


  “You’ve got no intent to answer?” Anger filled Tigre’s voice.


  Figneria shrugged her shoulders, replying, “Sorry, I was simply spellbound by your archery skill.”


  If her words had contained a shred of sarcasm or some kind of other intent, either Tigre or Liza would have likely perceived it. However, it was an honest praise lacking any negative notions. The anger dissipated slightly from the youth’s face with bewilderment taking its place.


  Figneria took another set of backsteps, before turning on Tigre and Liza with her black clothes fluttering. Then she began to run at full speed towards the alley she had lured Liza into earlier. Without using any draconic skills either.


  On the other hand, Tigre watched Figneria quickly leave while feeling dumbfounded. It took him around three breaths to ask himself whether she was actually escaping. Despite adjusting the hold of his bow, the youth was uncertain whether he should fire his arrow at her. The rain turned into a white curtain just a few dozen steps away, obscuring visibility, but he still was confident in his ability to land a hit.


  However, the opponent was a Vanadis. It was quite imaginable that she possessed some kind of defense measure. Also, if Figneria were to change her thinking and come back here, Tigre would have to fight her while protecting the heavily injured Liza. If it means that the opponent is running away, I should let her do just that.


  Figneria’s figure vanished within the rain, and after counting to ten and confirming that she wasn’t coming back, Tigre relaxed the bowstring, stored the arrow back into the quiver at his hips, and turned around to Liza.


  “Liza…”


  He tried to ask her whether she was alright, but the words didn’t want to come out. Taking another look at her, it was evident in what tragic state she was.


  The red-haired Vanadis was smeared with mud and riddled with injuries from head to toe. Her dress had no resemblance with its original form. It was so black that it was impossible to tell its previous colors, and had changed into a dirty rag barely covering her body. Several burns and abrasions could be seen at her thighs, and especially the wound at her left shoulder looked rather deep.


  “So you…came for me, eh?” Liza smiled at Tigre, likely barely standing at all.


  A mud-caked necklace swayed on her chest – a present the youth gave to her in the past. Her body shook violently, and heeled over. Tigre quickly extended his arms, catching her in an embrace. He examined Liza’s condition with a grave expression, full of anxiety and tension. Learning that she had only fainted, the youth breathed out in relief. He took off his own coat, and draped it over her.


  I guess I shouldn’t have allowed Figneria to run off.


  Tigre thought due to his rage towards the black-haired Vanadis, but he immediately shook his head. He didn’t want to think what would have happened to Liza if she had gotten dragged into their fight in such a state. ‘Yep, it’s better like this, after all.


  Shouldering his bow, he hugged Liza with both arms.


  At that moment, he spotted Mila and Olga running through the alley towards him. Guessing that the two had tracked after him, Tigre began walking in their direction.


   


  ◎


   


  Around the time when Liza and Figneria had their scuffle in a hidden part of the capital, another battle was unfolding in a section of the royal palace. In a small garden exposed to a downpour of rain, two women – both in the first half of their twenties – faced each other with their weapons drawn.


  One of them had wavy, blond hair flowing down all the way to her hips over the greenish dress covering her voluptuous body. In her hands, a golden bishop’s staff. The other wore a pure-white dress covered by rose decorations as her long, bluish-black hair loosely fluttered. A long-handled scythe as tall as an adult was her weapon of choice.


  Both of them were owners of breathtaking beauty with the blonde one being Sofya Obertas and the other being Valentina Glinka Estes. Just like Valentina was also referred to as Illusory Princess of the Hollow Shadow, Sofy also held a nickname: Brilliant Princess of the Light Flower.


  Their battle had begun slightly before the rain began to fall. Valentina had assaulted Sofy just as she was taking a rest in the garden. Comprehending that she wouldn’t be able to escape unscathed, Sofy fought back by wielding her bishop’s staff, Light Flower.


  The number of clashes between staff and scythe had easily exceeded twenty in number by now, with both weapons painting countless shining trails onto the canvas called air. A quick conclusion didn’t seem at hand, and eventually, rain started to blanket the garden, bringing us to the current point in time.


  The autumn plants coloring the garden with their blossoms scattered through the air and drowned in mud as they got enveloped in the fierce fight. Water was dripping from Sofy’s hair with her dress glued to her cold body. Being drenched by the rain could be said about Valentina too, but in contrast to the tense, strained expression of the blond Vanadis, Valentina had the composure to even smile in this situation.


  “What do you mean by calling me a hindrance?” Sofy challenged Valentina while getting her breathing in order.


  Back when Valentina had slashed her scythe at Sofy in the beginning, she had said: “You’re in the way, Sofya.”


  For a good while now, Sofy had paid attention to Valentina’s movements. She believed that Valentina might be scheming something while pretending to have a weak constitution. Sofy had never directly opposed her actions, but Valentina might have still perceived her as a person standing in her way.


  Moreover, recently Sofy had been frequently visiting the palace, meeting with many nobles and bureaucrats. These visits would clearly give Valentina the impression that Sofy might challenge her ways in an attempt to oppose her.


  However, even Valentina wouldn’t be able to get rid of Sofy just because she considered her a hindrance. She should have prepared some other, suitable reason.


  “You don’t know?”


  “I’ve got absolutely no clue. I believe that you might be misunderstanding something.”


  “It saddens me that you really try to play dumb with me.”


  Shouldering Hollow Shadow Ezendeis – the scythe combining jet black and deep crimson colors, Valentina kicked off the ground. With an agility and speed hardly imaginable from her drenched dress, she shortened the distance to Sofy in the blink of an eye.


  However, without moving an inch from her spot, Sofy simply readied Light Flower for counter, and then repelled the scythe’s side sweep. Faster than the reverberation of the metallic clang could fade, Sofy turned her wrist over, unleashing a strong counterblow by making her staff rotate.


  Valentina dodged by twisting her body.


  “Aren’t those some fine moves, in lieu of your constant claim about having a weak body?”


  “Even if it might seem so, I’m pushing myself quite a bit here.” Valentina warded Sofy’s sarcasm off with a light laugh.


  Casually closing the distance, she swiftly stepped in, brandishing her scythe. Sofy blocked the attack with her staff. As the first ringing of metals was drowned out by the second, another metallic clank tore through the atmosphere.


  The hem of Sofy’s dress was ripped apart, revealing a crimson line on her thigh’s white skin. At the same time, her staff’s pointed end grazed Valentina’s left arm, leaving behind a cut looking like it would soon swell.


  Valentina wielded her draconic tool, showering Sofy with slashes from various angles. Their sharpness, severity, and above all, unpredictable trajectories forced Sofy into a defensive battle. Blocking, repelling, evading by bending her body, and restraining the scythe with minute swings of her staff. Each time draconic tool met draconic tool was followed by a shower of golden sparks, which immediately vanished in thin air.


  Then, the scythe aimed for her feet. Judging that she wouldn’t be able to dodge it, Sofy barely managed to repel it. The raindrops reflected the draconic tools’ glow as they were flicked away, creating minuscule rainbows between the two women.


  ──She’s strong.


  Sofy honestly admitted Valentina’s skill as a warrior. Her strength could be lined up in a row next to that of Eleonora Viltaria and Mila.


  If the battle continues at this rate, I’ll likely be the one to come out as the loser.


  “──Space CorridorVuoldohl.” Accompanied by that muttering, Valentina’s body suddenly vanished.


  Sofy widened her eyes, but without showing any other signs of surprise, she calmly held up her staff.


  “──Heed my call, dazzling golden beads, and congregate around meMirror Siem.”


  Golden light spilled over from the rings linked to the bishop’s staff, twining around her body. It was at this moment that Valentina manifested above Sofy’s head.


  Sofy’s figure, wrapped up in golden particles, soundlessly disappeared as Valentina’s scythe cut through the air. If a third party had been watching, they probably wouldn’t have had the slightest clue what just happened.


  Valentina had jumped through space with her draconic skill, launching a surprise attack on Sofy. And Sofy promptly vanished thanks to her draconic skill, evading the lethal, dreadful scythe slash.


  Once Valentina touched down on the ground, she stared in a certain direction, her face lacking any of its previous joy.


  “Nothing less of you, Sofya.”


  As if in reply to her comment, the contours of a person materialized in the empty space. As they continued to draw clear lines while gaining a multitude of colors, the contours took the shape of Sofy’s body.


  Sofy didn’t answer – proof that she didn’t even have that much of a leeway. She was able to stay on guard against Valentina’s draconic skill, which allowed her to traverse space, as she had heard about it before. If she hadn’t known of it, it’d have likely been her end just now. Moreover, it was rather questionable whether she’d have been able to avoid the attack if she didn’t have her own vanishing skill.


  “Is this how you murdered Duke Bydgauche?” Deliberately faking calmness, Sofy provoked Valentina by confronting her with such a claim.


  The other Vanadis slightly tilted her head to the side, “His Grace died after falling down the stairs.”


  “The bereaved Duke family seems to not believe in that tale, however.” Sofy pressed on.


  She didn’t believe that Valentina would make the blunder of spilling the beans here, but seeing as her chance for victory was slim when fighting her straight from the front, she had no choice but to probe for chinks in her defense through other means.


  “I do understand their feelings, but every once in a while, inexplicable or unimaginable things happen in this world. Don’t you believe so as well, Sofya?”


  Valentina answered her with a somewhat serious tone while smiling, and took a step forward within the mud. Sofy readied her staff, preparing herself to defend against the coming onslaught.


  ──It’s really detestable how it’s not said that she’ll come slashing at me straight from the front.


  Valentina might possibly appear behind or besides Sofy after jumping through space while closing the distance. For Sofy it meant that she would always be one step late.


  But, just when both sides were about to cross their weapons again…


  “What do you think you’re doing here!?” The thunderous roar assailing the two from the side stopped the two Vanadis in their tracks.


  It was Valentina who first averted her eyes from her opponent. She completely turned around to the person who had called out to them, placed her draconic tool on the ground, and knelt down.


  As soon as Sofy learned of the person’s identity, she performed a retainer’s bow.


  “Oh my, Your Highness Ruslan…”


  A single man stood there without minding his white, silken garments getting drenched as he was exposed to wind and rain. He was in his mid-thirties. Possessing a vell-balanced, trained body, rage oozed out of his blue eyes and face, bordered by light blond hair.


  Ruslan overlooked the two Vanadis, and announced in irritation, “Both of you, come to the hallway. I cannot allow our country’s precious Vanadis to continue standing out in the rain.”


  The two Vanadis obeyed Ruslan who turned on his heels, walking towards the hallway. They had not much choice as he was this country’s prince, and the man considered to become the next king.


  ──I wonder what’s this about?


  Sofy stared at Valentina’s back one step ahead of her, doubt dyeing her beryl eyes. Since she had attacked Sofy in a place like this, Sofy had been certain that Valentina had made sure that no one would approach this area.


  Once they returned into the hallway, Ruslan addressed the two Vanadis with a strict tone, “It’s not like either of you has become a Vanadis just yesterday. You should also be well aware of your own positions. Just what happened for you to start a fight inside the palace? ──Sofya Obertas, you go first.”


  Ruslan’s approach was to stay neutral and impartial, instead of backing Valentina. Sofy bowed at the prince once more, and explained that she had suddenly been attacked by Valentina while taking a rest in the garden. Ruslan nodded his comprehension, and shifted his eyes to Valentina.


  “Well then Valentina Glinka Estes, let me hear your view of the events.”


  “It’s true that I assaulted Lady Sofya.” Elegantly bowing, Valentina replied.


  “What’s the reason?”


  “I have obtained secret information.” Ruslan knitted his eyebrows upon her words. Valentina continued, “After talking it over with Lady Eleonora and Lady Elizavetta, both Vanadis like her, Lady Sofya won over Earl Pardu, scheming to overthrow Your Highness.”


  Sofy gasped, shuddering. If Valentina and Rushlan were in cahoots, she would be groundlessly blamed for a crime she hadn’t committed. And not just her either. It’d also include Elen, Liza, and Earl Eugene Shevarin.


  However, it didn’t develop into such a direction.


  “Do you have any proof?” Ruslan hurled another question at Valentina without easing his grim expression.


  The black-haired Vanadis denied it, and then after taking a breath, “However, I have confirmed Lady Sofya and Lady Elizavetta have frequented the palace for the last few days. Moreover, Lady Eleonora has visited Earl Pardu several times.”


  “Enough.” Ruslan spat out, not even trying to hide his anger, “It’s not particularly unusual for Vanadis to visit the palace. Especially in the current state of affairs. The earl has told me that he’s been a friend of Lady Eleonora for a good while now. You seem aware of it yourself, but just that alone is no reason to move against them.”


  Seemingly quite furious, Ruslan further hissed, “Valentina. I’m relying on you, but don’t you think you’ve moved far too hastily, carelessly believing in unconfirmed information? In the worst case, it could have resulted in me losing two loyal and capable Vanadis.”


  “You are absolutely correct, Your Highness. It is just as you have stated.” Valentina bowed her head much deeper than before.


  Unable to judge how she should act under these unexpected circumstances, Sofy merely watched Valentina’s behavior.


  “The one you should bow your head at isn’t me but Lady Sofya, don’t you think? It doesn’t appear like either of you has suffered any serious injuries, but…” Ruslan sighed.


  Valentina went down on her knees, facing Sofy.


  “Sofya, my rash actions must have caused a lot of trouble to you. Allow me to deeply apologize for my improper conduct.” Valentina apologized to Sofy with a tone and expression, as if she was regretting it from the bottom of her heart.


  Pretending to still be fuming with anger, Sofy didn’t say anything. She had absolutely no interest in responding to Valentina’s acting in any way. Moreover, Sofy was worried that Valentina might be scheming something again.


  “──Valentina,” called out Ruslan with a grave expression, “I must punish you for causing unrest at the palace, and furthermore for the crime of having tried to harm your fellow Vanadis.”


  “Certainly, I shall accept any punishment you deem fit.” Valentina waited for Ruslan’s verdict while keeping up her solemn attitude.


  The hallway was completely dominated by silence, with just the pitter-pattering of the rain reaching the three’s ears from the garden.


  “If I remember correctly, you own a mansion in the capital. I order you to hand over your draconic tool into our custody, and spend thirty days under house arrest in that mansion. You’re forbidden to take a single step outside during your house arrest. Even visitors might only come to see you after receiving my permission. Same applies to exchange through letters and similar. I shall have seen it through by dispatching supervisors. As for the apology towards Lady Sofya, I shall make an announcement afterwards.”


  Supervisors under such circumstances referred to people tasked with monitoring. It was a strict surveillance protocol to make sure that the person under house arrest wouldn’t secretly leave their house or invite guests over.


  “Sofya, what do you think?” Ruslan asked.


  This question implicitly asked her whether she’d agree with this level of punishment.


  From Sofy’s standpoint, she had been attacked, and then falsely accused of a crime she didn’t commit, so she might be able to demand a stricter punishment. For example, she could request for a part of Osterode to be confiscated and put under the direct control of the royal family.


  “I have no objection.”


  However, she opted for going along with the prince’s suggestion. If Sofy made another claim here, and Ruslan accepted it, other people might get the impression that it was a power struggle between Vanadis, and Sofy feared for that to happen.


  “By the way, Your Highness, how are you going to handle the secret information mentioned by Lady Valentina?”


  Ruslan frowned in response to her question.


  “Of course I plan to find out the identity of the informer to pass a harsh punishment on them. I do understand your anger over having your name sullied, but would you allow me to handle this matter? I promise that it won’t be to your disadvantage.”


  Sofy immediately guessed what Ruslan was worried about. If the informer was in a high position, or an influential noble, it’d turn into a major issue. He likely wanted to proceed with this secretly until the background of the informer became clear.


  “Understood, I’d be delighted if you could take care of it, Your Highness. Also, I shall explain the situation to Eleonora and Elizavetta.”


  “Right, please take care of that side. I shall speak to Earl Pardu. Well then, I shall provide a room to each of you, so make sure to dry your bodies and change your clothes. You shouldn’t take the winds during this season lightly.”


  The prince’s words carried dignity, but they had become softer compared to moments ago. Very likely, this gentle attitude was what defined the true Ruslan.


  Soldiers rushed over from the other side of the hallway. Ruslan clumsily glossed it over by saying, “The ladies had a little argument in the rain,” and ordered them to lead Sofy and Valentina to vacant rooms. Then he walked away himself while accompanied by soldiers.


  Protected by soldiers, Sofy began to walk down the hallway. Only now she had started to feel uncomfortable over the dress clinging to her body, and the chill permeating through it. She casually glanced at Valentina who was walking next to her. When Sofy saw her profile, the suspicions lurking deep in her heart turned into conviction.


  Valentina had stayed calm over the entire course of events, her face betraying no despair or disappointment. For her, this situation had very likely played out just as expected.


  ──I must hurry back, and talk it over with everyone…


  Sofy had to restrain herself to not break into a run.


   


  ◎


   


  When she came to, Liza found herself lying on a bed.


  “Where am I…?”


  It was a dim room where her body was fully tucked underneath a blanket. However, when she tried to move, pain assailed her all over. Her left shoulder was especially bad.


  Moving just her head, Liza surveyed her vicinity. She appeared to be in some mansion’s room. The place was dimly illuminated and heated up by the flames flickering inside a fireplace along the wall. The scenery visible through the glass-paneled window only showed darkness. Yet, she could perceive that rain was still pouring outside, just like earlier.


  Rummaging through her memories, Liza recalled what had happened before she fainted. She fought against Figneria, lost, and was rescued by Tigre.


  “This must be Sofy’s mansion.”


  At least, it’d make sense. If you were to bring a mud-caked Vanadis, who’s covered in wounds all over, to some unfitting place, it would cause quite a commotion. Sofy’s place should be the safest option here.


  Liza sighed. Trying to lift up her right arm, she noticed that it was wrapped up in bandages, elbow up. And not just her right arm either. She could clearly perceive how her whole body was bandaged at many places.


  “I’m lucky that it’s only this much.”


  Figneria was definitely out to kill her. Once she imagined what would have happened if Tigre hadn’t rushed over, a chill traveled down Liza’s spine.


  “I must give Tigre my thanks.” Just when she muttered this casually, knocking could be heard from the door.


  Thinking that Tigre might have come to visit her, Liza’s cheeks blushed out of happiness and confusion. She pulled up the blanket all the way to her chin, and quickly fixed her disheveled hair. Tigre telling her, “I’m going to come running right away, if something happens to you,” alongside the situation back last year’s winter revived in her mind. That scenery overlapped with the youth’s back she had earlier seen through the rain.


  While immersing herself in a feeling of joy, Liza answered the door. But, the one who entered was Elen. As Liza felt embarrassed about her own behavior moments ago, she pulled the blanket all the way up to her nose. She didn’t want her current face to be seen by Elen.


  Elen held a round tray in her hands. A silver cup filled with water and a small plate holding several black beads were placed on it. After Elen put the tray down on the table next to Liza’s bed, she pulled a chair over, and sat down.


  “How are your injuries?”


  “For you to be worried about me, that’s quite unusual.” Unintentionally Liza gave a rather harsh reply while averting her eyes from Elen.


  The other Vanadis knitted her eyebrows, but without reacting to Liza’s words, she simply stated, “I brought your medicine. Take it.”


  Liza looked up to the tray, guessing that the beads on the plate had to be the medicine in question.


  “Who has made this medicine…?”


  “One of Sofy’s maids said that she could contort medicines, albeit limited to simple ones. It was also that maid who took care of your wounds.”


  “Ah, so I’m at Sofy’s mansion, just as expected.”


  “Yeah, I haven’t seen it myself since I came back only a little while ago, but I heard that it was quite a lot of work to take off your clothes, remove all the dirt, clean your body, and apply medical ointment. Since she’s busy with housework and can’t spare any time right now, I took over. Make sure to thank her later.”


  Liza nodded, and then sat up while bearing the pain. She knew that the blanket slid down, but beneath she had been wearing a loose nightgown, most likely because the maid in question had slipped it over her body.


  Elen’s face darkened when she saw the injuries on Liza’s arms and shoulders.


  “Your hands have been messed up really badly.”


  Liza drained down the medicine alongside the water in the cup, grimacing as the medicine was far more bitter than she had expected.


  “Come to think of it, what kind of medicine is this?”


  “I hear it works against inflammation and eases pain. The maid said that you should also eat properly and sleep as much as possible.”


  “Sofy sure employs good maids.”


  Liza laid down once more. She finally understood why Elen, and not Tigre, had brought her medicine. Beneath her gown she only wore her underwear and bandages. She was sure that facing Tigre in such a getup would be very embarrassing.


  “What about the others?”


  “Sofy still hasn’t come back from the palace. Ludmila and Olga have gone over to check on the situation. Lim and Tigre are here. Want me to call them over?”


  Liza shook her head. Then she looked up to Elen with a curiosity written on her face as Elen stared at her without showing any indication that she was planning to stand up from the chair.


  “I have already taken the medicine.”


  “I’ve been asked to watch over you until you fall asleep.” Elen answered with a shrug of her shoulders.


  Liza only returned, “I see.”


  She closed her eyes, but couldn’t quite fall asleep, albeit feeling sluggish. There were no signs of Elen leaving either. Liza pondered whether she should talk about something, but no good topic came to mind.


  ──Well, that makes only sense. Until a little while ago, we bitterly hated and fought each other.


  Liza had razed a village related to Elen to the ground, Elen had killed Liza’s father. Both had their reasons, but that alone wasn’t reason enough for either to be able to accept the sentiments of the other. During the chain of incidents surrounding Tigre’s loss of memory, they eventually fought side-by-side. But, it wasn’t as though they made up with each other. Right now they were in a phase of figuring out how to deal with each other.


  ──Which reminds me…back when I met Eleonora for the first time, it was a similar situation.


  Liza had been ten years old when she encountered Elen for the first time. Back then, Elen was nine years old and a child warrior belonging to the mercenary band staying over in the poor village where Liza lived as an orphan while wearing an eyepatch over her right eye to hide her rainbow eyes. Elen happened to pass by just as Liza was bullied by village children. She instantly beat up all the children, rescuing Liza. And then, during the four days of the mercenary band’s stay in the village, Elen taught Liza how to fight.


  ──I wonder whether Eleonora still remembers all this.


  This was probably the first time ever since Liza became a Vanadis that she was together with Elen in a peaceful setting like this. Liza believed that it might be a good opportunity to ask about the past.


  ──But, what if she doesn’t remember…?


  Anxiety and fear reared their heads inside Liza. As she hesitated, Elen spoke up, apparently having switched her approach since it didn’t look like Liza would fall asleep anytime soon.


  “Why did Figneria attack you?”


  While suppressing the relief and disappointment in her chest, Liza replied with her eyes still closed, “I don’t know. She didn’t tell me.”


  “I see,” was the short comment Elen gave before immediately moving on to the next question, “For what reason were you in a place like that?”


  Liza’s eyebrow curved up, revealing her displeasure. A mix of rage and some guilty conscience manifested on her face. After making Elen wait for around five breaths, she began to talk, bit-by-bit. After having listened till the end, Elen was flabbergasted.


  “How very reckless of you.”


  “I don’t want to be told that by you!”


  Although she was quite aware of her own rashness, it still pissed her off to have it pointed out by someone else, and thus she lashed back at Elen in anger, only earning herself a small laugh by the silver-haired Vanadis.


  “I guess you’ll be alright if you’ve got enough spunk to get so angry.”


  Liza opened her eyes, just to be met with Elen’s smiling face. Understanding that Elen was apparently taking her into consideration in her own way, the anger surging within her subsided.


  Liza asked something that just occurred to her, “If it had been you who got invited by Valentina, what would you have done?”


  “I’d have stayed clear from that side the moment I heard about Figneria’s involvement.” Elen immediately replied, wiping away her smile. Then she added with a serious look, “Even leaving aside the matter with Figneria, I still can’t trust Valentina. She probably doesn’t trust me either. To be honest, I wouldn’t be any good at putting on an act of being nice buddies, so I wouldn’t have any choice but to turn it down anyway.”


  “That sounds very like you.” A smile formed on Liza’s lips.


  Those words were no sarcasm, but her true feelings. For her, Elen’s clear-cut, openhearted attitude had always been something she adored.


  “Somehow it looks like my presence makes it actually harder for you to sleep instead.” Elen got up from her chair with a wry smile. “I’ll explain the circumstances to the others, so you just care about getting a rest.”


  When Elen was about to leave the room after that last comment, Liza asked her from behind, “Do you plan to fight against Figneria?”


  “Yeah.”


  A curt answer. However, Liza could acutely sense intense emotions, that would make anyone flinch away, contained within.


  “Wait, Eleonora.” Liza stopped Elen with a grave voice while raising her body. As Elen looked back quizzically, Liza pointed at the chair. “I will tell you how Figneria has attacked me.”


  Elen put on a serious expression, and sat back down. What she knew about Figneria’s fighting style dated back to five years ago. Just like Elen had remarkably evolved as a warrior since then, Figneria ought to have raised her skills as well. She had decided that it was something she had to hear.


  Liza carefully explained in detail how Figneria had moved, and what kind of draconic skills she had employed. At times she ended up gesturing with her hands, resulting in her having to take a short break because of the pain, but Liza’s explanation was precise and easy to understand.


  Suddenly Liza felt uneasiness tugging at her when she saw how Elen listened to her attentively without interrupting even once.


  ──Is it really smart to tell her all that?


  Liza didn’t know much about the relationship between Elen and Figneria. But, she could easily imagine that they shared a fairly heavy past from Elen’s attitude and expression. High-strung emotions might narrow down one’s own outlook over the whole. This was something Liza had experienced herself as well. Liza suspected that Elen would lose against Figneria, if she were to suffer from such a tunnel vision.


  Once Liza’s explanation finished, Elen breathed out lightly, and stood up.


  “Thanks. You were a big help.”


  Liza silently stared into Elen’s eyes for a moment without saying anything. When Elen tilted her head in confusion, she said, “I know that it’s none of my business, but…when you try to win against someone, your feelings play a big role. If you discard those, you will fail in grabbing a chance at victory when it presents itself. However, Figneria is truly strong. I think it’d be better if you fought against her while thinking of not losing first.”


  When she finished speaking, Liza noticed that Elen was looking at her with surprise written all over her face. A completely unforeseen reaction as Elen wasn’t angry, nor fed up, as Liza would have expected.


  “W-What…?”


  “Nothing, it’s just unexpected,” Elen flashed a wry smile at Liza, and continued, “I teach promising soldiers the same. The desire for victory is important, but think of how to not lose first, is what I tell them. For you to tell me the exact same thing is quite a surprise.”


  Liza’s chest throbbed in nervousness, and her face became hot.


  “It’s something I was taught in the past. When I was still small.”


  She intended to answer while pretending to be calm, but her voice sounded somewhat shrill and tense.


  “Say, Elen.” She looked up to Elen with just her blue eye as she hid her right eye with her hand, “Did you perchance meet a girl with such a face a long, long time ago? In a small village where you stayed over back when you still were a small mercenary.”


  Elen stared down at Liza, clearly bewildered. With her eyebrows furrowed, she obviously rummaged through her memories the best she could. When around five to six breaths had passed, Elen finally realized the meaning behind Liza hiding her right eye.


  “Elizavetta? You wore an eyepatch…?”


  Elen couldn’t hide her surprise, and Liza’s expression softened, as both stared at each other. The scenery from nine years ago played back in both their minds. A silver-haired girl teaching how to fight, and a red-haired girl devotedly listening to her every word with a sparkling, left eye, with a poor village in the background. Elen had instantly pulverized Liza’s wrong impression that she couldn’t do anything about her own despair, and taught her how to walk while facing forward. Holding up the flame lit by Elen, Liza kept struggling through the darkness, even after Elen had left. The two from back then had now finally reunited again.


  Only the rain pattering outside was audible inside the room.


   


  
    
  


  


   


  Elen left Liza’s room, instantly erasing the smile full of mixed feelings she had shown inside. The one standing there wasn’t a girl full of joy, albeit a perplexed one, over the unexpected reunion, but a warrior with furious rage burning in her ruby eyes. Walking through the dim corridor, only illuminated by a lamp on the wall, she didn’t head to her room, but instead made way for Tigre’s room. She didn’t return to her own room, because she expected to find Lim and Tigre there, and she was certain that both would try to stop her if they learned that she was about to go out to search for Figneria.


  Tigre’s room wasn’t locked. Within the dark room, Elen blindly groped for Tigre’s overcoat, and put it on after getting hold of it. She decided that it’d be fine for her to summon her own draconic tool, Arifar, once she left the mansion behind.


  Just when she was about to go outside, someone called Elen to a halt from behind. Reluctantly she stopped her feet, and looked back. The one standing behind her was Tigre.


  “Where are you going at this late hour?”


  “Just a little stroll.” Elen replied with a deliberately blunt tone.


  However, the youth didn’t allow his lover’s deception to pass. His black eyes stabbed at her piercingly.


  “Are you going to Figneria?”


  “As if that’d be the case. To begin with, it’s not like I know where to find her.”


  “Why are you sneaking out behind our backs then?”


  Going by him using us, Elen guessed that Lim had to be somewhere, too. Tigre continued as Elen remained silent with her lips pursed.


  “If you go to the palace, you might learn where to find Figneria. And even if not, as long as you walk through the nightly streets all alone, she might take you up on that invitation. Considering it like that──”


  “Is there any reason to simply leave that bitch to her own devices?” Interrupting Tigre, Elen hurled words full of rage at him.


  “Yes, there is. You might end up like Elizavetta.”


  Elen appealed to him with her eyes to let her go. However, Tigre didn’t budge.


  “Don’t go.”


  Elen drew close to the youth with her fists clenched. Her attitude was terribly menacing, but without wincing back from her, Tigre calmly took on her fiery glare.


  “Why──”


  Her protest was interrupted by Tigre suddenly hugging her. Confusion spread on Elen’s face, just to be followed by embarrassment and dismay. Even though she tried to retort something, she couldn’t form any clear words with her muddy thinking.


  “Wh-! Whash the deal!?”


  Although she finally managed to squeeze out some words, they lacked impact because she had fumbled them. Tigre increased the strength in his arms, which he had put around Elen’s back, without answering. As if to tell her that he wouldn’t let her go, no matter what. Elen started to raise her fist, but stopped midway. The warmth and passionate feelings, transmitted to her from Tigre’s body, soothed the raging emotions in her chest, and they also allowed her to realize that she was about to do something completely reckless.


  After around ten breaths, Tigre whispered, “By now it’s already two years ago, but…do you remember the time when I had a one-on-one fight with Duke Thenardier? And do you also recall the words you told me back then?”


  Without waiting for her answer, Tigre continued, “──I won’t tell you to not harbor any desire for revenge, but don’t get blinded by it. Don’t use that as your only weapon.”


  Those words and her fist had dragged the youth out of the dark maze inside his heart. Without it, Tigre’s life would have definitely taken a completely different turn, compared to now.


  Elen asked with a face and voice full of bitterness, “Do I look like that to you?”


  Once Tigre nodded, she put her hand around his back, and lightly tapped it.


  “Okay, okay, you win. I’ll behave myself for now.” As the youth released her from his embrace, Elen put on a troubled expression within the dim illumination. “I’m happy about your feelings, but…if this was your reason, it’d have been better if you had punched me without any restraint.”


  “I’ll keep it in mind for times when I’ve got no other options left.”


  The two exchanged smiles, and headed back to Elen’s room.


  It was one of several guest rooms in this mansion that had its floor covered by a carpet. Two chairs, a small table, and a sofa allowing for two people to fit on it had been added as furniture. A lamp suspended from the ceiling provided the necessary illumination.


  Lim, who had waited there, breathed out in relief as soon as she spotted Elen. She had tied her dull, golden hair into a braid on the left side of her head. Just like Elen, Lim was wearing a bluish uniform. A smile, she wouldn’t show to anyone but Elen and Tigre, bloomed on her face which usually was completely devoid of any kindness.


  “Lord Tigrevurmud, thank you for bringing back Eleonora-sama.” Lim got up from her chair, deeply bowing at the youth.


  Then she turned an inquisitive look at Elen who had sat down on the sofa while still wearing the overcoat.


  “Eleonora-sama, you don’t need to wear an overcoat inside this room. Please take it off.”


  “It doesn’t really matter, does it? I promised Tigre that I wouldn’t go outside anyway.”


  Lim tilted her head at Elen’s reply. After quietly scrutinizing her, she sighed once she realized that the overcoat draped over her lord’s body was Tigre’s. She didn’t quite understand whether this sigh stemmed from her thinking that Tigre was pampering Elen too much, or her believing that Elen fawned on Tigre too much. However, there was no doubt that it contained a tiny fraction of envy.


  “By the way, Elen, about Lord Eugene…” When Tigre broached the topic of Eugene after sitting down on one of the chairs, Elen and Lim immediately snapped out of it, switching their thinking.


  During the time when Tigre had been walking through the streets with Mila and Olga, Elen and Lim had visited Eugene Shevarin, their teacher in etiquette. Normally Eugene would be at the palace to assist Prince Ruslan, but today’s schedule included him inspecting temples, the castle gates, and towers, which resulted in him working outside the palace. He met the two at his mansion.


  “I heard a bit about it from Lim, but is his condition still as bad?”


  “No, it’s actually getting worse by the day. Moreover, I can’t see any signs that it’d improve in the near future.” Elen angrily spat out with her arms folded.


  Lim added, “It felt as though he lost even more weight compared to our meeting several days ago.”


  If you were to summarize what was causing Eugene so much grief, it’d be the royal palace. When Ruslan had been appointed as next king, the noble lords and bureaucrats, who had swarmed Eugene until then, distanced themselves from him. However, once the marriage of Eugene’s daughter Alyssa with Ruslan’s son Valeri was decided, all those people drew close to him again. In addition, people slandering him out of jealousy, and people sucking up to Eugene out of antipathy towards Ruslan and Valentina also started to come out of the woodworks.


  Moreover, probably instigated by someone, people started to get in the way of Eugene’s work by passing orders on wrongly, or having him handle work that wasn’t originally his. From the start, Eugene was someone with a healthy mind and body, but both got worn down by the deaths of his close friends Ilda and Viktor, followed by him being confronted with the political marriage of his ten-years-old daughter. Reaching that point, it was only natural for his health to deteriorate, considering the daily backbiting and slander, combined with a flood of flattery and servility.


  However, Eugene couldn’t leave the palace and return to his own territory, Pardu. He couldn’t afford to be suspected of planning a rebellion by people thoughtlessly deciding for it to be so. And above all, Eugene had sworn to the late King Viktor that he’d support Ruslan. Seeing as that Ruslan also relied on him, he couldn’t just toss all his governmental duties aside.


  “As a matter of fact, someone else visited his mansion when we were talking with Lord Eugene.”


  A low-ranking noble possessing a mansion in the capital had visited Eugene. Despite having a low rank, that noble originated from an old, long-standing family, making it hard to treat him too rudely. Having Elen and Lim wait in another room, Eugene decided to wrap up talks with that man quickly. That noble kept the greetings short, and immediately went on to advocate that Eugene should grasp the political power.


  “Since he pissed me off, he got kicked out.”


  Tigre tilted his head in confusion over Elen’s rough explanation, and asked, “Kicked out? By who?”


  “Me, of course.”


  “Lord Eugene allowed you to sit in on his meeting with that noble?”


  “When I passed the room by pure coincidence, I heard their conversation, okay?”


  Tigre shifted his eyes to Lim. Elen’s adjutant answered with an indifferent expression, “As it was something done out of worry over Lord Eugene, it wasn’t wrong in the end, and Lord Eugene himself forgave her with a laugh.”


  In short, Elen was eavesdropping. Tigre rolled his eyes at Elen. But then again, once he thought it over, it wasn’t such a bad way to deal with the noble. Elen was a Vanadis, a political authority ranking next to high-ranking nobles. Even if she had punished a single noble for making reckless remarks, she wasn’t in a position where this would turn into an issue. Considering what he had said to Eugene, the noble wouldn’t be able to publicly blame Elen for it either.


  “Just thinking about such retards showing up almost every day, I can fully sympathize with Lord Eugene’s suffering. I’d like to somehow cheer him up when possible, but I don’t know how…”


  “How is the relationship between Lord Eugene and His Highness Ruslan? Can’t he talk it over with His Highness to have him change the situation?”


  Elen nodded at Tigre’s question with a face showing her complex feelings on this matter.


  “I was also curious about that part, and asked him various things, but going by his words, you can’t call their relationship neither good nor bad. If I had to pinpoint an issue, I feel like it’d be Lord Eugene holding back too much.”


  “But, it sounds like anything Lord Eugene says could be taken as the words of a person who should have become the next king, and not as those of a single retainer. I think it might be inevitable for him to tread carefully.” Lim objected humbly.


  Elen groaned lightly.


  “Not being able to clearly voice out what ought to be said must be hard on Lord Eugene as well…” Lim added.


  While listening to the two, Tigre got lost in his own thoughts.


  ──I wonder, is there anything I can do about this?


  Tigre was visiting Zhcted as chief delegate of Brune, and as a thanks for Zhcted having helped out in the previous wars. With him having had an audience with Prince Ruslan, presented the gifts, and even attended the unexpected event of King Victor’s funeral, he had finished his tasks as envoy. There were several reasons why Tigre still remained in Zhcted’s capital.


  One was his wish to access the palace’s archive to search for documents about the demons. Another was his wish to ward any potential danger off Brune by ascertaining Zhcted’s state of affairs. Moreover, there was also the matter of marrying Elen, although this had a lower priority under these circumstances.


  At that moment, there was a knock at the door, and the face of a girl with hazel eyes and chestnut-colored hair peeked inside the room. The girl had tied her hair together at the back of her head, and was wearing a white apron above a black shirt with long sleeves and a skirt reaching down all the way to her feet. It was Tigre’s maid, Titta.


  For several days now she had been living in this mansion. Tigre had asked Sofy to allow it, and Sofy had willingly accepted. And, as Titta couldn’t bear only relying on Sofy’s kindness, she had been helping the maids working in this mansion. Apparently Titta had quickly befriended the maids here.


  “Tigre-sama, Eleonora-sama, and Ms. Limalisha. Sofya-sama and the others have returned.”


  The three breathed out in relief, and Elen said, “I worried that something might have happened as they hadn’t come back until now, but it looks like all’s fine.”


  Tigre’s group left the room, and headed to the mansion’s entrance hall, led by Titta. In addition to Sofy, Mila, and Olga, two of the mansion’s maids were present. Under the light of candles, the maids received the wet overcoats of the three Vanadis.


  “Welcome back, Sofy. Mila and Olga, you too.”


  Upon Tigre’s greeting, the blond Vanadis turned her face in his direction.


  “I’m back home, dear.” Sofy grinned at Tigre while using a tone and expression a wife would use for her husband.


  Troubled how to react to this all of a sudden, the youth answered with an ambiguous smile. And then he noticed that the clothes she was wearing now were different from when she left today morning. He suspected that she might have changed them after getting wet in the rain.


  Sofy made a beeline for Tigre, stopped in front of him, and hugged the youth in a fluent motion


   


  ◎


   


  Various dishes were lined up atop the big, round table. Fish soup in deep bowls as they were normal for Zhcted, a cooked mutton and fruits wrapped in grape leaves, boiled potatoes, roasted whole cod sprinkled with salt, wheat porridge using plenty of sheep’s milk, fried herb chicken meat, grilled pork skewers, omelettes with thin pork slices, and many more created a layer of white smoke above the table from all the wafting steam. Even though just looking at all the delicacies would already whet anyone’s appetite, the fragrant aromas released further urged the people at the table to dig in.


  Not all of it were hot dishes. Big plates were stuffed with various kinds of breads, and jam bins had been placed nearby to be smeared on the bread. Heavy lumps of cheese had been flopped down on the table, and thin slices of meat pickled in salt were decorating flat plates. Moreover, many bottles filled with fruit juice were arrayed up at the table’s edge.


  The three lamps hanging down from the ceiling brightly illuminated the room – the dining hall of Sofy’s mansion. The ones sitting around the table were Sofy, Elen, Lim, Mila, Olga, and Tigre. While having a late dinner, they talked about what had taken place today.


  This was also the reason why Titta wasn’t present. Tigre didn’t want his beloved maid to listen to all the intrigues going on in Zhcted. Hence she was eating dinner together with the other maids in the kitchen.


  After they filled their silver cups with juice and toasted, Sofy immediately began to talk about her battle against Valentina.


  “Secret information, eh? ──What an extremely unpleasant story.” Elen twisted her face in rage while chewing on a potato.


  Tigre shared her feelings on this.


  “There’s no way that Lord Eugene would have become so worn out if he really intended to raise a rebellion against His Highness Ruslan.” Not losing to her lord, Lim also got all worked up.


  A calm fighting spirit flickered deep in her blue eyes.


  “Sofy, His Highness Ruslan didn’t hear anything about such secret information, did he?” Mila confirmed while elegantly sipping on her fish soup.


  Sofy nodded while tearing off a small piece of bread and carrying it to her mouth. “If he had harbored even the slightest suspicion, I doubt that I would have been able to come back here today.”


  By the way, because of Sofy’s spontaneous act of hugging right after returning, she had been forced to take the seat furthest from the youth. She excused herself by saying, “I simply took the warmth of the person who looked to be the warmest,” but not one of the others believed that excuse.


  Next to Sofy, Olga was silently stuffing her cheeks with bread and pork skewers while chewing on cheese. She seemed to properly listen to the discussion, but for the time being she appeared to prioritize satisfyng her appetite.


  Tigre was eating fish soup, breathing out hotly. Sliced cod, potatoes of appropriate bite sizes, onion, and carrots were garnishing the soup. As he took a sip, the tastes of the cod that had blended with the soup, salt, and pepper spread inside his mouth. And when the hot foot reached his stomach, a comfortable warmth spread across his whole body. Not to mention the cod, but the potatoes and carrots, which were just right, not too hard nor too soft, were delicious, too.


  When Sofy finished, Tigre spoke up next. But then again, since he didn’t have anything notable to say about their investigations in the city, he wrapped it up quickly. The part about Lisa’s rescue focused on what he had heard from her, with Elen supplementing things on several occasions.


  “Valentina apparently approached Elizavetta about an official declaration of support towards His Highness Ruslan. Considering that, you can safely assume that Valentina and Figneria have teamed up.”


  Mila frowned at Elen’s words, “Why did Figneria decide to cooperate with Valentina? Is she someone driven by emotions or does she calculate her every move carefully?”


  “Calculation, I’m pretty sure.” Elen immediately replied.


  Lim showed her consent by nodding, and further added, “You can’t say that she’s unfeeling, but she principally doesn’t move based on emotions. I believe Valentina must have offered a suitable reward for Figneria’s help.”


  “Seeing how Valentina had been ordered into house arrest, the same might happen to Figneria who committed the same crime, but… A suitable reward, eh? Somehow nothing comes to mind.”


  “We just have to ask her directly.” Elen answered Mila without hiding her seething fighting spirit.


  However, should Figneria go under house arrest, it’d be difficult for them to get such an opportunity.


  “Come to think of it, did Liza mention anything about notifying Lebus about the current situation?” Tigre asked while recalling her knight Naum and the elderly official Nazarl serving her.


  Both of them were very loyal, making it hard to believe that they’d stay silent about their lord being attacked.


  Elen nodded while eating the omelette, “I’ll have her write a letter once she wakes up. If it looks like it’s tough for her to hold a brush, I’ll get someone to do it for her. I plan to wait till dawn, and then dispatch someone trustable to inform Lebus.”


  It’d be terrible to pass on wrong information to Lebus. Despite it being a race against time, it was still important to be as accurate as possible.


  Afterwards Elen talked about her meeting with Eugene. She toned down the matter of her driving away a certain low-ranking noble, but neither Tigre nor Lim butted in. Elen didn’t bring up any topics that would derail the conversation either.


  Having waited for her to finish speaking, Tigre asked Sofy, “Did Valentina truly believe in that secret information or whatsoever?”


  Considering it objectively, her actions could only be described as foolish. Without even trying to check the authenticity of the information, she had assaulted another Vanadis, and on top of failing, she was put under house arrest by Ruslan. However, none of them believed that Valentina would make such a blunder. They suspected that she should have some kind of motive.


  “She’s probably only pretending to have believed it.” Sofy calmly answered Tigre after taking a sip from her cup.


  “But, she was put under house arrest, right?”


  In response, a mischievous gleam crept into Sofy’s beryl eyes, “Say Tigre, could you tell me your thoughts on what kind of impact the house arrest of Valentina and Figneria is going to have on the court?”


  Tigre got flustered when suddenly confronted with that question, “Let’s see… Since His Highness has been relying on her, wouldn’t it inhibit governmental affairs?”


  “Anything else?” Sofy prompted him to go on with a playful smile.


  Probably unable to watch Tigre brooding while holding a piece of bread, Lim butted in with her expression as unsociable as ever, “Lady Sofya, Lord Tigrevurmud isn’t well-acquainted with the circumstances of Zhcted’s court. Isn’t it unreasonable to expect him to come up with the proper answer?”


  “Oh my, Lim, you sure are protective of your cute student. Or are you saying that only you are allowed to have Tigre solve exercises?”


  Lim’s cheeks took on a faint, red tint when teased by Sofy. Going by her reaction, one of Sofy’s guesses hit home.


  With a wry smile, Elen interjected, “Please go on, Sofy. I’m also curious where this is going.”


  Seemingly satisfied with the exchange up until now, Sofy readily nodded, “You’re right, I guess,” and seriously said after erasing her smile, “Sooner or later a power struggle will break out in the palace. I’ve mentioned earlier that His Highness and Valentina have been actively appointing new personnel…”


  One after the other, those who had been serving in the palace so far, were transferred away. The number of people having left the capital to examine several cities as inspectors or to serve as governor assistants in distant regions had reached a fairly big count, with only the acceptable people allowed to stay at court. And even those remaining in the palace couldn’t help but feel worried about what the future would hold for them, resulting in them harboring animosity towards Ruslan and Valentina.


  Moreover, those supporting Eugene were hostile towards Valentina. After all, Eugene would have become the next king if she hadn’t brought Ruslan back to the palace. If they regarded today’s incident as Valentina’s failure, they would gleefully try to take advantage of it, obviously moving in order to keep her away from Ruslan by shunning her out of the court before her house arrest was over.


  “His Highness Ruslan imposed a gag order, but Valentina, who has been staying close to him until yesterday, has suddenly been placed under house arrest. No matter what Ruslan does, it’s impossible to keep it hidden.”


  Tigre and the others exchanged looks upon Sofy’s commentary. The youth asked gravely, “In other words, Valentina deliberately took on a house arrest to flush out the people opposing her?”


  “At least that’s what I think.”


  What popped up in Sofy’s mind was Valentina’s calm expression when she was ordered under house arrest. This would make a lot of sense if this situation played out for her as planned.


  “It would have been fine if they could have defeated Liza and me, but even if not, Valentina would still be able to find the political powers working against her by shocking the palace. It’d also serve as provocation against the people backing Earl Pardu. For Valentina, who advises His Highness, the biggest threat must be the Earl, I believe.”


  Elen’s expression twisted in irritation, and Lim frowned openly. After casting a sidelong glance at the two, Mila hurled a question at Sofy, “With that reasoning, I could somewhat understand Valentina attacking you, but why did Figneria attack Liza?”


  “I can think of two reasons. First, a geographic one.” Sofy drew Zhcted’s map in empty air with a finger. “Valentina’s Osterode is northeast of the capital, Figneria’s Legnica west, and Liza’s Lebus northwest. If Liza became unable to take action, Valentina and Figneria would be able to move their troops without needing to mind their rear.”


  “And the other one?”


  “At some point they must have noticed that Liza isn’t going to cooperate with them. Maybe she made a comment advocating Earl Pardu, or──” Sofy’s eyes shifted to Elen, “it might be related to you, Elen.”


  “What do you mean?” Elen frowned.


  Sofy giggled, “The relationship between you and Liza has changed. Compared to the past, you’ve recently reached a point of being able to exchange greetings. I apologize if it offends you, but something like you examining Liza would have been unimaginable around two years ago.”


  “It’s not like… I just brought her her medicine, that’s all.” Although she didn’t avert her eyes, Elen’s answer sounded as if she had bitten on something bitter.


  “Come to think of it, it didn’t develop into an overly dangerous atmosphere between the two at this year’s Sun Festival.” Mila said, obviously having remembered it just now.


  “If it comes to a showdown between His Highness and Earl Pardu, Lim and you’re going to support the Earl, right Elen?” Sofy carelessly spoke of an extremely dangerous assumption.


  Elen looked displeased, but she nodded without denying it. If things should really turn out like that, Elen planned to stand behind Eugene, just as Sofy said.


  “For Valentina, as a supporter of His Highness, you’re one of the biggest obstacles. She believed that Liza and you were on bad terms. However, once she talked with Liza, she found herself proven wrong. Maybe Liza said something to cover you.”


  Elen stared down, on the wine in her cup. Now that she had heard about the past from Liza, she could regard Sofy’s guess as a likely possibility.


  “In Valentina’s eyes that’s more than enough to conclude that Liza cannot be trusted. Adding the first reason to this, didn’t she think that she ought to get rid of Liza as fast as possible?”


  “In that case, it sounds like there’s no Vanadis left who would go along with Figneria and Valentina’s ideas.”


  Mila’s blue eyes contained a dangerous glint. She didn’t mind supporting Ruslan, but assuming that she had to cooperate with Valentina to express it, Mila would scornfully laugh into her face without any hesitation.


  “What should we do from now on?” Apparently having finally filled her belly, Olga asked after lifting her face from her plate.


  Sofy directed her eyes at Tigre without answering right away.


  “Please tell us what you think, Tigre.”


  Tigre looked surprised, but immediately grasped her aim. She wanted to hear the opinion of someone who was not a Vanadis. And Lim would always take Elen into consideration first. Lowering his eyes into his empty cup, Tigre sank into thought. However, he didn’t need overly long to come to a conclusion. Tigre lifted his eyes, looking around himself, at the faces of his friends.


  “There’s something I’d like to confirm first. I don’t know much about His Highness Ruslan’s character, but you wouldn’t mind him becoming the next king of Zhcted, would you?”


  “I have no objection against His Highness ruling over Zhcted.” Sofy was the first to answer. “I’m slightly worried about his health condition, but if it allows us to prevent Valentina’s tyranny, it’d be the very best to have His Highness rule.”


  “I agree with Sofy,” Mila stated next. “I don’t know His Highness well, but at present I have no reason to dislike him. Besides, my mother said that the prince has great talents, too.”


  Mila’s mother was the previous Snow Princess of the Frozen Wave. Since it was said that Ruslan was a wise, cheerful prince eight years ago, Tigre considered it highly unlikely that her mother’s description was mere nonsense.


  “I don’t know much about Prince Ruslan either, but I trust all of you who have been Vanadis for a much longer time than I have,” said Olga.


  While being fully aware of her lacking experience, she declared her determination to take responsibility for her decision. When Sofy smiled at her, Olga lowered her head to hide her face.


  Lastly, Elen responded calmly, “I think that Lord Eugene would become a splendid king not inferior to any of the kings before him.”


  Mila narrowed her eyes in suspicion, whereas Sofy’s expression softened in joy. Without paying attention to either, Elen continued, “I didn’t like King Viktor, but he managed this country for many dozens of years. Lord Eugene had been once appointed as the successor by such a king. I’ve got no doubt that he has the necessary qualifications to be king. But…Lord Eugene doesn’t desire the crown, and has pledged his allegiance to His Highness.” Elen took a short breath, calming her voice. Passion could be faintly seen in her ruby eyes, “I wish to help Lord Eugene in fulfilling his own wish. However, should it come to a fight between His Highness and Lord Eugene, I’d defend Lord Eugene.”


  Lim nodded silently as if to express that Elen’s will reflected her own.


  “──Thanks.” Tigre stood up, bowed deeply to everyone, and then informed them of his own thoughts, “I believe we should work towards mediating between His Highness and Lord Eugene.”


  If both were to work together, it’d be possible to avoid the power struggle feared by Sofy. It should also help in suppressing Valentina. For Tigre it was out of the question to investigate the demons as long as Zhcted hadn’t stabilized. Brune also had interest in its friendly neighboring nation to be peaceful. Besides, Tigre didn’t have a bad impression of either Ruslan or Eugene. Particularly Eugene had prayed to the gods for the soul of his parents to rest in peace.


  “Someone slightly more unscrupulous than you would have probably advocated to place Lord Eugene on the throne, and demanded concessions for Brune in exchange. It’s truly a typical approach for you.” Elen smiled proudly with her eyes sparkling.


  Mila and the others nodded with smiles that combined trust and deep affection.


  Tigre shrugged his shoulders, looking bashful, “I just do what I’m capable of.”


  Just as it always has been.


  “Let’s first meet with His Highness to lend him our strength.”


  Up until now Tigre had gotten through various situations together with the girls gathered here, and he believed that this time the same should be possible as well.


   


  ◎


   


  It was around the time when Sofy, Mila and Olga returned to Sofy’s mansion that Figneria Alshavin visited the palace. She had been asked by Valentina to come to the palace, no matter how things might have panned out. It resulted in her walking through the palace’s corridors while surrounded by several soldiers.


  The soldiers very obviously didn’t accompany her as guards, but to stop her from running away. However, Figneria accepted that treatment obediently. Not because she trusted Valentina, but because the soldiers, whose expressions showed fear and bewilderment rather than hostility, couldn’t confiscate her draconic tool.


  Figneria was sure that she could literally cut her way out with those two swords at any time if push came to shove.


  The place she was led to was one of the guest rooms. Once she opened the door, she found Valentina relaxing on a sofa inside the room illuminated by candlelights and a fireplace.


  “So you came just as promised.” Valentina waved a hand at Figneria with a broad smile.


  Then she offered Figneria to sit down on the sofa opposite of her. It was plenty warm inside the room, but Figneria sat down without taking off her cloak.


  “I failed.” Figneria curtly admitted without any prefaces.


  After staring blankly at Figneria for a moment, a bitter smile crept on Valentina’s lips.


  “Me too. It went quite badly.”


  Figneria concisely explained her battle with Liza, and Tigre’s intervention. Valentina placed a hand on her chin, and sighed exaggeratedly.


  “For Lord Tigrevurmud of all people to appear at that place.”


  “He surprised me. I’ve never met a man like him before.” Figneria talked about his archery skills, faint agitation dyeing her voice. “Can that man really shoot an arrow over a distance of 300 alsin?”


  “I’m pretty sure he can. I’ve witnessed something close to that on several occasions during the battles against Sachstein.” Valentina confirmed readily. “I don’t believe it to be likely, but don’t tell me you’ve fallen in love with him?” Valentina asked with curiosity filling her violet eyes.


  Although her acquaintance with Figneria was a short one, it was the first time for Valentina to see Figneria praise someone so openly. Valentina had thought that Figneria was only interested in polishing her own skills, and expanding Legnica.


  Figneria laughed with her shoulders trembling lightly, “If you ask me if I fell in love with his archery skills, you’re completely right. Very likely anyone capable of using a bow to some extent or known as an archery master would feel the same as me.”


  “Please don’t cheat on me, okay?” After cracking a joke with a smile, Valentina returned to the main topic, “It was a good decision to have withdrawn then and there. It’d have produced various issues if you had killed him.”


  “I guess you mean besides the relation with Brune?”


  Valentina tilted her head to the side upon Figneria’s question, “You’re right. I guess I should tell you now since it’s a good opportunity. But then again, it’s not like I’m aware of everything…”


  Valentina explained about the Black Bow owned by Tigre. However, it didn’t trigger as deep an impression in Figneria as his archery skills. She believed that you just had to offset paranormal powers with similar paranormal powers.


  When their talk came to a lull, Figneria asked, “What are we going to do next?”


  “You will be punished with house arrest, just as I have been. His Highness will likely prepare a room somewhere within the palace for you, to separate us. Please stay there obediently for a while.”


  Things had gone as planned. Valentina had told Figneria that it might turn out like this if they didn’t manage to kill Sofy or Liza. Despite Tigre’s interference, Figneria felt that it was her own blunder for not having been able to finish off Liza. Thus she had no intention to go against the house arrest. However, she was bad at staying cooped up indoors.


  “Isn’t there anything I can do while under house arrest?”


  “I suppose I’ll ask His Highness to send you several stories. I’d like you to read them by all means.”


  With her eyes gleaming in joy, Valentina leaned herself forward. Figneria looked at her in irritation.


  “I’m bad with books. They make me fall asleep right away.”


  “Then it’s just perfect. If you spend your days sleeping, those monitoring you will let their guard down.” Valentina told her, flashing a smile that concealed how much of her words were true.


  Figneria felt discouraged, but she didn’t protest since it’d be bothersome to do so.


  It was shortly thereafter that Ruslan visited their room. The two Vanadis knelt, and after listening to Figneria’s recount of the events, Ruslan sighed deeply.


  “Earl Vorn, eh…?”


  It was bad news for an outsider to have learned of a battle between fellow Vanadis. If the neighboring countries held doubts about Ruslan’s capability as ruler, they might try to interfere in some way.


  Ruslan asked Valentina, “Tina…no, Valentina, do you happen to know anything about the informants?”


  “Just one person.” Valentina answered calmly. “Earl Kazakov. He rules over the territory of Polus, located in the northwest.”


  Ruslan searched his memory, nodding with a bitter face.


  “Lord Orgelt lost his life in a domestic battle last year. His eldest son succeeded him, right?”


  Orgelt Kazakov was a man famous enough to have earned himself the alias of “Bloody Kazakov.” He absolutely loathed rainbow eyes, and launched a domestic war against Liza, whose territory was next to his, last winter, but had the tables turned on him. However, the one who defeated him in a one-on-one wasn’t Liza, but Elen who assisted Liza.


  “The current family head is Lord Egol, but I have heard that he deeply resents Elizavetta and Eleonora.”


  “I understand. I’ll keep it in mind.”


  Figneria, who had been listening silently, thought that it was good for her to still be bowing her head. After all, it prevented the prince from seeing how her eyes were full of pity. It was a fact that Egol had provided secret information because of his hate towards Elen and Liza. However, the one who made him do so was Valentina. She had secretly provided him with the necessary information, and induced him towards passing on that information by fanning his enmity. Of course, Egol didn’t know about Valentina being the source, believing that he had obtained the secret information with his own power.


  “Figneria.”


  Figneria’s body tensed when gently addressed by Ruslan.


  “I think it’ll put you on the spot as you’ve just become a Vanadis recently. However, this case won’t finish by simply excusing it as a lack of prior investigation. Even if you might be a Vanadis, I must pass a heavy punishment on you.”


  “I have no excuse for having troubled you, Your Highness. Please do as you see fit.” Figneria answered what Valentina had told her to say in advance.


  Thus both Vanadis were put under house arrest.


  

  Chapter 2 – Taking Each Other’s Hands


  The lodging of Tigre in the capital of Silesia was a boarding house located at the edge of the royal palace’s compound. Or to be precise, it should be called the lodging of Brune’s delegation, but a few days ago, the youth had sent the majority of the delegation back home. Seeing how they had finished their official duties, Tigre had no intention to have them stay around for what could be called private reasons.


  The ones still using the boarding house were three men who could be called Tigre’s direct subordinates: Gaspal Rodant, Gerard Augre, and Damad. The three met in front of the house at dawn on the day after the battles of the Vanadis. The rain had ceased during the night, allowing for a cloudless, azure sky to dye the firmament.


  “In the end, Tigre didn’t come back last night, huh?” Gaspal commented.


  Possessing black eyes and black hair, which recently had started to show traces of gray, he was acquainted with Tigre since childhood. In the first place, it’d be more appropriate to call Tigre and Gaspal sworn brothers than friends. For this reason, the timbre of his voice carried worry about Tigre as his big brother, and not so much as his subordinate.


  “Indeed. A messenger arrived late at night, telling us that he’d stay over at Lady Obertas’ mansion.” Gerard answered while rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.


  His clothes were put in order, but his quirky, dark brown hair had clear traces of messy bedhair.


  Damad, the sole Muozinel among the three, hid his body beneath a thick overcoat. Him staying gloomily silent since a while ago wasn’t owed to him being dissatisfied with something, but rather him getting affected by the chilly weather. It wasn’t so cold that he, who had trained himself as a soldier, wouldn’t be able to bear it, but it was cold enough to lower his communicativeness significantly.


  “What should we do? Head over to the mansion for the time being?”


  “Let’s grab a bite somewhere first. I’m not talking about wine here, but I’d like to drink something warm.” Gaspal suggested out of concern for Damad.


  The Muozinel smiled faintly, but didn’t comment on it.


  The three men stepped out on the streets. A thin layer of ice blanketed the roadsides, a frozen memory of last night’s rain.


  “Are we going to pace around the capital today as well?” Damad asked no one in particular after they took around ten steps.


  These three, and Rurick, a knight of Leitmeritz, had been putting effort into gathering information in the capital in the same way as Tigre. They had formed two-man-cells, Gaspal with Rurick, and Gerard with Damad, heading into streets different from those visited by Tigre’s group.


  “I’d say that depends on Tigre’s situation.” Gaspal answered while blankly gazing at the people frequenting the streets.


  “If he’s been placed into troublesome circumstances, we have to help him out.”


  “I thought the circumstances were already troublesome enough, though.” Gerard flashed a sarcastic smile, lowered his voice, and continued, “For Vanadis to fight each other in the city, albeit in a back alley, wakes the wish in me to tell Lord Tigre that we ought to pack our things by today and head back to Brune.”


  “I agree with you on that one, but he definitely won’t make such a call. We should get ready to be prepared when push comes to shove.”


  The person crossing both Brunians’ minds was Princess Regin, the ruler of Brune. Rumors said that Regin became so angry that all those seeing her cowered away in fear, back when Tigre went missing on his way back from Asvarre. Gaspal and Gerard hadn’t personally experienced it. Moreover, for those knowing the usual Regin, it was a sight extremely difficult to imagine. However, both of them were aware that she loved Tigre as a woman. People like Prime Minister Badouin also anticipated Tigre to become Brune’s next king.


  If something should happen to Tigre, the two likely wouldn’t be able to escape responsibility.


  “If you hate it so much, you just need to tie him up and drag him back to Brune, don’t you?”


  In response to Damad’s words, Gaspal shook his head, and Gerard shrugged his shoulders.


  “It depends on the situation, but if we did something like that, he’d never listen to us again.”


  “I’d like to excuse myself from incurring the wrath of our future king.”


  Even while saying all that, it wasn’t resignation or dissatisfaction that showed on their faces. If one tried to put their expressions into words, it’d be something along the line of, “That’s why I must stick close to him.”


  “By the way, what about you? You’re not planning to head back to your homeland?” Gerard looked at Damad with curiosity gleaming in his eyes.


  Tigre had promised Damad that he’d release him once their duties were over before leaving Brune. And since their official duties were done now, Damad should be free to go. It wasn’t necessary for him to walk through Zhcted’s capital with Gaspal, Gerard, and Rurick.


  After letting a time of three beats pass, Damad answered with a frown, “I need to ascertain Zhcted’s state of affairs with my own eyes.”


  In the last few days, Damad and Gerard had visited the Muozinel merchants and craftsmen living in Silesia, and listened to their stories. According to them, infighting seems to have broken out in Muozinel. Or it might be armed disputes by now. Of course the condition of the neighboring countries should be of interest for Muozinel, and anyone holding detailed information on such things would likely be welcomed with open arms as a valuable asset. For that reason, Damad had to remain in the capital for a little bit longer.


  Hearing that explanation, Gerard laughed out as if having heard something comical, “I guess we’ll keep it at that.”


  Damad looked glum because of that reaction, but he didn’t file any protests. Achieving military exploits under his lord 『Red Beard』 Kureys Shahim Balamir, gaining fame, and living in luxury had been the dream of Damad who was born as fourth son of a poor farmer family. Even nowadays, this dream remained unchanged. However, he had reached a point where he thought that it might be okay to make a little side trip on the way to realizing his goals. He felt that she should have at least that much leeway.


   


  ◎


   


  Sofya Obertas’ mansion was wrapped up in a hectic atmosphere. Thanks to an unexpected visitor. Seeing Sofy entering the hall to welcome him, the visitor revealed an apologetic smile.


  “Sorry for dropping by so early in the morning, Sofya.”


  “No, not at all. I feel honored to have the opportunity to welcome you in my humble abode, Your Highness.” Sofy bowed respectfully.


  The one standing in front of her was Prince Ruslan. It was yesterday late at night that Ruslan’s messenger had visited Sofy’s mansion. After confirming Tigre’s presence, the messenger had asked whether they knew about Liza’s whereabouts.


  After Sofy informed the messenger about Liza’s stay in her mansion, he left after saying, “His Highness the Prince is going to visit tomorrow.”


  ──Still, I hadn’t expected him to show up here so early in the morning.


  It was a time where the city’s residents would still take their breakfast. Ruslan had hidden his identity by wearing an overcoat with the hood lowered deeply over his eyes, and came here from the palace, accompanied by merely two attendants. It was a carefreeness unthinkable of someone holding the position of prince.


  Once Sofy instructed a maid to lead the prince’s attendants to a guest room, she guided Ruslan to Liza’s room. As Rainbow Eyes only woke up a little while ago, some pain and languidness still weighed down on her body, but after hearing about the circumstances from Sofy, she had decided to put a shawl on top of her night clothes, and meet the prince.


  Ruslan watched Liza raising her body on her bed with a pitying look after entering the room, and told her to lie back down without any need to mind him.


  “Elizaveta, it’s great to see that you survived. I’m terribly sorry for my incompetence to have put you through such troubles.”


  “I feel grateful for Your Highness’ deep consideration. But, it’s nothing you would need to worry about. It’s a fact that I suffered a shameful defeat as a Vanadis. Besides, no one can predict what other people think or how they’re going to move, and cope with it appropriately in advance.”


  Ruslan nodded with a bitter smile at Liza’s words, “I’ll keep it in mind. I ordered Figneria under house arrest. Currently I’m having the person, who provided the secret information, investigated, too. Depending on the evidence, I plan to decree a fitting punishment. I won’t tell you to calm your anger because of that. But I’d like you to contact me first should you have something on your mind.”


  Ruslan implicitly told Liza to not act rashly. This might have been the very reason for his visit, but Liza decided to heed his request.


  “I also don’t feel like deliberately starting wars. If things can get resolved by talking it over, I will gladly choose that method under Your Highness’ mediation.”


  As a matter of fact, rage and enmity towards Figneria lurked in Liza’s heart. However, the prince of her country had made the effort to come all the way to her while only bringing two attendants along. Moreover, early in the morning. She thought that she should honor his sincerity, and besides, her not wanting to start any wars was true.


  Ruslan left the room after telling Liza to properly rest up. Him not spending too much time on his visit was likely his consideration towards her as an injured person.


  After thanking Sofy, who had been waiting in the corridor, Ruslan asked her, “Could you lend me a room? There’s something I’d like to discuss with Earl Vorn.”


  Thus it led to Tigre, who had been woken up by Titta moments ago, meeting with Ruslan in one of the guest rooms. The maid with the chestnut-colored hair had quickly fixed Tigre’s bedhair with practiced hand moves. Tigre and Ruslan sat down on leather-covered chairs, facing each other in the room with its calm atmosphere. Maids carried in a bottle of wine, two silver cups, and plates filled with cheese and roasted beans, placed all of these down on the table next to their chairs, and left.


  “I guess it’s the first time for us to talk like this ever since you arrived at the royal palace with Brune’s delegation.” The prince’s tone and expression were somewhat stiff.


  Tigre showed a gentle smile to soften the mood as much as possible, and replied, “Your Highness, we aren’t in public here, so please feel free to call me Tigre.”


  A smile crept on Ruslan’s lips. He stood up from his chair, stepped up to Tigre, and shook his hand. Tightly grasping Tigre’s hand while overlapping both his hands, Ruslan bowed deeply.


  “Tigre, allow me to thank you from the bottom of my heart for having saved a precious Vanadis of our country.”


  Tigre was confused before feeling happy. Ruslan’s hands were dry, and he had a stronger grip than his outward appearance gave away. It seemed as though his feelings of gratitude were contained in the warmth passed on to Tigre through his hands.


  Pulling himself together after a very short pause, Tigre honestly expressed his feelings while paying attention to not grimace out of pain, “Your Highness, I thank you for your kind words, but I didn’t do much more than protecting an important comrade-in-arms.”


  “Comrade-in-arms…?” Ruslan lifted his face, casting a curious look at Tigre.


  The youth nodded, “Elizaveta Fomina is my benefactor and someone who stood on the battlefield next to me.”


  “I’ve heard that you’re close to the Vanadis of our country, but…” Ruslan spoke up with keen interest dyeing his voice, and let go of Tigre’s hand.


  After sitting back down on his chair, he poured wine into the two cups before passing one to Tigre. Tigre accepted the cup with a short word of thanks as it was unimaginable for him to refuse it. Ruslan lifted his cup at eye level and toasted. As Tigre wasn’t overly fluent in the Zhcted language, he imitated the prince.


  “Tigre, if you like, could you also tell me about the other Vanadis besides Elizaveta?”


  “Very well. I’ll shorten it down a bit to not take too much of your time.” Tigre responded with a smile.


  He believed that Ruslan must be curious about the Vanadis, who were chief vassals of his country, being close with someone from another country. Wetting his lips with wine, Tigre began to talk, starting with the Battle of Dinant two years ago. He then continued with Brune’s civil war, his trip to Asvarre, and the period of him working for Liza after losing his memories. He omitted the part about the demons as he judged that it’d be too complicated to fully explain them to Ruslan.


  Ruslan carefully listened with a serious expression without interrupting even once, but in the middle he became lost in the stories with his eyes sparkling. He asked Tigre to expand on certain details so often that it caused the youth to be baffled.


  As Tigre eventually came to an end of his recount, Ruslan leaked a sigh full of admiration.


  “I see. Comrade-in-arms is a perfectly fitting term.”


  “In regards to this matter, I didn’t have any intent to save Lady Elizaveta as chief delegate of Brune’s delegation, but as someone saving their comrade. I’d like you to think of it like that, if possible.”


  Tigre’s remark also made it clear that he had no plans to divulge the incident publicly.


  Understanding that, Ruslan smiled, “I’ve understood your wish. Well, I’d like to give you a private present for your friendship that you exhibited towards a chief vassal of our country. Is there anything you wish for?”


  “I’m very grateful for your kind hospitality. However, since I can’t come up with anything on the spot, would it be alright for me to think it over for a while?”


  Tigre said so because he guessed that the private present mentioned by the prince also served as a bribe for secrecy. Apparently he had no choice but to come up with something.


  After putting on a stiff expression, Tigre carefully spoke up, “Your Highness, about Lady Valentina…”


  The instant Ruslan heard her name, deep wrinkles formed on his middle forehead. Tigre flinched in his mind, but bracing himself, he continued to speak.


  “Normally it’s nothing I should concern myself with, but please pardon this little interference of mine. It looks like there are some who harbor feelings of anxiety of Your Highness’ heavy reliance on her.”


  Tigre felt how a bitterness, which was difficult to describe, spread within his mouth. Of course he felt angry at Valentina, but she had saved him many times on the battlefield. Thus Valentina was yet another of his comrades-in-arms. Above all, Tigre wasn’t a Zhcted. It would be a different matter if Valentina were to target Brune, but since this wasn’t the case, he was in no position to readily voice his opinion.


  Ruslan silently closed both eyes. He had the option to get angry and harshly rebuke Tigre. Even if he did, it’d be Tigre’s fault for interfering with another country’s domestic affairs as an outsider. Moreover, Tigre wouldn’t be able to protest against getting remonstrated for trying to meddle under the guise of an advice.


  However, without doing any of that, Ruslan took a sip of his red wine, and then replied calmly, “I’ve been told the same by other people. Speaking of others involved in this matter, Earl Pardu gave me his counsel many times as well. Do you know of him?”


  Tigre nodded while feeling lightly surprised, “His Majesty Viktor was as kind as bringing us together previously.”


  “I see. It’s because father…His Majesty deeply trusted Earl Pardu.” Ruslan narrowed his eyes, obviously fondly reminiscing of the past, but immediately tightened his expression. “I wonder if you’re aware of it, but there are fairy-tales describing how children, who strayed into the world of fairies, came back from playing with the fairies for around half a day just to find that 50 years had actually passed with their parents and friends long gone.”


  Tigre blinked several times, baffled by the sudden topic change. He confirmed Ruslan’s claim while still unable to grasp where he was going with this.


  A light shadow crossed Ruslan’s eyes, “I’ve heard that my mind had actually been ill over a period of eight years, but…I don’t remember any of what happened during that time. No, I think it’s more precise to say that I don’t understand it.”


  Grave irritation, distress, and anxiety dyed Ruslan’s voice. As Tigre didn’t respond due to the strong, surging emotions in Ruslan’s eyes, the prince continued, “On that day eight years ago, I had been working on official documents in the palace from morning till noon. His Majesty had entrusted me with a part of the governmental affairs back then. After taking lunch with the civil officials, I was assailed by a strong sleepiness, and thus laid down for a bit. It was scheduled for me to meet envoys of various countries in the afternoon…” Ruslan pointed his blue eyes at Tigre, but he didn’t look at the youth, “However, when I tried to get up, I found myself resting in a temple’s room. My body felt quite sluggish and stiff. My head didn’t work either. I even thought that I might be watching a dream. The one who appeared there was Tina…Valentina.”


  Ruslan described how Valentina nursed him, and informed him of the current state of affairs. At first Ruslan didn’t want to believe her, but after being shown his own face in a mirror and leaving the temple to see an acquaintance of his from far away, he accepted her words as truth. Or rather, he had no choice but to do so.


  “Apparently Valentina looked for someone, who got healed despite suffering from the same illness, and arranged the same medicine as they had taken. She told me that I’d need to take the medicine for roughly one month.”


  Ruslan shifted his eyes to the window which was brightened by the sun. While gawping in that direction, he continued, “I hadn’t expected that the same thing as in the previously mentioned fairy-tales would happen to me. All those dear to me have grown old or passed away…”


  Each time he learned something new from Valentina, Ruslan received another shock. Without hurrying him, she proceeded to slowly talk to him, waiting for him to regain his calm. And then she arranged Ruslan’s return to the palace, and made sure that he would be able to receive an audience with King Viktor.


  “At the audience with His Majesty, I was surprised first and foremost rather than happy. The King Victor in my memories was someone who emitted dignity and vitality by just sitting on the throne. However, the man in front of me he had visibly weakened, thinned, and shrunk.”


  Once the audience came to an end, Ruslan considered leaving the palace. He had painfully realized how many things he had lost during the eight years of sickness. What dated back several days for him was a matter of eight years for the other people. He believed that he wouldn’t be able to fill this wide gap. However, while answering to the various questions asked by King Viktor, something changed in Ruslan’s heart. He decided that he must support the king as a prince, and as a son.


  “It was easy to imagine that it’d cause chaos at the court if I were to return now. But once I asked Valentina and others, I heard that Asvarre was fighting against Sachstein, that Brune was ruined because of wars against other countries, and that Muozinel had just recently been defeated by Brune. I also anticipated that Earl Pardu would cooperate with me. Above all, I had Valentina with me.”


  Ruslan’s expression clearly told Tigre that his trust in Valentina was close to absolute.


  ──I guess that’s only to be expected.


  Tigre stared at the prince with understanding written on his face. When he was completely locked up in his own world, Valentina had shown Ruslan a path he could tread on to walk towards a new future. It was unimaginable that he wouldn’t trust her. If Tigre had been in Ruslan’s shoes, he might have relied on Valentina in the same way.


  “So far there had been precedents where Vanadis served as the advisors of kings and princes. If that girl used her relationship with me to get her family high-ranking positions at court or to fill her own pockets, she and I should be criticized for it, I believe. But, that’s not happening. It’s not strange for me to appoint personnel to make it easier for me to run the government, don’t you think?”


  “Excuse me, Your Highness. I’m terribly sorry for having caused you discomfort while not being aware of these circumstances.” Tigre bowed sincerely.


  Of course there were some questions left unanswered. How could Valentina have known of the symptoms of Ruslan’s illness? How could she make this country’s prince take medicine for a whole month despite him being confined in a temple?


  However, it was plain as day that Tigre would offend Ruslan if he pressed him for answers. In the worst case, Ruslan could interpret it as slander against a loyal retainer and friend. In such a case, things wouldn’t just affect Tigre alone. It might even be seen as Brune having taken a hostile stance towards Zhcted.


  “Valentina might follow her very own plans as well.” After a pause of several breaths, Ruslan spoke up again, “Her influence will naturally grow if I’m installed as the next king. I plan to treat the other Vanadis as impartially as I can, but I don’t intend to slight those who are supporting me.”


  Tigre nodded in reflex. Two years back, when he fought to protect Alsace, Elen lent him her strength because of her trust in him, and her own interests. If he were told by someone else that she was shady and that she might have had some ulterior motive in helping him, he’d likely become angry.


  ──What I should do isn’t to keep Valentina away from this man.


  Suddenly Tigre came up with a certain idea. Taking a sip of the wine in his cup, he left a little pause, before saying, “By the way, Your Highness, about the reward you said you wish to give to me…”


  “Did you think of something?”


  Partially because he was relieved over the change in topic, Ruslan leaned forward while biting into a piece of cheese.


  Tigre answered with a happy smile, “Could I have you hold a hunting feast?”


  “During winter…?” Ruslan dubiously looked at Tigre, obviously unable to infer the real intention behind this. “We will likely find little game even if we visit the usual hunting grounds, and the lords must be busy with their winter preparations, so I don’t think that we’ll be able to find many willing to participate. Wouldn’t it be better to choose something else?”


  In addition, Ruslan found it difficult to do anything too flashy since they were still observing the mourning, although he didn’t voice it out. Such a sad hunting feast wouldn’t serve as much of an entertainment.


  But, Tigre shook his head, “Please leave the hunting of the necessary amount of game to me. It might not seem so, but I do have a bit of confidence in my hunting skills.”


  If Elen and the others were present at this moment, they’d have probably smiled wryly at Tigre’s comment. But, since Ruslan wasn’t aware of Tigre’s hunting skills, he kept it at a little nod.


  Tigre continued, “It’s also unnecessary to gather many people. Lets keep it at a modest hunting feast, including the permission to use the hunting grounds managed by Zhcted’s royal family. Would that be fine with you?”


  “What is your aim?”


  “I’d like to provide an occasion for you and Earl Pardu to deepen your friendship.” Being directly asked by Ruslan, Tigre answered without hiding anything. “I think that Your Highness is aware of my country’s current situation. The wars have finally come to an end, and we must focus our power on restoration. We wish Zhcted, our friendly neighbor, to remain peaceful. For this reason it’s necessary that people learn of your close friendship with Earl Pardu. That’s what I think.”


  Silence spread between the two men once Tigre finished speaking. After around ten breaths had passed, Ruslan moved. Entrusting his body to the backrest, he exhaled deeply while looking up to the ceiling.


  “Don’t give me so much trouble.”


  As Tigre was puzzled about the meaning behind the prince’s words, Ruslan showed a somewhat bitter smile, “I also worried whether nothing could be done about my relationship with Earl Pardu. Although it can’t be helped under these circumstances, I’ve approached this issue too reservedly. It’s because I’d like him to return to his former self.”


  “Former self, you say?” Tigre asked, having his curiosity piqued.


  In reaction, a gleam of nostalgia crept into Ruslan’s eyes.


  “He was a man of integrity who didn’t shirk away from saying what he believed he had to say, even while knowing that he’d incur His Majesty’s wrath. It’s something that happened in the past, but when a servant terribly dirtied His Majesty’s clothes out of carelessness, His Majesty had a fit of anger, and was about to slay the servant on the spot, but Earl Pardu stopped His Majesty by wedging himself between the two.”


  “How did Earl Pardu persuade His Majesty?”


  “Earl Pardu meticulously listed all achievements of that servant. And when His Majesty asked, 『Are you telling me to pardon the wrongdoing of this man?』, the Earl boldly answered, 『Please reconsider, Your Majesty』, while standing in front of His Majesty who had drawn his sword.”


  The staring contest between king and retainer ended with King Viktor giving in. The king asked, “Then tell me how to resolve this.” Eugene replied, “How about giving him one of your attires as reward for his achievements so far?”


  “Basically he told His Majesty to give the servant the clothes, if he couldn’t stand the dirty attire to such an extent. His Majesty yielded while laughing, but if Earl Pardu had only interrupted from the side without standing in front of His Majesty, I don’t think that His Majesty would have complied.”


  Tigre sighed in admiration. Once again he realized the reason why King Viktor had appointed Eugene as his successor. Ruslan watched the youth’s reaction gleefully, but quickly put a serious expression back on.


  “My current authority is anything but stable. That’s why Earl Pardu refrained from giving me advice. While thinking that we must meet sooner or later, both of us delayed it under the pretext of being too busy… I’ll gladly accept your assistance. Thanks”


  “I’m the one who has to thank. You have my gratitude for lending an ear to my opinion.” Tigre placed his hands on his knees, and bowed.


  Ruslan extended a hand, “Could you become my friend, Tigre?”


  Tigre looked full of surprise at the prince due to the sudden request. Ruslan continued speaking in a way that made it clear that he wasn’t joking, “I’d like to chat with you again, once things calm down a bit. Next time I’d like to hear your hunting stories. I didn’t hunt myself overly much, but His Majesty often talked about it. You and I could be parent and child going by age, but if you don’t mind it, I’d be happy to listen.”


  Tigre hesitated for around two breaths, then he roughly wiped the sweat of his palm with the hem of his attire, and clasped the prince’s hand.


  “Come to think of it, His Majesty mentioned that he held hunting dogs and raised falcons when he was as old as I’m now.”


  Ruslan replied, “I see,” with a broad smile. Tigre also beamed a smile on his face as he nodded.


  I’m looking forward to getting along with you, Your Highness.”


  The grip of Ruslan’s hand was powerful, just like a while ago.


   


  ◎


   


  The one dispatched to Valentina’s mansion as an observer was Baron Pergament, currently 27 years old. Without a territory, even a baron wouldn’t be able to receive a governmental position at the court. Hence he used the last few years to amass achievements by serving as governor in towns and villages. Rather than capable, he had a quite diligent character, and was selected for this job for his evaluation as being neutral, neither belonging to the Ruslan faction nor to the Eugene faction. He himself was also quite aware of that fact.


  It was the day after the battle between the Vanadis that he visited Valentina’s mansion accompanied by ten soldiers. Valentina welcomed him in her bedroom because “her physical condition had deteriorated.” Pergament had the soldiers wait in front of the mansion, meeting with Valentina by himself.


  Valentina had entrusted her draconic tool to an elderly attendant and had him wait in a corner of the room. Sitting up in her canopy bed, she bowed to Pergament as soon as he entered her bedroom.


  “I’m terribly sorry that my ineptitude has led to troubling you, Baron.”


  Pergament nodded with an expression he deliberately kept formal.


  “Please take good care of yourself. But, I’d like you to understand that our side can’t neglect the duty assigned to us out of consideration for your health, Lady Vanadis.”


  Explicitly putting all this into words might be, for better or worse, very typical of this man. Valentina answered, “I will keep it in mind,” with a meek attitude.


  “Sorry for the suddenness, but could I have you hand over your draconic tool?”


  The baron’s eyes wandered from Valentina to her attendant and the draconic tool he was propping up with his shoulder. Draconic techniques couldn’t be used without a draconic tool. Thus confiscating the draconic tool from a Vanadis held a profound meaning. The attendant lifted up the long-handled scythe, shouldering it, and stepped forward. Pergament received the draconic tool with its frightening shape in both hands.


  Fixedly staring at the scythe, he voiced out his surprise, “Hmm, it’s not as heavy as it looks.”


  “Allow me to tell you one thing in advance, Baron.”


  Valentina’s violet eyes had a cold gleam.


  “That draconic tool ── 『Tearing Void of the Sealed Calamity』 Ezendeis is mine, but at the same time it’s a priceless treasure of Osterode. It’s a weapon I succeeded from my predecessor alongside the principality, and which I’m going to hand over to the next Vanadis.”


  “I’m aware of that. What about it?”


  As Pergament looked up, knitting his eyebrows, Valentina squinted faintly.


  “If something should happen to Ezendeis while it is under your care, Osterode itself will become your enemy.”


  “Are you intending to threaten me?” Pergament’s face stiffened and he glared at Valentina.


  Exactly because he didn’t possess an official rank or a territory, he reacted to those words very sensitively. Valentina shook her head, causing her black hair to sway.


  “No. I’m just asking you to treat Ezendeis with utmost care. Besides, nothing I told you is a pretense. I’d be troubled if you blamed me later for not having told you ahead of time.”


  “I shall keep it in mind.” With that curt reply, Pergament left the bedroom.


  He headed to the living room, and stored the draconic tool in a wooden box that had been prepared over there.


  A Vanadis could summon her draconic tool at will. Based on that, they adopted the measure of Pergament checking the box three times a day. If the draconic tool were to be gone, it’d be regarded as Valentina having summoned it, resulting in her receiving further punishments.


  “House arrest for a Vanadis who’s said to only bend her knee in front of His Majesty the King, huh? I guess it’s at least a grace for her spending the arrest in her own mansion.” Pergament muttered to himself.


  The harsher versions of house arrest involved having to stay at the house of another family, which could force an even stronger mental strain. For Valentina’s house arrest not having taken that shape might have been Ruslan’s concern to not agitate the people and soldiers of Osterode too much.


  Afterwards, Pergament called the ten soldiers, and confirmed several things with them, such as the number of maids and servants, the mansion’s plan, and the number of exits. Although he had heard all that information in advance, Pergament wasn’t satisfied as long as he hadn’t checked everything with his own eyes.


  ──One elder servant, one old and one young maid.


  With all three living in the mansion, the old man and woman basically didn’t leave the mansion while the young maid was in charge of things like shopping. The number of exits amounted to three: one at the front, one at the back, and one in the kitchen.


  Lastly, after he personally checked every room, Pergament gave the soldiers their instructions. Although he had ten of them at his disposal, it might be better to consider the number to be five since he was going to use them in night and day shifts. He stationed one soldier at each exit, and had the remaining two be on standby inside the mansion. Should something happen, those two would be the first ones to move.


  Pergament himself would stay in the living room. Three times a day – morning, noon, and evening – he would visit Valentina’s bedroom to make sure that she didn’t act strangely. He also had to check the box with the draconic tool.


  This was the beginning of Valentina’s house arrest.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  After Pergament left with the draconic tool, Valentina threw herself down on the bed in bad manners, and started to flip the pages of the book she had put down next to her pillow. Her expression was cheerful, lacking even the slightest hint of bad, physical health.


  The elderly attendant breathed out in relief after seeing the state of his lord, and left the bedroom after bowing. Confirming that the door had closed, Valentina stopped flipping the pages, and peeked underneath her bed. A long-handled scythe of jet-black and deep crimson colors laid there, hidden in very dim light. It was her draconic tool Ezendeis.


  “Still, I think it’d be safer to wrap you up in a big cloth or something similar.” Placing a finger on her lips, the black-haired Vanadis revealed a beautiful smile.


  What she was looking at right now was the real draconic tool, whereas Pergament held onto a fake that looked completely identical. She had a skilled craftsman create the fake in secret around the time when she got used to her life as Vanadis. No one besides her knew of its existence. Even not the maids and servants in this mansion. She believed it’d be better for her to be the only one in the know.


  Valentina raised her body, and laid back down on the bed.


  “I suppose I’ll stay obedient for around two or three days.”


  She had already played her next hand. It was the reason why she had attacked Sofy yesterday. Her being ordered under house arrest, and a man like Pergament being chosen as her overseer was well within the range of her expectations. She had also arranged everything so that she could get the information she needed without leaving the mansion while also being capable of giving out instructions as necessary.


  Moreover, depending on the abilities of the soldiers serving as her warders, she believed that she might be able to slip out of the mansion without even relying on Ezendeis.


  After reassessing the general outline in her mind, she raised her body once more, and returned to reading. Valentina happily enjoyed the time of her turning the pages while immersing herself in the story.


   


  ◎


   


  Ruslan’s permission was necessary to meet with Figneria Alshavin who was under house arrest in a room of the royal palace. But then again, as there didn’t seem to exist anyone in the capital who would try to expressly meet with her, Tigre was immediately granted permission for the next day, once he requested it.


  In the morning of that day, Tigre and Lim visited the palace while wearing formal dresses. Tigre wore a blackish, silken attire. His hair had been carefully put in order, and a dagger of very high quality hung at his waist. Thanks to Titta’s efforts, Tigre looked like a proper noble youth.


  Lim wore the bluish uniform of a military officer. Instead of a skirt, she had put on trousers, and a rapier was visible at her hip. The rubies used for her silver hair ornament and her tunic somewhat softened the overly stiff impression.


  The one welcoming the two was Grand Chamberlain Miron. The plump chamberlain, whose body was clad in a loose version of the governmental official attire, answered Tigre and Lim’s humble behavior with the expression of a good-natured old man, “Please do not worry. With you being a friend of His Highness, I could not leave this task to a normal servant.”


  After handing over their weapons, the two were led through a very long hallway by Miron.


  “By the way, what did you talk about with His Highness, Earl? As you might expect, I was surprised when I heard that His Highness became your friend.”


  Miron’s question was very reasonable. Tigre replied with a smile, “I told His Highness that I had protected my comrade-in-arm during the recent event. Also, about how I stood by her side on various battlefields, fighting together with her. I dare say that His Highness was very pleased with that.”


  A person in the position of Grand Chamberlain should be well aware of the battle between the Vanadis. Hence Tigre believed that Miron would understand him if he phrased it like this.


  “I see. His Highness is in a position which makes it difficult for him to become friends with others. It is impertinent for me to speak of this, but please take good care of His Highness.”


  Eventually, Miron stopped in front of a certain room. Armed soldiers stood on both sides of the door. The chamberlain spoke with one of the soldiers, resulting in the soldier unlocking the door.


  “Lady Vanadis has been staying beyond this door.”


  After thanking Miron, Tigre and Lim entered, just to run into a long and narrow passage with stone walls on both sides. Lamps were suspended from the ceiling. Their illumination made it obvious that two chairs had been set up in the middle of the passage. A small hole was drilled into the nearby wall.


  “I guess they’re telling us to speak with her through the wall.”


  “It makes sense since she might take us hostage.”


  Of course Figneria’s weapons had been confiscated, but a Vanadis could always summon her draconic tool. Besides, considering her quick-wittiness and agility, they couldn’t lower their guard, even with a wall between them.


  Lim and Tigre sat down on the chairs. The hole in the wall was right at the height of their faces, and had a size of around two clenched fists lined up next to each other.


  Peeking through it, one could immediately tell that the room on the other side was fairly spacious. A small table was set up in the middle of the room, and the lamp placed on top of it offered enough brightness to illuminate the whole place. A carpet had been laid out on the floor, and a fireplace was installed on one side. Likely it was a room for the sake of locking up nobles, seeing how it had been prepared as a guest room.


  However, with the absence of windows, there existed no light sources besides the lamp and the fireplace. Close to the table were two chairs and one big sofa. Figneria was sitting on the sofa, staring in the direction of the hole.


  “Elen isn’t with you, huh?” Those were her first words.


  Suppressing her emotions, Lim answered, “Under the current circumstance, it was judged that it wouldn’t be smart to have you meet with her.”


  It wasn’t a lie. But, it wasn’t the only reason. Lim had judged that their conversation wouldn’t lead anywhere if they let Elen meet with Figneria.


  In the past Figneria had killed Vissarion, the leader of the Silver Gale Mercenaries and the foster father of Elen. Although it had happened in a one-on-one battle on the battlefield, Elen and Lim couldn’t come to terms with it.


  Figneria seemed to laugh under her breath at Lim’s reply. But she immediately subdued her laughter, and turned her almond eyes at Tigre. The youth calmly took on her fierce, stabbing gaze that might have caused any timid person to flinch away.


  “There’s some things I’d like to ask you. If you can answer me, I’ll listen to your story.”


  “Figneria, the one wanting to talk with you is me.” Lim barked at her with a harsh voice.


  However, Figneria didn’t care at all.


  “So what is it going to be?”


  Tigre gently restrained Lim’s arm as she was about to get up from her chair in reflex. Taken aback, Lim looked at Tigre’s face, and sat back down with an apologetic look. Her dull, golden hair weakly hung down within the dim light. Lim put in an effort to remain calm, but it seemed hard on her since she had a fateful bond with Figneria.


  Tigre called out to Figneria through the hole, saying, “Go ahead.”


  Considering the issue with Elen, and moreover, the incident with Liza, Tigre didn’t think all that well of Figneria, but picking a fight with her would kill any meaning in coming here.


  “How long have you been using the bow? When did you touch one for the first time?” Figneria’s question was straightforward, and very concise.


  “According to my father, I apparently used a bow as a substitute for toys when I reached an age where I knew what was going on around me. Personally I don’t really remember when, but I went on my first hunt at the age of nine. Back then my father protected me, and there were many companion-like people with us as well.”


  “When did you go hunting by yourself? And what did you kill?”


  “At the age of 12. I left the mansion early in the morning, rode a horse through the mountains until the sun went down. Many animals managed to escape, but I brought down one dove and one weasel.”


  “So you’re a genuine hunter despite being a noble, huh? What was your biggest game so far?”


  Tigre hesitated how he should answer that.


  “If limited to bow and arrow, I think it’d be the snow leopards or big bears living in the Vosges Mountains.”


  Four years ago Tigre encountered an earth dragon during his hunt. He managed to barely defeat it by using the terrain to his advantage, but he didn’t feel like counting the dragon as “game.” Figneria continued her questioning without trying to probe any deeper.


  “I’ve heard that you can shoot an arrow over a range of 300 alsin, but since when did you become capable of that?”


  “──Figneria.” Unable to just watch, Lim cut into the conversation from the side.


  A strong wariness dwelt in her eyes. To Lim it was obvious why Figneria was curious about all this. She was certain that Figneria was trying to look for Tigre’s weaknesses in preparation for the time then she’d fight him.


  “A little bit more.” Figneria bluntly refused Lim’s warning without even looking in her direction.


  Wavering to decide, Lim turned her eyes towards Tigre. The youth told her that it’d be alright with a smile, as if to give her peace of mind, and turned his attention back to Figneria.


  “As far as I can remember, it was around the age of 15. But──” Tigre calmly told the truth, “──right now I can shoot an arrow up to a range of 400 alsin.”


  In this instant, Lim witnessed something extremely valuable: Figneria’s eyes widened, and she became speechless.


  In the first place, being able to shoot an arrow over a range of 300 alsin was already plenty weird. But, suddenly adding another 100 alsin to that value wouldn’t make only her flabbergasted.


  “That’s a nice bluff. You’d be good mercenary material.” Figneria cracked a joke after several moments had passed.


  Her putting on a disappointed look right afterwards was owed to her thinking of her own remark as childish.


  “If you prepare a location, I can prove it to you, you know?”


  “No, no need,” Figneria shook her head, “If you say so, I’ll believe you. It looks like my information was completely outdated.”


  Now it was Tigre’s turn to shake his head.


  “I ended up acting all high and mighty, but it’s been only recently that I became able to extend my range. I think it’s inevitable for you to not be aware of that.”


  Upon hearing his words, Figneria stared at Tigre with a marveled look.


  “You’ve been answering quite honestly despite me being the one asking. Why? Are you confident that you can prevail even if I come up with a move to win against you?”


  “Because this was our deal.” Tigre replied without losing his composure. “You said you’d listen to our side if I answered your questions.”


  “What if I lied about that? And even if it wasn’t a lie, I might simply give you random answers.”


  “I don’t mind. As we interact, I’ll learn about your character.”


  Figneria widened her eyes a bit, and a smile crept on her lips.


  “You’re right. It’s just as you say.” After saying so with a voice full of admiration, Figneria closed her eyes as if to ponder about something.


  Tigre and Lim didn’t say anything either, waiting for her next words. When around ten breaths had passed, Figneria opened her eyes again. Different from moments ago, seriousness shone in her black eyes as she gazed at Tigre.


  “It’s my last question. ──When your arrow hits albeit it usually shouldn’t be possible, do you believe the victories gained by it to be your own?”


  Tigre knitted his eyebrows. Even more than the strangeness of the question itself, it seemed as if Figneria had her very own idea of an answer for this. Without answering right away, Tigre pursed his lips and pondered. Figneria silently observed the youth without hurrying him.


  ──An arrow that hits albeit it usually shouldn’t be possible, huh?


  He had experienced this on countless occasions. Even before he got used to handling the bow, and also afterwards. In his battle against Duke Thenardier, he shot and hit an arrow that truly shouldn’t have hit under normal circumstances. The wind had slightly altered the arrow’s trajectory. The duke’s sword cut at empty air, and the youth’s arrow embedded itself in the duke’s forehead.


  “Those victories…no, even without winning, I think that what I’ve gained is my own.” Tigre said at the end of his pondering and worrying. With his usual attitude, dumping the polite speech.


  “Why do you think so?”


  “My will dwells in my arrows.”


  Figneria smiled. It was unclear whether she had accepted Tigre’s answer, but at least she appeared to be satisfied with it.


  “You allowed me to hear something very interesting.”


  And then Figneria shifted her eyes to Lim, “I’m grateful to the Earl, but if you’re planning to bore me with tedious talk, I’ll ask you to go back now.”


  “That part of you hasn’t changed at all, has it?”


  Lim responded with a cold voice and look. And yet, a silent fighting spirit burned in her blue eyes. The black-haired Vanadis erased her smile as an inexplicable tension formed between the two.


  “Could I have you tell us why you attacked Elizaveta Fomina?”


  “There was some secret information about her betrayal. Didn’t you hear about this?”


  “So I’ve been told, but there are two aspects that bother me about this. First, you didn’t explain the part about the secret information to Elizaveta-sama, nor to Earl Vorn who showed up later. I’ve heard about the circumstances back then from both of them, but you had more than enough time to explain your reasons.”


  Without looking perturbed at all, Figneria answered the instantaneous follow-up question, “Assuming Lebus’ Vanadis had truly schemed to start a rebellion, it’d be very unlikely for her to honestly admit so even if I had asked her. As for the earl, I believed that I shouldn’t talk about such a topic to a foreigner like him.”


  “I hear that you tried to launch an attack on Earl Vorn, though.”


  “At first I thought that he came to assist Lebus’ Vanadis. However, after seeing how he acted, I judged that I misunderstood.”


  Listening from the side, Tigre was astonished by Figneria’s barefaced lie, but Lim’s face remained completely unmoving. With the calm expression of an observer, she stared at Figneria so as to not miss even the slightest change in her mannerism.


  “What you’ve gained out of that judgment is the hostility of Lebus’ citizens, the derision of the noble lords close to Elizaveta-sama, the discredit of Legnicia’s citizens, the stigma of being put under house arrest, and the discomfort of not being able to leave that room.”


  “You’ve got any other business with me?”


  Although Lim didn’t change her expression upon Figneria’s short question, she needed a moment until she was ready to reply.


  “But then again, you gained Valentina’s trust with this, didn’t you?”


  Inside the dim room Figneria seemed like she stifled a laughter, and answered in a tone as if it was completely irrelevant to her, “Come to think of it, there was that as well, huh? Either way, it’s never bad to be trusted.” After casting a glance at Tigre, Figneria looked back at Lim, and added as if it was some random trivia, “If you know where you rank in strength among the seven Vanadis, it becomes easier to weigh what you can and cannot do. During my time as mercenary the pecking order was often decided by duking it out.”


  Lim was puzzled, not knowing what Figneria was suddenly talking about, but in the next moment she swallowed her breath as she grasped the meaning behind her words.


  While tightly clenching the fists on her knees, she asked for confirmation, “You’re saying you started a battle for the sake of testing Elizaveta-sama’s strength?”


  “No. Just as I’ve told you earlier, I attacked her because of the information of her betrayal. However, going by my past experiences, I believed I’d learn my opponent’s strength if we fought.”


  If she knew Liza’s strength, she could use that as a basis to draw conclusions about the power of the other Vanadis. Since Vanadis possessed draconic tools, and thus draconic techniques, it’d be difficult to make a clear distinction about the differences of their individual abilities, but if it came to the questions of whom to fight and with whom to ally, this might serve as criterion to make a decision.


  “That doesn’t sound right.” Lim said with a grave look, “There’s another aspect that bothers me about this incident… Someone like you should have been able to predict what situation the things listed by me would produce, if you attacked Elizaveta-sama. Even if it allowed you to measure the strength of the other Vanadis, it wouldn’t be worth all of this.”


  Just like Elen had described her as someone moving out of self-interest, Figneria was someone possessing a calculative thinking. In the first place, a mercenary moving around by herself without belonging to a mercenary band wouldn’t survive for long without at least this much predictive ability.


  “Your actions put Legnicia in jeopardy. In the worst case, it might trigger a war between Legnicia and Lebus. Just what did you believe you’d be able to gain by risking that much? Did Valentina promise you some kind of collateral?” Lim leaned forward as she pressed Figneria for answers, obviously having gotten worked up while speaking.


  The people of Legnicia mentioned that Figneria was running her government well. Lim wondered why Figneria would choose a path that might drag them into the turmoils of war.


  “──I think you’re overestimating me,” Figneria answered curtly after staying silent for a short time, “Until last year I had been nothing more than a simple mercenary. I merely believed that I might be given territory as reward if I successfully managed to kill a traitor.”


  Lim was certain that this was a lie, but even if she were to state so, she knew that Figneria wouldn’t admit it.


  “Figneria, I intend to offer my service as mediator so that Legnicia and Lebus won’t fight each other. Getting you to cooperate in this is──”


  “Keep your own station in mind.” Figneria interrupted while appearing to be flabbergasted.


  Lim frankly admitted her own mistake, and bowed while apologizing. Currently the two definitely didn’t share a friendly relationship. Even if Lim moved in order to corner Figneria, using her position as mediator, Figneria herself wouldn’t be able to learn of it, let alone do anything about it, while under house arrest. Considering that possibility, it was unthinkable that Figneria would entrust such a task to Lim.


  Lim looked at Figneria with a bitter expression. If not for something quite unexpected, she’d never be able to unveil Figneria’s real motives.


  ──Is she saying that she doesn’t plan to avoid a war?


  Suddenly a certain scene of the past surfaced in Lim’s mind. In some bar, Vissarion and Figneria talked about something across a table. The other mercenaries didn’t involve themselves with those two. It’s because they knew that it was a complicated talk which wouldn’t garner any interest with them as they wouldn’t be able to understand the topics anyway. Elen and Lim were in the same bar. Vissarion had allowed them to drink wine or mead as long as they associated with the mercenaries, so he had them sit in a place where he could keep an eye on them. Lim recalled what Vissarion discussed with Figneria back then.


  “──Dream.”


  Figneria frowned at that word which abruptly left Lim’s mouth.


  “What are you talking about?”


  Lim didn’t fail to hear the faint trembling accompanying her voice. However, before confronting Figneria, Lim tried to carefully verify whether this memory could be applied to Figneria’s actions, or whether it was just her imagination.


  ──I have nothing to prove this. But, likewise I’ve got nothing else I could throw at her either.


  Lim lifted her face, fixing her eyes on Figneria.


  “In the past you talked about your dream with Vissarion, didn’t you?”


  The instant that name left Lim’s lips, the space between the two trembled as if having frozen.


  “I don’t recall having told you anything about that, though.”


  “I’ve listened to your talk back then from the side. I remember it in fragments. But then again, I didn’t quite understand what you were talking about at that time.”


  It was after Elen had become a Vanadis that Lim started to think about the content of that talk.


  “Are you planning to put that dream into reality?”


  “I think that’s impossible.” Figneria immediately declines. “Someone in the position of a Vanadis can’t do something like that. You should be well aware of that.”


  Without answering, Lim stared at Figneria with eyes clad in suspicion, anxiety, and a single determination. With that, the battle of words between them came to a close. Figneria had no will to keep talking, and Lim had judged that she had asked everything she ought to.


  Lastly, Tigre addressed Figneria once again, “What I’m about to tell you might sound completely unbelievable. I won’t mind even if you dismiss it as a silly prank with a laugh. However, please make sure to keep it in mind.”


  With that as preface, Tigre told her about the demons. He thought that Valentina might have told her about it, but seeing how Figneria was a Vanadis either way, he believed that he should share that information with her.


  “Demons…?” Figneria knitted her eyebrows, apparently not having been told anything about demons by Valentina.


  Although she immediately recovered from her surprise, she still looked at Tigre with eyes full of distrust.


  “It doesn’t look like you’re trying to pull some prank here, but…”


  “All of the other Vanadis have encountered demons and fought them. Same applies to Alexandra Alshavin, the previous Vanadis of Legnicia.”


  Seemingly feeling uncomfortable, Figneria stirred within the very dim room. She seemed perplexed how to interpret what Tigre had told her.


  The youth continued, “I’m terribly sorry if I caused you any distress with this. I don’t plan to ask you to cooperate with us in regards to the demons. It might sound repetitive, but it’ll be plenty if I can have you at least remember this matter for now.”


  Tigre was sure that she probably wouldn’t believe in the existence of demons as long as she didn’t see them with her own eyes. Still, he thought that he should at the very least warn her.


  After hesitating for a short moment, Figneria told Tigre and Lim, “Got it,” causing both to breathe out in relief.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  The sun was nearing its zenith when Tigre and Lim stepped out of the royal palace. Although a cold wind was going, the sky was blue, and a faint heat could be felt on one’s skin in sunlit places.


  Lightly tapping the shoulder of Lim, who had a stiff expression, Tigre grinned and suggested, “Want to take a little break somewhere before we go back to Sofy’s mansion? I’ve become hungry, too.”


  Cheered up by his smile, Lim’s lips faintly curved up at long last as she quietly gave her approval.


  They bought some appropriate drinks and food from a stall at the roadside. Their newly obtained provisions consisted of a flat roasted dish of roughly sliced and grated potatoes with egg added to them, called flat-fryDraniki, mutton skewers, a roasted dish which had onions and chicken meat rolled up in a layer of kneaded wheat, and sour juiceKwas in earthenware cups.


  Afterwards, the two headed to a nearby plaza. Several benches that had been cut out of stone were set up at the edges of the plaza with its flattened, level ground. Tigre and Lim sat down on a free bench. Children played with a round cloth ball and skittles in the center of the plaza.


  While biting into the mutton skewer that used salt as the sole seasoning, Tigre casually asked, “What kind of dream does Figneria have?”


  Lim’s expression darkened as she lowered her eyes at the cup with kwas in her hands. Tigre waited for her while chewing on the mutton as he expected that she would tell him sooner or later as long as he gave her some time to gather her thoughts.


  Around the time when he had finished his first skewer, Lim spoke up, “Lord Tigrevurmud, how much do you know about Vissarion?”


  “I’ve heard that he was the leader of Elen’s and your mercenary band, that he dreamed of building a country, and that he died before being able to accomplish that dream.”


  “…How much do you know about Vissarion’s dream?”


  “I heard from Elen that he wanted to build a country where everyone could live with smiles on their faces while being able to pull through any freezing coldness without needing to be scared of bandits, beasts or starvation.”


  Tigre considered those to be magnificent intentions. His father had told him something similar. All of those were things a ruler should keep in mind.


  “You forgot the a prospering coming and going of people.” Lim laughed while finally looking at Tigre. With an expression full of mixed feelings as she seemed to bear with the pain of old wounds while recalling a time long past, she stared into the distance, “The only one who understood Vissarion’s thinking among those of the mercenary band was Eleonora-sama ─ Elen. And even Elen couldn’t come up with any ideas how to turn that dream into reality. Though I believe that it was inevitable if you consider her age and the environment back then…”


  “Did Figneria understand it?” Tigre asked quietly so as to not interrupt her reminiscence.


  Lim nodded, “Vissarion was a foolish man who opened his heart to anyone, but it seemed like he got along with Figneria especially well. I think that Figneria also considered Vissarion to be more than just a mercenary comrade. Otherwise she likely wouldn’t have kept Vissarion company in his stories each time she met us.”


  Tigre agreed without voicing it out. Figneria wasn’t just an enemy for Lim and Elen. It might be for that very reason that both harbored such strong emotions towards her.


  “And just as Vissarion gained a conversation partner in Figneria whom he clearly told about his own dream, I think she also formed her own dream after getting influenced by Vissarion.” Lim took a little bite of her draniki, chewed on it slowly, and gulped it down. “If you interpreted Vissarion’s dream as a country with improved domestic affairs, Figneria’s dream would count as an antipode in a certain way. What she came up with is a country specialized on foreign campaigns, or in other words, bringing prosperity to the country by continuously starting wars with the neighboring countries to expand its domain.”


  Stealing goods through conquest and looting, kidnapping people, and threatening through money and resources – by displaying one’s military might to the surrounding countries, it’d give the other countries the impression that it’d be smarter to concede and compromise than to strike back or resist. If that country managed to always seize the initiative by forestalling the other countries while making sure to ally with some countries so as to not get surrounded or isolated, it might become a grand, powerful nation. Of course, if such a country were to repeatedly go to war, the number of soldiers would decrease, despite the soldier’s quality rising. But then again, it’d be possible to bolster the ranks by training the kidnapped people into soldiers, just like Muozinel did with its slaves.


  After having listened to Lim’s explanation to the end, Tigre pulled a face as if having drunk an exceedingly bitter wine. He unintentionally shivered, feeling that the temperature around him had suddenly dropped. Figneria’s dream sounded to him like the rambling of a madman.


  “Something like that is supposed to work as a country…?”


  “If you look at historical records of various countries, most countries adopted such policies during their phases of growth and expansion. Of course plenty of countries perished in the process, but you should avoid labeling this as a bad method by just looking at the examples of failure.” Lim answering in the tone of a teacher wasn’t just because she had regained her usual calm, but also because she perceived the rejection to the idea revealing itself on Tigre’s face. “Let me tell you just so that you don’t misunderstand. I don’t wish for you to follow such an idea, Lord Tigrevurmud. You have your own dreams and ideals. And I’ll gladly offer you my help in walking down the path you chose.”


  Taken aback, Tigre stared at Lim, turning embarrassed by his own shortcomings. Even if he’d never choose the path dreamed of by Figneria, he should at least be aware of it, if he wanted to be a statesman in the future. Looking somewhat awkward, Tigre thanked Lim while scratching his cheek.


  “I suppose you’re right, Lim. I’ll pay attention to it. Please allow me to keep relying on you from now on.”


  Lim cast her face down with her cheeks faintly tinged red after being exposed to Tigre’s smile. Then she cleared her throat to pull herself together, and returned to their topic.


  “I can’t come up with any other answer that it’s what she desires, even if it exposes Legnicia to danger. But, just as Figneria mentioned herself: it’s impossible for her to realize her own dream at the current stage. It’s because the whole idea builds on the question of what kind of country she wants to create.”


  The preamble here would be for Figneria to think up and decide on policies as queen and move the soldiers in accordance with those. However, although the lord of a principality possessed the right of self-government, the Vanadis were still subject to the king.


  Two years ago, Elen had gone to the capital and requested permission from King Viktor to be allowed to intervene in Brune’s civil war. Vanadis, the retainers of the king, had to follow such formal procedures.


  “However, if she could resolve that issue…by…let’s say, having the next king yield all authority over wars to Figneria for example, things would be different.”


  “That means, you believe Valentina has promised her such an authority, and asked her to attack Liza?”


  “If you think back on Figneria’s statements, there was a remark suggesting as much.”


  The part about her own ranking in the hierarchy of strength among the seven Vanadis – as far as Lim understood her, Figneria basically had no interest in such things.


  “It was only during her times on the battlefield that she tried to create pecking orders. But, once a war ended, she wouldn’t drag it out. Turning this around, her referencing pecking orders would mean that she’s assuming a war is going to take place.”


  There was no need for Figneria to explicitly spell this part out. After all she hadn’t changed her stance of having attacked Liza because of some secret information about Liza’s betrayal. It wouldn’t have been a problem even if she had remained silent.


  After groaning in admiration at Lim’s deep analysis, Tigre tilted his head in confusion, “But, why did Figneria tell us about her own expectations, albeit in a roundabout way? I mean, she could have played dumb even in regards to the matter with her dream.”


  “That’s because of you, Lord Tigrevurmud.” After quickly eating the last remaining piece of fried chicken in her hand, Lim revealed a gentle smile. “You have sincerely responded to Figneria’s questions. That’s why she also conceded to some extent, I believe.”


  Tigre revised his opinion of Figneria in his mind. Having said that, she still possessed many parts that were difficult for him to accept, and thus he simply answered, “Anyway, it’s great if the information can be of any use to you, Lim.”


  “It goes far beyond just being useful.” Lim turned her whole body towards Tigre, and shook her head violently. “If you hadn’t been present, Lord Tigrevurmud…I would have likely been unable to draw out any information at all from Figneria. I’m truly thankful for your assistance. And I will definitely return that favor someday.”


  “Your thanks is more than enough for me. You’ve already helped me on so many occasions, Lim.” Tigre said with a laugh, and extended a finger towards Lim’s face after noticing a crumb stuck to her mouth, removing it with a casual movement. He only noticed her staring at him with blushing cheeks when he tossed that crumb into his own mouth.


  Widening his eyes, Tigre tried to justify his action in panic, “No, you see, that just now…some time ago I did the same when I was dining with Elen, so I just…”


  “I already thought that it was something along that line.” Lim covered her mouth with a hand, averting her eyes.


  It was a gesture to hide her embarrassment, happiness and her inability to deal with it after having to hear about the fondness between her lord and her lord’s lover.


  An awkward atmosphere hung between Tigre and Lim. The ones blowing it away were two men.


  “Just when I thought I knew those faces, spell me surprised to find you two here, Lord Tigrevurmud and Lady Limalisha.”


  The one calling out to them cheerfully was Rurick. He was a knight of Leitmeritz, a friend for Tigre, and a subordinate for Lim. His marvelous bald head duly reflected the sunlight, giving anyone the impression that he felt no chilliness even beneath this wintery sky.


  “Excuse this guy for getting in your way.” Gaspal bantered in a jesting tone.


  Tigre smiled wryly, leaving it at a shrug. He, who was like an older brother for Tigre, had previously teased Tigre over his relationship with Lim as well. Even if Tigre were to give some lame excuse here, it’d just have the opposite effect.


  Both men wore thick overcoats. Together with these two, Gerard and Damad still walked around the streets of the city, continuously striving to gather information.


  “Let me have some of that, will you?” Because of their longstanding, close friendship, Gaspal extended a hand towards Tigre’s draniki. Once the youth nodded with a smile, Gaspal tore off a piece and tossed it into his mouth. As it apparently suited his taste, his face lit up with a broad smile.


  “You want some too, Rurick?” Tigre held out a piece of his draniki towards Rurick.


  The bald knight accepted the offer with thanks, but when he met eyes with his superior, Lim, he refrained from asking her the same.


  “Did you hear any strange stories?” Lim, who had recovered her footing while the two were chewing on the draniki, asked with an indifferent tone and her usual, unsociable face.


  In response, the Brunian and the Zhcted looked at each other, causing Tigre to raise an eyebrow.


  “Could you tell us, no matter how trivial it might seem?”


  These last days, Tigre and the others hadn’t gathered any information. Tigre and Lim had spent their time on preparing for their meeting with Figneria after putting in the request with Ruslan. Elen had gone to Eugene, asking for his cooperation with the hunt. Sofy had applied for permission to use the palace’s archive, and consolidated the information they had previously gathered in Brune. Mila, Olga, and Liza had been helping Sofy.


  For those reasons, the task of information gathering had been completely left in the hands of the four men.


  “Tigre, allow me to confirm something first.” After letting his eyes wander across their vicinity, he carefully asked, “There were battles between Vanadis in the palace and the city, but a gag order should have been imposed, right?”


  Upon Tigre’s nod, Rurick’s expression turned grave, “Either case has turned into big rumors. It looks like the people didn’t find out the details on which Vanadis fought, and thus all Vanadis have become targets of the rumors.”


  This time it was Tigre and Lim’s turn to look at each other. Leaving aside the battle between Sofy and Valentina in the palace, no one should know about the battle between Liza and Figneria. That battle unfolded in a back alley, and the ones who rushed onto the scene were only Tigre, Mila, and Olga. Tigre had draped Liza in his overcoat, and carried her to Sofy’s mansion. Because of the rain, they didn’t pass any other people on the way.


  “We should interpret this as someone knowing of the circumstances deliberately spreading those rumors.” A strong wariness crept into Lim’s eyes.


  Tigre asked Gaspal, “Did you hear anything about the reason why the Vanadis fought?”


  “Yeah, various stuff such as they competed over His Highness Ruslan’s favor, it turned into a brawl over the affection of a certain noble, the Vanadis split into Ruslan and Eugene factions and fought each other, or they had a conflict going to begin with which simply erupted because of King Victor’s death…”


  “The one finding the most support among the people is the story revolving around the affection of a certain noble. I mean, nothing is as juicy as the love affairs of other people.” Rurick reported with an unconcerned look.


  Him saying this, as someone having several lovers in Leitmeritz, carried a weird persuasiveness.


  Gaspal continued, “Moreover, this particular rumor has a continuation. Several nobles, who got wind of the rumor, have apparently called for soldiers from their territories for the sake of protecting themselves. And in fact, some folks looking like private soldiers of nobles have been spotted walking across the streets. Very likely, their numbers are growing by the day.”


  Seeing the soldiers of other nobles, some nobles would definitely believe that they ought to call their own soldiers as well. And even if each noble only called for ten soldiers, it’d quickly turn into a hundred soldiers if just ten nobles gathered their troops. That would be a number capable of causing havoc in the capital.


  “You don’t know who spread the rumors, do you?”


  “If it’s spread this far, it’s impossible to track the source. Besides, assuming those rumors were spread intentionally, I think it was done by several people. Even if you caught one or two, I dare say, it’d be meaningless.”


  Tigre groaned at Gaspal’s remark.


  ──Just who has done something like this? Is it Valentina’s handiwork?


  Tigre immediately suspected. But he denied that idea right away. Not because she was in the middle of house arrest, but because it’d actually harm her. If it became publicly known that Vanadis had fought in the capital, it’d damage the authority of Ruslan, the current ruler. This should be inconvenient for Valentina who was planning to secure a firm position under his rule.


  Tigre tried to bring up his thoughts with Lim. She pondered about his words for a moment, and then nodded lightly.


  “Essentially, I agree with your view on this, Lord Tigrevurmud. But, I don’t think that we should discard the possibility of Lady Valentina being the one behind this.”


  Several interpretations of the fights’ reasons appearing as rumors on the streets meant that it’d also be possible to produce the theory of the Vanadis having fought after being dragged into an intrigue by Eugene. In such a case, Eugene might bear the full brunt of the damage, despite such theory being removed from reality.


  “For now, let’s go back to Sofy’s mansion and discuss this with everyone.”


  They had just finished their meal anyway, so Tigre and Lim stood up, and left the plaza with Gaspal and Rurick.


  Walking next to Rurick, Tigre asked, “Rurick, are you going to come with us to the mansion?”


  “I appreciate the invitation, but Lord Gaspal and I will make a few more rounds. Which reminds me, this is something I’ve heard from Damad’s companion, but──” Rurick lowered his voice. It was very typical of him to avoid bringing up Gerard’s name. “Have you heard the story of the man who lost his shadow?”


  “Is it some kind of fairy-tale…?”


  Rurick shook his head, seeing how Tigre pulled a doubtful face, “It seems like that man indeed lost his shadow. No matter whether under sunlight or illuminated from any angle, no shadow appeared beneath him. Even when he lined up with other people, only that man’s shadow wouldn’t show. I hear he got taken to a temple in the neighborhood because several people believed that he got cursed.”


  “If it’s that much, it sounds like a common ghost story though. It appears like Gerard had gone around, asking whether that story was really true. After getting testimonies from several people, he also managed to find out the man’s name and the location of the temple he was brought to, and even went to that very temple.” Gaspal took over, talking with a stiff expression.


  Tigre looked at Gaspal with a curious look while admiring Gerard who wasn’t present right now. He had believed that it was a weird story at most, but maybe Gerard had hit upon something there.


  “So what did you hear about that from Gerard?”


  “According to a priest of that temple, the man in question apparently killed himself after going mad.” Gaspal recounted dispassionately with his eyes pinned in front.


  The mood engulfing the four suddenly turned heavy.


  “Recently many odd stories circulate in the capital, but I wonder whether you can all simply waive them off as ghost stories. I think we should check up on them, just in case. Gerard also asked around for that reason, I guess.”


  “What do you think brother?” Being asked by Tigre, the young noble with the black hair put on a sullen face.


  “You can’t put too much trust in such stories, but…as someone who saw a genuine monster like Ganelon, it’s nothing I can fervently deny either.”


  Not only Tigre’s, but also Rurick’s face cramped up when the name Ganelon was mentioned. In spring of this year, a rebellion took place in the capital of Brune. At that time, Tigre, Rurick, and Gaspal had encountered Duke Maximilian Bennusa Ganelon in a corridor of the royal palace. Because he made Gaspal and Rurick faint right away, they had only witnessed a fraction of Ganelon’s abnormal powers. But, just that fraction was already more than enough for Rurick.


  He had caught an arrow shot by Tigre between his fingers, and pulverized its iron head. Moreover, he repelled Rurick and Gaspal’s slashes by merely swinging his bare fists. The two swords shattered, and both blacked out after getting hit by the aftermath of the fist blows.


  ──I wonder where Ganelon is right now and what he’s doing?


  Thinking back on it now, Tigre hadn’t seen Ganelon ever since that encounter. According to Valentina, who had fought Ganelon, he managed to escape, though.


  A shiver ran across Tigre’s whole body when he recalled the battle against Ganelon. The aura cladding the small man was of the same kind as the one of the demons he had fought so far. Considering that Ganelon had also expressed interest in Tigre’s Black Bow, the youth judged him likely to be a demon.


  ──One day I’ll need to settle my score with him.


  Tigre clenched his fists, letting his fighting spirit spill out. Still, not only Tigre, but no one else seemed to know that Ganelon was actually in Silesia.


   


  ◎


   


  It wasn’t unusual for beggars to visit bars during the cold winter nights of Silesia. However, it was considered manners for them to not enter boldly through the front door, but instead go around to the back, knock at the back door, and beg to be let in for the sake of getting through the freezing night.


  Even the bar would usually give shelter if it was just one beggar. It wasn’t as though a law had been passed on this. It was merely an unspoken agreement created among the people at some point in time. However, since there existed a law ordering the residents to bury the frozen bodies of unidentifiable casualties by themselves, this was likely one of the reasons for that unspoken rule to come into existence.


  Thus, the beggar, who visited a certain two-storied bar on this night, didn’t draw any particular attention. That beggar hid their whole body by covering it with such a big robe that its hem dragged across the ground. Only the beggar’s eyes were visible through holes, but no one cared about that. It was a common occurrence for beggars to hide their appearance out of shame, and moreover, it was winter right now.


  However, that beggar, who was allowed to enter the kitchen through the back door, pulled out a gold coin from within their robe, and handed it over to the bar’s owner. The owner placed the gold coin on a scale, and once he confirmed that it was real, he guided the beggar to the second floor, making sure that the other guests wouldn’t notice the new arrival.


  When the beggar had scaled the stairs, their violet eyes gleamed up in joy. Hidden beneath the robe was a woman. Her name: Valentina Glinka Estes.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  After having been placed under house arrest in her mansion, Valentina spent her days relaxing by reading or sleeping, hardly ever leaving her own bedroom. Her meals were brought to her room, and buckets filled with hot water were arranged for her which she used to wipe her body besides washing her hair. As the days passed by, Valentina secretly gathered all kinds of information, using the servants and maids at her mansion to stay in contact with the outside world.


  For example, she called a young maid to her room, had her recite a story, and then made her repeat a certain passage three times under the pretext of liking this specific part. That became an instruction for the maid. Afterwards, the maid would leave the mansion to go shopping, but instead contact a civil official, who had gone out to the city for some kind of business. The maid would weave the passage, which she had to read repeatedly, into idle gossip, and the official would implement Valentina’s instruction after returning to the palace.


  This was just one of her various communication methods. She also used the method of adding a piece of paper with written instructions to the trash when her elderly servant went out to throw it away.


  Using such means, Valentina experienced absolutely no problems with obtaining information and handing out instructions despite being locked away in the mansion. Among the information collected by Valentina were details about her overseer Pergament.


  Pergament was faithful to his official duties. He visited Valentina’s room once in the morning, at noon, and in the evening. After making a short greeting, he would leave without so much as a chat. And once he checked the box with the draconic tool, he would stand by somewhere in the mansion. Two times he made a surprise visit to Valentina’s room late at night. It was for the sake of ascertaining that she wasn’t doing anything suspicious, but on either occasion she was in her room, rebuking Pergament for his rude conduct while wearing her nightgown.


  Valentina didn’t need to investigate his abilities since she had already seen through them, but she looked up information about his friends and work acquaintances. After obtaining the necessary pieces of information, Valentina took action. She passed money to one of Pergament’s friends so that he’d invite Pergament over for dinner. Of course the money reached his friend’s pocket after passing through several hands. His friend probably didn’t even know that it came from Valentina.


  Pergament went along with the invitation of his friend. Him choosing a restaurant close to Valentina’s mansion was owed to his overly serious character, but it didn’t change the fact that he had left the mansion, and that was all that counted for Valentina. Once she ascertained that he had left around sunset, Valentina hid herself under a robe, and sneaked out of the mansion while pretending to be a beggar. Without relying on Ezendeis, she escaped by climbing down a robe from her bedroom’s window.


  Valentina’s mansion was located in a part of the city with many noble residences. Once she left her mansion, she simply looked like a beggar going from one mansion to the other in the hope of getting some alms. Even the soldiers watching her mansion wouldn’t leave their station just because they suspected some random beggar. While rather enjoying herself playing that role, Valentina arrived at a certain bar.


  Several private rooms lined up on the bar’s second floor. Those were mostly used by guests who wanted to have some private fun without being disturbed by the hustle and bustle in the public parlor, but they were also used by spies and people looking for opportunities to have secret talks.


  Valentina headed to the room furthest down the corridor, knocked and entered after receiving an answer. Two men were sitting around a table within the dim room. One of them was a Zhcted, but the other had the characteristically dark brown skin of a Muozinel. Three silver cups and a bottle of wine stood on the table.


  “Sorry for the wait.” Valentina said not in Zhcted or Muozinel, but in Brunish, and sat down on the free chair while still in her beggar outfit.


  The Zhcted and Muozinel looked at Valentina with crabby looks, and silently nodded their heads a bit, an action that seemingly was supposed to serve as a greeting of sorts. Without minding their blunt attitude at all, Valentina cast a friendly look at the two.


  “I’m happy that you were able to give me some of your time tonight.” Valentina poured wine into the three cups.


  All three then toasted, but not a single one of them actually drank their wine.


  “Time is precious. Let’s start right away.” The Zhcted man said in a way making it clear that he wished to cut out any pointless pleasantries.


  The Muozinel nodded at that, retrieved a rolled-up parchment from the bag at his feet, and spread it out on top of the table. It was a map depicting Zhcted’s south and Muozinel’s north.


  “We will invade Zhcted. The Vanadis protecting the south will show up, leading her forces.” The Muozinel let his finger wander across the map.


  “Matching that, I’ll dispatch my soldiers to this place.” The Zhcted pointed at a spot on the map. The location, which was roughly in the middle between Silesia and the southern border, was an area called Krunov. The Zhcted continued, “Once the contact with the capital is cut off, the Vanadis will likely turn her back on the Muozinel army.”


  “We will use that chance to assault, dealing a heavy blow to the Vanadis’ army.” The Muozinel nodded deeply.


  By the way, their entire conversation was held in Brunish. After all, it’d invite dissatisfaction on either side, if they went with either Zhcted or Muozinel.


  Afterwards, the two men continued to speak about the schedule and the number of soldiers each of them would move. But then again, the general stuff had already been decided in the days before, and today was merely a rehearsal. Valentina didn’t interrupt the two, sticking to remaining a silent witness.


  A man called Hakim belonged to Muozinel royalty. He was a nephew of the late king who passed away around summer this year, and owned a rather big territory within the kingdom. He was a fairly influential man who could call many lords his friends. Moreover, he was also the guardian of the second princess.


  But, Hakim’s flaw was his lack of achievements on the battlefield. The younger brother of the late king, 『Red Beard』 Kureys Shahim Balamir, was highly popular among the soldiers, and naturally, Kureys had announced that he’d succeed his brother as king. The late king had four children, but even the oldest among them was only 12 years old, making it impossible to entrust any of them with national politics.


  However, not few royals and nobles opposed Kureys’ claim. They couldn’t accept Kureys trying to snatch everything and anything away from them, who had been serving the princes and princesses in the belief of being rewarded for their support at some point, as a newcomer entering the fray from the outfield. Hakim was one of them.


  He had to gain popularity among the soldiers by quickly achieving deeds of arms for the sake of coming out victorious in the competition over the throne. For this reason, Hakim had considered invading Zhcted. His territory being situated in Muozinel’s north was yet another huge reason.


  It was halfway through autumn that Valentina had learned of the various circumstances revolving around Hakim. At that time she had pondered whether it wouldn’t be possible to drag out Muozinel’s infighting by using him, and thus deliver a blow against Kureys, but because Zhcted’s state of affairs took a sudden turn, she changed her thinking. Valentina decided to use Hakim to further her own ambitions.


  She indoctrinated him with the idea that neither Ruslan nor Eugene could be called capable, and instigated him to invade Zhcted. Taking her up on her words, Hakim dispatched an envoy to hold a meeting to sort the details. Rather than Valentina, Hakim had to settle things as soon as possible.


  Finishing their private meeting in no time, the Muozinel ── Hakim’s envoy left the room. They had agreed to leave this bar one person at a time while leaving some time in-between their departures. Next, the Zhcted left his seat. This man was an envoy of Viscount Struve who ruled over Krunov. Viscount Struve was one of Eugene’s supporters, and planned to dispatch his soldiers for the sake of installing Eugene on the throne. Just when the envoy was about to open the door, he looked back at Valentina as if having remembered something. His face was still as unsociable as before, but he bowed deeply.


  “Allow me to thank you for lending us your assistance in advancing and completing the negotiations with the Muozinel in place of my lord. Thank you.”


  “I haven’t done much. I just introduced you to their side, so I believe that it has been His Excellency the Viscount who made an effort for this to succeed.” Valentina answered, hiding a smile underneath her robe.


  The envoy bowed once more.


  “All is for the sake of Zhcted. We can’t leave this country to a man like Prince Ruslan. We’re looking forward to working with you from now on.” With these words, the envoy departed this time for good.


  ──For the sake of Zhcted, eh?


  Valentina revealed a nasty smile in the room now occupied by her alone.


  Isn’t it the height of folly for him to say that it’s for the sake of Zhcted when he’s trying to corner Ruslan, the legitimate descendant of the late king, by conspiring with a foreign country?


  Valentina stood up after roughly 500 breaths had passed since Viscount Struve’s envoy had left. The black-haired Vanadis exited the room while dragging the hem of her robe behind her. All that remained in the room were just three untouched cups and a bottle of wine.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Valentina had been absent from her own mansion for around half a koku. The mansion was dead silent, having turned into a huge, jet-black shadow with the moon and stars shining in its background. Apparently no one had noticed her slipping out of the mansion.


  ──It’s just as planned, but still lacks some excitement. Even the rope I’ve used for my escape has been left as is.


  While mumbling this impression in her mind, Valentina used the rope to return to her own room. Within the darkness she flung off the beggar’s clothing, and quickly put on her nightgown. It was at that moment that she sensed a powerful presence, accompanied by a gust of chilly night air.


  Lowering her body, Valentina kicked off the floor, leaping back towards the window. Her long, black hair spread out like a fan. Erasing any emotions from her face, a calm fighting spirit lit up in her violet eyes as she stared at the darkness luring in a corner of her room. Depending on the situation, she intended to summon her draconic tool while jumping out of the window.


  “It’s not good manners to sneak into a lady’s room at night.”


  “It’s unavoidable, don’t you think? It’s not like I can boldly visit you during the day.” Words came back at her from within the darkness, carrying a stifled laughter.


  A light appeared at the place where the voice originated from. It was the light of a candle. Valentina scowled at the unpleasant fact that one of her candle stands had been arbitrarily used by the uninvited guest. However, the one using it didn’t pay any heed to her feelings on the matter.


  Illuminated by the flame, the figure of a small man wearing a cloak over pompous silken clothes became visible. If one were to try describing his features, grotesque would be an apt attempt. His head was completely bald beneath the small hat, his eyelids were awfully large, and his eyes were so narrow that it was hard to tell whether they were actually open to begin with. His skin was ashen, lacking any vitality, and green spots sporadically blemished his cheeks and jaw. The arms extending out of his clothes were surprisingly thin.


  Moreover, the aura released from his whole body was even more abnormal than his outward appearance. Even if he were to happen upon an unknowing child, it’d likely consider him to be some kind of monster rather than a human. That was how much the presence engulfing the man had veered off human life.


  “It looks like you’ve become quite haggard since our last meeting, Duke Ganelon.” Putting her breathing in order, Valentina grinned at the man.


  Ganelon formed a smile on his lips. He held up the candle stand with its short grip and placed it on a nearby table.


  “It’s not like I’ve lost weight. I just devoured a new demon, and that’s showing a bit on my face.”


  Valentina was puzzled in her mind upon hearing his words.


  I know that the small man in front of me possesses the ability to steal and extinguish the life and abilities of demons. He called that act 『devouring』. In days long past he devoured a demon with the name Koschei, and most recently another with the name Baba Yaga. However, no changes occurred to his body back then. How about now? A skin color unimaginable for a living human, and green spots. Can you really wrap all this up with ‘showing a bit on my face’?


  However, without voicing her doubts, Valentina asked with a smile, “By the way, what kind of business might you have with me? Since I’m under house arrest, I’d like this to not take too much time, if possible.”


  “A lass who has just gone out to play around prattles about house arrest? Are you trying to be funny with me?” After laughing, feigning surprise, Ganelon stroked his own throat. “My throat is somewhat dry. Can’t you at least provide me with some drinks before we talk?”


  “If you want vodka, there’s some in the kitchen. How about you go fetch it?” Valentina’s reply was spiked with a bit of malice. After all she knew very well that Ganelon wasn’t fond of Zhcted’s vodka.


  However, Ganelon nodded without looking offended at all, “Okay, thanks for your offer.”


  In the next instant, something like black fog manifested around Ganelon, and his figure vanished as if melting into darkness while Valentina felt a slight shiver of surprise.


  Accompanied by the cold air of night, silence befell upon the room.


  ──It looks like he told the truth when he mentioned that he devoured another demon.


  After pulling herself together, Valentina picked up the beggar’s clothes that had been left lying on the floor, and stuffed them under her bed. Then she put on a shawl. She hesitated whether she should summon her draconic tool, but that would be like demonstrating a will to fight. It wouldn’t be too late to do so after listening to what Ganelon wanted to tell her. Sitting down on her bed, she waited for Ganelon to come back.


  Around 20 breaths later, darkness expanded in a corner of her room as if billowing out in empty space, just for Ganelon to exit from within. He held two bottles of vodka and two crystalline glasses in his hands.


  ──Has his taste changed? If he had searched the kitchen, he should have also found wine and mead. Considering Ganelon’s abilities, it is highly unlikely for the guards to have noticed him. Him not even making this much of an effort can’t mean anything but him wishing to drink vodka.


  “Thank you.” Valentina said as she stood up from the bed.


  She poured the vodka into the glasses.


  “Well then, a toast to our reunion.” When Valentina lifted up her glass, Ganelon imitated her while smiling somewhat sarcastically.


  He sat down on a chair, and drained the vodka in one go.


  “Could you pour me another one? Somehow I can’t seem to quench my thirst.”


  Valentina poured vodka into his glass with a smile, but as could be expected, she sensed that something was off with him.


  “It seems like you’ve become quite the vodka connoisseur.”


  “Wine and mead are simply too weak.” Answering to Valentina, Ganelon immediately drained down the second glass as well.


  Then, while excusing himself, he grabbed one of the bottles, and filled his glass once more. When he had emptied his third glass, Ganelon finally recovered his composure. He exhaled a hot breath mixed with an alcoholic stench, and looking at Valentina with upturned eyes, he laughed.


  “Causing an uproar in the palace and being placed under house arrest, isn’t that quite different from your initial plan?”


  “Oh, if it’s that plan, I’ve dumped it a while ago.” Valentina shrugged her shoulders without even trying to refute.


  With Ruslan becoming the new king, she’d gain his trust by supporting him in governmental and military affairs. Some time later she’d become the queen after having him yield the throne to her. That was the plot Valentina had come up with at first. However, she decided at an early stage to abandon that plan. Two reasons led to this: First, King Viktor immediately appointed Ruslan as his successor after he returned to the palace. Second, that very King Viktor passed away.


  Because of this, Ruslan quickly established his position at the court, subsequently leading to him having no time to build trust with the noble lords. This caused her plan to fall apart. Something like being passed the throne by a king with a shaky standing would result in her queenship being likewise shaky from the get-go.


  Valentina readily discarded her initial plan without clinging to it. Ever since then, she had moved in accordance with her new plan, which was currently proceeding smoothly.


  “I’d love for you to tell me what happened to you after we bid farewell to each other in Brune. You mentioned that you devoured a new demon, but what is that about…?”


  “Uh-huh, I devoured that shitty Vodyanoy.” Ganelon answered bluntly without putting on airs.


  By now he was on his fourth glass of vodka.


  “Afterwards, Drekavac got destroyed. In battle against Tigrevurmud Vorn.”


  Valentina’s eyes widened slightly, and she covered her mouth. Even for her, who didn’t get perturbed by most things, this was an astonishing piece of news.


  “That means all demons have perished, doesn’t it?” She didn’t add that he was the only exception.


  “Indeed. Even if those guys revive, I think it’ll take them hundreds of years to do so.” Ganelon responded while slowly drinking the vodka now as if to savor it.


  Although Valentina had brought her glass to her mouth, she only drank very little from it. She carefully said, “It looks like various strange things have taken place in the city most recently. There are rumors about people having seen fairies or met ghosts, just to lose their shadows thereafter…”


  This fit with the information Tigre’s group had gathered by walking all over the capital. Guessing what Valentina wanted to say, Ganelon leaked a stifled laughter.


  “It’s not just limited to this city. I’m sure similar things are happening all across the continent.”


  Placing her glass on the table, Valentina threw a question at Ganelon that probed deeper into the matter, “As for all those strange phenomenons, I believed it to be the effect of the demons trying to allow Tir Na Fal to descend on the surface, but was I wrong?”


  Tir Na Fal was one the ten chief gods, and the goddess ruling over night, darkness, and death. Valentina knew that the demons, including Drekavac, had been trying to let this goddess descend for the sake of reshaping the surface. If the demons perished like Ganelon said, the mysterious happenings should have actually ceased.


  “It’s as you say.”


  Despite the lack of a wind going, the flames of the candles flickered, as if being frightened of something. A crooked smile that couldn’t be just described away with evil showed on Ganelon’s face within the dim illumination.


  “It’s not the demons, but me who’s going to summon Tir Na Fal to the surface.”


  “In Zhcted…?” Valentina narrowed her eyes, and her voice became deep and threatening.


  Ganelon nodded deeply, answering cheerfully, “What are you going to do about it? Are you going to fight me in this place?”


  However, Valentina didn’t go along with his provocation.


  “Even if you summon the goddess, you don’t intend to turn the world into one for the demons, right?”


  Ganelon didn’t answer, but his silence already served as a proper reply.


  “In that case, I don’t care.” Valentina smiled sweetly.


  She had roughly grasped Ganelon’s objective. And she knew that it wouldn’t necessarily run counter with her own interests.


  “Still, what makes me wonder is for what reason you’re trying to devour the goddess…”


  “Is it that strange for me to crave for devouring the goddess?” Ganelon looked at Valentina with the face of a child innocently asking a simple question. None of his monster-like intimidation that he had emitted until a moment ago could be found. “Even you are craving for the throne, right?”


  ──I’d like him to not lump us together, though.


  Those were Valentina’s thoughts, but on the surface, she limited her reaction to nothing but a frown. It’s because she knew that Ganelon was saying this seriously. Assuming that she would be searching for tremendous power while believing that she’d be able to control it, she might have said the same.


  “With that said, won’t you join up with me?” Ganelon asked.


  Valentina blinked three times before starting to look like she had understood. It sounded like a really abrupt idea, but it wasn’t unusual for him.


  “Did you visit me tonight to make that suggestion?”


  “Tigrevurmud Vorn is necessary to let the goddess descend. But, he’s being protected by several Vanadis. I think it should align with your interests.”


  “Even though it might not seem so, I still have taken a liking to him, you know?”


  Right after saying this, Valentina burst into laughter upon her own words. Those were her true feelings, but she wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice the youth if it was for the sake of obtaining the throne. Besides, as far as Valentina could see, Elen and the four other Vanadis had gathered with Tigre being their core.


  If Tigre is gone, the Vanadis might split up. Also, I’m sure it’ll be a devastating blow for Brune to lose its hero.


  “Hmm, I have one condition, though.”


  Ganelon urged Valentina to continue by nodding.


  “It’s about the relationship between us Vanadis and the demons. You should be aware of it, right?”


  “That’s what you want to know?” Ganelon laughed. “I’m going to digress a bit, but you’re aware that three personalities exist in Tir Na Fal, right?”


  “You mean the theory that three chief gods became one being with the name Tir Na Fal?” Valentina asked to confirm.


  The half-demon nodded, “We have three names for each of her personalities: 『Tir Na Fal of Humans』, 『Tir Na Fal of Demons』, and 『Tir Na Fal of Power』. One allies with the humans, one allies with the demons, and one lends her strength to either of the other two. The two personalities 『Human』 and 『Demon』 are constantly fighting each other.” Taking a short breather, Ganelon moistened his mouth with a gulp of vodka. Then he resumed, “Charles ── my old friend said so once. The demons might be beings from another world with 『Tir Na Fal of Demons』 being their goddess. In that case, 『Tir Na Fal of Humans』 would be a goddess of this world.”


  “I wonder, why did they become one when they were always fighting each other?” Valentina slightly tilted her head.


  Ganelon shook his, “That much remains incomprehensible to someone who’s not a god. Personally I think it was done for the sake of Tir Na Fal being able to affect the world with her power. Anyway, now comes the answer to your question. In the past, I think hundred of years ago, 『Demon』 was on the verge of obtaining victory against 『Human』. The demons were about to alter the surface to their liking. If nothing had happened, this world might have been completely different from nowadays.”


  Ganelon’s expression was unusually sincere. Valentina was surprised by his behavior, while carefully listening to his words. At the same time, she remembered that the founding Duke Ganelon was said to have been a priest.


  Ganelon continued, “At that time, a single priestess sought help from 『Human』. 『Human』 was unable to do anything about the surface world herself, but she relied on the god-slaying, three-headed dragon with the name Zirnitra.”


  Valentina widened her eyes. Zirnitra – the legendary black dragon depicted on Zhcted’s flag.


  “It’s said that Zirnitra granted seven weapons containing his own powers to a single human, or released a single human containing himself on the surface world. It doesn’t really matter either way, but now that I’ve explained up to this point, you understand the rest of the story yourself, don’t you?”


  Valentina recalled the legend of Zhcted. A man calling himself the incarnation of the black dragon appeared at a time when the people were fighting each other. He bestowed seven weapons to the daughters of those following him.


  ──You girls are 『Vanadis』 from this very moment on.


  “In short…it’s the outcome of you people entreating the goddess.” Ganelon’s voice was tinged with malice.


  Even while feeling suspicious of his attitude, Valentina still gave him her opinion honestly, “Although it’s something I asked you, you’ve been quite detailed about it. I’ve read through all sorts of books until now, but your version is something I’m hearing for the very first time.”


  “Well, at some point I frantically researched it myself.” Ganelon said with a whitish light shining in his eyes.


  Going by the strong smell of alcohol in his breath, Valentina thought that it might possibly stem from him being drunk. When she slowly turned her eyes towards the table, she noticed that one of the two vodka bottles was empty with the other being already down to a half. Valentina hadn’t even emptied her first glass yet.


  “If the power of the Vanadis is gone, it might become impossible to repel the demons. But, it’s not like humans didn’t adopt any measures either. They kept thinking up methods on how to oppose the demons…”


  “That means your power is one of those methods?” Valentina’s question sharply stabbed into a part of Ganelon’s consciousness, apparently causing him to sober up.


  All emotions vanished from his face, and coupled with his skin color, he turned into something similar to a statue cut out of a lump of earth. Only his eyes released an eerie brightness.


  “──It looks like I blabbed a little too much because of the great alcohol.” As he stood up from his chair, Ganelon’s figure got shrouded in black mist. “Well then, I leave the matter of Tigrevurmud Vorn to you.”


  Just as he finished saying so, Ganelon’s figure blended into the darkness. Valentina breathed out lightly as she stared at that darkness. Trails of surprise still flickered in her violet eyes, but the nightly wind that blew into the room through the window scattered those.


  Coming to her senses, she stood up with her body quivering due to the chilly air. After tightly closing the window, she hid the vodka bottles and glasses inside her shelf, and crawled into her bed.


  “Come to think of it, what role plays Earl Vorn’s black bow in all of this?” Valentina suddenly wondered.


  There was no mistaking that it was a weapon granted to the humans by Tir Na Fal.


  “My own knowledge is too lacking to make an educated guess… I’ll try thinking about it after gathering some information.”


  As soon as she closed her eyes, sleepiness assailed her. It was a long time ago that she last felt this tired. Soon after, she glided into the land of dreams.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  After leaving Valentina’s mansion, Ganelon unsteadily staggered through the city which was wrapped up in the darkness of night. There was no doubt that it was a blessing for everyone that no people were out on the streets around this time. After all he might not have felt any remorse to kill anyone witnessing him within a moment’s notice.


  Ganelon pressed a hand against his forehead, bearing the pain. But it didn’t come from him being drunk. The fierce headache, which seemed to scrap against his skull like a rasp, wouldn’t settle down. And he knew the reason for that. Entering a side road, Ganelon leaned against a wall and breathed out deeply.


  “To hell with you, Vodyanoy and Drekavac. For you to use such a sly move…”


  The one tormenting him was a demon he ought to have devoured in the past – Vodyanoy whom he had defeated at Saint-Groel which was located underneath Brune’s Artishem. His soul remained inside Ganelon without having extinguished yet. And, he had been causing all kinds of pain within Ganelon’s body. It wasn’t just limited to headaches. There were times when Ganelon’s body became so hot that he felt like being grilled. At other times, a buzzing in Ganelon’s ears, strong enough to make him almost deaf, afflicted him for several days. There were also times when he was assailed by pain as if having his body stabbed by iron rods.


  Why is only Vodyanoy’s soul so stubborn and tenacious, unlike Koschei and Baba Yaga whom I’ve devoured before?


  Ganelon guessed that this was related to Drekavac’s power.


  ──Very likely Drekavac entrusted a part of his own power to Vodyanoy before challenging Tigrevurmud Vorn. They probably thought that they would be able to gain control over my body, if they had the power of one body and a half, as they wouldn’t vanish right away after getting devoured by me.


  Ganelon fixed his eyes on the darkness in front of him, and poured power into his whole body.


  ──That’s very welcome. After all, I was able to make a part of Drekavac’s power, which I thought to be lost, mine to some extent.


  Shut up, he shouted at Vodyanoy’s soul, and tried to suppress it by applying pressure. Miasma that changed into black mist gushed out of Ganelon’s whole body, and completely engulfed him. The atmosphere became murky, dark, and stagnant. The surface of the wall he was leaning on became tattered, peeled off, and dropped down. The ground at his feet turned into ash which got whirled up. This effect continued to spread with each moment.


  Suddenly the miasma stopped gushing out. Vodyanoy’s soul, which had been caught by Ganelon, extinguished its presence. At the same time, the violent headache that had plagued Ganelon faded.


  ──It managed to get away once again, huh?


  It sounded strange, but Vodyanoy’s soul ingeniously suppressed its presence while being inside Ganelon. Whenever Ganelon tried to pulverize it, it concealed itself while making him catch a decoy.


  Now that Ganelon thought back, Vodyanoy always possessed several lives as a demon. Cutting him up once or twice wouldn’t do anything to him.


  “Well, whatever. You bastard have cut off your own path of retreat. Sooner or later I will erase you completely.” Ganelon boasted arrogantly, and left the alley.


  Immediately following, he disappeared into the darkness with a powerful stride.


  Chapter 3 – Omen


  If you were to walk around ten belsta south from Silesia, and then head east after leaving the road, you’d arrive at a hilly plain called Śrem. A river gently meandering its way through the undulations, and a small forest could be found there.


  This area was a hunting ground of Zhcted’s royal family. And although it was called a hunting ground, it wasn’t as though it was fenced in. However, rangers serving the royal family would regularly patrol the area, punishing anyone who hunted there without permission.


  The residents of the neighboring towns and villages knew about this, and didn’t approach Śrem. The only ones getting close were unknowing travelers or poachers.


  On a certain day, a big number of people visited Śrem for the first time in a good while. It was a group of approximately forty people, including Ruslan. All of them were mounted. They were noble lords who had followed Ruslan’s invitation, their attendants, and the knights guarding them.


  Not only Eugene, but Tigre, Elen, Lim, and Olga were among them as well. In addition, Gaspal, Gerard, and Rurick. All of them clad in thick overcoats.


  The number of horses surpassed fifty. Forty to carry the people, and some more to carry various goods such as wine, provisions, and other baggage.


  It might be also owed to the season, but not all of the participants looked forward to the hunt. Because of that, some of them didn’t even hold a bow or a spear. Ruslan said that he didn’t mind. After all, the objective of this hunting festival wasn’t just the hunt in itself.


  Because they had left the capital early in the morning, the sun still hadn’t reached its zenith when they reached the hunting ground. A middle-aged, plump ranger went on his knees in front of Ruslan beneath the calm, clear winter sky.


  “Your Highness, I am deeply honored by your visit today. I have heard about your fortunate recovery, and I am very delighted to see you in such a fine health.”


  The ranger wore a leather undergarment, and had a horn hanging at his waist. In his hand he held a bow with the quiver being affixed to his back. An alert, clever-looking hunting dog cowered at his feet.


  Ruslan dismounted, grabbed the ranger’s hand, and helped him up.


  “Thank you, I appreciate it. But then again, I’m not the one who will play the leading part during today’s hunt.” The blond prince looked back, and beckoned Tigre over.


  “His Highness is calling you.” Elen urged Tigre on with a smile, obviously teasing him.


  The youth quickly got off his horse, and ran up to Ruslan. The prince introduced Tigre to the ranger with a worry-free smile, “He’s my friend Earl Vorn. He’s a Brunian, but possesses a remarkable skill in archery.”


  “Your Excellency, allow me to welcome you. I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”


  After the greetings were over with, the ranger led the party to a hill allowing for an unobstructed view over the hunting ground. The ranger took the lead, followed by Ruslan and Eugene riding next to each other, and Tigre right behind them.


  “Looking at them like this, the mood between the two doesn’t seem bad, but…” Elen brought her horse up on the right of Tigre with a frown on her face. Her eyes pointed at the backs of Ruslan and Eugene. Both were cheerfully chatting about something. “I’m slightly worried about His Highness’ complexion looking to be under the weather, though.”


  That was something Tigre had also felt when he saw Ruslan’s face earlier. Compared to their meeting in Sofy’s mansion, exhaustion was now clearly visible on the prince’s face.


  “It seems His Highness has been working on governmental affairs without so much as a rest since Valentina was put under house arrest. Sofy told me after having heard from several people.” Olga said so quietly that only Tigre could hear after moving up to his left.


  She wore an overcoat with designs characteristic for horse-riding tribes stitched into it. The draconic tool, Muma, hung at her waist. Bow and quiver were affixed to her horse’s saddle.


  “I see…” Tigre grimaced.


  When Ruslan heard about the noble lords having ordered their private soldiers to the capital, he apparently instructed them to send their soldiers back home right away. However, Tigre had heard that some of the nobles were unwilling to abide while excusing themselves for various reasons. This had increased Ruslan’s workload even further.


  I wonder whether I’ve placed an unnecessary burden on him with my request during such a busy time.


  “──Tigre.”


  The youth returned his focus to reality after being called out to by Elen. Her eyes, tinged with a cheerful radiance, were fixed on him.


  “It was Lord Eugene who informed me, but His Highness has apparently been looking forward to today’s hunt very much. It’s because he would be able to take a breather to entertain his friend, despite it being official business. What’s the point in his friend pulling such a sulky face?”


  It was just as Elen said. If Tigre looked like he didn’t enjoy himself, it might hurt the kind-hearted prince.


  “You’re right. Now that we’ve come this far, we’re going to have some fun with this. ──By the way, are you going to hunt as well, Elen?”


  Tigre asked her this because a bow was affixed to Elen’s saddle.


  “No, Lim and I will stay at Lord Eugene’s side. I’ve only taken this bow with me since it’s officially a hunt.”


  “Really? Too bad. I wanted to watch you use a bow.”


  In response to Tigre’s comment, Elen let her eyes wander through the air, as if brooding about his words. However, a moment later she shook her head, letting her silver hair fly, “Cut it out. I can use a bow, but it’s not like I’m good at it. I don’t really want to show this embarrassing side of me to you.”


  At that moment, Olga pulled the hem of Tigre’s coat. When he looked in her direction, he was met with two big eyes, reminiscent of black pearls, looking up to him.


  “I’m confident.” Olga said while puffing up in pride to her very limit.


  Her objective was pretty evident. She tried to cheer up Tigre, whom she believed to be depressed, with her words.


  “Thanks, Olga.” Tigre gently stroked her head.


  The pink-haired Vanadis squinted her eyes as if feeling ticklish, and revealed a smile after relaxing a bit. Tigre knew her skill in hunting quite well. Back when the two traveled to Asvarre with Matvey, she had displayed her truly skillful abilities in hunting and preparing game for cooking.


  “Alright, Olga, you come with me then. First we’ll go around the hunting ground.”


  It’s probably going to be alright if we leave Eugene and Ruslan in Elen and Lim’s hands.


  Soon after, the party arrived on the hill. Just as the ranger had mentioned, they could take an extensive look over the entire hunting ground from atop the hill. Because it was winter, the plains were dyed in a dull yellow, but the forest, visible in the distance, and the river, cutting through the plain, caused Tigre’s eyes to sparkle.


  “I’d have loved to bring Sofy and Mila along as well.”


  Those two should currently be wrestling with mountains of books in the archive of the royal palace. Sofy had been given permission by Ruslan to access the archive. However, since the permit only allowed for Vanadis to enter the place, Mila, Sofy, and Liza had to handle it.


  ──At long last I feel like everything is moving in the right direction.


  Tigre spurred his horse on after checking the condition of his bow. At that moment, he spotted a wild bird soaring across the azure sky. The others also looked up after noticing it, but not one of them nocked an arrow. They had judged that the bird was too high up for their arrows to reach. Tigre tightly grasped his Black Bow, and nocked an arrow onto it. Leaning his body back in the saddle, he drew the bowstring to the limit. Some of those seeing him frowned, and some even snickered at him.


  With a trembling of the string, the arrow sharply cut through the air. The arrow continued to fly as if being drawn towards the sky, and stabbed through the bird which was about to pass above the humans high up in the sky. The bird fell down in the distance while rotating and being carried by the wind.


  “Magnificent, Lord Tigrevurmud! The first game of this hunt is yours!” Rurick yelled with a smile plastered across his whole face alongside a loud clapping.


  Probably because of the chilly air, the radiance of his bald head looked dull, but his eyes gleamed with admiration towards Tigre.


  Elen and Lim didn’t clap their hands, but both smiled proudly. As if not wanting to lose to Rurick, Gerard, and then Gaspal clapped as well. Eugene, Ruslan and some Zhcteds followed their example, but the rest stared at Tigre with dumbstruck looks. The ranger as well.


  As might be expected, Tigre got embarrassed, quickly mumbled, “I’m going to check out the place a bit while picking up the game,” and made his horse gallop downhill. Olga silently chased after the youth.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Lim didn’t miss the look full of envy and jealousy Elen sent towards the pink-haired Vanadis around the time when Tigre and Olga raced down the hill together.


  “Eleonora-sama, I will keep an eye on Lord Eugene, so…”


  “Thanks, Lim.” Elen shook her head, despite thanking her friend. “His Highness Ruslan mentioned it earlier, didn’t he? That Tigre would play the leading part in today’s hunt. My duty is to make sure that he can hunt without any worries. Don’t worry, there will be plenty of opportunities for me to hunt with him in the future.”


  Immediately following, Elen called Rurick over.


  “Lim and I can’t leave Lord Eugene’s side. Make the name of Leitmeritz known to the lords in our stead.”


  “As you command!”


  Possibly having waited for that very order, Rurick saluted, immediately turned the neck of his horse around, and galloped downhill. And, seemingly incited by Tigre’s previous display of exquisite skill, several of the noble lords took up their bows, pinned their quivers to their waists, and disappeared off the hill after spurring on their horses. The only ones left were those who didn’t have any interest in hunting from the very start. They spread carpets out on the ground and began playing chess, or strummed the harps they had brought with them after flopping down on the spot.


  Ruslan and Eugene got off their horses, and chatted leisurely while gazing out over the hunting ground.


  “At any rate, that was a truly superb shot.”


  “Indeed, my friend had also praised that youth’s talent in archery, but…even as someone not knowing much about martial arts, I can easily tell of his amazing skill.”


  “I’m happy to see that I was able to grant him a great present. Come to think of it, I heard that my father was also fond of archery in his youth, but I wonder whether he’d be able to pull off something like Earl Vorn did just now.”


  The way of Ruslan’s topic shift might have been somewhat forced, but Eugene didn’t point it out. After all, both understood that the late King Viktor served as a link tying them together.


  “When I started to serve His Majesty, he had already stopped hunting with bow, falcons, and hounds. And thus I can only guess, but I don’t think that his skill was up to the level of Earl Vorn.”


  “Hoh,” Ruslan’s blue eyes lit up. “Why do you think so?”


  “That’s simple. If a king of a country or a prince, who was supposed to become the next king, were to be such a master archer, his fame would have spread among the surrounding countries.”


  After fixedly staring at Eugene for a moment, Ruslan laughed, answering, “No doubt.” Being infected by it, Eugene’s stiff expression loosened up as well. Next the blond prince asked, “Earl Pardu, no, Lord Eugene, what would you have done if I had gotten angry, blaming you for insulting my father?”


  “I’d taken my time to explain to you that it wasn’t that much of an issue for His Majesty whether he excelled in martial arts or not. If you allow me to add one more thing: His Majesty had many flaws, but he was also endowed with many virtues.”


  “──Finally you’re acting like yourself..” Ruslan fully turned around to Eugene.


  The cold winter wind blowing above the hill stirred their hair and the hems of their coats.


  “Eight years ago, your and my thoughts were similar. We approved of His Majesty’s wish to make this country flourish abundantly, and to protect its peace and stability. We were willing to serve His Majesty until death.”


  Eugene nodded at Ruslan’s statement. At that time, King Viktor was healthy, and Ruslan piled up achievements, albeit plain ones, as next king. Eugene ruled over Pardu, and while giving his love to his wife and daughter, he gladly put in any effort if King Viktor ordered it.


  “Now His Majesty isn’t of this world anymore. Our positions have changed quite a bit as well. However, our wish from back then shouldn’t have changed. To succeed His Majesty’s will, protecting the peace and stability of this country.” A powerful gleam appeared in Ruslan’s eyes, and his voice teemed with passion.


  Eugene widened his eyes. The prince’s sincerity and passion reminded the gray-haired Earl of the King Viktor of 20 years ago. Just as Eugene had said himself, King Viktor had many flaws, but there was no doubt that he always kept thinking how to make his country prosper as king. Eugene tightened his expression, and bowed his head.


  “I’m terribly sorry for having acted so pathetically in front of you, Your Highness.”


  “The same can be said about me.” Ruslan stepped up to Eugene with an apologetic smile, clapping his shoulder. “Even though I was finally able to come back to the palace, I failed to notice many things while being swamped with governmental duties. I must fix this from now on. Can I count on your help?”


  The elderly Earl bowed even deeper than before in response to the prince’s plea, “I shall offer you my full assistance, as humble as it might be.”


   


  ◆◇◆


   


   


  Around one koku had passed since the hunt started. Looking down on the plains from atop the hill, one could see people giving their horses free reign. Eugene and Ruslan chatted about various matters while watching them going about their business. The two spoke about Zhcted’s future, exchanged views on ruling, and laughed together as they recalled all kinds of past events, never running out of topics to talk about.


  However, once their conversation shifted to their families, it was Ruslan who inserted a break to bow his head in apology.


  “Eugene, I’m sorry, but please give me a bit more time. It’s a delight to hear that your daughter, Alyssa, has apparently grown into a fine girl, but… My child, well you know…”


  Ruslan’s son Valeri was ten years old. He was two years old when his father fell ill. Thus the 30-years-old prince didn’t know much about his son’s childhood.


  “I have met with Valeri twice, but…it looks like it’ll take some time for us to find a common ground. Thus I’d like to leave the engagement between our two children at the level of it being His Majesty’s arrangement for the time being.”


  King Viktor had decided that Eugene’s daughter would become the wife of Ruslan’s son while he was still alive. With the prince bowing to him, Eugene had not much of a choice but to consent. Besides, as he spoke with Ruslan, his thinking also kept changing. Compared to the shock when King Viktor decided the engagement arbitrarily, he could come to terms with it now, as just the prospect of talking it over with Ruslan made it much better.


  After another quarter of a koku, their conversation came to a halt as malice suddenly filled the wind blowing across the hilltop.


  Two riders rode uphill. They were clad in thick coats, and had leather hats on their heads, seemingly to fend off the coldness. Both riders stopped their mounts just before scaling the hill. The reaction of the noble lords, who spotted them, was sluggish as they believed them to be returners from the hunt.


  However, it immediately became apparent that this wasn’t the case. Those two readied crossbows, which they had apparently affixed to their saddles, and targeted Ruslan. Both bows were already loaded with thick bolts.


  “Your Highness…!” Eugene stood up in front of Ruslan, both arms spread.


  He made it clear that he’d try to block the bolts with his own body. But the crossbow users pulled the triggers without a care. The two bolts rushed off with a force that seemed to crush rather than pierce the air. But, neither of the bolts hit Eugene or Ruslan. A gust that suddenly arose around the two men caused the bolts to veer off into a different direction.


  “──How bold of you to openly attack straight from the front in broad daylight.”


  Without even hiding her rage as her silver hair fluttered in the wind, Elen advanced her own horse. In her hand gleamed Arifar, clad in wind. What had blown away the bolts was, obviously, a wind barrier released by this draconic tool. Lim also moved her horse in front of Eugene in silence. A rage not losing out to Elen’s in any way burned in her blue eyes.


  The assailants’ judgment was quick. They threw away their crossbows, pulled their horses around, and galloped downhill.


  One of the lords shouted, “After them!”, causing those present to toss away their chess pieces and instruments, and straddle their horses in a hurry.


  Even if they had no plans to join the hunt, they still had at least short swords for self-defense with them. Above all, it was unthinkable that they’d silently watch an assassination attempt on their own country’s prince. The ranger blew his horn in order to call back those currently enjoying the hunt.


  Elen and Lim didn’t move from their spot as it was possible that other assailants lurked somewhere. It was necessary for someone to protect Ruslan and Eugene.


  “Still, even though it’s great that His Highness and Eugene are alright…” Elen’s face was colored with anxiety as she deployed a wind barrier with her draconic tool.


  She thought about her lover who wasn’t present right now. Lim let her eyes vigilantly wander, but she still nodded at Elen’s comment.


  “This spells the end of the hunting festival, I suppose. Lord Tigrevurmud would say so as well.”


  Although the assassination ended at an attempt, it didn’t change the fact that the prince’s life had been targeted. At this point, they couldn’t keep going with the hunt. And even if Ruslan were to vouch for a continuation, Tigre would likely refuse.


  Soon afterwards, Tigre and Olga showed up. The youth sensed that the hilltop’s atmosphere was strained with tension, and brought his horse close to Elen’s with a serious expression.


  “What happened?”


  Elen roughly explained the circumstances. In the meantime, the others who had left hunting such as Rurick and Gaspal trickled in as well. At the end, the pursuers of the assailants returned with mortified looks. They knelt in front of Ruslan, apologizing for letting the two riders get away.


  Not only were the two assassins masters at horse-riding, but they were also familiar with the hunting ground’s terrain, allowing them to disappear as soon as they plunged inside the forest. Their true identities remaining shrouded in mystery.


  Tigre finished listening to Elen, and then made his horse trot to Ruslan. He informed the prince, who looked apologetic as soon as he noticed Tigre, with a smile, “Your Highness, let’s head back soon.”


  “We’ve been here for only around one koku, right? The sun is still out as well. Isn’t that way too early?”


  It was Ruslan’s strong sense of responsibility that spoke out of him. But Tigre shook his head, “My Dad used to say: A hunt is something you stop as long as you can still smile. Before it comes to nothing because something happens.”


  And then the youth pointed at the saddle of his horse. Three wild birds hung there. One was the first kill, and the other two were kills he had brought down within this short period of time.


  “I see,” Ruslan smiled lightly. “I shall abide by your father’s words this time.”


  “Thank you. If we can find another opportunity, we will roast the game and enjoy its taste on the spot.”


  “I will arrange for such an occasion as soon as possible. Please look forward to it.”


  Instructions were handed out to the retinue, and the noble lords began to load their baggage on their horses. Even if they might feel disappointed, no one openly showed it as the situation was too serious. The ranger felt sorry, regarding today’s incident as his own ineptitude, but after being told by Ruslan, “Even if it’s your responsibility, I shall forgive you,” some color returned to his face.


  Of course the prince didn’t believe that it was the ranger’s fault. Still, he deliberately forgave him to ease his worries.


  The forty people left the hunting ground. Since Ruslan didn’t yield on leading the procession, Elen and Olga secured his sides. Like this, even if a dragon were to attack, it probably wouldn’t be able to put the prince in danger.


  Tigre rode behind them, just for Eugene to ride up to him.


  “Earl Vorn, could you spare me some of your time?”


  His thin body wrapped in a thick overcoat, a gentle expression peeked out from between his gray hair and beard. During the hunting event their exchange was limited to a simple greeting at the departure, but looking at him from nearby, Tigre felt like he had become even more haggard than the time they last met. However, right now a calm smile clung to his face.


  The two fell back to the end of the line, and then Eugene spoke up, “I have heard the story from His Highness. It looks like I owe you a thanks.”


  “Please don’t mind it. It’s something I also did for the sake of Brune.”


  Tigre said, but Eugene shook his head, “It was also for our sake, right? Thanks to this, we were able to remember many things that were almost forgotten.” Staring at Tigre, the elderly earl continued, “What’s important for a ruler is to inherit the will of his predecessor. No, I guess it’s the other way around. Exactly because it’s someone who has inherited the will of his predecessor, they qualify as ruler of the next era.”


  “Inheriting the will, you say…?” Tigre blinked several times.


  While it sounded like something very obvious, it reverberated in his ears as it carried a mysterious freshness. Eugene nodded slowly, “Humor me for a bit, will you?” With that preface, Eugene started to say, “I’m no blood relative of the royal family. And this didn’t disturb me in the least when I was a noble ruling over the land of Pardu. But, when I was designated to become the next king, I got scared for the first time, asking myself whether I would really be able to handle this huge responsibility decently as someone not of royal blood.”


  Tigre silently listened. This wasn’t someone else’s problem as Tigre would be in the same position as Eugene once he returned to Brune.


  It was at that time that a calm determination entered Earl Pardu’s voice.


  “Today I talked with His Highness, and remembered. I won’t say that blood relationship doesn’t matter. But, if you ask why inheriting the blood matters, it’s because it also means the inheritance of a spirit. Though, if you manage to inherit the will of your predecessor, it’s unnecessary to obsess over blood relationship.”


  “What do you mean by inheriting a will?” Tigre asked.


  With a smile, Eugene replied, “I heard a bit about you from Limalisha, but you’re well aware of your father’s love towards Alsace, right? And after studying what your father had done, you continued doing what you judged had to be continued. That’s what inheriting the will is about, I believe. It’s not about doing as you’re told.”


  Tigre felt bashful, revealing an embarrassed smile. Eugene’s tone somewhat sounded like that of a teacher, but it had not the slightest sliver of a high-handed feel to it as he had been talking while maintaining a proper level of politeness.


  “And the one who inherits a will must add his own will to his predecessor’s will, and pass it on to the next generation. I think you should always keep this in mind if you tread down the path of a statesman.”


  Suddenly having thought of something, Tigre hurled a question at Eugene, “What would be the best to do if you must inherit even while not knowing of the predecessor’s will?”


  “You either support someone who has already inherited the will, or you study it while standing next to that person. ──Commenting on a foreign country’s king might be disrespectful, but King Faron was a magnificent man. Of course he also had his faults, though. I believe that Her Highness Princess Regin is also someone who has properly inherited the king’s will.”


  Tigre blushed after being splendidly found out despite having intended to keep his words as ambiguous as possible.


  “You knew?”


  “I heard from Eleonora that Her Highness confessed her feelings to you. I’d like you to not be angry with her since she probably told me while trusting that I wouldn’t disclose it to anyone else.”


  Tigre nodded. The other lords were more than a dozen strides ahead. Their conversation couldn’t be heard by other people, thus Tigre judged that it might be no problem to talk about it.


  “His Highness Ruslan will likely be delighted if you were to become Brune’s king. The same applies for me as well. If there’s one downside to it, it’d be Eleonora and Limalisha stopping to be appropriate partners for you.”


  Tigre choked violently. Even if the elderly earl might already be aware of his relationship with Elen, Tigre didn’t have the courage to confirm it. Looking at Eugene, he saw him smiling a way different from before, possibly because he meant it as a joke to some extent. However, Eugene immediately became serious again.


  “I won’t tell you that I’m correct in everything I say. However, I’d be happy if you could remember my words as an opinion. And, if it should become useful to you one day, I’d be very delighted.”


  “Thank you very much.” Tigre expressed his heartfelt gratitude.


  Tigre had inherited the title of Earl Vorn and the land of Alsace thanks to his bloodline. And he was trying to succeed the throne without the proper bloodline. In his position, Eugene’s words were as reassuring as a flame that got lit up within the darkness.


  The youth who might become king in the near future, and the man who couldn’t become king quietly rode along the road with their horses lining up next to each other. At this time Tigrevurmud Vorn had partly inherited Eugene Shevarin’s will.


   


  ◎


   


   


  After his return to the capital, Tigre headed over to Sofy’s mansion. Currently he was in a room equipped with green and light blue curtains and carpets, giving the whole place a calm atmosphere. A bright red fire was crackling inside the fireplace installed on one side of the room, providing more than enough warmth.


  Tigre and Olga had arrived at the mansion around half a koku ago. They believed that they should inform Sofy and the other girls about what had pertained during today’s hunt. However, the three Vanadis still hadn’t come back from the palace, and since they were expected to return around sunset according to a maid, the two decided to wait.


  Elen and Lim didn’t come to the mansion. Informing Tigre and Olga that they’d stay in Eugene’s mansion for the night, they had parted ways with them after entering the capital. Seeing how there had been an attempt on Ruslan’s life and since they didn’t know the identity of the assailants, it was more than reasonable that the two were worried about Eugene’s safety.


  Gaspal and Damad went ahead to their lodging house, and Rurick also headed back to his inn.


  Tigre sank back into the sofa, allowing himself to get lost in thoughts.


  ──Now that I calmly think about it like this, it’s definitely somewhat regrettable.


  His thoughts were focused on the hunt.


  The weather was fine, and as might be expected of a place run by a royal family, the hunting grounds were superb, too. The size of the hunting party was fitting as well since we’d have had no issue eating up everything even if we had killed some deer or wild boars. But then again, since the hunt only went on for a short time, I don’t really know whether deer and boar can actually be found on those grounds.


  As he looked outside the window, he noticed how the sun was starting to glide beyond the horizon.


  Sofy, Mila and Liza will be back soon, I think.


  Looking up to the ceiling, Tigre sighed. Normally he would have been able to think about the hunt much more, but what occupied his mind now was the conversation he had with Eugene on their way back.


  ──Inheriting a will. Or, supporting someone who’s inherited a will. Not merely inheriting it either, but instead incorporating it into one’s own will.


  Until now Tigre had always feared sitting on a throne as something terrifying. It felt to him as if being swallowed up by something mysterious. But Eugene had taught him that this wasn’t the case.


  ──I just need to use all the power I possess to support Her Highness Regin. Of course it wouldn’t be okay to leave the inheritance of King Faron’s will to Regin alone either. I must grasp King Faron’s will by talking with her, and also discussing things with Mashas and Prime Minister Badouin.


  It’d likely be a thorny path, but just like Tigre had decided to support Regin, there existed many who would try to support Tigre. The same applied for Gaspal and Gerard, who had gone as far as accompanying him to Zhcted, and Olivier of the Navarre Knight Squad, who had actually put his support into words.


  ──Me, a king…


  When his thoughts had reached that point, a knocking could be suddenly heard from the door. Once he fixed his sitting posture and stared in the direction of the door, Titta, wearing a maid uniform, shyly peeked inside the room.


  “Do you have a moment, Tigre-sama?”


  “I always have time for you, Titta.”


  As soon as she heard the youth’s reply, Titta’s face lit up, and she entered the room with her ponytail swaying back and forth. In her hand she was carrying a round tray. And following behind her was Olga. The Vanadis with the rosa hair was likewise carrying a tray while still wearing the same attire she wore during the hunt.


  “Me too?”


  Tigre assessed her asking this after having entered as Olga’s very own way of acting spoiled. Seeing him nod, Olga became slightly bashful as befitted a woman of her age.


  The two placed their trays on the table. A sweet fragrance drifted to Tigre from Titta’s tray, and he spotted steam rising from Olga’s. Titta’s tray carried a flat plate with variously shaped sweets. It was filled with plenty of bite-size sweets such as thin bread slices made out of buckwheat with a layer of jam, baked sweets with apple fillings, and honeyed cookies containing walnuts. Olga’s tray carried three porcelain cups, a small iron jar with a spout and handle, and something similar to herbs which were cut into small pieces and then dried.


  Thinking back on it now, Olga didn’t follow Tigre around as usual when they arrived at the mansion, but instead headed to the kitchen – apparently for the sake of preparing this.


  “Good work today, Tigre-sama.”


  “We brought things that you should like, Tigre.”


  As Titta thanked the youth with a smile, a gentle smile also formed on Olga’s lips.


  “Thanks, you two.” Tigre smiled.


  He wasn’t that exhausted, but it was a fact that he had traveled quite a bit today, and above all, he was grateful and happy about their consideration for him.


  “Since it’s said that sweet things remove any tiredness, we borrowed the kitchen here to make various sweets.”


  Next to Titta who explained this, Olga pinched some of the herbs off its small plate with her fingers, and sprinkled small amounts into the three cups. It reminded Tigre of how Mila had brewed black tea for him, but the aroma and color of the herbs was different.


  “These are medicinal herbs as they’ve been passed down within my tribe for many generations. It’s not the black tea Ludmilla brews for us.” Olga explained after noticing Tigre looking at her with keen interest.


  “Medicinal herbs?” Tigre asked.


  In response, Olga said while pouring hot water from the jar into the cups, “You soak several medicinal plants in water for several days, then you dry them for several days, and afterwards you chop them up finely. Next you add the entrails and bones of sheep to the herbs after drying and grinding them into powder. The aromas of the medicinal herbs calm your mind, and the sheep entrails and bones alleviate fatigue. That’s what I’ve been taught. In reality I had planned for us to drink it during the hunt.”


  “Heeh, the entrails and bones of sheep, eh?”


  Tigre had carefully listened to her explanation, filled with admiration. He also knew about medicinal plants that got boiled and drunk, but he had never considered adding something to the plants.


  It doesn’t stink, and above all, Olga is recommending drinking it, so it should be fine, I think.


  Tigre offered Olga to sit down on the opposite sofa, but she simply ignored that, sitting down on his right side. Since the sofa was rather big, there was no problem with that. Tigre revealed a wry smile, having accepted his fate. He believed that she had to also be disappointed about their quick departure from the hunting grounds, and thus he felt like going along with some of her selfishness.


  Titta looked at Olga with an envy seeping out of her eyes. Then her checks took on a red tinge, and she fixed her eyes on Tigre as if expecting him to say his opinion. And as might be expected, even Tigre understood what Titta wanted to say but couldn’t. Even though she was the youth’s lover, she’d act reserved in situations like this. Then again, Tigre considered that part of her to be adorable.


  “Titta, are you going to sit down over here as well?”


  “Y-Yes. Please excuse me.”


  Once Tigre patted the free space on his left with a hand, Titta replied with a somewhat excited, joyful voice, and sat down on Tigre’s left while curling up her shoulders. Now it had become quite cramped on the sofa, but because Olga and Titta had both small body builds, it didn’t go as far as them being unable to move altogether.


  At once Tigre grabbed a cookie and tossed it into his mouth. The consistency of the walnuts and pastry stood out, blending with the honey’s sweetness spreading in his mouth. Once he honestly praised its taste, Titta’s face burst into a smile of happiness.


  Next Tigre lifted one of the porcelain cups. Under the candle’s lighting, the medicinal herbs had a red color, but not as vivid as that of black tea. The herbs themselves had settled down in the cup. After tasting it with a sip, Tigre blinked several times. Going by the fact of Olga calling them herbs, he had expected for the tea to taste bitter and astringent, but instead it was gentle and mellow. Its fragrance also soothed his mind.


   


  
    
  


  


   


  “How nice,” he muttered a short comment.


  In response, Olga threw out her chest in pride. Just to shift her eyes to the sweets on the table in the next moment.


  “Tigre, give me one as well.”


  That childish naive but pleading way of speaking was very typical of her. Tigre grabbed a sweet, and passed it to Olga. But, the Vanadis silently open her mouth, apparently telling him to feed her. With a bitter smile, the youth put the sweet into her small mouth. Olga carefully enjoyed its taste with her cheek slowly grinding away while she blinked in surprise.


  “Umm, Tigre-sama.”


  Being addressed by Titta, Tigre turned his face in her direction. Holding a cookie in her left hand, Titta looked at the youth with a serious expression. She said, “Ah,” and after hesitating with a blush showing on her face, she continued saying, “Ahnn,” with a cramped smile. Startled, Tigre stared at her with a dumbfounded look, resulting in her saying “Ahnn,” once more. All the while, the blush on her face continued to deepen.


  Smiling wryly yet again, Tigre opened his mouth, allowing Titta to stuff the cookie in her hand into his mouth. It was a different cookie from the one he had eaten moments ago, but this one was sweet and very delicious, too.


  “This one tastes great as well. Thanks.”


  Titta smiled cheerfully after hearing him say that, causing her ponytail to shake lightly. Next, Tigre grabbed a sweet and carried it over to Titta’s mouth. After looking back and forth between the sweet and Tigre, Titta closed her eyes and opened her mouth. And once Tigre put the sweet into her mouth, she smiled with an overjoyed face while chewing.


  “Tigre, I’ll also reward you. Give me a sweet.” Olga badgered Tigre while pulling at the hem of his clothes with her left hand.


  “The sweets and herbal tea are great, but it’s your presence that makes me feel at ease, you two.” Tigre said while passing a sweet to Olga.


  The three of them fed each other until all sweets were gone, and when they finished drinking the tea, they simply relaxed on the sofa.


  “…It’s regrettable, the hunt.” Olga muttered disconnectedly while staring up to the ceiling.


  Tigre cupped her small hand with his, expressing his agreement.


  “Let’s ask High Highness once more once the situation has calmed down. His Highness also looked devastated about it. I’m sure he’ll happily go along with it.” And then he shifted his eyes to his beloved maid, “Then I’ll take you along as well, Titta. Please look forward to it.”


  “O-Okay! Hunting with Tigre-sama…somehow it feels very nostalgic!”


  Deep emotions blurred Titta’s eyes for some time as she dwelt in memories with a broad smile plastered all over her face. Afterwards she rubbed her cheek against Tigre’s shoulder, her highest expression of love.


  Tigre thought back on Ruslan’s smile. He recalled the promise of grilling the hunted game, and offering it to the prince, all while following the fun daydream of taking down some big game.


  However, Ruslan would never again hold another hunt.


   


  ◎


   


  You couldn’t say that the hunt itself succeeded, but the ill feelings between Ruslan and Eugene had been resolved, resulting in a strong bond of trust tying the two together. Hence, you could at least say that this part of Tigre’s objective worked out well. The sight of the two walking through the corridors next to each other while chatting intimately with Eugene having actively started to serve the prince as advisor seemed to have blown away the anxiety that had infested the palace. However, this was no more than a temporary reprieve.


  In the early afternoon around ten days after the hunt, Tigre was casually chatting with Gaspal, Gerard and Damad in the lodging house’s room they had borrowed as envoy delegation. Sitting on the carpet spread out on the floor while leaning against the bed or walls, the men were talking about everything and anything while chewing on the roasted beans that had been served on a large ceramic plate. But then again, their topics revolved too much around serious matters for it to be called a casual chatter.


  “Midgets have been spotted. Fairies as well… It’s all the same stories, but they’re growing in numbers by the day.” Damad said to Tigre with a bored look.


  The various strange phenomenons taking place in the capital showed no hint of waning at all. Gerard confirmed so as well.


  “Thanks to His Highness Ruslan ordering the lords, the number of feudal army soldiers loitering around the city has decreased, but instead another disturbing rumor is gaining in strength. It says that the lords have obediently sent back their soldiers to cause rebellions all over the place…”


  Gaspal couldn’t add any cheerful reports either, “The matter of the assassination attempt at the hunting ground is also spreading among the people. It’s being dramatized just like the case of the Vanadis battles.”


  Listening to the depressing news of those three, Tigre groaned weakly.


  Sofy’s group, who had been studying documents in the palace’s archive, didn’t manage to produce any outstanding results yet either. But then again, they knew from their experience in Brune that they had no choice but to tackle this patiently.


  “Somehow it doesn’t really feel like we’ll be able to go back home come spring.” Tigre sighed.


  In response, Gerard answered with a tinge of sarcasm, “Please go back once before spring. Just where would you find a hero who would attend the Sun Festival but skip the Circle of Light FestivalJeux Grâce for two years in a row? We’d also get scolded by Her Highness Regin.”


  The Circle of Light Festival is the New Year’s ceremony in Brune. Tigre had spent last winter in Zhcted and attended the Sun Festival, Zhcted’s New Years ceremony, this year, but naturally he didn’t appear at this year’s Circle of Light Festival. And of course it’d be bad for him to miss another year.


  “You might say so, but…”


  Just as Tigre searched for the right words while looking up to the ceiling, the lodging house’s manager announced a visitor, a civil official working at the palace. Even though Tigre cocked his head in puzzlement, he still went out himself to receive the unexpected guest.


  The official, who had been led to another room, finished some simple greetings, before announcing something surprising.


  “His Highness Ruslan collapsed…?” Tigre’s face was white like a sheet with his eyes wide in shock. “How is His Highness condition…?”


  Tigre’s voice was teeming with nervousness and anxiety. Although this would be already bad news under normal circumstances, Ruslan’s being bedridden now would accelerate the confusion already afoot all over Zhcted.


  “It’s overwork. He’ll probably recover by tomorrow. Because Your Excellency has a close relationship with His Highness, Earl Pardu told me to inform you at once…” The official replied with a smile, but there was a stiffness visible on his face he couldn’t hide.


  Tigre asked the official to pass on his best wishes for a speedy recovery to Ruslan, and also said that he’d visit the prince at a later date when things had calmed down since right now might be too hectic a time for that. Afterwards he could do no more than seeing off the official, who left after bowing, with gloomy feelings plaguing him.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


   


  It was just past noon when the whole situation revolving around Ruslan’s collapse started. On that day, a civil official visited the prince’s office to seek Ruslan’s authorization. Several of his colleagues with similar desires had already gathered in front of the office. Upon the new arrival’s question about what they were doing out here, they told him that they were waiting for Ruslan to come back.


  “There was no reply when I knocked on the door, so he’s possibly taking a rest or has gone out to the courtyard.” The expression of the official explaining so showed his liking of the prince.


  Ruslan’s diligent attitude had become quite well-known. As if to recover the eight years lost through illness, he had been engaging in governmental affairs without so much as a rest. He went at it with such a fervor that attendants, who were worried about his health, actually asked him to take a break every now and then. Eugene, who now worked as his advisor, had suggested likewise on many occasions, but Ruslan didn’t listen to any of them.


  For one thing Ruslan was driven by the worrisome, on-going maneuvers of the noble lords.


  Julian Kurtis, son of the late Ilda and current ruler of the Bydgauche Dukedom, claimed that his father’s death was no accident, and there were rumors going around that he was secretly amassing soldiers. He openly refused Ruslan as the new ruler.


  Egol Kazakov, who had provided the secret information that triggered the battle between the Vanadis, didn’t follow Ruslan’s summoning to the capital, and remained in Polus. He had never stopped insisting that Eugene, Liza, Elen and Sofy were the root of all evil.


  Ruslan took the approach of trying to gain their trust by sincerely striving in his governmental work.


  “But, maybe he’s simply nodded off inside his room.” Another official suggested.


  One of them quietly opened the door, and just as thought, Ruslan slept on his office’s desk. Or to be precise, it looked as if he was sleeping. The officials looked at each other, chuckling under their breaths, and approached the prince while making sure to stifle their footsteps.


  It was then that they finally noticed Ruslan’s pained expression, and the documents scattered at his feet, probably having fallen off the desk. The officials lost their heads over this unexpected situation, kicking up a huge racket. On top of calling the guards, court ladies, and even maids, they shouldered Ruslan and carried him all the way to his bedroom.


  At this time, many of those serving in the palace were reminded of Ruslan’s eight years of sickness. Moreover, those who knew what the prince had done before those eight years were assailed by intense pangs of anxiety.


  For the present, it was decided for Eugene to handle the governmental affairs as regent, and to also take over the things Ruslan had been working on.


  Two days after Ruslan’s collapse, the civil official from before visited the lodging house, and informed Tigre that the prince had recovered. The youth’s expression relaxed in relief, and he requested an opportunity for a short sick visit. Eugene had likely foreseen that Tigre would ask, allowing the official to immediately answer that Tigre could do so in the evening of the very same day. Since there ought to exist many others wishing to visit the prince, you could very well describe this as special treatment.


  In the evening Tigre headed over to the palace, accompanied by Gaspal and Gerard. The sky was cloudy enough for the sunlight to be completely blocked. It looked as if it’d start raining anytime soon.


  Ruslan and Grand Chamberlain Milon were in the bedroom to which Tigre’s group was guided. The prince had sat up on the bed, and was looking their way. His blond hair was a mess, but he looked calm on the surface, and his complexion wasn’t bad either. Having Gaspal and Gerard wait at the door, Tigre greeted Milon with a nod, and walked up to Ruslan.


  “Back when I heard about you having collapsed, I was quite surprised, but it pleases me to see that you have recovered without any problems, Your Highness. Being able to see your lively face truly gives me peace of mind.” Now that he was in front of the person himself, only trite words came out of Tigre’s mouth.


  Ruslan showed a worry-free smile, replying, “Earl Vorn, huh? It looks like I’ve caused you to worry, but as you can see, I’m doing fine. However, the civil officials keep pestering me about resting up properly, and don’t even allow me to get close to anything that looks like a document. I reluctantly compromised, and decided to spend my time at leisure until tomorrow.”


  “I feel envious of you. Someone like me is always getting scolded about sleeping too much or taking too many breaks.”


  By Titta and Lim. But then again, it was unmistakably Tigre’s fault, too.


  “It sure sounds like you have your own share of troubles to deal with.” Ruslan laughed.


  Afterwards, the two exchanged some silly bantering, albeit only for a short time. Ruslan’s tone was firm and stable, and his complexion didn’t worsen either. It seemed to Tigre as if it had really been no more than overwork.


  Compared to their talks at Sofy’s mansion or the hunt, Tigre was slightly bothered by Ruslan’s somewhat formal attitude, but he assessed that this might be owed to Milon’s presence.


  “Well then, it’s about time for me to excuse myself.” Tigre stood up from his chair when close to a thousand breaths had passed after stepping into the bedroom.


  At that moment, Ruslan suddenly said, as if just having thought of it, “Earl Vorn, if I remember correctly, your name was Tigrevurmud, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes,” Tigre answered with a puzzled expression.


  “That is definitely a long name for a Brunian. Doesn’t it cause you trouble in your daily life?”


  The youth’s expression froze. That line was something that Ruslan had mentioned as a joke during their first audience one month ago.


  “I’ve had those close to me use Tigre as a nickname…” Tigre finally squeezed this out as an answer, seeing how Ruslan was waiting for his response with a smile.


  “Would you allow me to use that name on unofficial occasions as well?”


  That line was yet another one he had heard back during the audience. Ruslan seemed to interpret Tigre’s behavior as tacit agreement.


  “Earl Vorn, no, Tigre, I know that you’re a busy man, but please visit me soon again.”


  “…Gladly, whenever Your Highness calls for me, I shall visit you.” Tigre put on a smile while answering, and left the room after bowing.


  However, the youth’s expression was so stiff that it actually caused Gaspal and Gerard to look at him suspiciously.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  When they left the palace, the outside had turned completely dark, and rain had started to fall. The pitter-pattering of the raindrops drumming against the ground sounded bleak. Even the air surrounding the three felt chillier compared to when they had come to the palace. Tigre informed the other two about Sofy’s mansion being their next destination, and the three pulled the hoods over their heads, and tucked their overcoats together in front of their chests. And yet, they couldn’t stop the coldness from seeping in through the gaps in their coats.


  “I can fully understand the Zhcted for loving to drink vodka on days like today.” Gaspal said in a quiet but confident voice.


  Walking next to him, Gerard broke into laughter. “I think they’d handle this level of coldness with wine or mead. Even Earl Rodant’s Aude would get this cold in winter, no?”


  “Leaving aside when snow is falling, it doesn’t get this chilly on rainy days.”


  While only listening to their conversation with half an ear, Tigre brooded about Ruslan.


  ──’Tigrevurmud Vorn, huh? It sure is a long name.‘ The prince said the same thing when we met for the first time. The way he phrased it didn’t sound as if he was merely reminiscing on what he had said previously. But, His Highness is a busy man as sovereign. It might not be all that unusual for him to immediately forget such a trivial joke.


  The youth tried to persuade himself like this, but in the end he couldn’t come to terms with it. In Tigre’s eyes it looked as though the darkness engulfing the capital was deepening.


  ──His Highness is a good man. I don’t want to blurt out anything careless about him.


  The three men quietly left the dark main street. Gaspal grumbled about not having prepared any lamps in advance. They were walking while relying on the illumination leaking out of the houses and inns, but because of the rain, all of those had tightly closed their windows, keeping the light escaping outside at a minimum. And yet the three walked on without tripping.


  Suddenly Tigre stopped. He felt like someone had called his name. Apparently he didn’t imagine it either as Gaspal swiftly caught up with Tigre, lining himself up next to him. Gerard realized that something was wrong after watching Gaspal’s movements.


  At that moment Tigre noticed the figure of a person. Someone was standing several steps ahead of them. Their body was covered by a dark reddish-brown overcoat, and their face was hidden beneath a hood, just like Tigre’s. A lit lamp dangled in their right hand.


  “──Tigrevurmud Vorn.” The person spoke Tigre’s name with a low, husky voice.


  Gaspal stepped forward, “Pull back the hood, and show us your left hand. Then introduce yourself.”


  The person showed their left hand, but neither named themselves nor pulled the hood back. Going by the small size of the left hand and the slenderness of its fingers, the stranger seemed to be a woman. Gaspal asked the person to pull back their hood once more, but they only shook their head in response.


  Tigre held back Gaspal with a hand, and closed the distance to the person. This was the limit of what he was willing to concede.


  The person put the lamp down, thrust their hand into their coat, and retrieved a dagger. The blade was still in its scabbard. And then the person held out the sheathed dagger to Tigre, pommel first. Gaspal walked up, and received the dagger cautiously. The other person was also cautious about not allowing him to see their face.


  Tigre accepted the dagger from Gaspal after he came back. As soon as he saw the scabbard, his eyes widened. A part of the white painted scabbard was dyed light blue. A big circle had been drawn into that part. Half of the circle was black whereas the other half was white. Tigre recalled having seen this design in the past.


  ──So that’s why she doesn’t want her face to be seen.


  “Both of you, head back first.” Tigre said while grasping the dagger in a way that wouldn’t allow Gaspal and Gerard to see the mark.


  The two directed surprised looks at Tigre. Gaspal spoke up in shock, “Are you saying this for real? That person has obviously lain in wait for us.”


  Tigre stared directly at the other person without answering. That was his reply. Silence swooped down on the group. Only the sound of the rain hammering against the ground could be heard now.


  “──Got it.” Gaspal gave in.


  Gerard looked at him with eyes full of objection, but the second son of the Rodant family shook his head with an expression as if admonishing Gerard.


  “I didn’t understand, but I think it told Tigre something. Right, Tigre?”


  Tigre nodded. Seeing that, Gerard agreed with obeying Tigre’s instruction, albeit very unwillingly.


  “Please don’t try anything unreasonable. But then again, no point in telling you at this point, I suppose.”


  Tigre’s two attendants vanished into the darkness that had accompanied them all the way here. The other person picked up the lamp, and started to walk. Tigre also walked, heading towards her. When they had approached each other at an arm’s length, Tigre held out the dagger, pommel first, to her. She accepted it with a giggle.


  “I thought you might not give it back to me.” She lifted the hood with the hand that held the dagger.


  A beautiful face with violet eyes and bluish hair appeared from underneath. Tigre looked as if he had drunk a very bitter tea.


  “Long time no see, Lord Tigrevurmud.”


  The woman was Valentina Glinka Estes. The design drawn on the dagger’s scabbard depicted the insignia of Osterode, the principality governed by her. Tigre recalled having seen it during the battle against Sachstein.


  “What business do you have with me?”


  Tigre owed her, and even though he was aware of it, he couldn’t quite muster a friendly attitude towards the Illusory Princess of the Hollow Shadow. In the first place, regardless of her wrongdoing to have challenged Sofy to a duel in the palace, Tigre thought that she was supposed to be under house arrest.


  “I want to have a little chat with you. But, since I’m not very fond of standing in the rain while doing so, I was wondering whether you’d be inclined to come to my mansion.”


  “That’s quite the brazen proposal, isn’t it…?” Tigre looked at Valentina in astonishment.


  If Gaspal and Gerard were still to be here, they’d have vehemently protested. And in the case of Elen, Lim, or Mila, it might have likely developed into a battle. However, Valentina only tilted her head to the side with a rather daring smile, waiting for his reply.


  Sighing, Tigre nodded, “I got it. Let’s go then.” Valentina blinked in surprise. Tigre added with a frown, “You’re the one who invited me, no?”


  “That’s true, but I was sure you’d be a bit more hesitant about it.” Smiling once more, she leaped at Tigre with a cute yelp. Taken by surprise, the youth found himself in her slender arms. “Oh my, did you get careless after getting charmed by me? That won’t do, you know?”


  “Yeah, whatever. Now let go.” Tigre tried to tear her off, but she remained stuck to him.


  And that wasn’t all. Tigre sensed an abnormal presence from her left hand.


  “──Come to me, Ezendeis.” Valentina solemnly muttered with a low voice.


  At the edge of Tigre’s sight as he inclined his head formed a distortion in space. He could clearly perceive how a tear in empty space opened up while being illuminated by the lamp in her hand. Soundlessly that appeared from the other side of the tear. That, which shouldn’t be there, affixed its existence after getting grasped by Valentina. It was a long-handled scythe possessing a mystical ambiance and at the same time a sinister form. Its curved blade was composed of jet-black and deep crimson colors, emitting a dull gleam as it reflected the lamp’s light. Its sharp end, which reminded Tigre of a crescent moon’s end, made him swallow his breath.


  “Please stay still, okay?” She cast an impish grin at the youth, and poured power into the hand holding the draconic tool. “──Space CorridorVuoldohl.”


  Suddenly Tigre’s body got caught in a weird sensation, similar to floating up. In the next instant, Tigre and Valentina had vanished.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


   


  Everything turned black in front of his eyes. Yet, his shoe’s soles were definitely standing on something. Just when he felt air brushing against his face, Tigre found himself inside some room. Of course Valentina was with him.


  “We’ve arrived. This is my room.” Smiling, the black-haired Vanadis separated from Tigre.


  A sigh escaped Tigre’s mouth.


  “That just now was a draconic skill, huh.” He had heard that Valentina possessed a draconic skill allowing her to travel space in an instant. That’s what Tigre experienced moments ago.


  “Since I’m under house arrest, this is about the only means for me to secretly invite men over.”


  When looking around, Tigre noticed that this was a bedroom. The fire burning bright red in the fireplace illuminated the room, and kept it warm. Books had been piled up next to a canopied bed.


  “What are we going to do if your guards find out about me being here?”


  “It’d be a serious matter for me, but the same would apply to you. I’ll say something along the lines of you having embraced me tightly with those strong arms of yours.” Valentina said as if it was plain obvious.


  I’m pretty sure she doesn’t intend to let it end at just that, Tigre assessed.


  Valentina walked up to the sofa, and looked back at Tigre.


  “I’d like to carry this in front of the fireplace. Please help me, will you?”


  He wondered whether they’d sit next to each other, but his body was still chilled. Reluctantly Tigre followed her instruction. After placing the sofa in front of the fireplace, they sat down next to each other.


  “──Won’t you join my side?” Valentina bluntly asked, without any kind of preface, while staring at the crackling fire. She then continued while continuing to show Tigre, who was surprised, her face in profile, “The reason why I attacked Sofya is simple. Our interests don’t align.”


  “And they align with mine?”


  “It depends on what you want from this country.”


  In response to Valentina’s words, Elen’s face crossed Tigre’s mind. It’d be a different matter as next king, but what he wanted from this country as an individual was just her, if he thought it over very carefully. And there was no doubt about Sofy and Liza being precious partners for Elen.


  “If you say that you’re going to continue targeting Sofy and Liza from now on, our interests won’t align either.”


  “That’s a tough condition.” Valentina covered her mouth with a hand, and let her eyes wander as if brooding. “I’ll leave Sofya alone if she doesn’t get in my way.”


  “What do you want?” Tigre asked straight.


  Valentina looked at him as if wanting to call his blunt question unexpected.


  “You haven’t heard anything from Sofya? I was sure that she had gotten an inkling.”


  “If she does, she didn’t tell me anything, so, no.”


  Tigre believed that Sofy had likely decided to withhold talking about her suspicions until she obtained some solid proof, but he had no obligation to inform Valentina about this.


  “My goal is to make Osterode prosper.”


  “If this were all you wanted, it’d be next to impossible for your interests to not align with Sofy’s, don’t you think?”


  Polesia, the principality governed by Sofy, was in the south of Zhcted, far from Osterode.


  “There doesn’t exist any way to make Osterode prosper by just governing it smartly.” Returning her look to the fire, Valentina went on, “The only way is to obtain an appropriate post at the royal palace and set various things in motion. For example building a road between Osterode and Silesia to get an active traffic going between both. Building a road costs time and money. You won’t be able to achieve this as anything but a long term project, but if I can influence the progress from the royal palace, it might be possible to significantly cut down on the time needed. Haven’t you also thought of such an option as noble governing over land?”


  “It’s not that I haven’t, but…” Tigre answered evasively.


  It sounded simple when putting it into words, but that was an endlessly long journey. In the first place, just the part about gaining a position at the royal palace was already quite difficult.


  “But, it’s troublesome if a single Vanadis sticks out by holding authority and power. Having said that, it’s something that has often happened in Zhcted’s history. Sofya hates such unbalance, though.” Suddenly coldness crept into Valentina’s voice, “I want to change the current state of the Vanadis. Away from seven Vanadis equally lining up beneath the king, to a system of two Vanadis counseling the king and the other five following beneath.”


  “With two you mean yourself and Figneria, right?”


  Valentina didn’t answer, but simply shrugged with a smile. Tigre groaned. Probably because it was a very pragmatic approach, he wasn’t overly surprised. It also agreed with the dream of Figneria which Lim had told him about. It was also the reason why Valentina’s interest didn’t match with Sofy’s.


  “As expected, I won’t be able to cooperate with you. It was your side that picked a fight first.”


  “Wouldn’t you at least be able to take a neutral stance then?” Valentina asked without the slightest hint of disappointment, seemingly having anticipated this to be Tigre’s answer, “If I can have you do that, I might be able to give you some information about Duke Ganelon.”


  Tigre turned a surprised look at her profile, but he immediately recovered his composure. He simply hadn’t expected to hear that name being mentioned in this place.


  “Come to think of it, you were that guy’s acquaintance, weren’t you?”


  “Acquaintance? True, that describes the distance between us rather well.” Valentina giggled.


  “Is that man a demon?” Tigre asked directly.


  Thinking back on Ganelon’s unworldly, physical abilities and his abnormal aura, this was the only conclusion Tigre could draw.


  Valentina looked in the youth’s direction, and bent her head adorably to one side.


  “That’s not quite correct.”


  Tigre frowned, wondering what not quite might mean.


  “Let’s see, if it’s around this much, it should be fine, I suppose.” Muttering this to herself, Valentina began to explain, “That person possesses the power to lock up demons within himself. With that power he has captured demons such as Baba Yaga and Vodyanoy whom you should know as well.”


  Tigre felt horrified. He was also surprised about her treating something so crucial as a topic for mere gossip, but Tigre couldn’t help but feel shaken to the core by what she was saying.


  “According to him, no further demons exist anymore. You have destroyed some, others were captured by him. And yet, as you’re well aware of, strange incidents continue taking place all over the capital. Why do you think is that so?”


   


  
    
  


  


   


  The way Valentina was asking somehow sounded like an elderly woman teasing a youth.


  “Because Ganelon is doing what the demons were trying to do?”


  Remaking this world.


  “You got it,” Valentina clapped her hands lightly. “I think you should meet and ask him about any further details.”


  “Do you know where I could find him?”


  When Valentina readily answered, “Yes,” Tigre stared at her flabbergasted. The black-haired Vanadis inclined her body, leaning against him.


  “Can I have you keep a neutral stance?”


  Tigre sank into a brooding silence. Not being able to simply confirm here even if just as a lie was part of his character. But then again, it wasn’t as though he didn’t think of it.


  ──That’s why she told me about Ganelon, huh?


  If Tigre learned of Ganelon’s power and objectives, he might try to stop him. Foreseeing that, Valentina had deliberately taught him what he needed to know. Tigre ransacked his dull red hair.


  How would Elen or Sofy answer in this situation? What might Lim or Mila have said? If Liza or Olga were here...


  Tigre hesitated for a time of around thirty breaths, then he finally shook his head.


  “I can’t promise you that.”


  Valentina had told him her own objective. Leaving aside the matter of its authenticity, she had likely judged that she wouldn’t mind Tigre telling Elen and the others. In short, she intended to directly confront Elen and the other Vanadis anyway. In spite of still being under house arrest.


  In that case, Tigre had to help Elen and the others. It was difficult to tell how he could capitalize on his position as hero of Brune, but there likely existed many ways to put it to use. That’s why Valentina had called out to Tigre at this point.


  “You don’t want to know Duke Ganelon’s whereabouts?” Valentina asked, obviously provoking the youth.


  He made sure to not look at her, continuing to stare at the fireplace. He felt like he might end up nodding otherwise.


  Valentina shrugged her shoulders, “No helping it then. Could you tell me your plans from now on?”


  Tigre knitted his eyebrows, “My plans from now on?”


  “Please tell me what you’re going to do in Zhcted, when you’re going to go back to Brune, and what you’re going to do once you get back. It’s useless to make up lies, just so you know.”


  Tigre was at a loss for words, and ransacked his hair again. Although he had no duty to tell her, he felt like he should do so. He believed he had to talk about his own decisions to her, just like she had told him about her own ambitions.


  Tigre spoke up, making sure of each single word, “I want to protect those precious to me. In the past it was alright for me to only look at Alsace. But now that’s not an option anymore.”


  “In contrast to your appearance, you’re a greedy man, aren’t you? Don’t you have too many people who are precious to you?”


  “I’m well aware of that.” Tigre answered curtly. “But, I can also hope for assistance. Even if it’s a situation I can’t handle by myself no matter what I do, I can overcome it by having others help me out.”


  Elen’s smile crossed Tigre’s mind. The first time he had borrowed her power was during the battle against Zion Thenadier who had attacked Alsace. Ever since then he felt like he had been continuously borrowing her strength.


  Erasing the smile that accidentally formed on his lips, Tigre continued to speak with a serious expression, “I will fight for those dear to me and the things I want to protect.”


  “You’re in Zhcted, not Brune.”


  “I know.”


  “Even considering the fact that your current actions could very likely drag Brune into this?” Valentina confirmed the youth’s will once more.


  Tigre nodded, “It was the same until now as well.”


  If the Silver Meteor Army led by Tigre had lost in Brune’s civil war two years ago, Alsace might have been reduced to ashes. There was no doubt that Alsace’s population would have been treated like slaves either.


  “Even if Brune gets dragged into this, I’ll fight. I think that’s very likely the best option.”


  “…How regrettable,” was all that Valentina answered while shrugging.


  At the end, Tigre asked her about Ruslan. Probably as could be expected, Valentina was already aware about the prince having collapsed.


  “The medicine I had His Highness take heals the mind, but puts a burden on the body. If he continues to work without rest, it’s a foregone conclusion that this will not only affect his body, but also his mind. Taking care of governmental duties without having plenty of aides assisting him is too much of a strain.”


  The way she explained this sounded cold-hearted and detached, as if she was speaking about a puppet that didn’t interest her any longer.


  With this they had run out of topics to talk about.


  Chapter 4 – Raging Fires


  Tigrevurmud Vorn found himself in a wasteland. Poisonous-looking, violet ground expanded as far as he could see. The vegetation was black, as if having been scorched, forming shapes he had never seen before. The wind was lukewarm, and the sky, covered by dark clouds, caused anxiety by just looking at it.


  He didn’t know how long he had been here and how he got here, but Tigre didn’t have the slightest urge to question any of that. He simply walked forward in silence. Only the dry scratching of his footsteps could be heard.


  Tigre noticed that he held his Black Bow. But, he had no arrows.


  In the far distance he could see something similar to the figure of a person. That figure was heading his way at approximately the same pace. But, without stopping, Tigre continued onwards.


  Before long, the true identity of the figure became apparent. It was a small, old woman wrapped in a black robe. Her height barely reached Tigre’s waist, and she was dragging a crudely-made broom after her.


  The two passed each other, without exchanging any words or looks.


  While not knowing how far he might have walked by now, Tigre spotted yet another figure in the distance. Just like the old woman, this figure also walked his way.


  The identity of the figure was a huge monster. Its strong body possessed a height and shoulder width that might as well be twice that of Tigre. Lacking any body hair, its skin was so white that it actually looked eerie. Three curved horns grew out of its forehead. Its appearance vividly reminded one of an evil demon as they’d appear in fairy-tales.


  And as might be expected, Tigre passed the evil demon without exchanging any words or looks.


  Suddenly there was a break in the clouds, allowing the night sky to peek through. A moon as crimson as if having been washed in fresh blood floated up there. For some reason Tigre knew about it being a moon despite its redness.


  Even afterwards, the youth continued to aimlessly walk through the wasteland. He passed countless beings such as lovely fairies with wings on their back, dwarves shouldering pickaxes, and many more. Not one of them was human. And, the landscape never changed, no matter how far he went.


  The lukewarm wind carried a sound over. The sound of waves breaking on the shore and retreating. Apparently the ocean was nearby.


  Suddenly his field of vision completely changed.


  Tigre found himself atop a steep cliff. The sea appeared to be beneath the cliff, Tigre could hear how the waves broke after crashing against the cliff.


  Once he peeked down, he found a green ocean extending as far as his eyes could see. Not the deep blue world he had seen on another day, but an eerie, surging sea as if endless supplies of murky emeralds had been melted down.


  Tigre silently stared at the ocean, but once he felt a presence behind him, he looked back.


  A single longsword was embedded in the ground. A big crack ran through its blade, and the blade’s edge was chipped at countless places. The guard – imitating a wing – had been miserably smashed apart. The ruby in its middle was divided right in half, and the hilt was dyed dark red.


  Tigre’s eyes widened. His emotions, which hadn’t reacted to anything so far, now shook him violently. Unable to speak up because of the overwhelming shock, his body merely continued to tremble in horror.


  The youth knew the name of that longsword. He also knew the user of that longsword. Tigre tried to call her name, but all that escaped his mouth was a strained breath. About to extend a hand for the sword, Tigre suddenly turned his eyes to the ground, several steps ahead of him.


  A few weapons, which had decayed in the same way as the longsword, were stabbed into the ground like grave-markers, or were lying around like empty husks. As if telling about the fate of their users.


  “──aah!”


  Raising a soundless scream, Tigre jumped up with vigor. His sight was engulfed by darkness, and the cold night air pricked his body.


  While breathing heavily, unable to come to terms with the situation at once, Tigre jerked up on his bed with a bewildered expression. His clothes, drenched with sweat, clung to his body. His eyes, which gradually got used to the darkness, told him that he was in his own room within the lodging house where the delegation was staying.


  “A dream…?” After muttering that, Tigre decided that it had to be so.


  A violet ground, a red moon, and a green ocean. There’s no way for such things to exist in reality. Besides, that longsword which was so damaged that it wouldn’t be odd for it to crumble apart on the spot.


  ──No doubt, that was Arifar.


  At that moment Tigre realized that he was grasping the Black Bow in his left hand. He had put it down in a place within the range, but apparently he had seized it during his sleep. Tigre quietly stared at the bow within the darkness. It reminded him of the story he had previously heard from Tir Na Fal.


  ──Changing the truth of the world itself. Same for the sun, moon, ground, and sea. Maybe the Black Bow has shown me one of the possible futures with that ominous dream just now. Or maybe it was a nightmare combining the anxieties existing deep in my mind, and the story about Ganelon I’ve heard from Valentina.


  Will the Vanadis end up like that if this world changes into one for demons?


  ──I won’t allow that. Ever.


  Tigre tightly grasped the Black Bow. For the youth it was a battle he had to definitely win for the sake of those dear to him.


   


  ◎


   


  After finishing the secret meeting with Valentina last night, Tigre visited Sofy’s mansion today earlier than planned. Since the five Vanadis and Lim were luckily all together just when he arrived, he told them everything that perspired during his meeting with Valentina, and additionally all that happened with Ruslan, but in response, the youth got harshly scolded.


  Elen shouted at him, “Why did you follow her, you idiot!?”, and Mila spat out with a freezing look, “I really want to draw a huge X on your face for your ineptitude.” Lim acted like a very strict teacher, saying, “You trust others too easily. Even if you’re going to listen to them, you should do it in a place of your choice.” Liza cried out, “Did you want to go through the same bitter experience as me!?” with a face full of rage, and Olga lightly knuckled the youth’s head with her fist.


  Sofy was, in a sense, the harshest of all. She slapped Tigre’s cheek. Elen, Mila, and Liza widened their eyes when they saw this, and swarmed towards the blond Vanadis to soothe her, resulting in the whole place calming down one way or another.


  The situation was grave. Sofy immediately called a single servant, and sent him as messenger to the palace. It was for the sake of asking Eugene to make sure whether Valentina and Figneria were still under house arrest.


  After she sent forth the servant, Sofy said with a gloomy expression, “I think the two slipped out from the royal palace and mansion after Valentina finished her conversation with Tigre. No, Valentina might have gotten in contact with Tigre since they had planned to sneak away anyway.”


  However, Sofy’s servant couldn’t meet with Eugene on that evening. The palace was in chaos from the shock over Ruslan’s collapse. Of course Eugene tried everything possible to appease this uproar, but he had to deal with Ruslan’s share of governmental affairs on top of that, resulting in him simply running short on time. Even if someone else had taken care of the governmental affairs together with him, it likely wouldn’t have changed anything about this situation.


  It was around dawn that Eugene received the report about Sofy’s servant having visited the palace.


  Because of the situation being like that, Tigre’s group dissolved for the time being. Tigre returning to the lodging house was for the sake of explaining the circumstances to Gaspal and to remain close to the palace.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Greeting a new morning, Tigre, Elen, Lim, Liza, and Olga had gathered in front of the western gate leading out of the capital. The wind was chilly, but the sky was clear and azure. Liza and Olga were each mounted on horses. The two would head to Lebus – a return for Liza.


  There were two reasons for this. First, she had heard that Kazakov, who was ruling over the lands of Polus, still hadn’t obeyed the summons by the crown. Polus was adjacent to Lebus. There were stories about the land having degraded remarkably compared to the previous generation’s Kazakov, but he was still an opponent worthy of caution. Second, a preparation for the case that Figneria escaped the palace. Besides, Liza thought that it’d be best for her personally to explain to her subordinates about the battle between the Vanadis.


  “Are your injuries fine already?” Elen looked up to Liza with an anxious expression.


  The red-haired Vanadis smiled, “I haven’t expected for you to be such a worrywart. Didn’t you ask me the same yesterday?”


  Liza demonstratively rolled her left shoulder around while smiling and proudly looking down on the silver-haired Vanadis. Elen smiled wryly, but immediately returned to a serious expression.


  “Take care. ──Liza.” Elen still couldn’t call Liza by her nickname unless she focused on doing so.


  Liza’s mouth loosened up, and she responded with, “You too.”


  Afterwards Liza held out her right hand, exchanging a handshake with Elen, Lim, and finally Tigre.


  “Even if it might be Lebus, I’ll come running if you need me, okay?” Tigre looked up to Liza with a serious look while gently grasping her hand.


  “Don’t say things I’d feel like immediately taking you up on.” Liza returned in the form of a joke, but seeing how she didn’t really want to let go of Tigre’s hand, around half of her probably wanted to take him with her.


  Next Tigre also bid farewell to Olga. Her accompanying Liza was, probably as should be expected, a precaution against Figneria, but surprisingly it was Olga herself who had announced that she’d do this.


  “Is it really okay?” Tigre knew that he shouldn’t hampen her determination, but he couldn’t help but ask anyway.


  Brest, the principality ruled by Olga, was located in Zhcted’s east, and Valentina’s Osterode was situated in the northeast. If Valentina were to leave the capital and return to her own principality, it’d be quite possible for Brest to become her target.


  “Believe in me, Tigre.” Olga curtly answered while pinning her eyes, reminiscent of black pearls, on Tigre.


  The idea she had brought up was based on the assumption that Valentina and Figneria would try to merge their forces at an early stage, if they had really joined hands. In other words, Lebus would be much more of a likely target than Brest. Also, should Valentina attack Brest, it’d open up a distance for her to Figneria. Besides, even if she were to attack Brest, she’d need to split up her soldiers to keep Brest under control. Furthermore, depending on the situation here, Olga could borrow some troops from Liza, and invade the empty Osterode.


  Considering all these points made the possibility for Valentina to attack Brest rather low.


  Lastly, Olga believed that they should concentrate their powers since they had five people on their side.


  Tigre, Lim, and the Vanadis, who had listened to Olga’s explanation, were speechless. They hadn’t expected the youngest of them all to propose such a bold plan. What made it even more terrifying was the fact that she showed absolutely no fear about exposing her own territory to danger.


  “I have been believing in you from the moment we met for the first time.” Tigre grasped Olga’s small hand tightly.


  At that moment, he realized that her hand was faintly trembling. The youth used his free left hand to wrap up Olga’s hand, and kept it like that until Olga’s trembling stopped.


  “──Thanks.” Her expression eased a bit on its usual unsociability.


  “Olga,” Tigre called out to her, “I’m sure it’ll go well. Just as you’ve imagined it.”


  Olga bobbed her head, “I’ll show you that making a child with you will go smoothly as well, Tigre.”


  Tigre couldn’t do much more than return a wry smile at that.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  After seeing off the two leaving northwest along the main road until they weren’t visible anymore, Tigre, Elen, and Lim passed through the capital’s main gate.


  “Do you think Ludmila and Sofy were able to meet with Lord Eugene?” Elen asked while they were walking along the street.


  The two weren’t with them on this occasion because the group thought it best to explain the circumstances to Eugene by directly meeting him. For this reason Mila and Sofy had finished their farewells with Liza and Olga in front of Sofy’s mansion.


  “I think it should have worked out, seeing how it’s two Vanadis requesting a meeting.” Even while answering, Lim couldn’t keep a slight pang of anxiety out of her voice.


  Tigre asked, “Is it okay for you two to not return to Leitmeritz?”


  “For the present, we dispatched Rurick in the morning. But…” Elen answered with a grave look, and directed her ruby eyes at her adjutant. “What do you think? How many soldiers can we prepare, Lim?”


  “Incorporating the time constraints, I think 4,000 will be the limit. 3,000 infantry and 1,000 cavalry.” Lim’s answer was fluent, probably because she had already crunched the numbers before.


  Leitmeritz’ army had continued to fight in Brune from spring until the end of summer this year. Many soldiers hadn’t recovered from their injuries or fatigue yet. Besides, no matter the reason, forcing the soldiers to fight again would just cause dissatisfaction to accumulate, lowering the morale of the whole army.


  “That’s harsh, but I guess we’ve got no choice but to plan with that…”


  “Is there anything I can do to help?”


  Elen shook her head at Tigre’s question, “I thank you for the consideration, but please stay still for the moment. After all your statements will be taken as Brune’s statements. Besides──” The sharpness in Elen’s eyes rose to a new level, making them gleam with overflowing fighting spirit. “──It’s my fate to deal with Figneria.”


  The feeling that she wouldn’t forgive any further interference resonated in her voice. Tigre and Lim silently exchanged looks. Guessing the youth’s sentiments, Lim nodded lightly.


  I’ll protect Elen no matter what comes, was her vow, too.


   


  ◎


   


  When the group around Tigre arrived at the palace, Mila and Sofy were waiting in front of the gate. The three immediately guessed that something unusual had taken place, going by Mila’s grim expression, and Sofy’s nervous look.


  “What happened?” Elen asked curtly.


  While turning her back on Elen, Sofy answered, “All three of you, please come with me. That will be the fastest way to explain.”


  Tigre and the others walked quickly through the hallways of the palace with Sofy guiding them.


  ──Even though it’s the royal palace of a foreign country, I feel like I’ve become quite familiar with it over the course of this winter.


  Tigre suddenly thought. The atmosphere in the palace was unusually flurried, and even the low-ranking officials and maids were moving around quickly. There were even some who tripped and fell down, or ran into others. While casting a sidelong glance at them, Tigre was guided to a conference room. Mila quietly informed him that this was the biggest conference room in this palace. Sofy pushed the door open, allowing them to enter.


  The room itself was spacious, but it was hard to describe it as bright as it had no windows. A silver chandelier hanging from the ceiling, and candlestands placed on the big table in the middle were responsible for the illumination. Apparently all chief vassals of the kingdom, including Eugene, had already assembled here. As soon as Tigre and the others entered, they drew all gazes on them.


  “Is it really alright for a Brunian to hear this?” A vassal cast an ill-breeding look at Tigre.


  Eugene answered, “That man is His Highness Ruslan’s friend, and enjoyed the late king’s deep trust. Of course I trust him as well. By having him know about our country’s present situation, we can ask him to assist us depending on the circumstances.” The earl’s voice was calm but full of dignity.


  It was enough to silence the vassal who had asked. Tigre and the others bowed, and sat down on open seats. Thereupon the door was closed.


  Eugene looked at everyone present in the room, “Several notifications reached me earlier. First, a Muozinel army showed up at the southern border. The reports give a wide range on their numbers, going from 4,000 all the way up to 6,000.”


  The room became noisy. The vassals looked at each other, their faces revealing frank surprise.


  “Is it truly a Muozinel army that’s attacking?” As if representing the others, a single civil official asked while knitting his eyebrows.


  It was only reasonable for him to doubt this piece of news. It was unthinkable for Muozinel, who were known for their strong affinity with heat and weakness towards coldness, to attack at a time where the winter would only continue to gain in harshness.


  “Several reports suggest so. I don’t think that all of them are wrong. While it may be true that they’re weak against cold, we can’t underrate them and leave them to their own devices.” Eugene’s eyes moved, turning towards two Vanadis. “Lady Ludmila Lourie, Lady Sofya Obertas, we don’t know the enemy’s numbers yet, but could I ask you to take care of them?”


  Both answered in one voice, “We shall accept this official appointment,” and bowed politely.


  There were reasons for Eugene sending out two Vanadis at once. One was because they didn’t know the precise numbers of the enemy, just as Eugene had mentioned. Another was because he wanted the battle to be wrapped up as quickly as possible to avoid the country being filled with an atmosphere of unrest and anxiety.


  As if being done with this matter with that out of the way, Eugene shifted to the next topic, “Next, Duke of Bydgauche Julian Kurtis raised an army. He’s demanding a revocation of Prince Ruslan’s right to the throne and his deportation. Furthermore, Polus’ Earl Egol Kazakov has sent a letter demanding my deportation.”


  Once again the conference room went astir. Duke Bydgauche is a high-ranking noble in Zhcted’s north, and the previous lord, Ilda, held the seventh rank in the crown’s succession line. And on top of that Earl Polus. The previous lord Kazakov was an excellent warrior with the alias “Bloody Kazakov.”


  After finishing speaking, Eugene’s expression became hard. Ilda and him were close friends. But now that it had come to this, he had no choice but to judge the Duke Bydgauche family. The only way for him to show some mercy was to make them surrender in a single battle, and then come up with some kind of punishment.


  “Bydgauche and Polus. Both families are famous within the country, but we can’t simply listen to their demands because of that. Dear lords, I’d like you to be wary, looking out whether anyone goes along with their invitation or follows them.”


  Understanding Eugene’s resolve from his expression and words, the chief vassals all straightened their backs.


  ──North, northwest, south, huh…?


  Calling the map of Zhcted up in his mind, Tigre groaned soundlessly. If Valentina and Figneria start acting at this point, it’d add the northeast and west. The entirety of Zhcted was about to be wrapped up in the flames of war. Tigre suspected that the Muozinel army, and the actions of the two lords might be part of Valentina’s schemes.


  “I decided to ask Lady Elizavetta Fomina to deal with Earl Polus. I already sent a messenger.”


  Upon Eugene’s explanation, Tigre’s group exchanged looks. Liza’s departure might have been just a tiny bit too early. All Tigre could now do was to pray to the gods that she’d be able to deal with this without a hitch.


  “As for Duke Bydgauche, it’s a bit risky, but I’ve sent messengers to the neighboring lords to have them take care of it.”


  A vassal raised an objection, “How about relieving Lady Valentina from her house arrest and having her attack Duke Bydgauche? Her territory, Osterode, is close to Bydgauche. I think it’d be a great opportunity for her to redeem herself.”


  “No, the decision by Earl Pardu is most reasonable. It’s wrong to only rely on the Vanadis.”


  “But, what are we going to do if those lords end up approving of Duke Bydgauche? The ducal family has strong ties with the neighboring lords since the time of its previous family head.”


  The chief vassals chaotically exchanged their opinions amongst each other. However, Eugene didn’t change his thinking.


  “I can’t relieve Lady Valentina of her house arrest. She was also close to the late Lord Ilda. She might have also been in contact with Lord Julian.”


  Eugene’s attitude was unshakable, reminding Tigre of a rock weathering through wind and snow. Even the other lords had no choice but to withdraw as not a single one among them managed to offer an opinion that made him agree.


  At this moment, Tigre opened his mouth for the first time, “I ── no, Brune supports His Highness Ruslan, and thus will assist Lord Eugene Shevarin who has been helping His Highness. I’d like you to have those who consider turning these two into their enemies realize that they’re also turning Brune into their enemy.”


  The lords raised their voices in surprise and joy. Despite being exhausted from the previous wars, Brune had repelled Sachstein and driven away Muozinel. And the youth, who had announced his support of Ruslan just now, had served as supreme commander in both wars, and was hailed as hero who had been granted the titles of “Knight of the Moonlight” in his homeland, and “Star Shooter” by foreign countries.


  “You have my gratitude, Earl Vorn.” Eugene expressed his thanks shortly.


  And then he lifted his face, and surveyed everyone present.


  “Dear lords, I’d like to ask you to not be negligent on your preparations so that you can move out at any time. Especially Duke Bydgauche’s criticism of His Highness Ruslan is much less forgivable than Earl Polus’s accusations against me. Let me repeat it. I’d like you to properly warn those close to you so that no one approving of him shows up.”


  Eugene’s look carried a gleam that overwhelmed all those who had accumulated plenty of experience on the battlefields or in the palace. Struck by his majesty, the chief vassals bowed their heads and swore to comply.


  This spelled the end of the meeting.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Eugene didn’t leave his seat, and furthermore told Tigre and the Vanadis to stay behind. After the chief vassals had left and with Eugene’s attendants also waiting outside, only six people were left in the conference room. Because it was right after a heated meeting, Eugene’s cheeks were flushed, but looking closely, fatigue had deeply carved itself into his face.


  The gray-haired Earl looked at Tigre and the other four, and calmly said, “It’s about Lady Valentina and Lady Figneria. Both escaped between last night and today morning. I’m sorry”


  Eugene bowed his head deeply. It wasn’t all that surprising to Tigre’s group as they had anticipated as much, but instead anxiety and nervousness filled their bodies.


  “Do you know where the two escapees went to?” Tigre asked.


  Eugene shook his head, “For the time being I sent messengers to Osterode and Legnica. But hearing back from them will take many days. I had soldiers secretly search the city as well, but I couldn’t blow this out of proportion, and searching for just two people is far from easy.”


  “I think there’s no doubt that both have headed to their respective territories. A magnification of the chaos should be their very goal.” Sofy remarked.


  Eugene nodded sadly, “It won’t change anything even if I say it, but if only His Highness Ruslan had gone through the coronation ceremony…”


  Vanadis couldn’t disobey the king. If the king ordered it, Vanadis had to stop fighting at once. But, Zhcted had no king right now. Ruslan was a prince, and Eugene was no more than Ruslan’s representative. It might be possible to move up the schedule and hold the coronation ceremony to turn Ruslan into the rightful king. However, if they did this, they’d earn themselves a backlash from the nobles instead. There was no doubt about Julian Kurtis and others not missing that chance to reproach Ruslan.


  “How is His Highness Ruslan’s condition?” Lim asked.


  Eugene shook his head.


  “Since he’s taking a rest, his health is sound. However, there are some strange lapses in his memories. He forgets about the grand chamberlain who meets with him every day, and can’t recall the name of his son,” Eugene explained.


  Of course he spoke about this because he had determined that none of those present would divulge this to the outside.


  Tigre couldn’t help but look bitter as he reflected upon himself.


  “About Lady Figneria…,” Eugene returned to the topic, “I’m going to send another messenger to Lebus. Lady Eleonora, can I leave Legnica to you?”


  “Of course.” Elen answered proudly. While tightly clenching her fists, she added, “I’ll definitely catch Figneria. Lord Eugene, please be at ease and leave this to me.”


  Eugene firmly shook their hands, one after the other, while telling everyone, “Please.”


   


  ◎


   


  Leaving the council room, Mila sighed weakly. Not because she was tired of fighting, or couldn’t come to terms with Eugene’s order.


  She simply thought, So I’ve got to take on those guys again, huh?


  In spring she had a glaring contest with a Muozinel army at a border fortress, and in summer she fought one in Brune. It was all too reasonable for her to be fed up fighting them even during winter.


  “──Mila.”


  Hearing her nickname called, Mila looked back over her shoulder, just to find Tigre staring at her with a worried face.


  Tigre asked with a calm voice, “Is something worrying you?”


  “It’s nothing so exag──” Breaking off at that point, Mila fully turned around, looking straight up to Tigre. “Did I have such an expression?”


  “Yes, you did. It might sound a bit vague, but I felt like you weren’t acting like yourself, Mila.”


  “You’re quite calm about this, aren’t you?”


  Tigre laughed, and ransacked his hair, “I had the lovely chance to fully experience being busy on all fronts in Brune.”


  Mila smiled at that. Thinking back on it, she remembered that she had accompanied him on various occasions back then.


  “There’s nothing to worry about. Please brew me some of your tea again, once everything has been settled.”


  Without answering, Mila simply gazed at Tigre, but suddenly she grabbed the youth’s hand.


  “I’m going to borrow him for a moment, okay?”


  Those words were more or less directed at Elen. Leaving the other three behind dumbstruck, Mila walked away through the long hall, pulling Tigre along. The passing civil officials and court ladies didn’t pay any attention to the two, likely too focused on their own work.


  Spotting a deserted garden, Mila headed into it. This garden wasn’t anything you’d describe as extensive. Several potted plants were lined up, and a variety of flowers such as snowdropspodsnéžnik, yellow pheasant’s eyes, and winter violetsfialka created a path to use for visitors. Because the ceiling had been designed as an atrium, the noon sun poured its gentle light onto the flowers.


  Mila stopped walking, and turned around. The youth seemed surprised by Mila’s sudden actions, but he looked at her with an expression, making it clear that she probably had some kind of reason for it.


  ──Although he pulls such a face, he always puts all his power into protecting what he wants to protect, doesn’t he? It’s not because he’s strong or because he possesses many things. He’s desperate because he truly considers them as precious. He persists through willpower.


  I got attracted to him because of that attitude. His willpower made my heart throb. And I learned to consider his gaze as something dear. The more I got to know myself, the more my feelings stirred, filling my chest with warmth.


  At this point Mila noticed that she was still holding the youth’s right hand, but she didn’t make any attempts to let go. She knew that there existed a difference in their standings. For this reason, she believed this to be a fitting distance.


  But.


  Mila pulled her eyes off the youth, looking at the flowers with a sidelong glance. Once she thought what if, she tried to lift her face while staring at the ground, but before Tigre’s face entered her visual field, she lowered her eyes to the ground again, her cheeks reddening.


  While feeling nervous for no particular reason, Tigre silently waited for her next words.


  Mila fixed her eyes on Tigre’s right hand, one trained through use during hunts and battle. The many white scars on its fingers told a tale how he had used them to shoot countless arrows. Mila gently wrapped up the hand of her beloved with both hers. It was bigger than hers, felt rugged and dry, and emitted a mysterious warmth.


   


   


   


   


  A smile formed on Mila’s lips. Looking at him, Ludmila Lourie called his name, “──Tigre,” and then allowed her feelings to flow out of her mouth as if a dam holding back her emotions had broken, “I like you. I love you.”


  At the moment she blurted this out, her cheeks flushed crimson out of nervousness and exaltation, and her eyes became slightly moist. Her small hands clenched Tigre’s hand slightly stronger than moments ago. The sense of liberation after finally having confessed, and the feeling of tension over finally having confessed alternately assailed her heart, causing her to rather tighten down on Tigre’s hand even further.


  On the other hand, Tigre felt so confused that he didn’t even take any notice of the pain in his hand, standing stock still on the spot like a statue. Her confession came out of the blue for the youth. He had known that Mila thought of him well. He had also felt happy about it. But, ultimately he had expected that good will to be an emotion as Vanadis and comrade-in-arms. Or to be more precise, he had decided to think so. If he took their respective positions into account, that was a correct decision. Mila also avoided to clearly voice it out, even while acting somewhat bold at times.


  However, she had overcome her inner conflicts and mental barriers, confessing her own feelings at long last.


  ──Seeing how Mila has been so honest with me, I must answer in kind. No matter what result it might bring about.


  After resolving himself, Tigre was about to speak up, but Mila got a head start on him, sharply telling him, “──Wait.”


  Having been beaten to the punch, Tigre held his tongue. At last Mila let go of his hand.


  “Hearing an answer…it’s okay for that to not be now.”


  Without understanding what she meant, Tigre stared at the blue-haired Vanadis.


  Mila asked him with an innocent smile, reminding one of a child that had pulled off a prank, “However, just tell me this: Does it make you happy knowing that I like you?”


  Although he wavered how he should react to this, Tigre still nodded. That much was doubtlessly true. Maybe he should have shaken his head when considering Elen, Titta, and Regin, but he couldn’t lie to Mila who had frankly bared her feelings in front of him.


  “Thanks.” Mila said, putting all the emotions raging in her into those words.


  ──That was scary… But, for a confession to be this much…


  At the time she confessed, a nervousness she had never experienced even on the cruelest battlefields pierced her spine. When she managed to say all she wanted to say, she got so overjoyed that she felt like shouting with exultation.


  The entire confession being this much of an emotional trip was a precious experience for her. Right now she didn’t care about her and Tigre’s positions. Those were things that Sofy could ponder about afterwards.


  “Well then, I’m off. ──I’m…counting on you.”


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Mila walked through the palace’s corridors with Sofy while pulling a sour face. As soon as she had stepped out of the garden after having finished her confession, Elen, Lim, and Sofy awaited her. Elen had looked disappointed, Lim’s face was as unsociable as ever, and Sofy was smiling.


  Leaving aside Lim, it was next to impossible that Elen and Sofy would silently accept her snatching Tigre away in front of their eyes. But then again, even Elen didn’t interrogate Mila about what they had done in the garden, and this open-mindedness of hers allowed the two to avoid conflict.


  Mila and Sofy separated from Tigre, Lim, and Elen, and headed outside the palace. They had to return to their respective principalities as fast as possible to confront the Muozinel army.


  “Do you believe that Kureys is going to be the enemy general?”


  “That’s very unlikely.” Sofy denied Mila’s question, asked in a casual manner. “It’s unthinkable for that 『Red Beard』 to attack our country in winter while his mental wound over having been defeated by Brune hasn’t healed yet. It’s probably someone looking to obtain deeds of arms to strengthen their position in their succession struggle.”


  “Makes sense.” Mila nodded.


  Both of them had fought the Muozinel on many occasions ever since becoming Vanadis. It was child’s play for them to see through this much. They briefly conferred over the numbers and composition of soldiers, and what roads to use. Just around the time they exited the palace, they had mostly finished talking about practical business.


  Mila only broached the topic of her confessing to Tigre – after thoroughly hesitating whether to do so – when they arrived at Sofy’s mansion. It wasn’t as though Mila had asked her to, but Sofy had yielded her turn in confessing to Tigre to her. Considering that, she couldn’t afford to not bring Sofy up to date.


  After blinking in surprise and commenting, “Oh my,” Sofy honored her friend’s courage with a smile, “Congratulations, Mila.”


  “It’s not…like it’s something deserving congratulations. I didn’t receive an answer either.” Mila mumbled under her breath while making sure to not look at Sofy’s face.


  While watching her behavior with a gentle look, Sofy shook her head, “That’s not true. Having been able to properly tell him was important. Besides──”


  Suddenly Sofy’s smile turned into an impish one. Noticing that change, Mila looked up to her with suspicion written all over her face, “Besides…what?”


  “I think I can finally put into practice what I wanted to do. The five of us ─ me, you, Elen, Liza, and Olga ─ are going to bestow some kind of title and position to Tigre. It won’t hold any substantial power, but it’ll serve as something like a reason for him to come to Zhcted.”


  “There’s no way that something like that will be allowed. In the first place, under what kind of pretext…” Mila rolls her eyes.


  Sofy giggled, “The pretext doesn’t matter. In the instant it became us five, it’ll count as a political maneuver.”


  Mila covered her mouth in reflex. Five Vanadis, all ranking next in position to the king, would bestow it to an important person of a foreign country. She had no doubt that this might be interpreted as a political maneuver


  “If it was done by one or two, it might be regarded as love or affection, but with five Vanadis…”


  “But, was there any need to wait for me to confess?” Mila tilted her head in confusion. Mila thought that she’d have agreed to this if Sofy had consulted with her about this before her confession. She was certain that the other three wouldn’t oppose it either.


  Sofy shrugged her shoulders, “If I had done this, I’m sure you’d have used this political maneuver to hide your own feelings. It’d have been convenient to do so. That’s why it was indispensable for having you become honest about your own feelings at least once.”


  Mila couldn’t reply with anything but a blush.


   


  ◎


   


  Six days after she had slipped out of the royal palace Figneria Alshavin returned to her governmental residence in Legnica. With many horses prepared in advance, Figneria had continued to race across the roads, switching from one horse to the next without allowing herself much of a rest. The closer she had come to Legnica, the colder had the wind become. The distant mountains were covered with a thick layer of snow, tolling the arrival of a typical, snowy winter.


  Still, when she entered the residence built by piling up sand-colored stones with white marble mixed in every now and then, she didn’t seem especially tired. Figneria ordered the male servant, who welcomed her with obvious surprise on his face, to assemble the chief military officers and civil officials.


  “We’re going to war.”


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Since she was told that it’d take around half a koku for the chief vassals to assemble, Figneria used the time to take a bath and change her clothes. She affixed the twin swords with the golden and vermilion blades to her waist.


  Once Figneria lightly tapped Bargren’s scabbard from above, the two swords replied by emanating a faint warmth. When she had tried to call these two to herself during her escape of the capital, this draconic tool had truly appeared. For Figneria, these two small swords were now precious partners.


  Since she knew that fatigue was still left in her body, she only ate soup before heading to the council room. When she entered, all chief vassals of Legnica had assembled. Eyes filled with various emotions such as anxiety, tension, disbelief, suspicion, and trust were directed at the black-haired Vanadis, but Figneria calmly disregarded those, surveying everyone present.


  “I mentioned it before, but we’re going to war. The opponent will be Leitmeritz.”


  The vassals stirred. One of them stepped in front of Figneria with resolve dyeing his face.


  “Lady Vanadis, could you tell us about the reason? During the time of your predecessor, we had a close, friendly relationship with Leitmeritz…”


  “I know that.” Harshly interrupting his words, Figneria added, “You’ve heard that I challenged the Vanadis of Lebus to a fight and was placed under house arrest in the royal palace, right?”


  The vassals all remained silent. Their expressions told her that they were aware of this.


  “Learning through an informant that Earl Pardu is trying to take the crown while being assisted by Elenoara of Leitmeritz, Elizavetta of Lebus, and Sofya of Polesia, I challenged Elizavetta to a fight.” Figneria explained as if the information from Kazakov was plain truth.


  Shock clung to her vassal’s faces. All they could do was listening carefully with sweat visible on their foreheads. After all, they also knew about the close exchanges between Eugene and Elen.


  “But, the Vanadis of Lebus and the Vanadis of Leitmeritz have a terribly bad relationship…”


  “You’re forgetting that they fought side-by-side against Olgert Kazakov last winter.” Figneria immediately retorted.


  This was a piece of news she had heard from Valentina.


  “Are we going to invade Leitmeritz then?”


  Figneria shook her head at the middle-aged official’s question, “We’ll pretend to attack Lebus, luring the enemy into Legnica.”


  Figneria had an official arrange a map, and spread it out atop the table.


  “I know how the Vanadis of Leitmeritz ticks. If you consider her exchange with my predecessor, she likely won’t do anything like thoughtlessly devastating Zhcted either. However, that girl went against His Highness the Prince. We must defeat her. Still──”


  The vassals thought that this was a fairly long speech considering it was her. They were recalling that their current lord was a woman of very few words, saying only the least necessary.


  Figneria let her eyes wander across her retainers once more.


  “I don’t intend to force those who do not wish to fight. Come forward since I will have you protect this governmental residence.”


  After a short moment, all vassals went down on their knees, bowing their heads. During the approximately one year since she had become a Vanadis, Figneria had continued to demonstrate her excellency as warrior and capability as lord. Moreover, some recalled that Elen, who had visited this residence at the end of autumn, had a clash of spirits with Figneria.


  This spelled the start of Legnica going to war against Leitmeritz. With the ambitions of Figneria, the ringleader, remaining hidden.


   


  ◎


   


  Around the time when Legnica’s army began its preparations for war, Elen and Lim returned to Leitmeritz’ official residence. The one welcoming his mistress and her adjutant – both smeared in dirt from the travel – with a surprised look was Rurick who had gone ahead of them by around several hours.


  “You two made your way back here too…?” Those were the first words coming out of the bald knight’s mouth, accompanied by a doubtful frown.


  After entrusting her horse to the soldiers and knights who had rushed over, Elen nodded at Rurick with a face keeping a fighting spirit within.


  “I’ll tell you about the details soon, but to put it simply, we’re going to war. Please call everyone together.”


  While Rurick and his subordinates ran around the residence, Elen and Lim got their personal appearance in order.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Receiving the report that all the major knights and generals had assembled in the council room, Lim visited Elen’s room. Elen had just finished changing her clothes, and was now holding the scabbard of Arifar in her left hand. Arifar sensed its master’s ambition, and caused a gentle breeze to blow through the room in response, making Elen’s silver hair lightly sway.


  “──Eleonora-sama,” Lim called out to her mistress after pondering for a moment, “it’s a bit sudden, but what do you think of my outfit?”


  Confronted with a weird question, Elen stared at her adjutant looking somewhat mystified, “It’s your usual uniform, no? Is there anything you’ve changed about your outfit?”


  “No, just as you mentioned, it is my usual uniform. Since I have put this uniform on ever since becoming your adjutant, I think it has done me good service for roughly four years now.” Lim answered with a smile, but immediately put on a serious expression thereafter, “Eleonora-sama, both of us have already become used to wearing our current outfits. I will not tell you to forget or cut loose of the past. After all it is a fact that we are currently here because of the many things we obtained in the past. However, you are now a Vanadis, and I am your adjutant. And Figneria is yet another Vanadis. Please make sure to not forget that.”


  After slightly lifting an eyebrow at Lim’s comment, Elen said with an unconcerned look, “Some things don’t change, be it in the past or the present. ──Like your fondness for bears, for example.”


  “Eleonora-sama!” Lim’s cheeks reflexively flushed red from the teasing.


  The silver-haired Vanadis gave a high, clear laugh, “Forgive me. But, I’ve understood what you want to tell me. You’re telling me to defeat Figneria as fellow Vanadis, right?”


  Lim pulled herself together, giving Elen a confirmation in reply. But, the anxiety coloring her blue eyes didn’t quite wane. Elen walked up to Lim, and lightly tapped her shoulder.


  “If it comes to a situation where we Vanadis clash while leading the soldiers, you’ll take down Legnica’s army while I’m suppressing that woman. We’ll send a messenger to Lebus to contact Liza and Olga. If they can attack Figneria, it’d be ideal, but it might prove to be difficult.”


  “Yes, Figneria will get in the way of that, I am sure. Besides, Elizavetta-sama and Olga-sama need to be cautious of Kazakov and Valentina.”


  “I guess we’ve got no choice but to content ourselves with having them prevent nuisances from entering the fray. ──Let’s go.”


  The two left the room, and silently walked through the corridors, heading for the council room.


  At the meeting, no one was surprised to hear about the upcoming battle against Legnica. However, the other participants also learned about the battles between the Vanadis that took place in the capital not only from Elen and Lim, but also Rurick. In addition, there was also the decree from Eugene, the current regent.


  “Although we’re going to attack Legnica, we don’t intend to attack any towns or villages, nor will there be any plundering. Our sole objective is to bring down the rebel Figneria. I’d like you to follow me while being aware of those terms.”


  Just as Lim had said, Elen had served as Vanadis for more than four years now. The officers and men had learned to understand the temperament and methods of their mistress, harboring a tremendous respect and faith towards her. Moreover, those serving as commanders knew about Eugene too. Likewise it was a big boon for them to have a justification through a direct order by the royal palace. The soldiers gladly declared their will to follow their Vanadis, and proudly hoisted Leitmeritz’ flag, depicting a silver sword on black ground, alongside the black dragoon flag.


  On the next day, Elen left Leitmeritz, leading 4,000 soldiers.


   


  ◎


   


  The wind blowing across the prairie carried a chillness, making one strongly feel the presence of winter. Ten days had passed since the approximately 5,000 soldiers led by the Muozinel royal Hakim had crossed Zhcted’s border.


  Over the few days after invading Zhcted, the Muozinel soldiers freely exhibited their brutality, burning down several towns and villages, enjoying rape and plundering to the fullest, and sending the people they had caught to their homeland as slaves. Their advance was held in check by the resistance of soldiers of the neighboring lords and people who got away, but the Muozinel showed no hints of withdrawing.


  “This won’t become much of a deed of arms, will it?” Hakim sighed as he sat in a palanquin carried by ten soldiers at the rear of the army.


  Currently he was 35 years old. His face was round, and so was his belly. His skin being darker than that of an average Muozinel, and his three-parted goatee were characteristic traits of this man. Because he wore layers of furred clothes to endure Zhcted’s coldness, his body looked even rounder than usual.


  He had deliberately led his 5,000 soldiers across the border in his desire for military accomplishments. Or to be more precise, he needed deeds of arms to oppose Kureys, his biggest enemy in the fight over Muozinel’s throne. Hakim, the late king’s nephew couldn’t measure up in blood relationship with Kureys, the late king’s younger brother. But, he was the second princess’ guardian, ruled over a big territory, and had many lords on his side. If only he could earn some deeds of arms here, he’d be able to compete with Kurey on a more than equal ground, he believed.


  “Ludmila Lourie, or Sofya Obertas – either is fine, so won’t they show up soon?”


  Winning against a Vanadis would be plenty of military achievement. After all, even Kureys tried to avoid fighting Vanadis as much as possible. And while eliminating the sporadic resistance, Hakim extended the range of the plundering to keep up the soldiers’ morale, but on the tenth day he finally received the report he had been hoping for from his scouts.


  “We discovered Zhcted forces on a hill around 15 belsta to the north. They number around 4,000.”


  “What about the battle flag? You don’t know to whom they belong?”


  “We spotted the black dragon flag and a battle flag with a blue spear on white ground, Your Grace.” The soldier answered Hakim’s question.


  A blue spear on white ground signified Olmutz’ flag.


  “Alright, we’ll move the troops up close to them. However, we won’t launch any attacks even if provoked. We’ll wait until they show us their backs.”


  This land, which wasn’t far off the road connecting Zhcted with Muozinel, was known as Kišbál. Except for being dotted with hills and the river flowing from the north to the west, it was an ordinary prairie with no outstanding features.


  What delighted Hakim was the fact of no snow fluttering about in this area. Coldness was the archenemy of every Muozinel. It wasn’t just the enemy’s resistance, but also his mindfulness of the coldness that caused Hakim to desist from invading too deeply into Zhcted. The Muozinel army began its march while letting its flag – a sword and golden, horned helmet on scarlet ground – fly in the wind. The flag depicted the War God Varhrān.


  All of the 5,000 soldiers were infantry, wearing leather armors beneath thick clothes and fur coats. Curved swords hung at their waists, and they owned elliptical shields and either a bow or a spear. With their march lasting from morning to noon, they kept closing the distance of 15 belsta, and just after noon, Olmutz’ army came into sight.


  Around this time, the sun was hidden behind clouds, not even allowing a single ray to reach the surface.


  Olmutz’ army should have noticed the Muozinel, but they didn’t even try to move from atop their hill. Hilltop and prairie were separated by a distance of around two belsta, allowing the two armies to glare at each other.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Ludmila Lourie looked down at the Muozinel army from atop the small hill with a cold expression, befitting her title as Freezing Snow Princess. Behind her, the approximately 4,000 soldiers of Olmutz had built a camp. The two flags hoisted high up into the air were furiously fluttering against the gray background thanks to the cold winter gusts.


  It wasn’t as if all of them were infantrymen as around 100 of them were cavalry. There was not much of a difference in armament between both. Seeing how it was a given that they’d wear fur coats, and since it was also Mila’s order, it was only natural for them to be lightly equipped. Because their Vanadis led them, the soldiers morale was high, but she didn’t fail in doing all she could to keep it that way.


  “Even though we walked all the way here in this cold, we’re going to stand still again, huh?” Mila muttered with a surly look.


  She had already heard reports about what the Muozinel had done to the Zhcted after crossing the border. She had no intention to let off even a single of their soldiers.


  A single youth was walking next to her. He wasn’t a Zhcted, but a Muozinel. He had a tall figure, slender nose and chin, and two eyes were gleaming sharply beneath his black hair.


  “All of them are infantrymen. Their equipment is reasonably good. The morale isn’t low either. Their supreme commander is a man called Hakim. He’s the nephew of the late king. As far as I can remember, he doesn’t have any battle experience to speak of.” Damad wrapped up the report to Mila with an unsociable expression and a curt tone.


  He had slipped into the Muozinel army to investigate their battle formation. A stunt possible exactly because he was a Muozinel himself.


  “Thank you for your efforts.” After expressing her gratitude, Mila cast a curious look at him, “All things considered, you did well to come back here.”


  “I do have a sense of obligation towards my employer.” Damad replied without the slightest change of his expression.


  Him being here was something Tigre had willed. When Mila and Sofy were about to leave Silesia, Tigre had taken Damad to the two, and asked them to employ him.


  On top of that, the youth had said the following to Damad: “Once the battle against the Muozinel army finishes, you’re free to do whatever you like.”


  Just like Gaspal and the other men had mentioned in Silesia, Damad was a free man. Tigre had furthermore passed him some travel expenses, and encouraged him, “I pray that you’ll be able to make your dreams come true.”


  Tigre knew of Damad’s dreams. Even though he regarded Damad as a friend, Tigre decided to respect Damad’s own wishes. Because of those circumstances, Damad was currently present here. At present he didn’t utter a single complaint, or rather, he obeyed obediently while remaining silent for most of the time.


  “Are all Muozinel filled with such a strong sense of duty like you?”


  “I don’t think it’s all that different from Brunians or Zhcted.”


  Mila felt delighted over his unpretentious words, causing a single matter of curiosity to well up in her, “What part of Tigre do you like?”


  Damad frowned. Not because he didn’t understand Mila’s question, but because he was apparently bothered when he tried to ask himself that same question anew.


  After some time, the Muozinel answered, “For some reason or another, I feel like I can entrust my back to him.”


  Mila’s eyes widened slightly, just for her to nod in satisfaction.


  ──His back, eh?


  That was something Mila also felt as a warrior. As a matter of fact, they had already fought in such a manner in the past. Entrusting one’s back to someone, who only possessed ability, was impossible, unless you trusted them.


  After Damad left, one of her close aides addressed Mila, “Do you think the battle might start before the day is over?”


  “The day will end with a glaring contest,” Mila shook her head. “The enemy wishes to grab an easy victory. They should be waiting for us to turn our backs on them to withdraw in a hurry.”


  Going by the facts of them having attacked during this season, and the way of how they had advanced so far, Mila had mostly seen through the enemy’s objective. This changed into conviction through Damad’s report which told her that the supreme commander was a royal with little experience in battle.


  Why would someone of a royal standing lead the soldiers himself instead of leaving the command to a subordinate? Obviously because he wanted to earn personal deeds of arms.


  “We are being looked down on, huh?” The aide flashed a menacing smile.


  Mila agreed with his view.


  ──Saying they want to win easily with us as opponents while not even devoting themselves to finesse like Kureys does… At this rate it looks like the civil war in Muozinel is going to be over rather soon. Kureys is probably going to destroy one opposition after the other, and might be sitting on the throne by next year. Though, for Zhcted it’d be more desirable for the civil war to drag out as long as possible.


  From atop the hill, Mila could observe how the Muozinel army began to retreat. Seeing that they hadn’t charged their position, Mila guessed they planned to build a camp after taking some distance.


  That day ended without the two armies clashing.


   


  ◎


   


  It was on the next day after the army of Olmutz confronted the Muozinel that Bulat Struve, lord of the Krnov Viscounty, sent his soldiers forth. They had been following Olmutz’ army while pretending to be friendly forces, but at this point they got tired of waiting.


  “We believe Earl Pardu to be the one and only proper heir to the throne! Those sharing our thoughts should gather their soldiers and head for the capital to support His Excellency the Earl! The crown is far too heavy and the throne far too uncomfortable for the ailing prince!”


  Leading 2,000 soldiers, Struve quickly took control of the road extending towards Kišbál’s north. As this road connected Zhcted’s south with Silesia, it resulted in Mila becoming unable to contact the capital. Olmutz’ army learned of their existence as the day progressed. But, this was rather owed to Struve’s flaunting his own army than thanks to the scouts Mila had dispatched in all directions. After all, it’d be troublesome for Struve, if Olmutz’ army didn’t take any notice of them.


  The Snow Princess received the report in her tent as supreme commander.


  “Hmph.” Ludmila Lourie snorted with a bored look, and then laughed scornfully.


  She had precisely guessed Struve’s aim. In short, Struve and his supporters had joined hands with the Muozinel.


  Struve had made two mistakes. First, the timing for him to send out his soldiers. As it was right after Olmutz’ army started a glaring contest with the enemy army, it was almost as if asking to be suspected. Second, his behavior after he sent his soldiers out. Gaining control of the road was strategically smart. But, it didn’t mesh with their political demands. They should have headed straight for the capital.


  “Lady Vanadis, I believe we should chop up those guys and throw their remains to the dogs.”


  Several of her aides were enraged over these cowardly traitors, flames of fury burning in their eyes.


  However, Mila only laughed and shook her head, “We’ll let Sofy get rid of those guys. Our task is to focus on the Muozinel army.”


  By now, Sofy should have arrived from Polesia and moved her soldiers long ago.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  In the morning of the day after Struve took control of the road, Olmutz’ army made its move. They hurriedly vacated their camp, and descended the hill on its northern side. Since the Muozinel had taken up battle formation on the hill’s southern side, it looked as if Olmutz’ army was trying to get as much distance between them and the Muozinel as possible.


  “They fell for it. She might be a Vanadis, but in the end she’s no more than a little lass.”


  Receiving a report, Hakim believed that Olmutz’ army had started its retreat. Upon his order, the Muozinel army started to move. Some among Hakim’s aides felt Olmutz’s action to be suspicious, but they believed that they should secure the hill either way.


  The 5,000 soldiers quickly run uphill within the cold weather. And what they saw after arriving on the top of the hill was how the ranks of Olmutz’ army were in the process of falling apart as they hurriedly tried to get away from the hill.


  “Charge! Hurry! We mustn’t allow this chance to slip our hands!” Hakim ordered like a bandit with his three-parted beard swaying.


  If he managed to catch up and crush Olmutz’ army at this place, he’d be able to return to Muozinel as victor. At this point in time, Hakim already began to think about what he’d do after winning.


  Olmutz’ soldiers have their backs turned on us with their pace being completely messed up. Our side can also make use of the momentum when running downhill.


  Raising battle cries, the Muozinel rushed downhill. They didn’t care about stuff like ranks. All they wanted to do was to catch up with the fleeing enemies as soon as possible to slay as many of them as possible.


  The change took place immediately after they got off the hill. Olmutz’ army orderly turned around, facing the Muozinel, and immediately put their ranks, which were supposed to be falling apart, in order with their two types of battle flags flying in the wind as if to exhibit their fighting spirit.


  At long last the Muozinel realized that the Olmutz forces had moved as they did to lead them into a trap. Now they had to rearrange their ranks in a hurry. But, faster than they could even start on that, the sound of cavalry thundered across the land tolling the arrival of a hundred riders, about to thrust into the army’s flank.


  The one leading that charge was a single blue-haired girl. Wearing a silver breastplate atop her bluish silken clothes, she readied a beautiful spear in both hands as if to match the lumps of ice and crystals with the fluttering of her white ribbons. The spear’s name was Lavias, the draconic weapon of the Freezing Snow Princess.


  As Mila rushed into the Muozinel army’s flank, she freely brandished Lavias, smashing the heads of the helmet-less Muozinel soldiers or piercing through their faces, and thus killing one after the other.


  Following the brave Vanadis were brave soldiers. They didn’t possess as refined skills as their mistress, but while keeping their momentum, they struck with their swords, bashed with their spears, and had their horses kick with their hooves.


  Underneath the cloudy sky that was still far from noon, blood was carried away by the cold winds. The dark yellow withered grasses of winter were dyed red at spots, and cold corpses kept piling up on the cold ground. Broken swords and torn skins were mercilessly strewn all over the place alongside chunks of flesh.


  The infantry of Olmutz didn’t fall behind the infantry either. The almost 4,000 infantrymen raised battle cries as they charged the Muozinel army from the front. Their lord was fighting hard, so they had to fight even harder than her. Olmutz’ infantry unit focused their attack on the Muozinel army’s left wing where the cavalry unit had broken through. Without even a chance to fix their ranks, Muozinel’s army was unable to stage any effective counterattack, and merely continued to lose its soldiers.


  If not for Mila, the Muozinel army might have been able to rally its battle formation after holding back the frontal charge by Olmutz’ army. But, the Vanadis didn’t allow for that to happen. Mila, who had caused the Muozinel army’s left wing to fall apart, ordered her cavalrymen to follow her, and speedily retreated.


  However, she didn’t join up with Olmutz’ main army, but instead began to ride uphill. As if trying to circle into the Muozinel army’s rear. This was, of course, something the Muozinel couldn’t ignore. But, even if they were to drive them away, the opponents weren’t just some random cavalrymen. They were valorous hundred riders led by a Vanadis. It was easy to imagine that their pursuers would immediately get routed if they attempted to chase after them with half-baked numbers. Hakim believed that they ought to face that cavalry unit with at least 500 soldiers. The only problem would be whether the Muozinel army would be able to keep enduring the fierce frontal charge by Olmutz’ infantry if they were to assign that many soldiers elsewhere.


  At this time the Muozinel had finally managed to fix its ranks, but they had already lost more than 10% of their soldiers. At first, when the battle began, the Muozinel had 5,000 soldiers, and Olmutz had 4,000. In short, the Muozinel had a numerical advantage, but now both armies were almost even.


  However, Hakim ordered the attack against Mila’s cavalry unit. He was certain that the morale of Olmutz’ soldiers would cave in as long as they managed to kill the Vanadis. Several of his aides turned pale upon that order, trying to stop their supreme commander.


  “Whatever you do, you mustn’t go ahead with this, Lord Hakim…!”


  “Infantry won’t be able to catch up with cavalry!”


  But, Hakim repelled their fervent advice with a bright red face, “Just have them watch that cunning enemy! Won’t that be more than enough to keep them away from our rear!? Even you people should know how dangerous it’d be to allow the enemy to take our rear!”


  As a matter of fact, Hakim’s order stemmed from his own panic. He himself was ordering the army from the rear while sitting in his palanquin. Being attacked from behind was something he feared above all else. However, things didn’t proceed as he had imagined them to.


  Seeing the 500 Muozinel soldiers heading their way, Mila ordered her cavalrymen to retreat. In addition, she told them to act somewhat flustered while keeping a moderate distance from the enemy. This skillful retreat caused the 500 soldiers to be dragged along, resulting in them being pulled away from their main force.


  Choosing the moment when the Muozinel soldiers tried to head back after noticing that, Mila ordered her men, “Charge!”


  The hooves of a hundred horses caused a part of the battlefield to tremble as they overran the Muozinel soldiers. Each time Mila’s Lavias killed yet another enemy soldier, the frosty air released from its spearhead froze the ground.


  Having had 500 soldiers massacred within little to no time, the Muozinel army clearly became shaken. Mila’s cavalry unit, still going strong, was about to circle to the front or rear of the Muozinel army once more. Hakim completely panicked over this, resulting in the Muozinel army’s soldiers continuously dwindling down without him being able to give any decent orders.


  Finally, one of his aides suggested, “Your Excellency, please escape.”


  Hakim’s expression twisted in rage, “Escape, and do what!? Do you know why we came all the way here!?”


  Hakim had invaded Zhcted in order to fight Kureys. All for the sake of coming out victorious, boosting the soldiers’ morale with that, and thus gaining more allies for his cause.


  It was plain as day what would happen if he ran away after losing. Even his current allies would desert him, and Kureys or another person would likely take the throne. Without anyone to rely on, only a miserable death would await Hakim. As one of the royal family, such an end was nothing he could accept.


  “If you do not flee, this foreign land will become the place of your death.”


  Hakim groaned. It took him around five breaths of hesitation, then he mounted his aide’s horse, and galloped away from the main army while taking a small amount of servants with him. However, there was one person that didn’t overlook this course of events.


  “The supreme commander has fled! He abandoned us after the situation took a turn for the worse, and ran away!”


  Soon after Hakim had split away from the main force, such yelling in Muozinel roared across the land. This became the finishing blow from the Muozinel army that had still continued to resist. Their ranks collapsed, fell apart, and scattered. Soldiers surrendering, dying after resisting to the end, or turning around to flee appeared all over the place with the Muozinel never assuming the shape of an army again.


  Like this, the battle of Kišbál ended with a victory for Olmutz.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Damad silently watched the remnants of the Muozinel army flee from atop the hill. After finishing scouting before the battle, he hadn’t participated in the fighting itself. He had been ordered by Mila to stay out of it. The Freezing Snow Princess had curtly wrapped it up by adding the reason that it’d be confusing to have him on the battlefield.


  ──Now then, what should I do next? If I were to join the scattered, escaping Muozinel soldiers, return to Muozinel, and report as soon as I raced over to Kureys, that General 『Red Beard』 would likely be delighted. After all it’s a definite fact that his enemy has suffered a heavy blow with this.


  Thinking further, Damad shook his head. He pointed his feet north, and not south. He believed that he had to join up with Mila as soon as possible so as to not be mistaken for a renegade Muozinel soldier. It was Tigre’s existence that had caused Damad to decide like this. The black-haired youth had noticed that Tigre was trying to do something in this country. Thus he judged that it wouldn’t be too late for him to go back to his homeland after making sure of what that something was with his own two eyes.


   


  ◎


   


  Tigrevurmud Vorn had remained in Silesia after seeing off Elen and Lim. He himself wanted to cooperate with Elen, Mila, or Sofy by accompanying either, but he was stopped by the silver-haired Vanadis.


  “Tigre, you said that you’d support His Highness and assist Lord Eugene, didn’t you? It’d be wrong for you to leave the capital. People would think that you ran away, fearing to be dragged into the chaos.”


  As her arguments were reasonable, the youth accepted his lover’s advice, albeit with a bitter expression. Elen lightly kissed his forehead as if to console him.


  But, several days later, Tigre regretted his words during the meeting. You could even say that there was nothing he could do. Because he was a foreigner, he wasn’t permitted to participate in important meetings. And even if he tried to meet Eugene, the Earl was now, after Ruslan had collapsed, so busy that anyone who saw him became flabbergasted, making it next to impossible for him to find any time to meet with Tigre. When Tigre thought that he could meet Ruslan instead then, he was stopped by Miron, being told that they couldn’t allow anyone to carelessly meet with the prince until they could determine for the prince’s mind to have completely healed.


  Fearing to come across too headstrong, seeing as the other party was actually sick, Tigre was unable to meet the prince. Going to the palace every day, continuing to display a calm attitude to the people, and exchanging a greeting with Eugene whenever possible was the most Tigre could do.


  He knew that this was important as well, but Tigre couldn’t help feeling downhearted whenever he thought that his precious friends were struggling on distant battlefields. Gaspal, Gerard, and Titta, who had likewise stayed in Silesia, tried to cheer Tigre up at every opportunity, but for Tigre those were days where he had to hide his sighs of despair, anxiety, and weariness from them.


  On that day Tigre had come to the palace again. He was walking back and forth with a confident demeanor while having idle chats with several lords, and left the palace only after confirming Eugene’s busyness. Noon still hadn’t passed for long yet, the sky was gloomy, and the wind was whirling snowflakes across the streets.


  While praying for some change to take place, Tigre returned to his lodging house, and entered his own room.


  “What…?” Tigre quizzically stared at the table.


  Something similar to a letter was lying there. He was sure that nothing like that had been present when he had left this room in the morning.


  ──Is it a note left behind by brother or Gerard? Today both should be walking the streets again. They might have come back for a moment to leave me a message about some kind of business they had to tell me.


  While thinking that, Tigre picked up the letter and opened it. The instant he scanned its contents, Tigre knew that his own face’s color had clearly changed. This letter hadn’t been written by Gerard or Gaspal. At the end of the short message, it was signed with the name Maximilian Bennusa Ganelon. The man possessing the ability to devour demons had placed this letter here, using some kind of method. The letter was kept extremely short.


  ──If you don’t want Eugene Shevarin to die, come to Zagan, southeast of Lebus, by yourself.


  After gazing at the letter with a tense expression, he shifted his eyes to the Black Bow leaning against the wall. He was sure that this bow had to be Ganelon’s aim, just like the demons’.


  The annoying part about this was his inability to do anything but to obey. When it came to Gaspal, Gerard, and Titta, he could stay by their side all day long, allowing him to protect them with the Black Bow. But, this wouldn’t be possible with Eugene.


  Who would believe in a threatening letter like this? Moreover, I can’t believe that I’d get people to believe in the abilities of Ganelon who’s left the realm of humanity. Ganelon had also managed to sneak into Brune’s palace at some point. Considering that he’s combined his powers with those of the demons, it’ll probably be no trouble for him to kill Eugene.


  ──Zagan, huh?


  Tigre knew that area. During his time as Liza’s servant Urs, he had studied the geography of Lebus, albeit only roughly.


  If I remember correctly, Zagan should be a place with many ancient temples. That’s nothing unusual in Lebus.


  The time it took him to weigh the options and reach a conclusion was very short. Tigre tore the letter apart and threw the scraps away, as if dealing with a hated enemy, and stood up.


  It’s probably necessary to explain the situation to Eugene at least. And then I must also ask Gaspal and Gerard to take care of Titta.


  When he looked up to the cloudy sky, which looked as if heavy snowfall would start anytime soon, after leaving the lodging house, Tigre suddenly placed a hand on his forehead. He had recalled the face of his silver-haired lover.


  ──Sorry, Elen.


  He felt apologetic about betraying her words about him not leaving the capital. But, the youth’s face immediately became serious, and he started to walk towards the palace.


  At dawn of the next day, Tigre departed Silesia after waiting for the city gate to open.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Eugene Shevarin spent the majority of his day cooped up in his office in the palace. He took his meals there, and whenever he took a break, he merely went to the closest garden, gazed at the winter flowers for a little while, and then returned to his office. This repeated itself everyday.


  That diligence of his and the obvious throughput of governmental matters caused the people of the palace to be astonished. So far Eugene had always remained in the second row in the palace. During King Viktor’s reign, he assisted the elderly king from the shadows, and after Ruslan’s return to the palace, Eugene had worked as the prince’s advisor. All of this was very natural for Eugene.


  But, now it was different. Eugene believed that he had to keep the palace running until Ruslan recovered. He didn’t think that he should get someone to change with him either. His calm determination and firm intent invigorated his mind and body.


  What gave Eugene the biggest headache was the question of how to deal with the landed nobility. In a situation like now, those possessing their own military forces were the most troublesome to handle. Eugene personally wrote letters or dispatched messengers to the nobles, telling them to hold their horses, even if only for the period of winter. He also didn’t forget to add that he’d listen to their problems at any time if they had something to consult him about.


  He sent firewood to a noble lord who complained that they lacked fuel to pass the winter. Of course not for free as he made him pay in hard cash. In return, he arranged for a lessening of their next year’s taxes.


  Likewise he sent food to a noble lord who complained about an insufficiency. But, since that lord also said that he had no money to pay for it, Eugene ordered him to carry out several works instead.


  “What a surprise. I hadn’t expected Earl Pardu to have such a discernment when it comes to governmental affairs.”


  “If you think about it, he’s been assigned to inherit the crown by the late king at one point.”


  Those were the words exchanged between military and civilian bureaucrats all over the palace. Of course, it didn’t mean that all of them looked favorably on Eugene, rather some of them clearly looked at Eugene with eyes full of spite.


  “What’s with that guy!? As soon as His Highness collapses, he completely acts as if he owns the place.”


  But, many people knew that the palace would take a drastic hit to its functionality if not for Eugene’s strenuous efforts. And because he kept things running like this, it looked as if the palace had recovered some of its stability.


  But, that didn’t last for long.


  The day after Tigre left the capital was for Eugene yet another of those days where he’d grapple with mountains of documents while secluding himself in his office from early in the morning. He was very busy as he had to pay attention to the south, west, and north of Zhcted.


  Around the time when noon lacked all but half a koku, he heard the clattering of armors from the hallway. Furrowing his eyebrows, Eugene lifted his face from the document he had been working on.


  The door was slammed open, and five soldiers in armor rushed into the office while holding short spears and thrust the spearheads at Eugene.


  Eugene was surprised, but didn’t show any fear on his face. Remaining seated straight, his expression turned stern as he glared at the intruders.


  “What is this supposed to mean?”


  The soldiers didn’t answer.


  When Eugene was about to probe further, an elderly man loosely wearing the attire of an official entered the office. It was Grand Chamberlain Miron. Miron’s face was twisted in rage, completely lacking its usual smile of a good-natured old man.


  Before Eugene could even ask, Miron’s wrinkled face moved as he informed Eugene, “Earl Pardu, we have reasons for a terrible suspicion against you.”


  The chamberlain walked straight up to Eugene, and slapped the letter he had been tightly grasping in his hand on Eugene’s work desk.


  “This is a secret message describing your connection with the Muozinel Hakim.” Miron’s voice trembled as it was full of intensity.


  His eyes as he looked down at Eugene were filled with an odd gleam, probably because of the emotions welling up within him. Eugene didn’t respond by raising his voice to explain himself. He picked up the message from his desk, and silently scanned it over.


  It wrote that Hakim would attack Zhcted’s south, and that Zhcted would send forth its Vanadis to repel him. Once that happened, a noble lord close to Pardu would send his army forth, endangering the Vanadis’ rear. Hakim would return to Muozinel after defeating the Vanadis, and as the Vanadis wouldn’t be able to move right away after her defeat, the noble lord would move north to occupy the capital and obey Eugene. Eugene would lock up Ruslan in a room of the palace, and become the new king with the armed force in his back. Thereafter Zhcted’s king Eugene would tie a treaty of friendship with the Muozinel king Hakim, who had cooperated with Eugene, and as reward for Hakim’s help, Agnes would be handed over to Muozinel. It was expected that the opposition to a change in ruler might be weak in that place since the local population wasn’t overly close to Zhcted…


  “Does that ring a bell, Earl Pardu?” Miron spat out with a reproachful voice after waiting for the moment when Eugene would finish reading the message. “I didn’t want to believe it, but the closer I look, the more reality seems to follow that script. You investing your effort into governmental affairs after His Highness collapsed was merely for your own sake, wasn’t it?”


  At this time, the Muozinel army had already been defeated by Olmutz’ army under the command of Mila, and even the forces of Viscount Struve, who had acted in concert with Hakim, had been completely routed by Sofy’s army that had shown up from Polesia. But, the news of that hadn’t reached the capital as of yet.


  Even after reading through the message, Eugene kept his calm. He looked up to Miron, and quietly asked, “Sir Miron, would you believe me if I were to deny this and tell you that it’s a conspiracy?”


  “Do you have any proof?”


  Eugene silently shook his head. Miron glared at the Earl, “In that case, it is impossible for me to trust your words.”


  “What do you plan to do afterwards?” Eugene’s question was unexpected for Miron. Eugene explained to him, who was suspiciously knitting his eyebrows, “I don’t know whether you’re going to arrest or execute me, but someone has to run the government afterwards. And there is absolutely no way that you could have His Highness do it. There are still matters that need to be processed by today.”


  “That’s none of your concern any longer!” Miron got upset and thundered at Eugene. While gasping heavily, the chamberlain continued, “We will prepare a room to put you under house arrest. His Highness will decide on your punishment as soon as he recovers.”


  That statement might have been proof that Miron still had some of his reasoning left. After all, he could have dyed the office red with Eugene’s blood with a single order to the soldiers accompanying him.


  ──I guess he wouldn’t be able to avoid chaos to spread then.


  Miron possessed a gentle personality, but he didn’t know anything about handling governmental affairs. Eugene was well aware of that. Other chief retainers exhibited excellent abilities in their own fields of expertise, but they were unable to keep an eye on the whole, and they didn’t have the capability to serve as mediators. In short, no matter who would take over the governmental affairs, the palace’s stability would end up shaken.


  Even while being able to predict all that, Eugene had no hand to play.


  ──I’ll get another chance as long as I stay alive.


  Eugene stood up, after persuading himself like that. Surrounded by soldiers, he left his office.


  Neither Eugene nor Miron had the slightest idea that this secret message came from Valentina. She didn’t expect anything from Hakim or Struve as combat forces. From the very start, her aim was Eugene Shevarin. And then, after she safely returned to her own territory, several thousands troops were about to move under her command. Their aim would be to steal the leaderless capital.


   


  ◎


   


  The approximately 4,000 Leitmeritz soldiers led by Eleonora Viltaria invaded Legnica without running into any resistance.


  Because Elen and Lim had both thought that there would be at least some kind of opposition, this response caught them off guard, causing Elen to frown in displeasure. Apparently Figneria had realized that their hands would be tied without any resistance. Still, there was no way that Leitmeritz could simply steal food and fuel in retaliation just because of that.


  While paying a suitable amount of money to replenish the necessary goods, Leitmeritz’ army moved north through Legnica.


  “It wouldn’t be strange for it to come down any moment now,” muttered Lim as she rode next to Elen while looking up to the gray sky.


  Not rain, but snow. The winds blowing ever since they had entered Legnica were cold enough to make anyone think that.


  “None of our men is freezing or anything, right?” Elen asked Lim with an anxious expression.


  They should have prepared thick overcoats for all soldiers and passed them out, but she still felt uneasy.


  Lim nodded with a smile, “I made them check every morning. We also got plenty of spares, so I don’t think we need to worry about this.”


  “──Thanks.” Elen breathed out in relief. While looking in the far distance, she changed the topic, “So Figneria is at Boroszló, huh?”


  Boroszló was a plain with endlessly continuing, gentle undulations, located in the northeast of Legnica. In the past, Elen had fought there against Lebus’ army under Liza’s command.


  “She’s likely trying to draw our army deep into Legnica.” Lim’s expression and tone became stiff.


  It was Boroszló’s terrain that gave her a headache. Because it was flat land, there would be no obstacles, hindering both sides from deploying several thousand soldiers, but such ground made strategic maneuvers rather difficult. Often the side with the bigger numbers and momentum would win on such a field.


  “It seems like Figneria is leading 4,000 soldiers…”


  They had obtained that information from the villages and towns along the road. Figneria was inviting Elen while awaiting her at Boroszló. Elen had no choice but to go along with that.


  Before now, she had dispatched messengers to Figneria several times, trying to question Figneria about her escape from the capital, but in vain. At this point, she had no other option but to go for battle.


  Suddenly Elen hit her right hand, which was grasping the reins, with her left palm, causing a hearty slapping sound. As Lim looked quizzically at her, implicitly asking what was going on, the silver-haired Vanadis grinned, and said, “We’ll wrap this up before Ludmila and Sofy are done on their end, and then we’ll quickly head back to the capital.”


  Lim nodded, smiling back in return.


  Several days later, Leitmeritz’ army arrived at Boroszló.


   


  ◆◇◆


   


  Gray clouds blanketed the wintry sky, but the sun bravely used any gap to cast its frail light on the surface. The layers of frost widely covering the ground reflected those rays of light, causing the surface to glitter whiteley.


  The Leitmeritz army led by Elen and the Legnica army under the command of Figneria faced each other in the center of Boroszló’s plains. Forests and rivers were far, hills were nowhere to be seen, and the soil was frozen solid – in other words, a battlefield perfectly suited for the deployment of big armies.


  Leitmeritz’ army had 2,000 infantrymen forming its center with 800 soldiers bolstering the wings. These 800 soldiers consisted of 500 infantrymen and 300 cavalrymen. The remaining 400 cavalrymen were on standby in the rear as reserve. The supreme commander Elen stood at the head of the central block, staring straight at the enemy army from atop her horse. She did so because Figneria was likewise standing at the head of her army.


  Legnica’s army consisted of 3,500 infantrymen, and 500 cavalrymen. They excelled Leitmeritz in infantry, but lost out when it came to cavalry. Very likely because of that, the deployment of their soldiers had an inclination. The center was formed by 2,000 infantrymen, just like Leitmeritz’, but the right wing held all the cavalry while the left wing consisted of the remaining infantry.


  The Black Dragon flags flew in the wind. Same applied to the flags representing the respective principality.


  Both armies carefully advanced, continuously closing the distance.


  While commanding the soldiers from the rear, Lim felt how her fists trembled in vexation as she wondered whether she couldn’t do anything but watch Figneria and Elen duke it out.


  ──Even though I made a vow in front of Lady Alexandra’s grave…


  Lim understood it logically. A Vanadis could only be taken on by another Vanadis. Not to mention that Lim would likely become no more than a burden if Figneria’s abilities didn’t wane from her time as mercenary.


  There was also the matter Elen had told her before they set foot into Boroszló.


  “Lim, this battle depends on you.”


  Lim comprehended what Elen wanted to tell her. No matter how strong Figneria might be, it’d be impossible for her to lead her army while facing Elen. She had no choice but to entrust the command over her army to someone else. If Leitmeritz’ army led by Lim were to get the upper hand on Legnica’s army, it could possibly create a gap in Figneria’s defense. That would likely become the best assistance for Elen.


  “I understand. But, please be as careful as possible. ──Make sure to give Lord Tigrevurmud Vorn no reason for grief.”


  She believed that it was a low move to bring up Tigre’s name here, but Lim didn’t plan on choosing her methods if it was for the sake of Elen. Elen smiled wryly, allowing her silver hair to flutter in the wind.


  “I’m aware. I don’t intend to sadden you either.”


  Lim erased Elen’s smile from her mind by shaking her head. If she planned to work for Elen’s sake, she truly ought to focus on the battle in front of her.


  ──But, just one thing…


  Lim called Rurick, who was serving as her adjutant, and gave him a certain order.


  Around the time when the distance between both armies had shrunken down to less than 400 alsin by rough eye measurement, the blaring of horns traveled across the battlefield. Bow strings were drawn, and spears were held up as both armies came alive.


  Elen and Figneria drew their draconic tools simultaneously, clapping spurs to their horses. The two Vanadis clashed with each other in the center of the battlefield before the soldiers of both camps even reached each other. The wind was cut, or burned as both women hacked away at each other.


  Arifar swept through the air, leaving a silver trail behind while Bargren swooped down on Elen while pulling two fiery tails in their wake. The clash between both draconic tools created countless sparks and fierce metallic screeching, as well as a ferocious hell fire and a raging storm. The wind blasted the hair of both women up, the flames illuminated their faces with the heat licking their skins.


   


   


  Neither of them spoke a single word. The emotions burning in their eyes were more than enough to convey everything.


  And even if that were to be an optical hallucination, it was plenty for either of them.


  Elen only possessed one longsword, but it had a longer reach than Figneria’s weapons, and it also allowed her to handle the reins with her left hand. On the other hand, Figneria excelled against Elen in the number of moves as she used two short swords as weapons, but she had to basically leap into the bosom of her opponent, on top of having the movements of her left hand restrained as she had to hold the reins in addition to her draconic tool.


  Figneria received or turned aside Elen’s slashes, which were like storms blowing away everything, with the blades of her short swords while not showing a single change of expression on her face. And without missing the tiny chances when Elen pulled her longsword back, she fiercely thrust out her short swords.


  Even if the blades themselves didn’t reach, the flames unleashed by Bargren’s blades attacked Elen. But, those flames were disturbed and scattered by the squalls created by Elen’s Arifar.


  Neither wind nor fire reached their respective opponents, but the tension hadn’t vanished on either faces. They knew that they’d likely get cut the instant their sight got blocked, if they lost focus.


  Slash, sweep, and stab. Slamming down from above, slashing from the side, or thrusting from the front. Each time whirlwinds gouged out the ground and flames raced through the air, scattering countless sparks into the vicinity.


  The soldiers of Leitmeritz and Legnica tried to reinforce their respective lords at the beginning of the battle, but at this point no one could approach the two women. If they did carelessly approach, they got blown away by winds or got roasted by flames. Even throwing stones or shooting arrows didn’t change anything.


  A death zone had formed around the two Vanadis.


  Figneria made her move around the time when they had violently clashed for the umpteenth time, and the atmosphere started to be tinged with a midsummer-like heat as flames and winds raged about. No sooner than letting go of the reins, Figneria fully swung the short sword with the crimson blade in her left down from above. The crimson flames surging out of the blade spread to the ground like a wave, startling the horses and causing them to rear up while neighing wildly.


  Elen reflexively pulled on her reins, turning her attention towards controlling her horse. It was just for a mere moment of a breath, but Figneria used it to pull her feet out of the stirrup. The horse she was riding was naturally rearing up as well, confused by the flames, but the black-haired Vanadis didn’t care at all.


  And once she crouched down atop her saddle, Figneria leaped towards Elen. Elen likewise freed herself from the stirrup, shouldered Arifar, and kicked the saddle. All three actions were performed at almost the same time. Elen, who flew up much higher into the air than Figneria thanks to the power of her draconic tool, slashed at her opponent from above while clad in wind.


  “──Piercing Fire Lance ColumnPlamoak.”


  Figneria swung her two short swords without moving from the spot. 1 Many flame pillars were created around her, blowing their fires straight up into the sky so as to protect her. Now it had taken the shape of Elen flying into those pillars, but she didn’t falter. Responding to her fighting spirit, Arifar strengthened the wind layer protecting Elen.


  The pillars flickered violently. Immediately following, Elen pierced through them, slashing away at Figneria. A shrill, metallic noise reverberated, and in the next moment, Elen’s body danced through the air.


  “──Wind ShadowVuelni.”


  It wasn’t as though Elen lost the competition and was sent flying. She skilfully altered her posture in the air, and launched a thrust from another angle. The two shadows crossed, and a metallic sound, this time heavier than before, pierced the ears of the soldiers who were watching the fight between the two Vanadis.


  Elen landed behind Figneria while whirling up a cloud of dust. A bunch of silver hair strands soundlessly fluttered through the wind after getting cut off by the two short swords. And, a single slit on Figneria’s cheek had blood run from it as she turned around towards Elen.


  “Did you stop being a mercenary and become an acrobat?” Figneria readied her short swords without even trying to wipe away the blood, and glared at Elen.


  Elen also fixed her hold on her longsword, and glared back at Figneria.


  The two Vanadis slashed at each other from the front. The battle arena had shifted from horseback to ground. The winds blasted clouds of dust, sand and dirt into the air while the flames burned the soil. When Elen aimed a low kick at Figneria while wielding Arifar, Figneria swiftly kicked up the soil at her feet, trying to blind Elen. Both of them very naturally used the dirty way of a mercenary’s fighting.


  Figneria blocked Elen’s slash with the blade in her left hand while releasing flames from the blade in her right. Arifar scattered the flames with its wind, but attacking the instant Elen’s view got blocked, Figneria closed the distance and delivered a kick.


  After crossing blades up to twenty times, Elen had no choice but to admit that she had miscalculated. Figneria could defend against Elen’s two-handed slashes with one hand. Elen believed that Figneria’s stance might fall apart from exhaustion if she kept attacking in succession, but Figneria’s face showed no change whatsoever. It also annoyed her that the longsword’s reach was thwarted by the flames. Even when Elen scattered them with Arifar’s wind, Figneria used it to her advantage. Elen couldn’t come up with a means to best her.


  Longsword and short swords clashed. Blue sparks were born, but immediately vanished within a torrent of fire and wind. As if synchronized, both Vanadis leaped back at the same moment. Their faces were drenched in sweat, shoulders heaving.


  “──Sure hasn’t changed,” Figneria suddenly muttered.


  Elen grimaced, “What?”


  “Your fighting style.” Figneria indifferently pointed out. “You’ve started to hop around a bit, but basically, it’s the same style as back then. A sham-imitation of Vissarion. That’s why it lacks any surprising or frightening elements. The rainbow-eyed Vanadis and that Tigrevurmud Vorn were far more terrifying than you are.”


  With Vissarion’s name mentioned, Elen felt anger well up in herself, but another shock prevented her emotions from bursting out.


  Figneria continued, “I don’t know whether you remember or not, but I have changed my style of fighting. After all, I believed that my previous style was no good as it was back when I competed against Vissarion. So as to definitely win the next time I would fight against that guy.”


  Elen couldn’t find any words to reply with. Figneria’s comment had hit bull’s-eye. Elen didn’t change the way she fought ever since her time as mercenary. Deliberately. She couldn’t do so. For the sake of getting as close to Vissarion as possible.


  However, now stood a warrior in front of her who continuously refined her martial arts in combat while repeatedly adding new tricks to her repertoire, trying to surpass Vissarion’s swordplay.


  ──I’ll win against her. I must win.


  Persuading herself like that, Elen mustered her willpower.


  At that moment, Figneria moved. From stepping in to closing the distance, she was abnormally fast. Elen swiped her longsword from the right to the left. Figneria endured by overlapping her two short swords.


  “──Heat HazeAuresque.”


  Figneria’s body swayed, looking to Elen as if it split in two. The silver-haired Vanadis wavered with her decision. She wondered whether she should use the wind to take some distance, or──


  The two versions of Figneria thrust out the short sword in their right hand. Elen narrowly dodged that. A light pain ran through her shoulder, but it wasn’t anything that would register as a problem.


  “──Wind ShadowVuelni.”


  Cladding herself in wind, Elen leaped at Figneria with a force as if trying to bump into her. She soundlessly broke through. Immediately following, Elen kicked the ground, and brandished her sword while rotating like a tornado. Even Figneria was surprised by that, and tried to protect herself with her two short swords.


  A metallic sound reverberated, and the short sword with the golden blade danced through the air.


  Elen believed to have found an opening. Without lowering the momentum, she slashed away. Figneria’s crimson blade blocked that.


  In the next instant, a silver light gleamed in Figneria’s right hand, and a dull pain ran through Elen’s flank, causing the hand holding Arifar to faintly weaken its hold. Figneria swung the short sword in her left, aiming at that moment. Clad in crimson flames, the crimson blade assailed Elen. Elen barely repelled that blade, but unable to block the flames as well, her stance fell apart, and she fell to the ground.


  Without a moment’s delay, Figneria went after her with a sharp kick.


  A short scream escaped Elen’s lips. The silver-haired Vanadis swept her sword sideways. She didn’t do so to cut Figneria, but to retreat with the power of Arifar’s wind while at the same time trying to keep her opponent in check. However, the reason why Figneria didn’t attack was her picking up the golden blade from the ground.


  Finally having taken some distance, Elen glared at Figneria. Her left side was dyed red from blood, and the blood oozing through her clothes ran down towards her waist.


  “You don’t rely on any other weapons but your draconic tools. That’s the bad habit of you Vanadis.” Figneria said over her shoulder to Elen while sheathing the dagger in her right hand into the scabbard hanging at her waist belt.


  Back when she had blocked Elen’s slash with the short sword in her left, Figneria had swiftly drawn a concealed dagger. This had taken Elen completely by surprise. After picking up the short sword with the golden blade, Figneria readied her stance. Leitmeritz’ soldiers stared at the duel with shocked expressions. Their trusted Vanadis had been cornered. They couldn’t help but feel shaken.


  Figneria closed the distance step-by-step. It was at that moment that the thundering of hooves reached her ears.


  Lim had shown up, pushing her way through the soldiers, while spurring on her horse. She galloped her horse in an attempt to pick up her lord.


  “Eleonora-sama…!”


  Figneria kicked off the ground. Lim removed her feet from the stirrup, and barely wedged herself between the two Vanadis while tilting her body on the horse.


  The horse cried alongside the fountain of blood spraying out of its body. Its belly, which had suffered Figneria’s slash, dyed dark red, and its entrails spilled out alongside a huge amount of blood. The horse’s legs buckled, and it died then and there. As for Lim, she had fallen off the horse the second it got slashed, and rolled across the ground while covering Elen.


  “Coincidence? Or a sharp intuition?” Figneria muttered as if holding a monologue while staring at Lim.


  If she hadn’t removed her legs from the stirrup, Figneria’s attack would have severed Lim’s left leg alongside the horse. But then again, Lim’s left shin protector was torn apart, dyed in blood. She couldn’t completely avoid Figneria’s slash. Fortunately, the wound was shallow, allowing her to move her leg without an issue, despite the pain.


  [image: 178]


  “Eleonora-sama, are you alright?”


  “Lim…?”


  Elen gawped at Lim, who helped her up while readying her sword, in surprise, even forgetting about the pain at her side.


  “What about the command?”


  “I left it to Rurick.” Lim answered while glaring at Figneria without sparing Elen a look.


  She had called over Rurick and given him that exact order right before the battle.


  Even if they won the clash between the armies, Leitmeritz would lose in the end if they lost Elen here. Lim couldn’t afford to let Elen die under any circumstances.


  “I will buy you some time, so please get away in the meantime.”


  Lim stood up without waiting for Elen’s reply, and pointed her sword at Figneria. The black-haired Vanadis directed a bored look at Lim.


  “Do you have no intent to win against me?”


  “It is not my role to do that.” Lim answered while feeling admiration and fretfulness over Figneria not showing even the slightest opening. “My duty is to allow my important person to win by supporting her.”


  “──You’re wrong about that, Lim.” Those words came from behind Lim. Elen stood up with a pained expression. She stout-heartedly straightened her back, and stepped up to stand next to Lim. “We walk together, and win together. Right?”


  After casting a surprised look at Elen, Lim muttered, “You’re right,” so that only Elen could hear her. Elen and her best friend stared at Figneria.


  “What’s going to change by you being joined by someone who’s not a Vanadis?” Figneria knitted her eyebrows.


  Elen burst into laughter even while twisting her face in pain.


  “We’ll show you. ──Come.” She provoked Figneria with her red eyes glowing.


  Even the longsword in her hands created a wind as if to cheer on its mistress.


  Figneria let her eyes wander as if pondering, but then stopped thinking while shaking her head. She readied her short swords. She didn’t plan anything like bringing both of them down in one go. Instead she planned to accurately take out one after the other.


  When Figneria kicked off the ground, Elen met her square without moving from her spot. Their fellow draconic tools clashed, scattering rainbow-colored sparks into empty space once more.


  Lim set up her sword without budging. As if trying to find the instant of an opening.


  At that moment, something soundlessly fluttered down around those three. Snow similar to white petals, so small that it seemed as though it would immediately melt upon touch, began to obscure their field of vision. Right now, the snow hadn’t even touched the three women. The raging winds and flames didn’t allow the snow to get close.


  But, sooner or later the battle would come to an end. Yet, no one could predict which of the two Vanadis would get buried by the snow at that time.


  Or maybe even this kingdom would disappear within this season’s snow. Or maybe it’d get enveloped in night, darkness, and death.
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