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    Chapter 1 : How to Catch a Falling Star


The trigger for recalling my past life was a bit special. 

I was lying down reading a book when it hit my forehead.

“Ouch!” I rubbed the spot that hurt, thinking, “What if I get a lightning-shaped scar on my forehead like someone famous and can talk to snakes?”

Then I wondered, what am I even thinking? A lightning-shaped scar? Talking to snakes?

Suddenly, all kinds of information I had never known before flooded into my mind.

At first, I thought I was going crazy.

But as all the memories became clearer and began to merge with my current ones, I finally accepted that I had reincarnated into another world after living in the modern world.

“This is what you call a life difficulty level.”

I am now a member of one of the most prestigious families in the Empire.

I must have lived a good life in my past life to be rewarded like this.

Our family is not involved in any bad things. 

No strange plots or schemes.

But nothing happened. 

The family still prospered, and I took a deep breath, smelling the sweet scent. 

This is the smell of honey. 

Honey indeed! The beginning of my happy life in another world!

“Damn it.”

I cursed my past self while eating the sand in the training ground.

“Don’t you have to join the army now? If you are a member of the Clauwitz family, you must.”

My father came to me on the day I became an adult and said this.

I thought he was suggesting it, asking me to think about it.

But the next day, I was dragged to the training camp without any consideration and pushed to the limit.

“It was an order, not a suggestion, Father!”

If I had been a soldier twice in my life, I would have fiddled with the key to the next world.

“The basic military training ends here. Thank you for your cooperation!”

When the instructor, who had pushed me like crazy for a month, said we had worked hard, I let my guard down for a moment.

Is it all over now? Can I go back home? — Not a chance!

“I have arranged a place for you to serve. The Imperial Army is dispatching to deal with the conflict with the Demon Alliance, Norvogrod, and you will join the command there. Although it’s a low position, it’s valuable field experience, so do your best.”

I hoped my mother would stop it. 

I had a bit of hope.

But my mother just said, “Take care of yourself,” and bid me farewell.

“I hate you, Dad! Why are you tormenting my brother? Brother, don’t go! I’ll scold Dad for you!”

The only comfort was my younger sister, who had been very attached to me since childhood.

“I’m off, Father, Mother. And Kaya? Listen to our parents well.”

“Learn a lot.”

“Be careful.”

After saying goodbye to my family, I climbed into the carriage. 

The battlefield. 

My heart pounded wildly.

My life started to get weird from then on.

[Last night, a meteor fell. The soldiers’ morale is low.]

The recorder wrote it briefly, but the situation was not simple.

In peacetime, it might be different, but during wartime, especially on the front lines where a battle could break out at any moment, a large meteor falling with a strange sound in our camp was the height of ominousness.

Everyone was busy whispering, predicting a great defeat, regardless of rank.

As the entire army seemed to be on the verge of shaking, all the commanders were eventually summoned.

“The current situation.”

“It’s not good. The morale of the soldiers has plummeted overnight.”

“The demons are the opposite. According to scouts, they are so eager to fight that it seems they could attack any moment.”

I felt resentment towards the gods. 

The sky seemed indifferent. 

How could things get so twisted because of one meteor?

“Damn it.”

I cursed without realizing it, and the commander coughed and looked aside.

The second princess, Isabel, who participated in this battle as an advisor, did not directly interfere with frontline command.

She wasn’t representing the royal family officially. 

Her presence was personal, so there was no need to be overly cautious about her.

But still, she was a direct royal, so it was hard not to care in front of such a noble person.

Isabel didn’t seem to mind the commander’s words.

“Commander, shouldn’t we pull back the camp for now?”

“Are you suggesting we retreat just because of a meteor?”

The voices in the command tent gradually grew louder.

“The morale of the soldiers has plummeted over a mere meteor. And the enemies we face are no ordinary foes but demons! Even in the best conditions, we would expect many casualties, but facing them with low morale is suicide!”

“Aren’t you ashamed of the name of the Imperial Army?!”

“If enduring a brief shame can avoid defeat and save the soldiers, we should do it!”

Heated arguments continued. 

Even among the commanders and staff, opinions were sharply divided.

The commander could stop them at any moment, but he couldn’t because he, too, was deeply troubled about what to do.

Retreating would mean giving up a hard-won advantageous position. 

Staying would mean facing soldiers who couldn’t overcome their anxiety.

As the commander silently watched, his eyes met Princess Isabel’s. 

She seemed to faintly ask if it was time to intervene.

At that moment, the command tent fell silent.

“Is a meteor such a big deal?”

A perfectly timed comment was heard loudly.

It was probably just a mumble in the noisy room, but the timing and place were inappropriate, especially with the princess present.

The commander angrily asked, “Who just said that?”

Silence followed.

As the commander frowned, someone reluctantly raised their hand.

“Your name?”


“…Kael, the eldest son of the Count of Berthier.”

“Berthier? Then you’re from the Clauwitz family.”

The Clauwitz family had long been a central part of the military, producing many great commanders. 

Perhaps that’s why the eldest son was sent to gain experience, but he made such a mistake.

“You’re quite young. Since you don’t seem to know much about the special circumstances of the battlefield, I’ll give you some advice instead of punishment.”

The commander spoke gently, as if to a child.

“Usually, a meteor is just a simple thing, but on the front lines, it’s different. When it falls into our camp, it becomes a symbol of bad luck.”

The commander explained the importance of such signs in battle.

Kael, the young man who introduced himself, scratched his cheek.

“I’m really sorry, Commander. I have no excuses for my mistake.”

“That’s a good attitude. But remember, there won’t be a second chance.”

“However, I still don’t understand why we should retreat the entire army because of one meteor.”

Everyone in the command tent stared at Kael in disbelief.

The commander had been generous, yet he still didn’t seem to understand.

“What are you saying?”

“If the meteor is a problem, why not solve it by using it?”

The suggestion was absurd. 

Was this young, inexperienced man even aware of his words?

Someone could no longer hold back and was about to shout when Kael spoke again.

“Is there a kite available?”

That night, the Imperial Army cheered as a meteor rose again, lighting up the night sky. 

They rejoiced, seeing it as a sign from the gods reversing their fortune.

The demons, in contrast, were thrown into chaos. 

Their commanders tried to calm them, but the battlefield was a place where even small things had a huge impact.

The Imperial Army commander smiled, thinking there couldn’t be a cub without a tiger.

And the second princess, Isabel, began to look at the young noble Kael with a peculiar interest.

Such an intriguing man. 


Similar in age to herself, on his first campaign, yet how could he come up with such an extraordinary strategy so quickly?

She couldn’t resist her curiosity and soon ordered her guards to do something.

Meanwhile, Kael was bowing to someone.

“Thank you. Thank you, General Yushin Kim!”





 
  
    Chapter 2 : Why is the princess here ?


I almost had a heart attack. 

Why did everyone suddenly fall silent at that exact moment?

I was on the verge of becoming a reckless youngster who talks too freely, relying solely on my family name.

It wouldn’t have been surprising if I was harshly reprimanded. 

In the worst case, I could have been expelled from the command tent.

Fortunately, I had something special that they didn’t: memories of my past life.

Usually, these memories consisted of trivial things like missing cola or craving stew and soup instead of kimchi jjigae.

But watching the command headquarters struggle with an unexpected meteor strike brought an idea to my mind.

Back when mobile phones were scarce, there was a famous Korean biography almost everyone had read.

In it, there was someone who nonchalantly reflected a meteor strike by saying, “Yeah, whatever.”

My only concern was, what if kites didn’t exist in this world?

But it turned out to be an unfounded worry. 

Kites were indeed used here, especially for measuring wind direction and speed.

Upon hearing my story, the commander immediately ordered a kite and began modifying it.

It had to be bigger and burn longer, so various preparations were made.

Watching this scene, I decided to offer one more piece of advice.

This advice wasn’t from the biography but from my own experience.

“Commander, besides the kite, there’s one more thing we need.”

“And what is that?”

“We need people who can stir the hearts of the soldiers who are slow to grasp the situation.”

When the enemy does it, it’s called propaganda, but when we do it, it’s called morale boosting.

It would be quite disheartening if, after all our preparations, the soldiers just said, “What’s that?”

Understanding my point, the commander discreetly gathered trusted individuals.

That night, our soldiers witnessed the meteor rising again.

At first, as expected, they were dumbfounded, but soon they erupted in cheers.

It’s a secret within the command headquarters that some people were deployed to shout, “It’s a sign from the gods! It’s proof that the Empire will not be defeated!”

Anyway, the morale, which had been at rock bottom the day before, skyrocketed.

If our morale suddenly soared, what does that mean for the enemy?

It means the opposite for them. 

By now, the demonic forces were probably just demonic kids.

The reconnaissance report the next day confirmed my suspicion.

“The demonic forces’ morale has significantly dropped. It’s so severe that even the reconnaissance team could notice it.”

“Hahaha! Of course! How could they stay calm when a meteor rose again!”

Commander, remember, it wasn’t a meteor, but a kite.

I’m glad things went well. 

It was a hasty improvisation.

Leaving the bustling command headquarters, I stepped outside.

I’m not officially enlisted in the Imperial Army nor an actual commander.

I don’t possess any grand strategies or insights.

Staying longer might reveal my true incompetence.

“Young Master.”

However, seeing my servant Alexei waiting with an unusual expression, I thought it might have been better to stay quietly in the command tent.

“What’s going on?”

“That is…”

Alexei pointed with his eyes to a man in an officer’s uniform.

Apart from the slightly more rigid atmosphere, there was nothing unusual about him.

“Why is that officer here?”

“It’s not that. Please, come inside quickly.”

Unable to explain properly, Alexei kept urging me to go inside.

Alexei isn’t stupid or lacking, so his reaction was peculiar.

As a noble, I should realize this much.

There’s a very important person in my tent.

The man who appears to be an ordinary officer is actually a disguised close guard.

Once I figured this out, I immediately checked my appearance.

“Phew.”

Just how important is the person inside?

Could it be a high-ranking noble incognito?

Entering the tent with various thoughts, I saw a woman sitting there.

At that moment, my mind started racing.

“This is clearly a battlefield. Our family never lowers its guard anywhere. Yet Alexei is this nervous. It must be someone of my age.”

Naturally, the answer came to me.

I immediately knelt on one knee and looked down.

“I, Kael Clauwitz, eldest son of the Clauwitz family, greet Her Highness, the Imperial Princess.”

A surprised sound seemed to float around in front of me. 

I actually heard it.

Given the situation, the question I’ll be asked next is probably—

“How did you figure it out?”

When you gather various information, the answers narrow down.

If my servant is this tense, it means the person is at least a marquis or higher.

But no matter how I think about it, there’s no noble lady of my age who would be in this military camp.

If there were, I would have heard about it somehow, but there was no news at all.

Then I thought of someone. 

Someone who has a great interest in the military and can keep it a secret from everyone.

“That would be the Second Princess, Isabel.”

I was about to confidently mention my reasoning when the princess sighed.

“No, I asked a foolish question.”

“Your Highness?”

“A person with a sharp mind like yours would have no trouble figuring that out. It’s my fault for not being more discreet.”

“Your Highness? If you answer your own questions, what about the thoughts I’ve organized in my head?”


Whether she knew my inner thoughts or not, the princess gestured for me to stand.

She then offered me a seat, so I carefully sat opposite her.

“Lord Kael Clauwitz.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Have you studied astronomy?”

What an unexpected question.

“Unfortunately, I’m not well-versed in astronomy.”

“That’s a lie.”

The princess dismissed my answer as a lie, leaving me slightly flustered as she continued.

“A person ignorant of stars couldn’t have done that.”

“Your Highness, I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

“To come up with such a plan, you must have known about the meteor in advance.”

“Ah.”

So that’s what it was about. 

She seemed quite impressed with the wisdom I borrowed from General Kim Yushin.

It was indeed a sudden situation that even a seasoned commander couldn’t immediately think of.

Meteors don’t fall often, especially not on a battlefield or near a military camp.

Given the situation, my response was indeed unusual.

“I truly have no knowledge of astronomy, Your Highness.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

It’s not a lie. 

I know nothing about astronomy.

If I pretended to know and was later found out, it would be quite troublesome.

It’s not just about being mocked; it would be lying to the princess.

So this is a noble’s truth for the sake of caution.

“Then, what about yesterday’s incident?”

“If I didn’t know anything about it. If I didn’t know a meteor would fall. If I was as ignorant of astronomy as everyone else, then—”

“Then?”

“How did you come up with such a clever and admirable plan in that situation? You’re truly remarkable!”

She’s not listening to me.

“Why a kite, Lord Kael? Why not magic? You could have used magic instead of a kite.”

Well, because General Kim Yushin used a kite in my memory.

You wouldn’t know, but there’s no magic in that world.

That’s all there is to it!

…If I said that, she’d think I was crazy.

Why a kite? Why not magic, which would have sufficed?

Her question made my mind race.

“The reason is…”

Her gaze is too intense. 

Her expectations are clear. 

She’s waiting for a brilliant answer.

But I simply wrote down the answer I already knew.

“The truth is.”

“The truth? What is it?”

“As you know, magic has many flaws.”

“I don’t know.”

I didn’t expect this question, so my words are just flowing out.

At least I should filter them, but being nervous in front of the princess, I just spoke freely.

“The problem is that a meteor didn’t actually fall. Our soldiers’ morale was plummeting. So, it was crucial to boost their spirits, no matter what.”

“Indeed.”

“Magic is certainly one way. But magic leaves mana traces and ends too quickly, doesn’t it?”

“Oh! I understand now. You used the kite to ensure our entire army could see it. It needed to be something slow and visible to all.”

“Exactly!!”

Quickly agreeing with her, I praised and elevated her.

When you do this, people don’t doubt you. 

They don’t want to seem doubtful themselves.

“You’re amazing, Lord Kael.”

“You’re too kind. I merely offered a small piece of wisdom.”

“Reversing the army’s morale overnight, no, even boosting it. That’s no small feat.”

“It was—”

“Hahaha!”

“Your father, Duke Clauwitz, was a great warrior. And you, Lord Kael Clauwitz, are a brilliant strategist!”

A strategist? Who, me? I was too shocked to say yes.

A strategist? Your Highness, that’s a huge misunderstanding…

“I’m looking forward to seeing what other brilliant strategies you’ll come up with. Can I expect more?”

“That…”

I should say no. 

But the opponent is the precious princess.

And I can’t disappoint someone with high expectations right in front of me.

“Of course, Your Highness.”

I answered without realizing it.

‘It’s fine. It’s fine. I won’t have to step up again!’

And a few days later.


“Lord Kael? What brilliant strategy do you have this time?”

“Hahaha…”

In front of the entire command, revealing my identity.

The princess was looking directly at me with sparkling eyes.





 
  
    Chapter 3 : I Really Like the Fog


The day after the princess disappeared with a smile, saying, “Keep my identity a secret, okay?”

“The fog is really thick today, Young Master.”

“Indeed.”

Just a few days ago, the weather was perfect for battles, as if pushing us to fight, but it suddenly changed.

I thought it would clear up in the morning, but it stayed dense all day.

It seemed it wasn’t going to dissipate easily.

!!!

“Yes, Young Master.”

“Aren’t you curious?”

“About what, sir?”

“About the visitor who came yesterday.”

Alexei started, “Oh come on, sir. You know better than that.”

“I’m not a rookie anymore. It’s been well over ten years since I entered the Clauwitz family and started serving you.”

“It has been a long time.”

“Yes, a long time. Thanks to that, I can distinguish between what I should be curious about and what I shouldn’t.”

Alexei smiled at me, and I smiled back at my servant.

Thinking back to my previous life, it’s ridiculous how some novels depict servants and maids as unprofessional amateurs.

Servants and maids in noble families are seasoned professionals with extensive experience.

“Young Master, hold on a moment.”

Seeing someone approaching, Alexei ran towards them.

I had a rough idea of what it could be. 

When such a person arrives in the military camp—

As expected. 

Just as I thought.

What could it be this time? 

A general call means it must be quite important.

Knowing the princess is in the camp, it’s best to head there quickly.

After getting ready swiftly, I hurried to the command tent.

“Oh, welcome, our young strategist.”

The commander greeted me warmly with a hearty laugh.

It seems like just yesterday when everyone looked at me skeptically when I first joined the campaign.

“I came immediately after hearing the summons. What’s the matter, Commander?”

“Wait a moment. We’ll discuss it once the other commanders arrive.”

I nodded and moved to a corner, observing the incoming officers.

As the field commanders were arriving, I made eye contact with a female officer.

Without a doubt, that person is the princess. 

To be precise, the disguised princess.

It’s amazing how a pair of glasses can change someone’s appearance so drastically.

“Let’s begin now that everyone is here.”

Once the command tent was filled, the commander started the meeting.

“According to the latest reconnaissance report, it seems the demon forces are planning to withdraw their camp.”

It wasn’t just me; the other commanders were also buzzing with questions.

“Quiet. Additionally, there’s news from the war ministry. It appears there’s a shift towards the moderate faction within the demon forces. Given this, the demons must have realized their internal situation by now.”

The commander paused and suddenly looked at me. 

Why me?

“A meteor fell and then rose again, causing our army’s morale to plummet. It seems they decided they must retreat.”

But why are the commanders suddenly looking at me, nodding, and clapping?

“So, Commander, are we retreating as well?”

“If the demons retreat completely, yes.”

“Aren’t we going to attack their rear?”

“The war ministry concluded, in agreement with the foreign ministry, that there’s no reason to attack and inadvertently strengthen the hardliners within the demon forces.”

Of course, the commander continued with a smile.

“We can’t just let them go without a hitch. We have orders to pursue them in a way that inflicts no direct harm but ensures they run away in a panic.”

The commanders smiled at the news.

It’s easier to harass an enemy whose morale is already low than to twist a child’s wrist.

They’re lucky. 

It feels like we won without a fight.

The meeting ended on a high note. 

Or so I hoped.

The next day, the commander gathered us again, looking troubled.

The other commanders shared his concern.

“The fog still hasn’t cleared?”

“No, Commander. We can’t see an inch ahead.”

“The fog started yesterday. Why hasn’t it dissipated?”

No one could answer. 

It’s nature’s whim; what can humans do about it?

“By now, the demons must have finished their preparations to retreat. Or perhaps their vanguard has already left through the fog.”

We’re stuck and can’t move due to the fog.

“We could move the cavalry, but we must consider the possibility of an ambush, which makes it difficult, Commander.”

The operations staff presented their opinions, as expected of Imperial Army officers.

If we were a ragtag bunch claiming to be an empire, that would break the setting.

“So, the best course of action is for both sides to retreat.”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Phew. It’s disappointing, but we should be grateful our soldiers remain unharmed. Thanks to a certain young strategist, we can return as if we won.”

That’s enough praise. 

I’m embarrassed to death.

Scratching my head and looking away, I saw the princess staring at me. 

Our eyes met at the worst possible moment.

That look of expectation. 


She’s asking, “Do you have any ideas?”

Trying to ignore it, I looked away again.

“Then, as expected…”

“…We should proceed like this…”

I just want this moment to pass quickly.

The princess is putting too much pressure on me!

“Then, let’s prepare for our return…”

“Wait. I’m sorry to interrupt, Commander.”

The princess, who had been quietly standing by, stepped forward.

“It’s a bit disappointing to end like this. The momentum is with our Imperial Army.”

She said, removing her glasses and wiping off her odd makeup.

The commanders’ reactions quickly changed from “What?” to “Your Highness!”

“Forget the formalities. I should apologize for deceiving you. But right now, what matters is not me.”

Why is she coming toward me?

“I’d like to borrow your wisdom again.”

“Your Highness?”

“Lord Kael, what brilliant strategy do you have this time?”

Hahaha. 

This is driving me crazy. 

Wisdom? Strategy? I have none of those!

If the princess had ill intentions towards me, I might accept it, but she doesn’t, and that’s driving me even crazier.

“Kael, do you really have a plan?”

The problem is that even the commander seems swayed by her words.

Plus, the staff and field commanders all turned their gazes to me.

“This is insane. Why is the princess putting me through this trial?”

No wonder, given my previous success with the meteor and our family’s illustrious history, they trust me even more.

“Hmm…”

I pretended to be calm while desperately racking my brain.

How can I get out of this situation? Is it even possible?

‘…Wait a minute.’

A sudden flash of inspiration. 

Considering the current situation between us and the demons.

“Commander, is it certain the demons have no will to fight?”

“Yes. The reconnaissance reports and the demon leadership’s movements confirm they’re trying to withdraw.”

“Our Imperial Army’s goal is not to fight but to pursue them just enough to boost our morale and lower theirs.”

With the commander’s confirmation, my thoughts fell into place.

No one intends to fight fiercely. 

Everyone wants to return unscathed.

And the fog. 

It’s so thick we can’t move recklessly.

In this situation, if the enemy knows we’re nearby, will they choose a full-on attack or just try to drive us away, saying, ‘We don’t want to fight’?


‘Magic is a concern, but in this fog, using magic would only reveal the location of our mages. So, arrows…’

“Commander.”

I suddenly felt an urge to shout.

“Could I borrow any remaining hay or straw?”





 
  
    Chapter 4 : It’s obvious that he’s a Veteran !


A message arrived from Norvogrod.

It was the news that the moderates had finally taken control of the Demon Council.

The first resolution made after ousting the hardliners who advocated for war with the Empire was the withdrawal of troops stationed near the border, facing the Imperial Army.

“Is this okay? The Imperial Army might attack us from behind.”

[We have conveyed our council’s resolution to the Empire. They will be told that we seek to resolve matters diplomatically and will refrain from military actions. If they don’t want to ruin the situation, they should do the same.]

Caland of the Estania family, who had taken the chairman position as the leader of the moderates, was busy relaying internal news to his only daughter.

[That’s the situation here. How are things on your end?]

“You know most field commanders prefer not to fight the Empire, but the operations staff and commanders are frustrated. They’re upset they have to retreat without showing the Imperial Army a thing or two.”

[Hmph. They should be grateful they’re not sending others’ precious children to their deaths. Didn’t you say their morale was at rock bottom?]

“Yes, that’s true.”

Caland’s only daughter, Charlotte, nodded, recalling that day.

To be honest, thinking about that day still leaves her in awe. 

It felt like a divine joke.

A few days ago, a meteor tore through the night sky and fell towards the Imperial Army’s camp.

Seeing that, the commanders and staff shouted that God Anbar had granted them victory.

The soldiers were so swept up that they seemed ready to charge at the Imperial Army immediately.

“Thanks to that, the field commanders didn’t look pleased.”

This wasn’t an unavoidable full-scale war like in the past. 

It was a sort of psychological battle between the two nations.

If either side made a move first, it would lead to real deaths on both sides.

The soldiers would be the ones dying, so the commanders, who had to lead them, weren’t enthusiastic.

Charlotte herself felt similarly. 

High morale was good, but the thought of battle was still worrisome.

The direction of future events depended on whether the moderates or hardliners gained power.

As she watched the situation, ‘that event’ occurred.

“Really, it was an unbelievable event. How could that be possible?”

The meteor, which had fallen with a red tail, rose again from the direction of the Imperial camp.

It burned brightly, just like the previous night, then disappeared among the stars.

The soldiers who saw it whispered that a fallen star rising again was a bad omen.

Just the day before, the commanders and staff had excitedly claimed the falling meteor was definitive proof of the enemy’s defeat.

So when the opposite happened, anyone could deduce that the outcome would also be reversed.

[Whatever the case, it’s good for us. I was worried that the high morale would be difficult to control, but if things are a mess now, wouldn’t everyone want to go home?]

“You’re right, Father. Everyone is just waiting for the order to retreat.”

[······.]

The chairman on the other end of the communication hesitated before speaking.

[Is something wrong, Charlotte?]

“No? Nothing, really.”

[Oh, come on. I can see the worry on your face. Don’t try to deceive your father.]

He knew his only daughter’s expressions all too well. 

When the chairman said this, Charlotte smiled bitterly and replied.

“It’s just strange.”

[Strange how?]

“Honestly, it doesn’t make sense. How can a fallen meteor rise again? You know it’s impossible.”

[Hmm.]

“Surely the Empire did something. There must be a very skilled strategist within their ranks.”

There’s a saying in Norvogrod: “When an old man dies, a library burns down.”

It means the wisdom of the elderly is vast, rich with experience and years.

Charlotte believed this incident was the work of such a wise and skilled elder.

Otherwise, how could such a quick and seemingly impossible idea be executed?

“It’s ridiculous to think about. It’s as if they predicted this event.”

[Whether it was an old man or a young one, it turned out to be good for us, didn’t it? If we had fought, negotiating with the Empire would have been much more difficult.]

“Do you think the Empire will let us go easily?”

[They’ll at least pretend to pursue us.]

If the situation were reversed, they would surely do the same. 

The chairman continued, lighting a cigar.

[But I heard the fog is thick. No one would move their entire army in such conditions.]

“Father.”

[Are you suggesting they might move? At most, they might send a small probing force…]

“How many times have I told you to quit those harsh cigars?”

[Ah.]

As Charlotte glared, the chairman hastily put out the cigar.

But it was too late. 

His daughter’s eyes were already blazing with anger.

“You promised to quit so many times.”

[I know. But you know I can’t live without them. Even the moderates don’t listen well, and the hardliners treat me like an enemy.]

Please, quit it already. What’s so great about smoking that stuff?

Charlotte wanted to say more but couldn’t because of the sudden loud noise.

-Dong! Dong! Dong!

“I’ll contact you later. It’s an alarm signal.”

[An alarm?]

“Yes. Don’t worry. If they were detected by the sentries despite the fog, it’s probably just the Empire probing us, like you said.”

[Still, stay alert. The battlefield is no place for assumptions.]

“I will. I’ll go now.”

After ending the communication, Charlotte quickly donned her armor and stepped out of the tent.

“What’s going on?”

“The Imperial Army is approaching the camp! We haven’t determined their exact numbers, but we can hear horses and wheels!”

Horses? Wheels? What are they planning? Charlotte tilted her head in confusion.

Both sides had orders to withdraw. 

In this dense fog, what could they be aiming for?


“They seem to be within range, judging by the sounds!”

Cries of uncertainty arose from all sides. 

The field commanders ordered the troops to hold their positions and wait.

But the commander who appeared behind them issued a completely different order.

“What are you doing? Shoot! We must repel them before they get any closer! We don’t know what they’re planning in the fog!”

“We can’t see anything yet! Let’s wait a bit longer…”

“I command you to shoot! The Empire knows we’re retreating. They’re testing us! If we don’t respond, they’ll look down on us even more!”

The field commanders reluctantly stepped back at the somewhat reasonable order.

“Shall we use magic?”

The staff suggested, but the demon commander shook his head after a moment of thought.

“In this fog, using magic first would only reveal our mages’ positions. No magic, just arrows to prevent further approach.”

Who knows? If the Empire gets hit by arrows and gets agitated, it might spark a battle again, weakening the moderates.

“Archers, ready!”

“Shoot!”

They couldn’t see the enemy due to the fog, which made the archers shoot even more.

They believed that shooting more would make the enemy stop and retreat.

Recalling the sight of the meteor rising, they fired even faster.

“Hey, you fools! Enough already!”

The field commanders were worried about the absurd waste of arrows.

Some even looked to Charlotte for help.

But there was nothing she could do.

Despite her status, the commander had the authority here. 

Overruling him would be overstepping her bounds.

If the chairman’s daughter did such a thing, it would create all kinds of rumors.

“Cease fire.”

“Cease fire!”

After a few minutes of arrow rain, the commanders peered through the fog.

Had the enemy retreated due to the damage, or had they heeded the warning?

Not a single Imperial soldier was visible approaching their side.

“It seems the enemy has retreated.”

“Maintain vigilance until the fog clears.”

A very typical response and the obvious next decision.

But they soon realized that only they had acted typically.

“What in the world…”

“What is this…”

As the fog cleared, an empty wagon and a letter were revealed.

-We’ll gratefully accept your parting gift.

A gift? What gift? What nonsense is this?

“…Could it be?”

“Damn it.”

Only then did they realize most of the arrows they had shot were gone.

Only a few arrows that had not been retrieved lay scattered around.

“Hahaha! Hahahahaha!”

Charlotte couldn’t help but laugh at the news.

“Who in the world is this terrifying person?”

Considering that both sides would avoid full-scale war and retreat.


Predicting that they would respond with arrows instead of magic.

And then, with a clear mockery, they gained an advantage without a fight.

A monstrous strategist was in the Imperial camp.

With a sigh, or rather a sigh of admiration, Charlotte had to wear an expression as if she had seen a ghost.





 
  
    Chapter 5 : I was just lucky


“Hoo.”

Cold sweat trickles down my back. 

I almost lost it, to put it mildly.

If the demons had acted differently, we would have been truly doomed.

It feels like the goddess of luck whispered, ‘Just this once!’

“This otherworldly life is truly crazy! My luck is insane!”

To be honest, half of it was a shot in the dark, wondering, “Will this work?”

First of all, this isn’t a river. 

There’s no current or wind to move us.

That’s why we needed people and horses. 

All are extremely valuable resources.

If even one of them had been hurt, I would have been in serious trouble.

But the small thing I launched, or rather, the small kite, worked.

The enemy, who had received orders to retreat with morale at rock bottom, was beyond the fog.

They preferred to withdraw quietly rather than engage in direct combat.

Their decision to stay in place and just shoot arrows instead of marching out was a decisive clue.

I was moving with the scouts who had been diligently patrolling the area.

Although the fog was still thick, they could tell us fairly accurately how far we were from the Norvogrod camp.

Thanks to them, we were able to get just close enough and then provoked the demons.

“After that, everything just fell into place so perfectly.”

Acknowledging that our situation was a mess, we decided to leave peacefully.

Gathering the arrows that had rained down on us, we fled without looking back.

When I saw the cart full of arrows, I felt full even without having lunch. 

How many are there?

“It’s not just about the arrows; the key was the psychological play!”

The god of war commanded our corps to pursue the retreating Norvogrod troops appropriately.

It wasn’t about winning through battle. 

It was about showing the empire’s superiority without provoking them.

And I resolved it in this way, along with a letter saying we’d take the arrows shot out of fear.

I wonder if the Norvogrod side is raging after finding that letter.

“Hahaha… Hoo….”

As the excitement subsided, a shiver of fear swept over my body.

Right, things went well, but if anything had gone wrong, it would have been disastrous.

What if they had charged at us? What if they had used magic instead of arrows? What if we had misjudged the distance?

Even one misstep could have led to being chased, captured, or killed. One of the three.

“I understand now why the protagonists in novels always vow not to show off.”

Only those with overwhelming power or status screens can confidently step forward.

Since I’m neither, it’s best to play it safe.

This time, it worked out due to luck, but there’s no guarantee it’ll continue.

…Well, just in case?

“Status window?”

I muttered quietly, but no translucent window appeared before me.

“…Stat window?”

“Ah. Information window?”

“Maybe, info?”

Of course, nothing happened. If it were going to appear, it should have long ago.

With only memories of a past life and nothing special otherwise, I reminded myself again.

“Let’s not show off anymore. Seriously.”

Thinking that, as the fog began to clear, we arrived back at our camp.

“Whoaaaa!!”

With a thunderous cheer, the soldiers burst into loud laughter, shouting.

“Norvogrod has gifted our empire with arrows!”

“The demon bastards left us a farewell gift! Wahahaha!!”

Armies, no matter the era, inevitably have childish elements.

Childishness helps maintain a stronger sense of unity.

From that perspective, they seemed to find my psychological play more satisfying than a victory in battle.

I remember the exhilaration being almost as intoxicating as a drug, even when hearing thousands of names shouted.

And now, the imperial soldiers cheering before me must number in the thousands at least.

Amidst that overwhelming joy, the resolution I had made weakened… Honestly, it couldn’t be helped.

“You seem in a good mood, Your Highness.”

“Of course. Very much so, Sir Lyle.”

Isabelle answered with a smile as she spoke to her escort disguised as an imperial officer.

From afar, a man receiving cheers as if he had achieved a great victory came into view.

He still seemed uncomfortable with such attention, but that would change soon.

“In a few years, he’ll surely grow into one of the most important figures in the empire.”

He said it was his first time. 

Kael mentioned that it was his first military campaign as an adult.

“How is this a first time?”

In just two actions, he not only raised the morale of our troops to the maximum but also made it explode.

There was barely any sign of deep thought. 

He came up with the right strategies at the right moments.

And everything fell into place so perfectly that everyone watching was astonished.

“He’s a rare talent.”

When Kael asked for straw, others tilted their heads in confusion.

But only Isabelle couldn’t hide her anticipation, her eyes shining brightly.

She still vividly remembers that day.

When the falling meteor devastated their morale, pushing them to the brink.

At that moment, all the commanders of the Imperial Army could not hide their embarrassment.

Kael reversed everything with a single strategy.


So this time, too, she expected it. 

No, she was certain.

“What brilliant strategy will you show us this time, Lord Kael?”

It’s said that the Clauwitz family has produced outstanding military figures throughout history.

Being the eldest son of that house naturally raised expectations.

But witnessing the birth of such an unbelievable strategy right before her eyes heightened those feelings even more.

So she revealed her true identity, which she had kept hidden until now, and spoke to Kael.

She asked if he could amaze them again with his cleverness.

“No, no. You definitely will. Right, Lord Kael?”

Perhaps, no, definitely. 

He must have already formulated the entire plan in his mind.

Since the moment he lowered the enemy’s morale with a single kite, he must have been preparing the next strategy!

As expected, Kael stroked his chin for a moment before saying,

“Could you lend me some straw or hay for a moment?”

After Kael left, the command staff was filled with a mixture of expectations and worries.

It would be great if things went well, but there were too many variables.

The Norvogrod could deploy their troops, or choose magic over arrows.

Even this fog was acting equally for both the enemy and our side.

It wasn’t just an unfounded concern or complaint.

If not for Kael’s next words, someone might have stopped him.

“I will accompany you personally, Commander.”

“You will?”

His point was that since he came up with the strategy, he should also execute it himself.

Isabelle became even more fond of him for saying he wanted to take responsibility.

In reality, Kael did so to potentially gain some leniency if things went wrong.

Anyway.

“Everything is wrapped up nicely. Our troops will be heading back as well.”

“……Do you feel disappointed?”

Lyle looked at Isabelle with a hint of concern.

Isabelle is an imperial princess. 

It’s rare for someone of her status to join a military campaign.

She had worked very hard to get this opportunity and had sworn not to be a hindrance.

But without even experiencing a single significant battle, it was understandable to feel disappointed.

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed.”

“….”

“But it’s okay. Honestly, this is for the best. It’s a hundred times better to just have a standoff and retreat without any battles than for many young soldiers of the empire to die and get injured. Don’t you think?”

“Your Highness, you’re absolutely right.”

Yes. 

And unexpectedly, we’ve discovered an incredibly brilliant gem.

Isabelle recalled a conversation she had with someone before joining the army.

“I’ll help you.”

“Huh?”

“I’ll support you in convincing His Majesty to let you join the corps, Belle.”

Her elder sister, the empire’s first princess, more commonly known as the Crown Princess, approached quietly.

She offered her support, causing Isabelle to tilt her head in curiosity.

“I’m all for it, but why the sudden offer, sister?”

“Could you keep an eye out for any promising young talents?”

Recently, things have been noisy everywhere. 

There have been small and large disturbances at every border.

The empire’s prestige still stands strong. 

The empire’s national power is undoubtedly the strongest on the continent.

However, talent is always lacking and constantly needed.

Since it was necessary, she intended to ask someone she trusted to look for it.

“Alright. But don’t blame me if I don’t find anyone, okay?”

“Don’t worry about that. Honestly, finding even one is a huge gain.”

As soon as she returns, she’ll tell her sister all about what happened.

She’ll probably urge her to tell her more, with her eyes sparkling in anticipation.

Isabelle smiled as she watched Kael awkwardly wave his hand from a distance.


“What is this.”

In the middle of receiving the cheers, I suddenly got goosebumps for no reason.

It feels like someone is watching me with a ravenous look. 

Is it just my imagination?





 
  
    Chapter 6 : I’ll do that for you


After confirming that the Norvogrod forces had retreated, we also began our journey home.

As far as I remember, there were only a few skirmishes, with no real battles. 

The enemy didn’t suffer a catastrophic defeat, nor did they surrender or retreat. 

It just ended without any real resolution.

Yet, for some reason, there was a noticeable air of excitement among the soldiers, as if we had achieved a great victory.

“Blood is spilling, blood is spilling, what a miserable death! Blood is spilling, blood is spilling, what a miserable death!!”

It was an eerie song that the soldiers sang cheerfully. 

I was shocked and curious about it, and it turned out to be a military song.

“What is this? It’s different from the Imperial Army’s song my father taught me…”

My father, who was a military official, had insisted that I memorize the song, so I remembered it well. 

It was a song about standing at the forefront and fighting for the greater good, for the glory of the empire.

But the song the soldiers were singing was completely different.

…I don’t know. 

Whatever it is, if the soldiers sing it loudly on their own, that’s fine.

According to the soldiers next to me, it apparently does wonders for morale.

As long as it’s not that damn Army Marching Tiger song, I can overlook any military song.

“Prince Kael!”

I turned my head to see the princess approaching me on horseback.

Since we were on the move, I couldn’t formally greet her, so I just bowed my head slightly.

“Your Highness.”

“Did you see our soldiers? They seemed really excited!”

“Yes, Your Highness. It’s understandable, given that we’re returning with minimal losses.”

“And you, Prince Kael, played a significant part in that.”

I wonder if she realizes that her role was also significant in all this chaos.

Honestly, if the princess hadn’t looked at me with those sparkling eyes, I wouldn’t have taken action.

“Raising the kite to replace the fallen star and boost morale was impressive, but what came next was even more remarkable. We struck a blow to Norvogrod without even engaging in a battle.”

“Haha, that’s true.”

“When we return, everyone will be talking about this. How do you feel about that? Are you looking forward to it?”

“Well, to be honest, I feel more embarrassed than excited, Your Highness.”

“Embarrassed? Why?”

The princess widened her eyes in surprise, looking quite cute. 

I almost laughed but managed to hold it in.

“Your Highness, the commander, and many others are praising the strategies I came up with.”

“They’re not praising them without reason. They were truly impressive!”

“I’m honored to hear that, but… from my perspective, those so-called strategies are embarrassing to even call strategies.”

“Why do you say that?”

“They were all just lucky.”

The princess looked at me silently for a moment, perhaps thinking I was being humble.

If she asked, I would have to say, ‘No.’

“We were fortunate that the results were good. It was all based on the assumption that the enemy would act as I expected. If things had gone wrong, not only would the operation have failed, but we might have suffered significant losses.”

My father, who was a key figure in the military, always said that making plans based on the assumption that the opponent would act as expected was a dangerous and foolish thing to do.

If it worked once, it was because the gods pitied you and helped you, so pray and never do it again.

“There’s a saying about beginner’s luck. This time, luck was on our side, Your Highness. I’m not a great person, and I’m certainly not a strategist.”

We were lucky. 

Ridiculously lucky. 

That’s the truth, and I wanted the princess to know it too, to lower her overly high expectations.

“Hmm, I see, Prince Kael.”

“…Your Highness?”

“I understand.”

“Your Highness?”

She said she understood, but her expression didn’t seem to show it at all!

It felt more like she was thinking, ‘Wow, this person is humble too! Amazing!!’

“Be wary of the arrogant. Stay away from those who think highly of themselves.”

The kind words of my father, a great leader and the emperor of this empire.

Isabel would remember those words deeply until her last breath.

In that regard, Kael, standing next to her, was the complete opposite.

“There’s a saying about beginner’s luck. This time, luck was on our side, Your Highness.”

Everyone praised him, the soldiers cheered, and the commanders applauded.

Even the usually stern commander smiled like a child and patted him on the shoulder.

Even the princess herself didn’t hold back her praise, so a little pride wouldn’t have been a problem.

But Kael didn’t show any sign of pride. Instead, he said he felt embarrassed.

He claimed it was all just luck and seemed uncomfortable with the attention.

“I’m not a great person, and I’m certainly not a strategist.”

Perhaps, indeed, Kael wasn’t a great person as he claimed.

Maybe it was just luck that made everything work out. 

Perhaps the gods helped him a bit.

But so what? What did Kael do after that?

Some might boast and become arrogant, claiming that even luck is a skill.

Even if not to that extent, they might be unable to hide their excitement and feel elated.

“In contrast, Kael, you’re incredibly calm and self-critical.”

For that reason, Isabel couldn’t help but feel a strong affection for Kael.

It only grew stronger. 

She felt he was someone she could truly trust.

“Hmm, I see, Prince Kael.”

Alright, as you say, I won’t completely dismiss the possibility of luck.

“I understand.”

But I won’t lower my expectations of you.

I’m even more curious to see just how amazing you can become.

“But, Prince Kael.”


“”

There’s something I must say to this person who simply calls it luck.

“Luck only comes to those who are worthy.”

“Your Highness?”

“And if luck comes not once, but twice, three times, continuously… can we still call it luck? Isn’t that the real ability?”

With that, Isabel gave Kael a bright smile.

This place, three days by carriage from the capital, is the Bertie Empire’s backlands.

Perhaps it was because it resembled the first generation who loyally guarded the great emperor as faithful vassals and warriors.

The number of outstanding military personnel produced by the empire’s backlands was quite large.

The current master of this place, Arthur Clauwitz von Bertie Empire, was also one of them.

He had made a name for himself as a renowned warrior in various battles and later as a commander.

After retiring from active duty due to age, he continued to work as the head of the Clauwitz family.

Yes, the current master of the Bertie estate and the Clauwitz family is the Empire’s count.

Therefore, all official letters addressed to this place are first reviewed by him.

As the head of the family and the Empire’s count, it is his natural right.

“No, young lady. If the head of the family finds out about this, it will be a big problem.”

As a result, the Clauwitz family’s butler was currently sweating bullets.

“Just give it to me. That’s a letter related to Kael, isn’t it?”

“It’s not a personal letter but an official letter from the War Department. The head of the family will let you know the contents soon enough. Just a little patience—”

“How can I wait when my brother’s news is right in front of me! Give it to me, butler! Quickly!”

“Young lady!!”

The girl snatched the letter from the butler’s hand and ran off without looking back.

She looked like a squirrel grabbing an acorn and disappearing into the trees.

The butler stood there, unable to say anything, taken aback by how quickly it happened.

Then, sensing someone’s presence, he turned around.

“Count, sir.”

There stood the Empire’s count, clicking his tongue softly.

“I-I’m sorry, sir. I’ll go get it right away….”

“Let it be, butler. When it comes to matters related to her brother, she always drops everything and runs.”

“…An official letter from the War Department addressed to the Empire’s count.” Still,

“I won’t destroy it. She’ll bring it back after reading it. I’m just worried that there might be no news about Kael in that letter.”

“Ah.”

“If that happens, she’ll be so disappointed.”

His daughter had always adored her brother, who was six years older than her.

He thought it was a bit excessive, but figured she’d grow out of it eventually.

But no, she was still fawning over her brother at the age of fifteen.

“When I first sent Kael to the training camp, and then to the military, she cried and threw a fit, accusing me of hating her brother.”

As a parent, it was heartwarming to see the siblings so close.

But as a father, it hurt to hear his daughter say she hated him because of her brother.

He had come to accept it now, thinking it would get better when she found someone she liked.

…No, the thought of some random guy taking his daughter away made him angry.’

The Empire’s count was already feeling a strange sense of caution toward his yet-to-be-born son-in-law.

“…Ah, sir. The young lady is coming back.”

“Is she? She’s faster than I expected.”

I wonder what the letter says. I hope he wasn’t injured or anything.

Retiring from active duty and not being able to receive news immediately is such a hassle—


“Dad!!”

Kaya’s urgent voice made his heart sink for a moment.

“My Oppa ! Kael! He accomplished a great feat!!”

“…What?”

It seemed something had indeed happened.



 
  
    Chapter 7 : Banquet, Attend


As I’ve said before, I haven’t formally enlisted in the Imperial Army. 

I only participated to receive basic training and learn what the battlefield is like. 

Well, it was supposed to be a one-month training, but it turned out to be six months. 

Anyway, for these reasons, I planned to return to my family as soon as I got back. 

I wanted to see my parents, Kaya, and I missed our chef’s cooking. 

Home-cooked meals are the best, whether in a past life or the present one.

“Hey, you can’t do that!”

But my grand plan was derailed before it even started. 

The corps commander stopped me when I expressed my desire to go straight home.

“There are so many people waiting to hear your story. More importantly, wouldn’t something feel missing if you weren’t at the banquet celebrating our corps’ victory?”

“Um, corps commander, I understand everything else, but why is this considered a victory…?”

“Well, we gave the Norvogorod guys a good beating, and we laughed at them! Victory doesn’t always mean winning a fight! Even just breaking the enemy’s morale is enough! Didn’t your father teach you that?”

Hmm. 

My father always told me to do my best in battle. 

He might say, “What kind of victory is this?” if he heard that we won by messing around.

“And by the way, Her Highness the Princess was also looking forward to your presence, Kael.”

At the corps commander’s words, I couldn’t help but sigh internally. 

This was completely blocking any escape route for me. 

As I scratched my cheek in awkwardness, the corps commander drove the nail in further.

“Even though it was a secret mission, Her Highness accompanied us on this expedition. In such a situation, we gave the Norvogorod a significant blow, and now we’re having a celebration. It would be awkward if the key player wasn’t present.”

“That’s true…”

As a noble of the empire, the fact that a member of the royal family would be inconvenienced is not something I can overlook. 

Even though I’m not a noble through and through, I can distinguish between what’s acceptable and what’s not.

“Understood, commander. I may be a rookie, but I wonder what use I would be at a banquet for military personnel…”

“You remain humble to the end. Your father raised you well.”

“Haha, thank you.”

This is maddening. 

I’m just saying it was all luck, but everyone who hears me is like, “Stop being so modest!”

Now that I think about it, didn’t I mimic the strategy from our esteemed teacher Zhuge Liang? People here wouldn’t know Romance of the Three Kingdoms, but they seem to recognize that it was something remarkable.

After agreeing to attend the banquet, I sought out my attendant, Alexei, to inform him of the change in plans.

“A banquet, you say, sir?”

“Yes, that’s how it turned out. Sorry, Alexei. You must have been looking forward to returning to the family.”

“It’s only natural for me to follow your will, sir. I’m more concerned about you, sir. Are you all right?”

At Alexei’s concern, I shook my head with a smile. 

How could I be all right? Of course, I’m not okay. 

A banquet? And I’m the protagonist?

I thought I’d already written enough embarrassing moments. 

This would just be another reservation for regret. 

Now, I have to go to a banquet and hear people say, “Wow! What a brilliant strategy! What an outstanding tactician!” 

My head is already spinning.

If I die at the banquet, the cause of death will undoubtedly be embarrassment.

“It’s a bit overwhelming, but Her Highness insisted on my attendance.”

“Ah, in that case, you must go. Cancel everything else if needed.”

“…Is it that serious?”

“Yes, even the head of the family would have done the same.”

If my father would have done so, then there’s no question. 

This was a must-go event.

Right. 

If you can’t avoid it, enjoy it. 

Now that things have turned out this way, let’s try to make the most of it.

Who knows? There might even be an event for me and my family at the banquet.

Upon our return to the empire, we received an unexpectedly warm welcome from the crowd. 

It wasn’t like we had won a huge victory, so I was puzzled. 

But then I heard the songs people were humming and immediately understood.

“The foolish Norvogorod gives us arrows when they’re scared!”

“When the demons come, bring out the straw. They exchange it for arrows and run away!”

“Oh, our kind demons. Oh, our kind neighbors, Norvogorod!”

Everyone in the gathering was singing together. 

If there had been a representative from Norvogorod, they would have turned bright red with embarrassment.

“So, the people of the empire were more concerned about Norvogorod than I thought.”

They say, “Those demons are nothing,” but deep down, they were probably worried about their growth.

“You’d think we had a great victory.”

“It does seem that way, sir.”

The subsequent events proceeded as protocol dictated. 

The corps commander formally reported to the War Ministry and relinquished the command authority he had been given by the emperor.

The soldiers who survived returned to their respective positions or went home.

“If it had been a significant battle, the emperor might have sent someone to commend us personally.”

“The higher-ups may be disappointed, but the soldiers probably prefer it this way.”

After the somewhat chaotic aftermath, we headed to the banquet. 

My original plan was to quietly find a corner and leave early. 

But upon arriving, I found quite a few familiar faces, so that plan was out the window.

“Oh! Kael! It’s been a while. How’s your father?”

“He’s doing well!”

“Hahaha, is he just lounging around now that he’s retired?”

“No, he’s more restless, finding everyday life boring.”

“I knew it. I told him to delay his retirement.”

I met the veterans who had served with my father and shared news about him.

“It’s good to see you again, Lord Kael.”

“You were at my father’s retirement ceremony.”


“Haha! You remember me. I heard you made a great contribution this time. Are you planning to join the army formally?”

“Well… I’m still considering it. Haha!”

I also spoke with members of other families connected to the Claubitz family.

“Damn, busy, busy!”

As the eldest son and future head of the family, networking is essential. 

Even if tired, I couldn’t show it. 

Any slip-up here could harm not only me but also my parents and Kaya.

Pull yourself together. 

In a way, this place might be the real battlefield for me!

After making the rounds and being dragged around for over an hour, I started thinking about sneaking out of the banquet. 

But then, the next person to catch me was the corps commander who had accompanied us.

“Come on, Kael! Many people are waiting to hear your story!”

It’s not a story! I didn’t even fight! And it was all luck!

I screamed internally but kept a composed exterior like a true noble. 

Then, with eager eyes around me, I began recounting the events.

“The falling star wasn’t important. Whether it was divine will or not, I can’t say. I only thought about the soldiers’ morale as part of the corps’ leadership.”

“It wasn’t because I was great. I just thought about the fastest and most effective way. The conclusion was to launch the fallen star again.”

I first talked about how we managed to raise the soldiers’ morale, which had plummeted. 

Everyone present, especially the officials from the War Ministry, listened intently. 

I wanted to tell them to go have a drink, but I couldn’t.

“And then… it can be summed up in one word: luck. If anything had gone slightly wrong, we wouldn’t have achieved this outcome.”

“It was a clever approach, but it was far from a brilliant strategy!”

I kept emphasizing that I wasn’t an extraordinary person! Why? It’s simple!

Who knows where I might get assigned next? And if they later discover I’m just a fraud, it won’t end with just my embarrassment. 

It will affect my parents, Kaya, and our family.

“So please, stop looking at me with those sparkling eyes…!”

I recognize those looks. 

Those are the eyes of a farmer who has found a promising ox. 

They have high expectations, partly because of my ‘performance’ and partly because I come from the Clauwitz family.

“Hahaha. Your father raised you well.”

“Indeed. The hardest thing to acquire is humility.”

“Tsk tsk. My son is two years older than Kael, but he’s still so childish. Ugh!”

I can see it. 

If I can’t escape, I’ll be stuck here, becoming their prized servant.

I was about to emphasize again that I’m not a tactician when—

“Her Highness the Second Princess is entering!”

The noisy banquet hall suddenly fell silent. 

Through the quiet, the sound of heels clicking on the stairs could be heard.

“Haha. Why are you all being so shy? Come on, enjoy yourselves. I’m not the star of this party, after all.”

A familiar voice. 

The princess I had spent all day talking with yesterday. 

However, the sight before me was anything but familiar.

“Dressing makes the person, indeed.”

Instead of her simple military uniform, she wore a bright dress. 

Her already beautiful face, enhanced with makeup, made her look like a completely different person. 

Most of all, the aura she exuded was truly that of a princess.

“Oh, Lord Kael!”

The princess descended the stairs and approached me.

“Are you enjoying the banquet?”

“Yes, Your Highness. I’m having a very fruitful time…” Um, wait.


As I responded, I looked around. 

And then I realized we were in serious trouble. 

The princess had appeared, approached me, and spoke to me first. 

This meant that, from now on, I was officially the star of this banquet.





 
  
    Chapter 8 : The humble one is the most fearsome


When I look back on memories of past lives, there were often such cases.

Some say they’ve been possessed or had past lives and reincarnations.

In those cases, a common goal among them was to live well and be prosperous.

Although there were cases of seeking revenge, about half of them had that goal.

At the time, I thought it was a somewhat empty goal, but experiencing a similar situation made me understand.

A normal life is the sweetest and most desired gift of all.

I’ve set my ultimate goal to live well and eat well, just as I do now.

Of course, this includes taking good care of my family and our household.

What’s the point of living well alone? True happiness is when your family is happy, and your household is peaceful.

For that reason, as the eldest son of the Clauwitz family and the empire’s titleholder, I’ve done my best.

And I will continue to do so. 

I’ll keep striving for that.

Therefore, as the main character of the banquet with the princess, I could no longer lower myself.

“As I kept saying on the way here, it’s amazing how you came up with a strategy as soon as the meteor fell, Prince Kael.”

“I just racked my brains as much as I could for the sake of the empire and the military, Your Highness.”

I stopped openly saying, “I’m not that kind of person.”

Of course, I didn’t boast, “Actually, I’m pretty amazing.”

Instead, I decided to avoid acting timid without being arrogant.

“Everything is for my family, my household, and my future.”

It’s been over 20 years since I’ve lived as a noble. 

With this much experience, I roughly understand how the political world works.

If a brilliant person shows humility, people become even more wary of them, thinking they’re extraordinary.

But if that humility becomes excessive, people might see them as insincere and dismiss them.

If my mistake causes our family to be treated that way, that must never happen.

“Hahaha. I wonder how such a situation could arise with Her Highness secretly joining the military.”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying. Perhaps it was a gift from God, impressed by the fact that a direct member of the imperial family accompanied us to the distant front lines!”

The officials from the Ministry of War and the high-ranking military commanders quickly noticed my change and joined in.

As expected, one can’t rise to high positions with just military skills alone.

You need a certain level of political sense and tact. 

That’s just how it is.

“Hehehe. Is that so? I’m also very glad to have met Prince Kael during this campaign.”

While praising me, they naturally also praised the princess who was beside me.

As the cheerful atmosphere began to slightly ease the tension, someone approached and whispered something quietly into the princess’s ear.

The man delivering the message looked familiar.

“He was the princess’s bodyguard, disguised as a junior officer.”

The bodyguard came and said something, causing the princess’s smile to slightly falter.

I couldn’t tell exactly what had happened, but one thing became clear.

Either something quite unpleasant happened from the princess’s perspective, or someone arrived.

“Everyone, the First Prince will be arriving shortly.”

Once again, my prediction was spot on.

But the First Prince? This will immediately chill the banquet’s atmosphere.

“Why? Why did that man come to the banquet?!”

Isabel was very surprised. 

It was completely unexpected.

Gnaius Heldenberg. The First Prince and the current leader of the pacifist nobles in the empire.

He believes that, given the empire’s current power, diplomatic actions are sufficient without resorting to military action.

For this reason, he often clashes with her, who is classified as a pro-war supporter, despite being only a year apart.

The First Prince is not particularly close to the military. 

He’s never attended a military banquet.

I’ve heard that he doesn’t engage in private conversations with military officials unless it’s a national event.

It was quite surprising to see such a person suddenly appear at the banquet.

“What are you doing?”

So it was only natural that Isabel stopped the First Prince just as he was about to enter the banquet hall.

“Oh, it’s my cute little sister. Is the banquet going well?”

“Don’t change the subject. Why are you here?”

“Why am I here? I just wanted to see those who have worked hard as a prince of the empire.”

I almost blurted out, “Are you kidding me?”

If no one had been watching, I might have said it.

“So why are you doing it? You’ve always criticized the imperial military’s activities.”

“….”

“This kid. Criticism? Are you talking about how I played the villain a bit when I thought excessive ambition led to unnecessary losses?”

“That’s what we call criticism! You idiot!”

Although they are the prince and princess of the empire, they are just ordinary siblings in the end.

Being only a year apart, it was natural for them to bicker and fight.

“Are you trying to ruin the good mood by talking about the excessive consumption of supplies or the unfortunate sacrifices from last time?”

“Isabel, you need to choose your words carefully. As a member of the imperial family, you shouldn’t be so careless, should you?”

With that, Isabel bit her lip, letting out a sigh.

As the prince said, she had become too excited, leading to harsh words.

To her, he was just an older brother with whom she argued every day, but to others, he was the empire’s First Prince.

If the princess didn’t uphold the prince’s authority, it could even shake the order of the imperial family.

“Huh…. Please, just don’t overdo it.”

“I’m really not here to do that today.”

After shrugging his shoulders once, the prince continued.

“I heard that we proved the empire’s superiority without provoking the hostility of Norvogrod by avoiding major battles as much as possible.”

“That…”

“That’s exactly what this brother wanted. There’s no need to fight with swords and bloodshed. There are plenty of other ways to lower the enemy’s morale and make them lose their will to fight.”

While she wanted to deny it, Isabel found it hard to do so because it was objectively true.

In the end, Isabel could only sigh and step aside to make way.

“Thank you. Now, let’s go see the great victory achieved by these people.”


As the First Prince and a few others entered the banquet hall, Isabel thought.

I’ll let it go this time because he’s my brother. 

But if he causes any trouble, I’ll really kill him.

As if sensing Isabel’s thoughts, someone called out.

“We greet His Highness, the First Prince.”

“Nice to meet you all. I heard you all worked hard this time.”

“You flatter us, Your Highness.”

In the past, the First Prince used to suffocate the military officials with remarks like, “You’re spending too much tax money,” or “It seems like you’re recklessly handling the soldiers for the sake of achievements,” or “All these supplies are paid for by the empire’s citizens, so you shouldn’t waste them.”

But today, he didn’t bring up any of those topics.

Instead of restraining the military as a pacifist, he was praising them for their hard work.

“Did that man eat something wrong?”

At first, she thought that, but then it made sense.

Just as he said earlier, this time they dealt a blow without a major battle or damage.

The prince might be thinking that the military also realized that fighting isn’t always the best solution.

“Oh, you must be Kael. You’re the eldest son of the Clauwitz family, right?”

“Yes, Your Highness. I’m Kael Clauwitz.”

“I’ve heard about you. You lifted our morale with excellent strategy and made it clear why Norvogrod had to retreat. In the end, you left an impression of the empire’s superiority. Truly impressive. Haha!”

As the First Prince praised Kael, who had already been recognized, the mood lightened.

It was proof that her judgment was correct, and that Kael had made a favorable impression on the stern First Prince.

“The second strategy was impressive, but I liked your first strategy more. They say even those who study the stars instinctively see a meteor fall as an ominous sign. Especially within a military camp, the anxiety must have been even greater.”

Now, the First Prince spoke with excitement as if he was about to put his arm around Kael’s shoulders.

“But Kael, while everyone was saying we should retreat or finish the battle quickly in their anxiety, you came up with a completely different answer. You used nothing more than a kite with something attached to it. You rallied the faltering troops and quelled the rising enemy.”

“It was a fortunate coincidence that the commander was willing to accept the idea. Your Highness.”

“As I’ve heard, you’re modest as well. A person who can take responsibility for the future of our empire. Haha!”

What is this? The atmosphere isn’t as bad as I thought. Was I worried for nothing?

Just as Isabel was starting to feel relieved and thinking she wouldn’t need to drag the prince away if things went wrong, someone spoke up.

“Your Highness, shouldn’t you also mention the other military officials?”

It was one of the pacifist nobles who had entered with the First Prince and had been looking at Kael with a displeased expression.

“While Prince Kael is indeed impressive, the foundation is just as important. Anyone can have a flash of wit once, but maintaining stability is not an easy task.”

On the surface, it seemed like he was praising the military officials, but he was a pacifist.

There’s no reason for such a person to suddenly praise the military. 

There must be another motive.

Isabel and a few others immediately caught on to what was happening.

“Is he trying to hold him in check?”

This noble was known as a strategist close to the prince.

Seeing the prince praise a young man must have been unsettling for him.

Even though Kael is the eldest son of the Clauwitz family, to him, he still seemed like a young noble.

Isabel thought he might have been subtly trying to hold him in check.

“Even knowing Kael’s background, he still acts this way. He must at least be associated with the Marquis’ faction.”

The Clauwitz family is clearly pro-war, while this person is a pacifist close to the prince. 

It’s a typical light jab in the political world, a subtle check.

But even so, showing such disgraceful behavior at a banquet?


As Isabel decided to step in as the host and give a stern warning, Kael stepped forward, laughing but with eyes that weren’t smiling.

“You are correct.”

He approached the noble who had spoken, holding a hard-boiled egg from the finger food tray.

“Exactly as you said, what I did was just a bit of cleverness anyone could come up with.”





 
  
    Chapter 9 : Kael’s egg


Lowering myself is something I do for my own sake, and I can do it as many times as necessary. 

However, when it involves the honor of my family, the story changes. 

Even if I’m not blatantly boasting, I shouldn’t diminish myself any further. 

Even if it leads to more misunderstandings, I’m willing to endure them.

That said, the moment the noble next to the prince uttered those words, I felt my anger rise.

“Prince Kael is certainly remarkable, but the pillar is equally important. While anyone can display wit once, maintaining an unwavering role is much harder.”

In a formal banquet setting like this, humbling oneself can be seen as humility. 

However, belittling someone else, even indirectly, is a clear provocation. 

Even if it’s just a moment of wit that anyone could come up with, the one who executed it knew they were lowering themselves.

“Does he think I won’t recognize a subtle jab just because he’s standing next to the prince? Maybe he thinks I’m just some young, inexperienced brat?”

I was about to lose my temper. 

If no one had been around, I might have grabbed him by the collar. 

The reason is fairly obvious. 

He’s a noble from the faction that supports the first prince, while our Clauwitz family and the Empire of Bertie’s forces lean toward the war faction.

So, this was a form of political maneuvering, a common occurrence in the political world. 

He thought it was a perfect opportunity to make a move since I was lowering myself.

Unfortunately for him, I’m not a kind person. 

When it comes to my family and our household, I can become a mad dog.

“I’m going to hit him where it hurts, no doubt about it.”

Of course, I don’t want to stoop to his level and respond in a dirty, disgusting way. 

That would tarnish our family’s honor as well.

How should I deal with someone who says, “It’s not that impressive, let’s not overestimate it”?

“…Ah.”

In the corner of the banquet hall were some finger foods, including a hard-boiled egg. 

An idea flashed through my mind, and a perfect scenario came together.

People say that the story about Columbus and the egg is a myth, but does anyone here know that? 

Can they counter it immediately? 

Impossible.

“You are not wrong,” Kael said as he moved to the center of the banquet hall and bowed, as if apologizing.

“As this gentleman pointed out, the strategy I came up with… Ah, I’m almost embarrassed to call it that. It was just a moment of wit that anyone could come up with if they thought about it a little.”

Isabel reflexively wanted to object, “No! Prince Kael, your strategy was truly remarkable! Who else could have come up with such a clever idea in that moment?!”

“This seems to have made the atmosphere a bit awkward. To lighten things up, I have an interesting quiz for everyone.”

A quiz? Out of nowhere?

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Kael continued, holding up the hard-boiled egg. “Can anyone here stand this egg upright on the table?”

A sudden proposal. 

An unexpected question. 

People tilted their heads in confusion.

Stand the egg on the table? 

How?

Some eager individuals volunteered to try, but they all failed. 

It was only natural. 

How could they stand a curved egg upright on the table?

“Is there no one else?” Kael scanned the crowd and then suddenly approached someone. 

It was the very noble from the faction supporting the first prince who had subtly challenged him earlier.

“May I ask if you have any ideas?”

“….”

“Can’t think of a clever solution?”

His polite tone felt more provocative than any blatant challenge.

The noble decided to play his best card.

“How about you, Prince Kael? Since you posed the question, you must know the answer.”

“That’s a fair point. Let me show you the solution.”

Kael walked to the table, egg in hand, with everyone watching intently. 

Though they pretended not to know, everyone felt the tension between the two.

War faction vs. peace faction. 

The rising star vs. the established figure. 

Who would win this battle of pride?

“To stand the egg on the table…”

Thud!

“This is how it’s done.”

Kael slightly cracked the bottom of the egg, creating a flat surface, and stood it on the table. 

That was it.

The crowd sighed in disbelief. 

That’s all it took? If that was allowed, anyone could have done it! 

They expected a brilliant, witty solution, but this was so simple!

“Is that all?”

“Yes, that’s all.”

“Prince Kael, this is almost child’s play—”

“It seems easy, doesn’t it? It looks like anyone could do it, right? Yes, it’s simple. Anyone can do it.”

Kael continued, pointing to the egg as he stepped back from the table.

“Once you know the answer, everything seems simple and doable.”

The murmuring crowd gradually quieted down as they began to understand what Kael was getting at.

“It’s all like that. Things that seem easy, things that anyone can do, seem that way only because we already know the answer. The first step is always difficult, but if the rest remains equally challenging, isn’t it a sign of that person’s incompetence?”

A moment of wit that anyone could come up with? 

Could you have done it if you were in that position? 

Talking about something already done? 

You couldn’t even stand an egg upright!

With a bright smile, Kael peeled the rest of the eggshell and took a bite.

You’re not a strategist? 

Just lucky? 


Then what do you call this? 

Adding a little action to some words to completely overwhelm your opponent?

Isabel maintained her composure despite feeling a surge of excitement. 

As the host, her priority was to quickly restore order to the chaotic banquet.

“Well, well! That was a fascinating quiz, Prince Kael. It certainly livened up the atmosphere!”

Was the atmosphere really better? Who knows. 

But it was definitely satisfying. 

Damn those peace faction nobles. 

They think they’re the only ones who use their brains!

The guests resumed their conversations, glancing frequently at Kael, who stood with a pleasant smile.

“Isabel.”

She turned to see the prince calling her. 

Normally, she would have ignored him with a “No, I’m not going.” But this time, she quietly followed her brother.

The two stood on the balcony, enjoying the fresh air.

“Hurry up. The host can’t be away for long.”

“Right.”

The prince, fiddling with a cigarette, eventually let it go.

“That young man.”

“Prince Kael.”

“Yes, that Prince Kael. The eldest son of the Empire of Vertie’s house of Clauwitz, right?”

Isabel nodded in response.

Confirming, the prince felt a strong urge to smoke again.

“I’ve never heard of such a figure in the Clauwitz family.”

“Me neither. He appeared suddenly.”

The prince got goosebumps during the egg demonstration, not because of Kael’s eloquence or wit, but because of the underlying seriousness.

“A person who had been humbling himself suddenly turned into someone who seemed capable of anything.”

Today, the person with the bad luck misjudged Kael, thinking he was an easily managed youngster. 

But they were wrong. 

He was far more shrewd than expected.

Despite his youth, he showed no signs of immaturity.

“We should manage our people better. They disrupted the atmosphere of the banquet and got nothing in return.”

“… I was thinking the same.”

The siblings, leaning on the railing, shared a similar thought. 

Kael’s pointed remarks seemed directed at everyone.

There’s a world of difference between reviewing a situation with hindsight and experiencing it firsthand without knowledge of the outcome.

He was saying, “I’m achieving what you couldn’t. So, if you think you can underestimate me, stop now.”

“Looks like we’ve poked a very dangerous friend.”

“Something else to tell my sister.”

After Kael’s egg demonstration, he received more greetings. 

Everyone understood: don’t underestimate that young man. 

He’s the kind who smiles warmly but can turn ferocious if provoked.

Despite the annoyance and difficulty, Kael felt it was all worth it for his family’s sake.


“Why did they have to provoke someone who was just minding their own business?”

“I promised not to show off too much, but I guess I have no choice.”

It felt like wielding a cursed sword. 

Just as expected, invitations started arriving from all over the next day.





 
  
    Chapter 10 : Gather ! Prince, Princess and the main character


“Welcome, Prince Kael. Thank you so much for accepting the invitation.”

“Hahaha! Not at all. It’s the count’s birthday, so of course, I had to come.”

It started as a banquet for the count’s birthday in the capital. 

We didn’t have much of a connection, but since he’s a cousin of my father’s acquaintance, I went right away. 

Fortunately, there are mid-level commanders in the military who are classified as pro-war, so I was welcomed.

“You must be the eldest son of the Duke of Berti. Hahaha. Your father has raised you well.”

“Indeed. He was worried about his son when he retired last time!”

“I am embarrassed. I’m still far from reaching my father’s level.”

“Oh, don’t say that. You’re doing quite well already.”

Next was a party hosted by a senior military officer, who turned out to be my father’s direct superior. 

Although their ranks may be equivalent or my father’s rank might be higher, it’s different in the military. 

In the military, one’s career is valued more, which is only natural.

“Others may talk a lot about me, but I think the role of the corps commander is extremely important. After all, he’s the one who believed in and supported all my strategies.”

“Hahaha. I felt something special that I can’t quite describe!”

The corps commander, who had led the forces I recently served with, invited me to his residence. 

I went immediately. 

It’s only natural since he was a great supporter of mine. 

Moreover, the corps commander can never be hostile towards me. 

My achievements are also his achievements. 

As a soldier, he cannot deny that, so he is undoubtedly on my side. 

Supporting my ally was not a choice but a necessity.

“What’s this? Isn’t this a place where nobles from the pro-peace faction often gather?”

“Yes, sir.”

“They must really want to put me down, inviting me to their home ground.”

In the meantime, I coolly ignored the invitation from the pro-peace faction. 

Are they crazy? Do they expect me to waltz into enemy territory just because it’s a banquet? 

It’s said that soldiers hide swords in scabbards and politicians hide swords behind smiles. 

Why would I willingly walk into a place full of smiling predators?

They must be fuming, hissing like snakes. 

To extend a hand to them, I’d need a lightning-bolt-shaped scar on my forehead.

“What should we do, sir?”

“Decline with various excuses. For now, refuse all their invitations.”

After instructing Alexei, I focused on the remaining activities. 

It won’t be long now. 

According to my predictions, it should take at most another week. 

Of course, it must have felt like an eternity for Kaya.

“Sir, that lady keeps asking when you’re coming…”

“Apologize and say her brother is busy, even if he’s running a fever.”

“She has also expressed a desire to come to the capital.”

“Stop her. Absolutely stop her.”

While some siblings are always at each other’s throats, our relationship is different. 

We get along well and have a strong bond. 

The problem is, Kaya can be a bit much.

“I bet she’ll act like she’s my bodyguard rather than my sister.”

From the family’s perspective, it’s not a problem, but it might seem odd to others. 

Keeping Kaya by my side wouldn’t be a good choice, especially with the current heightened interest in me.

“Sir, sir.”

One day, as Alexei was checking the invitations as usual, he was startled.

“Judging by your stuttering, it seems the time has finally come.”

“You knew?!”

“Roughly.”

“What should we do about this?”

Trembling, Alexei handed me the invitation respectfully. 

His professional demeanor made me appreciate once again how challenging the job of an attendant can be.

“This invitation is from someone nominally neutral.”

“But, look at the guest list. Here, you see…”

“An illustrious guest indeed. The First Prince.”

Gnaius Heldenberg, the First Prince, is a key figure in the pro-peace faction. 

The noble who tried to humiliate me earlier was one of his people. 

Naturally, our relationship has been awkward since then, and it seems he wants to resolve that now.

‘This is a bit unexpected.’

If the First Prince had sent this invitation under a pro-peace noble’s name, it would signify that he considers me an opponent in politics. 

On the other hand, leaning on a neutral noble’s name suggests an olive branch. 

It seems my whirlwind performance with the egg had quite an effect.

I expected to be disregarded as a young man with some luck, given our family’s pro-war stance. 

But maybe my efforts to circulate around the capital and make myself known have paid off.

“This is a bit tricky.”

I thought he’d see me as a nuisance after the egg incident. 

The pro-peace faction clearly wants to drag me out to ridicule me. 

But here the First Prince is, bowing first, despite being the center of the pro-peace faction.

Using a neutral noble’s name, he seems to want to appear as if our meeting was coincidental.

“What do you think, Alexei?”

“What do I know, sir? I’m just an efficient attendant.”

“You’re also the attendant of a so-called young strategist.”

“…Didn’t you dislike that title, sir?”

I nodded, agreeing with Alexei. 

As I said, I’m not a strategist; I just happened to say a few things I knew. 

I don’t want to pretend to be something I’m not and risk exposing my lack of depth. 

But disliking the title and outright rejecting it are two different things.


“I dislike it, but if it can help the family, I won’t refuse it.”

“My goodness, sir, you’ve truly become an imperial noble.”

“What? So, you’re saying I wasn’t before?”

“If you take it that way, this Alexei is very disappointed!”

Meanwhile, at that time…

“Say that again.”

Isabelle was visibly displeased. 

Her irritation was not without reason.

“Where did you say my brother went?”

“…The First Prince is attending a party at Marquis Robgon’s mansion, and Prince Kael has also been invited.”

“Are you sure?”

“This information was formally received from the Royal Household.”

Isabelle sighed in disbelief. 

She had been in a good mood for the past few days and let her guard down. 

Kael had shown clear hostility towards the pro-peace faction nobles. 

Having such an outstanding young person on her side was reassuring. 

It was great to see him attending various banquets in the capital.

But the First Prince seems to think he can win Kael over. 

He’s put him on the list of people he must bring to his side.

“Otherwise, why would he, a member of the neutral faction, attend Marquis Robgon’s party and send an invitation to Prince Kael?”

Isabelle knew better than anyone how eloquent the First Prince could be. 

As one of his siblings, she had experienced his rhetoric up close.

Of course, she didn’t think Kael would be swayed by his words. 

The pro-peace faction had made the first provocation, too obviously to deny. 

The current Duke of Berti has never explicitly stated his alignment, but he’s considered pro-war. 

Kael has never questioned his father’s position, which implies he intends to follow in his footsteps.

So, it’s natural that Isabelle isn’t worried about Kael. 

Instead, her anger was directed more at the First Prince.

“How dare he? I let it slide when he ruined the atmosphere at the banquet. Now he’s trying to snatch the best talent I’ve discovered?”

She couldn’t tolerate this. 

It’s one thing to steal, but another to steal people.

 How many has he already snatched with his cursed rhetoric?

“Sir Lyle.”

“I have already sent a letter to Marquis Robgon’s side. I mentioned that if the First Prince attends, the presence of the Second Princess would add to the prestige.”

“Interesting.”

“I have also arranged the carriage and guards.”

This is why she has kept Sir Lyle close since she was allowed individual activities. 

After praising him for his good work, Isabelle waited for a response. 

She worried that Marquis Robgon might refuse her attendance, but that was unlikely. 

He wasn’t affiliated with any faction, and having only the First Prince might send the wrong message. 


He’d probably welcome her attendance.

And exactly an hour later…

“Let’s go, Sir Lyle.”

Isabelle confidently boarded the carriage. 

She was determined to prevent her brother from snatching Kael.



 
  
    Chapter 11 : Shocking news


As Kael was making a name for himself in the capital as a rising star, there was turmoil within the Norvogrod Demon Alliance.

“The fallen star has risen again! We missed a golden opportunity for victory because of you weak and foolish moderates in power!”

“You loudmouthed fools! This is all because of the incompetent commanders and staff officers your hardliners pushed into place. Even Lord Tushin couldn’t help but shake his head at them!”

“Cowards!”

“Warmongering lunatics!”

In Norvogrod, insults were flying back and forth between the factions.

The moderates controlled the council, and the leaders of the hardliners had been forced into retirement. 

However, not all the hardliner factions within Norvogrod had been eradicated.

The hardliners could never disappear; as long as the Empire existed, it was impossible. 

Even if the Empire fell, they would find another target to rise against.

When the army, which had advanced to the border, returned to the capital, Beogran:

“Summon all commanders to appear before the council immediately!”

“They lost even in small skirmishes and suffered even greater humiliation on their return! We must investigate every detail!”

The moderates and hardliners were each trying to blame the other for the military’s failure.

“Why didn’t you initiate a night raid when the meteor fell?”

“Commander, answer us! Why didn’t you press the advantage when things were going well?”

“Did you think night raids were dishonorable? Speak up!”

The moderates relentlessly questioned the commander, who was aligned with the hardliners, holding him responsible since those in the highest positions should take responsibility when problems arise. 

Given that the situation didn’t allow for leniency, the demon council members attacked the commander with verbal knives, like hunting dogs tearing into a bleeding deer.

“I-I did my best. At the time, the reason we didn’t launch a night raid was—”

“The Imperial Army recovered too quickly. It was impossible to respond.”

“Honestly! Who would have thought the fallen star would rise again?”

“This is unfair! It was an unavoidable situation!”

Even for a commander seasoned on the battlefield, the political arena was a different war. These politicians were monsters honed in the council chambers, and the commander, with only a little political sense, couldn’t withstand the assault.

“It’s unfair to blame this situation solely on the commander!”

Of course, the hardliners weren’t just sitting by and watching the moderates’ onslaught. Though they had lost many seats in the council, their influence remained. Moreover, this unprecedented situation warranted scrutiny of the field commanders, most of whom were moderates, making the hardliners eager to capitalize.

“During the situation, field commanders frequently questioned the commander’s orders! Their constant interference could have delayed decision-making!”

“The main reason for this defeat was the field commanders’ continued opposition to higher-ups. This was almost a mutiny, wasn’t it?”

For more than a week after the army’s return, the two factions continued their tedious bickering. The council turned into a chaotic marketplace, with the once-dignified demon councilors barking at each other like dogs.

“…Hah.”

Charlotte, who had been quietly watching everything, couldn’t suppress a sigh.

In any case, it was a defeat for Norvogrod this time. They had to accept this. They needed to determine responsibility but should also prepare for the next step. Yet the council members had spent a week growling and fighting. Not all hardliners were irrational, and not all moderates were kind. It was simply a tangled web of interests, with no clear right or wrong. It was a daily occurrence for someone to reflexively disagree with the other’s stance.

“No wonder my father can’t quit cigars…”

No, he should quit cigars, shouldn’t he? She’d heard they were a major health risk, more so than the extreme stress he endured.

‘This can’t continue. If this drags on, Norvogrod’s national strength will be severely drained.’

Charlotte hadn’t intended to step forward and still shouldn’t have. The hardliners were targeting Caland, the head of the council and leader of the moderates. They weren’t planning an assassination but were preparing a major attack by accusing Charlotte, who had served in the recent campaign. However, given the political burden of targeting the councilor’s daughter and her lack of real power, they had held back.

But if Charlotte took a stand, the situation could dramatically change.

“Keeping silent would be much better.”

Caland had initially tried to dissuade his daughter, emphasizing that there was nothing to gain. However, at Charlotte’s strong insistence, he eventually allowed her to act.

The next day, Charlotte attended the council meeting in person.

“Esteemed council members, first, I am not here as the daughter of Council Chair Caland Estania. I stand here as a soldier who briefly crossed swords with the Imperial Army.”

She clarified that she wasn’t here for the benefit or detriment of either the moderates or the hardliners. This left the moderates puzzled, while the hardliners decided to observe the situation carefully.

“Regarding the situation, yes, there was friction between the commander and the field commanders. However, it didn’t reach a level that disrupted the chain of command. It was more of a healthy upper-lower relationship.”

“Miss Charlotte, can there be friction in a healthy upper-lower relationship?”

“Are you suggesting that superiors should always make the right decisions and subordinates should follow any foolish orders, councilor?”

The hardliners began to raise their voices, claiming this was disrespectful, but the moderates growled back, silencing them.

“Subordinates should follow their superiors’ orders. However, if there is an issue with those orders, they should at least be able to speak up. And superiors, of course, should always make the right decisions. But that’s not always possible, so they need to listen to their subordinates. That’s a healthy upper-lower relationship.”

“So you’re saying this was handled well this time?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

After a brief glance at Caland, a moderate noble continued questioning.

“Then, despite this healthy relationship, how did things turn out this way? From what Miss Charlotte says, it sounds like our army had no issues.”

“Exactly. Councilor, our army had no issues.”

Charlotte’s firm statement caused murmuring among the council members, which she quickly sought to address.

“The problem wasn’t with Norvogrod but with the Empire. The Empire’s strategy was far beyond our expectations. They seemed to know exactly what decisions we would make and what actions we would take, as if they had seen through everything.”

Just thinking about that moment still sent shivers down her spine. How long and how many times had they reviewed their plans to ensure no flaws and prevent any counterattacks?

“Given the unique battlefield environment, the sudden fog, and plummeting morale, we had no reason to choose a full-scale battle. Any commander, not just the one in charge, or any field commanders present, would have made the same judgment and mistake in that situation.”

“But I heard the field commanders raised concerns.”

“They didn’t push strongly. They also lacked confidence and relied on the commander’s decision.”

Further factional fighting was pointless. This council session should conclude here. Prolonging it would only deplete Norvogrod’s resources, potentially revealing vulnerabilities. If the Empire exploited this, or neighboring countries began to provoke, the moderates, who had finally seized power, would lose their footing, and the hardliners would rise again.

“Could there have been a leak of internal information?”

One oblivious moderate councilor stubbornly clung to the issue. Didn’t he see the effort being made to resolve this?

Charlotte held back a curse with superhuman patience.

“If there had been a leak, do you think the Imperial Army would have let us go? They would have benefited far more by capturing the entire Norvogrod main force.”

While Charlotte’s eyes seemed to burn with the intensity of wanting to tear him apart, she spoke politely, causing the councilor to retreat.

“Phew.”

She sighed with relief. Finally, things seemed to be wrapping up. What had they been doing for over a week?

“Perhaps the Imperial strategist anticipated even this.”

Yes, highly likely. No, definitely. The mocking letter they received probably predicted even this scenario.

After leaving the council, Charlotte went to the war department.

“Could you repeat that?”

“I want to know the command hierarchy of the Imperial Army involved this time. Is that possible?”

“It may take some time.”


“I can wait.”

She believed that finding out the command hierarchy would reveal the strategist behind this. A few days later, after receiving the information, Charlotte meticulously reviewed it.

“The corps commander had… these staff officers… and various field commanders…”

She was still only considering older figures, assuming only they could devise such a strategy. Then new information came in from agents planted in the Empire. The strategist was none other than a very young nobleman.

Charlotte was shocked by the news.



 
  
    Chapter 12 : Come join me


When I was young, I remember that I used to love any kind of banquet.

They were glamorous and lively, and above all, everyone attending was smiling.

Then, after I hit my forehead against a book and suddenly recalled my past life,

when I understood the way the world worked a bit earlier than usual,

I realized that banquets were not just places for eating and drinking.

A fierce exploration. Friend or foe? Will they be used, or will they use others?

The fleeting, cutting words exchanged in an instant. Perhaps even more intense than a battlefield.

You must determine whether the smiles before you are genuine or false.

For that reason, no slip-ups are allowed at a banquet.

Many nobles only received invitations from ‘friendly’ circles.

“But now, I’m acting completely contrary to what seems natural.”

It’s not enough to consider the host of the banquet.

You must also gauge who else will be attending.

Running into someone you’d rather avoid could be quite uncomfortable.

Considering this, it would be wise for me to avoid this banquet.

“I’m still uneasy about the Crown Prince coming.”

“It’s fine. Surely, he won’t cause a scene at a neutral noble’s banquet.”

The Crown Prince is coming. The First Prince, the core of the faction supporting reconciliation, whom I met not long ago!

Even if we parted with a smile, someone with him had dealt me a blow.

It’s an uncomfortable situation for both of us.

“If things feel strange, sir.”

“I’ll escape to the balcony under the pretense of clearing my head.”

“Instead of calling it escape, let’s call it a strategic retreat.”

“Understood, Alexei. And don’t worry too much.”

There’s no way the Crown Prince would bring that noble along, especially to a neutral event.

The Marquis of Robgon, who belongs to the neutral faction, is hosting the banquet at his estate.

If a commotion occurs here, it’s obvious what the neutral nobles will think.

“You really don’t know how tough banquets can be, sir.”

“I’ve attended all sorts of banquets so far, haven’t I?”

“But they were all with the military or the imperial faction!”

“Really, stop worrying.”

Let me reiterate: this is a gathering of neutral nobles, Alexei.

Even for a prince, any slip-up here would bring severe political consequences.

Reassuring myself, I confidently walked into the banquet hall.

And not long after, I had to question whether our Alexei might be a regressor.

…Oh, come on. What is this situation?

Should I just turn around and leave?

“Bel, why are you here?”

“Did I come where I shouldn’t be? I don’t think so?”

“I found out on the way here myself. This seems like it was a stubborn decision.”

“No, it’s not.”

On the left is the First Prince. On the right is the Second Princess.

Direct descendants of the imperial family representing the reconciliation and war factions.

They are not the kind of people who should attend a neutral nobles’ banquet.

I wasn’t too surprised that the prince was coming since I was informed.

But I never imagined the princess would come. I didn’t hear any news.

What’s going on? Did the princess’s arrival get decided last minute?

“Welcome, Prince Kael.”

“Your Excellency, the Marquis of Robgon.”

First, let’s greet the host of today’s banquet.

“I’ve heard the news. You contributed to the military’s victory with your excellent strategy.”

“Yes, that’s what happened.”

“A remarkable young man. The Duke of Berthier must be very pleased.”

I have no particular connection or familiarity with the Marquis of Robgon.

However, given his high rank, it’s only polite to make an acquaintance.

We exchanged some brief pleasantries.

“Ah, Prince Kael.”

“Prince Kael!”

The bickering prince and princess immediately lit up and approached when they saw me.

Meanwhile, the princess seemed determined to reach me first, practically running.

‘Go away! If you’re coming, come one at a time! It’s awkward with both of you!’

Without knowing my thoughts, the siblings were right next to me.

I quickly looked at the Marquis of Robgon, silently asking for help.

As if to say, “A shrimp caught between two whales would break its back.”

“Prince Kael.”

And once again, I realized the harshness of political life.

“I need to greet others as well. See you later.”

“Your Excellency? Your Excellency?”

The marquis decided that dealing with these two wasn’t worth it and quickly fled.

So, I was abandoned. Is it okay for the host to leave a guest like this?

“Prince Kael.”

Meanwhile, the prince, having distanced himself from the princess, approached me.

“Your Highness, the First Prince.”

“It seems you were also invited by the marquis. It’s quite a coincidence to meet here.”

“…Indeed, it seems so.”

I know, and the prince knows it wasn’t a coincidence. Even Alexei knows.

But knowing it and acknowledging it out loud are entirely different.

Understanding this, I played along with the prince’s conversation.

“Since we’ve met again, perhaps we could talk for a while—”


“Hold on!”

The princess, suddenly by our side, grabbed the prince’s arm.

“I’d like to hear this conversation too.”

“Why are you interfering again, Bel? This is between Prince Kael and me—”

“I’m concerned you might disrespect him again.”

“That was not my doing…”

“If you’re going to complain, perhaps you should’ve managed your people better at your banquet?”

“…

Wow. She can cut him off so bluntly while he’s speaking.

It’s not just because she’s a princess; it’s because they’re siblings.

I heard they’re a year apart… It’s amazing they don’t fight more.

“Fine.”

The prince eventually conceded, apparently feeling guilty.

“But, don’t interfere in my conversation with Prince Kael.”

“I might if you say something strange.”

“Then let’s agree to talk afterward. I can’t concede any further.”

Yes, Princess. From what I see, you’ve conceded quite a lot.

The princess finally agreed, seemingly realizing any further push would be too much.

The three of us followed the marquis to one of the estate’s drawing rooms.

……This is quite a strange scene.

Walking behind the prince and princess, it felt like I was part of some plot.

Like a young strategist aiding the two princes in ousting the current crown princess…

“Please sit.”

The prince offered me a seat, but I didn’t sit immediately.

Instead, I pulled out a chair for the princess, making space for her.

She looked slightly surprised, then smiled and thanked me.

It wasn’t out of chivalry; it was to subtly show my stance.

I still harbored discomfort towards the reconciliation faction due to recent events.

To show that I could show kindness to a princess from the war faction.

Ahem.

The prince seemed to catch my intention and cleared his throat.

Realizing that a careless word could worsen the situation.

“Before we get to the main topic, I want to apologize for what happened before.”

“Apologize? That’s unnecessary, Your Highness.”

“No, as Bel said, it was my responsibility to manage my people properly.”

He’s the First Prince of the empire, and I’m the son of a duke loyal to the empire.

There’s no need for him to apologize like this, but he’s doing it anyway.

It makes me uncomfortable, wondering what he’s planning to say.

“Prince Kael.”

The prince’s demeanor changed, signaling the main topic.

“You know how the political landscape of the empire is, don’t you?”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

Just as there are moderate and hardline factions in Norvogrod,

there are three main factions in the empire’s political landscape.

The war faction advocates for the active use of the military, an asset only the empire possesses.

The reconciliation faction emphasizes alternatives to violent measures, which cause extreme damage.

And the neutral faction tries to balance the two, preventing the balance from tipping.

The princess beside me belongs to the war faction, and my family, too, leans that way.

The marquis hosting us is aligned with the neutral faction.

And the First Prince, sitting across from me, belongs to the reconciliation faction.

“I’ll be direct. Prince Kael, join me in my cause.”

“Hey!”

The princess’s outburst startled me, making me look at her.

Although they’re siblings, he’s still the prince, and she’s the princess.

In front of me, a subject of the empire, they shouldn’t show any disunity.

“Ah, of course. I’m not suggesting we change the succession. That’s not my intent at all.”

But despite the princess’s reaction, the prince stuck to his point.

These siblings are remarkable in many ways.

“I love my sister. She would surely make an excellent ruler.”

“Then why are you asking me to join your cause?”

“Do you think we can continue to control the continent with force and steel forever?”

Before the princess could react, the prince quickly continued.

“Don’t misunderstand. I’m not against the military or denying its necessity. I’m always grateful for the military. If anyone insults the imperial military, I’ll cut ties with them, even if they’re my allies.”

Listening to him, he sounds like someone who should be in the war faction.

The princess seemed to think so too, muttering under her breath.

“We just want the empire to move in a better direction. We can’t always remain the continent’s center through force.”

“The empire has grown and reached this point through force, Your Highness.”

“Yes, that’s correct. But that’s precisely why we need to adopt a different approach.”


The prince continued,

The empire has spread blood everywhere, both its own and others’.

As a result, even minor conflicts lead to a chilly atmosphere.

Whenever there’s friction with another country, the surrounding nations also rise against us.

“The empire has shown that it’s willing to fight them all. But, Prince Kael, with diplomatic persuasion and pressure, we could make some of them, maybe even half, stand down. They might even turn to weaker countries than ours.”



 
  
    Chapter 13 : Do you know that ?


“There are many ways. We can wield trade as a weapon or use a strategy of sowing discord. As long as the other side isn’t foolish, they’d prefer to stay out of a direct confrontation with the Empire and instead involve themselves only as much as necessary to gain some benefits.”

“Once we’ve stabilized the surrounding area and restored relations, we’ll economically subordinate them to our Empire. Even if they want to wield swords and spears, they won’t be able to.”

“Croyzen. A glorious Empire at the center of a peaceful order. Pax Croyzenka. That’s the ultimate vision I have.”

At first glance, it might seem like a lofty and somewhat impractical idea. But the more you listen, the more plausible it sounds, and you find yourself getting drawn in. It’s no wonder there’s a rumor that the First Prince is an excellent orator.

If I weren’t from my own family and instead belonged to a neutral faction, I would have thought positively about it. Of course, the princess sitting next to me, who belongs to the hawkish faction, might vehemently disagree…

Wait, Princess? How can you have that mesmerized expression? Get a grip! You’re supposed to be in the war faction, not the peace faction!

“Ah.”

Fortunately, the princess soon snapped out of it and scowled.

“I was briefly swayed by how grand it all sounded. But looking again, it’s all just empty rhetoric.”

“What part of it do you find so?”

“Do you think if the Empire uses non-military means, the other side will say, ‘Oh no, the Empire’s pressure is too much, we have to bow our heads’? Instead, they’ll probably show even more enthusiasm for military action!”

“That’s—”

“And do you think military action only brings losses? It’s actually the fastest and most effective method! Look at the neighboring countries! When our Empire’s army moves near the borders, nine out of ten times they surrender!”

That’s right. That’s the truth. If the Empire fights a kingdom, nine out of ten times the Empire wins. The larger the territory, the more resources, and the more people, the greater the advantage. The Empire is called the Empire because it overwhelmingly has all three. And we have all three thanks to constant wars.

“…Fine. Let’s put aside the idealistic part and look at the more realistic aspects, Belle.”

At some point, the conversation became more of a debate between the Prince and the Princess, rather than just the Prince and me. But I didn’t intervene; it was rather entertaining.

“Do you know how much tax was levied for the military this year, Belle?”

“…Quite a lot.”

“It’s not just quite a lot; it’s increased again. With more military activities, resource consumption has also increased, which means the citizens of the Empire have to pay more taxes, not less.”

Hmm. As expected, the most realistic and critical issue has come up. The issue of money is always crucial, whether it’s a household or an empire. Especially taxes… It’s already giving me a headache.

“The Empire continues to spend a huge amount of taxes on military expenses. However, the returns aren’t as great as before. Moreover, it’s not like we’re waging conquest wars like the founding emperor or our early ancestors, yet we’re spending just as much.”

“But we’re maintaining deterrence!”

“There are ways to maintain that deterrence with less spending. At the same time, we can prevent unnecessary loss of life and injuries among the young people of the Empire.”

The Princess was vigorously defending her stance, citing various reasons. But she seemed to be struggling. It’s understandable, as the Prince had brought up the issue of ‘taxes.’ It’s not just about money; it’s about the public sentiment and support for the royal family. Higher taxes mean those things will inevitably decline.

“Prince Kael.”

Having defeated the Princess, the Prince turned to me.

“As you know, war expenses are never small. Even with just one conflict with Norvogrod, moving a single legion cost a tremendous amount of money. It’s almost always like this. How long can we sustain this?”

“…”

“As I’ve already said, it’s not about giving up on military power. It’s about thinking more, considering more, and making it the last resort rather than the first option.”

Damn. This isn’t good. I’m getting drawn in. That eloquence, that rhetoric!

“The war faction won’t give up despite the inability to sustain the tax burden because it’s the easiest way. That’s why I especially need someone who can understand my words while standing with the war faction.”

“Are you saying that person is me?”

“I saw potential. No, I was sure.”

Potential. Certainty. I asked him exactly what that meant.

The Prince smiled and began to speak.

“Although you went to the battlefield, you used methods other than combat to break the enemy’s will and make them falter. Despite being the eldest son of Count Berthier, a staunch supporter of the military, you took a step back and implemented those ideas. I highly value that.”

For a moment, the words “That’s all a misunderstanding” lingered in my mouth. It seems the Prince thinks I have a skeptical view of using military force. But that’s not the case at all. If I were truly skeptical, I wouldn’t have served in the military.

“Your Highness, you seem to be seeking a new path.”

“If you put it that way, I suppose so.”

“I have one question.”

So far, everything he said sounded good.

And as with all political figures, after the carrot comes the stick.

“What will you do if the military and the war faction continue like this?”

“If that happens, the next Empire budget discussion in the parliament will be quite noisy.”

“Are you saying you’ll pressure the military budget?”

“I think provoking neighboring countries without any benefit, thus leading to more military spending, is a disservice to the Empire. What do you think, Prince Kael?”

I remained silent while the Princess stood up, asking what nonsense this was. She argued that many people were working hard to protect the Empire, and applying budget pressure would be an insult to all the heroes who have fought honorably.

But the Prince accepted it as if he had made a good point.

“Belle, what were those heroes of the Empire fighting for? It was to bring about change. To ensure that your sons, daughters, granddaughters, and grandsons, and their descendants wouldn’t have to face the threat of war. We’re not in the early days of founding, nor are there any countries around that could launch a massive invasion against us. If you stubbornly cling to the past in a changed world, what are we supposed to do?”

“No countries that could invade? Even Norvogrod, though smaller in number compared to the Empire, is not inferior in training or combat experience! And that’s just considering a single opponent. Have you not considered the possibility of neighboring countries banding together to pressure the Empire?”

“That’s why we use diplomacy to…”

“Opportunists want bigger prey! They want more to divide among themselves! They’re the same! Do you think they’d settle for the scraps we throw at them? Or would they go for a large chunk they can take from us?”

Both sides have valid points. It’s hard to conclude who’s right and wrong. So, I just quietly watched the siblings’ confrontation, and then the Prince turned to me.

“That will be all for my explanation. Prince Kael, what do you think?”

“Your Highness, I found your words very impressive.”

“I’m glad to hear that. I thought you might find it overly idealistic or far-fetched.”

“Military power is ultimately a means to maintain and protect peace. Both Your Highness and Her Highness the Princess aim for the peace of the Empire in the end, don’t you?”

The Prince looked at me with a rather favorable expression. Despite being active in the military and having a father who was a central figure in the military, my positive response to his views made sense.

On the other hand, the Princess seemed somewhat worried.

“But Your Highness, military power is a necessary component to make the other side listen more intently in international relations. It’s not a choice; it’s a necessity. History has proven this.”

“Your Highness, in the end, I would vote in favor of your opinion. However, I believe it’s too soon. It’s premature.”

“Even though the burden of frequent military actions is already heavy?”

Like with the Princess, he might try to use the tax issue to attack.

That’s a solid point. Both nobles and royalty fear an angry populace.

How many countries have fallen due to excessive taxation?

“The peace faction seems to be planning to use that as a means of pressure in the next parliament session.”

“Indeed.”

“Is it alright to discuss this in front of me and Her Highness the Princess?”

“You would find out sooner or later, and I thought you would already have anticipated it.”

No, I haven’t anticipated it at all. Please stop overestimating me. Stop this misunderstanding!

“Then, since I’ve heard this in advance, I’ll also speak in advance. Your Highness, such claims won’t have much impact in the next parliament session.”

“…What do you mean?”

“The citizens of the Empire won’t be as resistant to paying taxes as you think.”

The Prince made a face that said he couldn’t believe what I was saying. How could the citizens not resist? It’s directly related to taxes, after all.

“Economic reasons create political outcomes, Your Highness. There’s a saying: politics is dependent on the economy.”

The Prince seemed quite moved by this statement.

“That’s a profound statement. It feels deeply resonant. Did you come up with that yourself, Prince Kael?”

“…Yes, well.”

Sorry, Yang Wen-li. Since you’re not here, let’s pretend I said it.


“If we go by your words, Prince, it’s strange. After all, the economy is about money, and taxes are money. Following that logic, the claims of the citizens should come our way.”


“That’s correct

. But sometimes, that gets flipped.”

“Flipped? Even when taxes increase and the economic disadvantages are clear?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Have you ever heard of ‘nationalism,’ Your Highness?



 
  
    Chapter 14 : This is right, that is right


The banquet held at the Marquis of Robgon’s mansion in the capital came to an end.

All the attendees parted with smiles on their faces.

However, among them, the First Prince, Gnaius, couldn’t bring himself to do the same.

He barely acknowledged the farewells from others with just a nod of his head.

The nobles, sensing that something was amiss, took care to keep their distance.

No matter how mild-mannered the prince usually was, it was wise to avoid him when he was troubled.

“Sigh.”

Even after boarding the carriage, the prince’s face didn’t ease up.

“Your Highness, do you remember the day when the Imperial Legion, including Princess Her Highness and I, entered the capital?”

The conversation he had shared earlier with Kael still lingered in the prince’s mind.

“As Your Highness said, due to my strategy, the Imperial Legion returned without any major battles. Though morale was high, it was honestly hard to say ‘We won!'”

“Yet, the citizens of the empire showered the returning legion with praise and cheers. Some even gathered to sing songs. They composed lyrics mocking Norvogrod without restraint.”

“The sight of it all made it feel as if our legion had fought and achieved a great victory. It seemed as though they wanted to believe we had won at that level. Your Highness.”

Upon recalling it, it was indeed true. The entire capital had been in an incredible state of excitement.

It wasn’t because they had won ‘without suffering damage.’

Whether there were losses or not, the fact remained that they had ‘won.’

That was it. The empire had fought many wars and countless battles.

Of course, they had lost battles before. But they had always won the wars.

Whenever they clashed, they generally won. Even if they lost, they soon returned with a victory.

Others might be able to resist the Imperial Army for a while, gain some advantage, or even win a battle.

But in the end, the victory itself never slipped from the empire’s grasp.

To the people of the empire, the empire was like a sun that never sets. That was the prevailing thought of its citizens.

“So, I ask you, Your Highness. When you say to the citizens of the empire that ‘We must stop any further wars,’ what do you think will happen if the other side mentions the ‘glory of the past’? What if they say that the moment the empire retreats, all the enemies who have been crushed under that glory will rise up?”

At that moment, the prince felt a sudden realization of his shortcomings.

After all, everything was ultimately decided by people’s hearts. And he had never considered that before.

‘My heart feels heavy.’

It wasn’t just that the opposition could turn the pro-peace faction’s offensive to their advantage.

Kael… he had already seen this far ahead. And he had even been kind enough to tell me.

It was as if he was saying that no matter how we made our moves, he could block them effortlessly.

“Lastly, Your Highness’s argument has a fatal flaw. Who can guarantee that they will accept the empire’s extended hand just because we offer it?”

“If you think they will simply weigh the benefits and losses and decide to cooperate, that’s a dangerous assumption. Your Highness, the most important factor in determining the course of events is ultimately people. It’s the people, nothing else.”

Just as the people of the empire couldn’t give up their past glory, which still shone brightly to this day…

The moment they did so, they would lose the very source of their pride, their belief that the empire was superior to all others.

Likewise, the other side might prefer maintaining a delicate tension rather than joining hands with the empire.

After all, they had suffered at the hands of the empire. Grabbing the empire’s outstretched hand would mean admitting their inferiority.

It would shatter their pride, the belief that ‘We are surviving just fine, standing tall against the empire.’

It wasn’t about benefits and losses. Emotions would always come before reason.

“…Even so…”

He didn’t want to give up without even trying. It left him feeling incredibly frustrated.

At least, he wanted to confirm it. He wanted to see with his own eyes if the citizens of the empire would really react that way.

Who knows? Maybe now they would care more about living better lives than they did before.

Yes, as Kael had said, people’s hearts are unpredictable. So perhaps even the empire’s citizens…

‘The timing couldn’t be worse.’

Having won a decisive victory against Norvogrod, everyone was now cheering, saying, ‘Those demon bastards only pretend to be strong!’

In that situation, if I were to argue, ‘Now the empire must engage in dialogue,’ who would take it seriously?

“Lord Kael, just how far are you looking ahead?”

It was a shame. He absolutely needed to bring that man to his side.

The prince could only bite his lip in regret as the frustration continued to build within him.

“Lord Kael.”

The princess, who had been walking ahead, suddenly stopped and called out to me.

I almost bumped into her. Your Highness, it’s dangerous to stop so abruptly like that.

“Were you really seeing that far ahead?”

“Your Highness?”

“Let me be honest. For a moment, I was shaken. My brother, the First Prince. I thought the pro-peace faction were just cowards, but that wasn’t the case. They presented their own reasons, justification, and vision for the future.”

Perhaps because of the fact that she, who supported the pro-war faction and the military, had wavered…

The princess had tears welling up in her eyes, seemingly frustrated.

She was truly a pure-hearted person. But that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. It was a good quality.

It meant she could listen to the opinions of those who differed from her.

“Although I managed to regain my senses, I had already been drawn in too far. If it weren’t for you, Lord Kael, I might have been persuaded.”

“It’s all right, Your Highness. If anything, it shows that you are ready to listen to the opinions of others.”

“…I’m not just a fool with thin ears?”

“If Your Highness truly had thin ears, you wouldn’t have come this far.”

Of course not. Do you think just anyone can support a faction?

Nobles aren’t fools either. Just because the military is involved doesn’t mean they’re indifferent to political matters.

If there were any real flaws in the princess, would they have accepted her as their backing?

“I was actually quite impressed with how you continued to present counterarguments even to the First Prince.”

“…Hearing that from a genius like you is somewhat comforting.”

How many times do I have to tell you? I’m not a genius.

I’m just a guy who spouts whatever comes to mind.

“Lord Kael, do you think things will really turn out the way you said?”

“What do you mean, turn out the way I said?”

“The empire’s citizens, will they really react that way?”

“That, I don’t know either.”

“…What?”

The princess blinked her eyes in surprise as she looked at me.

She was full of the feeling of wanting to ask if she had really heard me correctly.

“You don’t know? What do you mean by that?”

“I mean it literally. Between economic reasons and reasons of pride, how will the empire’s citizens react? My answer is ‘I don’t know.’ That’s the best I can give, Your Highness.”

“But… But you were speaking so confidently earlier, weren’t you?”


I shook my head. How could I possibly be so sure? To be certain about people’s hearts?

There’s a saying, you can read the depths of the water, but you can’t read the depths of a person’s heart.

What I was doing was mere speculation, and I used that to pressure the prince.

“So… what you’re saying is that nothing is certain when it comes to people’s hearts.”

“Even in situations where it seems obvious, people can still have doubts. And in situations where doubt should be certain, people can believe with absolute conviction. That’s just how human hearts work.”

“And yet you stood before my brother and made such statements, overwhelming him completely.”

The princess suddenly stared at me intently.

Just as I was about to ask why she was looking at me like that, she spoke faster.

“You used that same psychology against Nobogorod as well, didn’t you? Manipulating various situations, putting pressure on the enemy, all to extract the greatest benefit.”

“Well… yes. You could say it was something similar.”

Was it really similar? I don’t know. Back then, I was just following some memory from my past life.

It was merely a rough imitation of what I recalled from back then.

There was no genius strategy or skill in reading people’s hearts involved.

“I suspect the pro-peace faction will make a move within a few days.”

“They probably will. This victory achieved through non-military means is the perfect opportunity to initiate change. The citizens of the empire will likely find it convincing as well.”

“Then act accordingly, Your Highness. Sometimes the psychological aspects are far more powerful than the practical ones.”

The princess nodded in agreement as if she found that to be a reasonable suggestion.

“Lord Kael, I want to ask you something.”

“Please go ahead.”

“Why do you restrain the pro-peace faction, even though you said you ultimately agree with my brother’s thinking?”

What a question. Isn’t it obvious? I’m doing it for the sake of my family.

Our Bertier family has been exclusively aligned with the military faction in the imperial command for so long, and now the pro-peace faction is rising?

That would put our

family’s standing at risk. I can’t allow that to happen in front of my parents.

“That’s—”

Of course, it’s a bit burdensome to just come out and say it directly.

So I decided to give an answer that fits the image I have.

“Your Highness, the plan is premature. Ideals should only be drawn after the reality has been secured.”


And after all, who knows? If things go as you say, Your Highness, I may have to go somewhere with you soon.

Wait, what? Go where? You have to tell me the destination first!

“Your Highness? Princess Your Highness??”

Ah. Did I overstep again? I only helped the princess because I thought the pro-war faction was better for our family than the pro-peace faction.

But now if she responds like this, it makes me anxious!



 
  
    Chapter 15 : My brother


“Everyone, listen to me carefully.”

After parting ways with Kael, the princess held a secret meeting with the pro-war faction.

“The pacifists will make a move soon. Specifically, they’ll try to sway the hearts of the imperial citizens.”

“Will that even be possible, Your Highness? Especially after we won a victory over Norvogord?”

“That’s exactly what they’re aiming for. It wasn’t just a victory; it was a victory with minimal losses. They’ll argue that we can achieve the same results with less war and lower taxes. I’m sure that’s how they’ll persuade the people.”

It was a bit embarrassing to parrot the words I had just heard, but that’s okay. Isn’t listening to wise advisors also a skill?

Listening and implementing the ideas of those wiser than myself is the right course of action.

“If things play out as Your Highness predicts, this will be a difficult situation.”

“Once the issue of taxes is raised, even the neutral faction may waver, not just the citizens.”

“Unfortunately, it’s true that war requires a hefty budget.”

Yes, I admit that. That’s why even the princess herself had wavered.

It wasn’t that they were war-crazed maniacs. War wasn’t their obsession.

War was the means to solidify their foundation.

Once the empire had established an unshakable order, they would consider the pacifists’ arguments.

But until then, until the surrounding nations fully submitted, they couldn’t stop.

“If they use taxes to sway the citizens, then we’ll have to counter them in the same way.”

“If you have any insights, we’re all ears, Your Highness.”

Insight? Yes, I do have some insight. I smiled as I untied the plan that my strategist had laid out for me.

A few days later, the two factions clashed fiercely once again in the Imperial Council.

The victory over Norvogord was one thing; the council’s work was another.

“It’s time we put down our swords and spears and took up another weapon. Have we not already proven that killing isn’t the only answer?”

“Hahaha, anyone who hears this might think we’re a bunch of warmongers! And that proof you’re so proud of? It only worked because of the unique circumstances of the battlefield! Learn what you’re talking about before you speak!”

“You’re being too extreme. If you continue like this, we’ll have no choice but to seriously discuss budget cuts!”

“Ha! It’d be cheaper to keep funding the military! How much more do you plan to offer our enemies in the name of diplomacy? What are you going to give them next?”

This council was no different from the battlefield with Norvogord. Except, here, they attacked the opposing political faction, probing for weaknesses and biting down without hesitation when they found one.

Luckily, since we had won the war, the atmosphere wasn’t as tense as it could have been.

“Go ask the imperial citizens right now. If taxes go up any more, who wouldn’t be upset? Especially if it’s because of unnecessary military conflicts!”

“Who said taxes were rising exponentially? It’s only about a 3 percent increase compared to last year…”

“Only? Just? Do you know how significant a 3 percent increase is? You warmongers clearly have no understanding of the empire’s economic situation!”

“And you pacifists clearly have no understanding of the external threats! The surrounding nations are still waiting for any opportunity! It’s because of your ignorance that you can even talk about peace over strength!”

The pacifists continued to hammer away at the pro-war faction over taxes.

They were confident that the imperial citizens would support their argument.

These developments reached Kael as well, on his way back to his family’s estate.

‘As expected. Nothing is scarier than budget cuts in a country.’

An increase in the budget naturally leads to a rise in taxes.

There was even some hope that military taxes would be reduced soon.

It seemed the pacifists had been quietly spreading this idea among the people.

Even the nobility, in the end, had to be mindful of the imperial citizens.

Many nations had crumbled because they failed to pay attention to public sentiment. History lessons exist for a reason.

If things continued like this, the pro-war faction would have an even harder time shaking off the “warmonger” label.

But the next day, as if by magic, the imperial citizens’ reactions suddenly changed.

It was all thanks to the princess’s plan (which, to be precise, was Kael’s).

“Is it true that our empire is planning to bow its head and offer an olive branch first?”

“What is this nonsense? You’d think we were the ones who had suffered a major defeat!”

“We even defeated the brutish demons of Norvogord! Why would we suddenly want to make peace now?”

This wasn’t baseless arrogance. The empire had consistently been the victor.

Had they lost even one war, they wouldn’t have been able to maintain such vast territories.

And that was thanks to a wise emperor, dutiful nobles, hardworking commanders, and…

Soldiers like these—who fulfilled their duty one by one.

But now, in front of these same people, they were saying the empire should be the one to back down and make concessions for the sake of diplomacy.

“Lowering taxes? Sure, that sounds great! But we won’t trade our pride for a single coin!”

“If they want to talk, let them also approach us first! Why should we be the ones to bow our heads?”

The empire primarily operated on a volunteer military system but would occasionally implement conscription when necessary.

This meant there were far more former soldiers in the empire than one might expect.

And all of them had returned as proud, victorious heroes.

If you were to ask those people to choose between a silver coin and the pride of the empire…

Could they easily choose the former?

Kael could confidently say no.

‘Sure, it might seem like we’re warmongers, or that we take war lightly.’

But if you show weakness, it’s over. Everything is a battle of wills. Half the fight is won through sheer intimidation.

Why do neighboring countries complain but go silent when the empire moves troops to the border?

Because they know we mean business. They haven’t forgotten their fear.

‘The crown prince’s ideals are right when it comes to planning for the future. But that only works within the empire. We need to consider the circumstances of our neighbors. The pro-war faction clearly holds the upper hand there.’

With these thoughts, Kael quietly looked out the window.

It seemed like the quiet, peaceful life he had dreamed of in this otherworld was long gone.

“Alexei, how do I look?”

“You look splendid.”

“Right? Hmm, at least I won’t get scolded, right?”

“Well… To be honest, no matter how splendid you look, Miss Kaya will probably still scold you.”

Damn, don’t hit me with such harsh truths.

This is the moment when you’re supposed to say, “Of course, you look great!” and give me some encouragement.

We had arrived at the estate of the Clauwitz family in the province of Berthier.

But instead of heading straight into the castle, I stopped for a moment.

I began to dress myself up with all the accessories I had bought in the capital.

“Brother! You should take care of your appearance! You always look so plain! What will other girls think of you?”

“Seriously, Kaya? I’m just taking a quick tour of the estate…”

“No way! You must always look dashing, Brother!”

You know what’s unfair? After all that nagging, when I actually make an effort to dress up…

Another wave of nagging comes crashing in like a tidal wave.


“What is this?”

“What now?!”

“You look too handsome! If you go out like this, everyone will be staring at you! I hate it!”

“What do you want from me?!”

It’s a problem no matter what I do. She hounds me either way.

When I looked to my father for some help, he just sighed deeply.

Meanwhile, my mother was smiling, saying it was lovely how close we were as siblings. It was driving me mad.

After much trial and error, I finally found a middle ground that Kaya’s nagging wouldn’t pierce.

‘Not too handsome, but not shabby either—somewhere in between.’

It’s a hassle, but what can I do? It’s a request from Kaya, so I have to comply.

She just wants her brother to look good. But at the same time, she’s jealous and doesn’t want other girls to take notice. I’ve decided to let it slide.

Someday, when she gets older, becomes an adult, and meets someone, she’ll become indifferent!

“Young Master.”

“Hm? What is it? I’m finished.”

“We just received a message. They’re asking why you’ve been inside the estate for so long without coming in….”

“Is it Kaya?”

Nods

Kaya, my dear sister. To be fair, it’s only been 20 minutes…

I’m doing this because of your constant nagging, and you still can’t wait?

“Alright, let’s go.”

I quickly finished up and headed toward the main castle.

The carriage slowed down as we approached.

Just as I was about to hear some commotion outside—

Thud!

“What the—”

Before I could even step inside or be greeted in the garden or at the castle gate, someone rushed up and yanked open the door, greeting me with enthusiasm.


“Kael, Brother!”

“Kaya.”

“Brother!!!”

Oh no. My dear sister, you’re not a little kid anymore!

Don’t cling to me like this—I can’t breathe…!



 
  
    Chapter 16 : The Imperial White is happy


I definitely arrived at our family estate. That was 30 minutes ago already.

But why, for what reason, am I still inside the carriage and not in the castle?

Father, Mother. Your son has returned. I want to see you both…

“So? What happened next?”

“Kaya, can we continue this conversation inside―”

“No, tell me now.”

Is this really something a fifteen-year-old would say? Our Kaya… Surely, you haven’t reverted back to being a five-year-old, right?

Of course, you were the cutest back then, but having you be a five-year-old forever would be a bit too much!

“Kaya, come on. Anyway, when we go inside, I will tell father and mother…”

“I have to know first. I need to know everything. So, I’m going to hear it all right here.”

I can’t help but burst out laughing at her words.

Seriously, my little sister. Maybe nothing has changed since you were little.

“Oppaaah, so, aren’t you going to tell me the next part?”

“Can’t you just listen when I tell our parents?”

“Nooo! I, I have to know first! I want to know first!”

“But you won’t be able to keep it to yourself for even 30 minutes.”

“I don’t care!”

It was Kaya who was throwing a tantrum, but come to think of it, I did the same back then.

Even though I wasn’t particularly outstanding except for my status, she always praised me, calling me ‘oppa.’

“Why are you laughing?”

“No, I just remembered when you were little. Kaya, you were always like that.”

“If you remember, tell me everything now. So, what happened?”

At this rate, we’re not going to get anywhere. And the winner and loser have already been decided.

Knowing well that Kaya wouldn’t back down even if I dragged this out, I decided to give in to her request.

“…I see. So that’s what happened. Oppa, you did such an incredible thing…”

“Don’t say it’s incredible. I just did what I could, but wait, Kaya, Kaya?”

Startled, I grabbed Kaya’s face with both hands.

Did I see wrong? No, I saw it correctly. Then, why on earth…?

“What? What is it? Kaya, why are you crying?!”

My heart sinks. I came home, but my sister is suddenly crying.

How could any brother not be alarmed and ask why?

“What’s wrong, Kaya? Huh? Did something happen? Come on, tell oppa. Huh?”

“No… It’s not that…”

“Why, why, why? Why are you doing this? Please, just tell me.”

Is there something I don’t know? Is there something our parents are hiding from me?

Or did something happen that Kaya can’t even explain to our parents?

If it’s related to some guy, I swear I’ll kill the bastard who made my sister cry…

“It’s because… oppa, you seem to have gone through so much…”

“…What?”

“I, I was just living comfortably. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Kael oppa. Hic, sob!”

Hmm. Turns out the bastard I needed to kill was me. This is a bit embarrassing.

I set aside my awkwardness and comforted Kaya, telling her it was okay.

“I was worried there was something wrong.”

“If there’s something wrong with you, then that means there’s something wrong with me…”

“I didn’t come back hurt. I even raised our family’s reputation, so you should be congratulating me. I came back expecting that, but if you cry like this, it’s a bit disappointing, isn’t it?”

When I teased her a little, Kaya quickly wiped her face, startled.

Then she shouted, “I wasn’t crying!” Just like when she was five years old.

“Was everything alright in the family while I was gone?”

“Yeah, nothing happened.”

“Well, it’s only been six months, so―”

“No! ‘Only’ six months? It’s been six whole months!”

“Y-yeah.”

I barely managed to calm Kaya, who seemed ready to get excited again, and stepped out of the carriage.

Then, Alexei, who had been waiting outside, greeted Kaya.

“It’s been a while, Lady Kaya.”

“Alexei, it’s been a while.”

Kaya suddenly approached Alexei and patted him on the shoulder.

The height difference made her stand on tiptoe, straining a bit, which looked very cute.

“My lady?”

“Thank you so much for faithfully assisting my brother. Please continue to take care of him.”

“Of course. The Young Master’s safety is my own!”

Look at our Alexei’s attentiveness. Truly, being a servant isn’t something just anyone can do.

Once inside the estate, I was finally able to see Father and Mother.

“Welcome back, Kael.”

My father, Arthur Clauwitz von Berthier, Duke of the Empire.

He may be a bit stern, being a soldier by birth, but he is by no means a cold person.

A good father, an excellent family head, and a loyal servant.

It would’ve been nice if he had asked for my opinion before sending me off to serve in the military, though. Ahem.

“Welcome home, my son.”

The person next to him, my mother, Leena Seharad Clauwitz.

As you can tell from her middle name, she’s from the Seharad family.

She also hails from the County of Luken, so we often visit my maternal relatives.

During this recent trip around the capital, there was also a banquet hosted by my mother’s family.

“I’m back, Father, Mother.”

I greeted them with a dignified demeanor befitting the eldest son and future Duke of the Empire.

Father smiled contentedly, and Mother patted me, saying I must have had a hard time.

Indeed, nothing beats being with my family. Our home is the best.

For the sake of these people, for this place, I can do anything.

Even if it means playing the role of an unintentional genius strategist or whatever.


“…I see. So, that’s how it happened.”

“Yes, Father. I tried to avoid causing any trouble for the family―”

“Trouble? What trouble? Though I am categorized as a pro-war faction due to my military position, I am not bound like other nobles.”

—Tap, tap.

Duke of the Empire, Arthur Clauwitz, tapped the table and continued.

“The military should be separate from politics. It shouldn’t be completely isolated, but neither should it be overly involved. Some say that doing so reduces it to nothing but a pawn… But in the end, isn’t the military supposed to protect the nation and its people as swords and shields?”

At his words, Kael remained silent, looking down.

It would weigh on his mind. Feeling as though he’d become more entangled in politics than he had intended.

If both factions were showing interest, it meant he’d already entered the game of political intrigue.

“But, you see…”

The Duke looked at his son, the young head of the family, his successor.

“Kael, you are not a part of the military. You may serve with them, but you are not a soldier like me.”

“…Then, what about when you sent me to the military?”

“Of course, it was with the hope that you would follow in my footsteps and those of the previous family heads. However, if you choose a different path, a path that could lead our family brilliantly, why would I oppose it?”

Does that upset you? No, quite the opposite. The Duke was actually very pleased.

The first head of the Clauwitz family, who stood by the side of the Great Emperor who founded the Empire and shared all the glory with him.

His children and grandchildren also all served as military officers and commanders.

At some point, it became a family tradition, and they never dreamed of anything else.

Perhaps that’s why the Duke also thought it was only natural.

Without much thought, he entered the military and even recommended it to his son.

But then his son, Kael, caused a stir in the Duke’s heart.

“Could someone not be a military figure in our family? Not only that, but enough for both factions and even the royal family to show interest?”

It was a very positive sign of change. A starting point that suggested other possibilities.

No one knew better than he that staying in one place wouldn’t allow them to advance any further.

That’s why, contrary to Kael’s worries, the Duke was very satisfied.

“Actually, I was somewhat concerned about this matter.”

“What do you mean, concerned? What is it?”

“Both the pro-war and pro-peace factions seem to have taken an interest in you. In the process, you ended up siding with the former, so wouldn’t the latter now see you—and by extension, our family—as an enemy?”

Indeed, it was a valid point.

In politics, there are no permanent friends or enemies, but whoever hinders the faction’s path is considered a temporary enemy.

And political battles are very different from those on the battlefield, which must be a burden for the Duke.

“I see.”

But Kael did not seem particularly concerned.

“Kael?”

“I actually think there is nothing to worry about.”

“Why is that?”

“Politics is divided between the pro-war and pro-peace factions. Even though the Neutral Faction mediates, neutrality always teeters on a thin line.”

“Indeed.” The Duke nodded.

“Yet the Empire continues to run smoothly, despite the constant rivalry between the two factions. At first, I found it strange, but I think I’ve grasped the reason now.”

Kael smiled as he continued.

“The pro-war and pro-peace factions

, the Second Princess, and the First Prince. Someone higher up is condoning all of this. Moreover, they are using it in a way that benefits the Empire.”

Once I sensed something strange, predicting the next step became easier.

In my past life’s memories, some kings in a quiet country at dawn did the same.


The Emperor… or the Crown Princess. It has to be one of them. I was certain of it.

And soon after…

“Oppa! Someone from the Imperial Family has arrived!!”

Yeah. I knew this would happen.





 
  
    Chapter 17 : Why I hold a spear instead of a sword


A grand trumpet sound. Knights clad in splendid, glittering armor filled the surroundings.

Between them appeared a herald, striding on a red carpet and raising his voice dramatically.

“Lord Clauwitz, Duke of Berthier! Receive the command!”

…No such thing happened. Sorry, that was just my imagination.

I thought it would be like that since someone had arrived from the capital, or more specifically, the Imperial Palace.

But what I actually saw was a single knight politely delivering something.

Then, Father received it and promptly replied that he would respond soon.

“Hmm.”

After checking the letter first, Father explained its contents to the family.

“…The Second Princess has summoned you, Kael.”

“Her Highness, the Second Princess, has summoned me?”

“That’s the way it seems, for now.”

For now. “For now.” I can roughly guess what that means.

I expected this. The Second Princess was chosen because it was the least burdensome option.

She would never be so rude as to summon someone who had just returned home.

But if I’m being called in Her Highness the Second Princess’s name, there can only be one reason.

‘In truth, someone much higher wants to summon me, but they want to keep it secret publicly.’

This is not something I can refuse, and if that’s the truth, I must go without question.

I thought about leaving immediately, but perhaps out of consideration, the letter mentioned “come slowly.”

It doesn’t actually mean to come slowly. It means to depart the day after receiving the letter.

“You’ll have to leave early tomorrow morning, Kael.”

“I’ll call for Alexei again,” said Mother.

“Yes. Please do. Father, Mother.”

Because I have to soothe someone who’s likely most unhappy with the current situation.

How long has it been since I returned home, and now I have to go back to the capital?

Though both of my parents seemed understanding, Kaya did not.

“This is just not fair! Don’t you know that Oppa just got here yesterday?!”

Kaya, sitting on a bench in the garden, complained that it was hard to accept.

At least she wasn’t stubbornly demanding that I not go, like when she was younger.

“I know, but what can we do? There’s clearly an urgent matter.”

“Dad said nothing is more important than rest. Oppa should be resting at home now!”

“Can’t I rest again after coming back from the capital?”

At my question, Kaya glanced at me and shook her head.

“I’m worried because I don’t think that will be possible, Oppa.”

“Hmm…”

Honestly, I feel the same. It doesn’t seem like something that will end quickly.

When I left the capital, I even met and greeted several nobles.

So, there’s no way the Imperial Palace wouldn’t know about my departure.

If you calculate the days, knowing my arrival date wouldn’t be hard.

Even so, sending someone specifically suggests there’s an urgent reason.

“I’m a bit worried, Oppa.”

“What about?”

“Not Father, but a specific order to summon you to the palace. A person with no title, not even the Duke of the Empire.”

“Maybe they’re planning to give me a big reward.”

“Or maybe they have a big task for you?”

At times like these, it’s frustrating how sharp my little sister is.

It would be nice if I could soothe her with a bit of a lie, but I don’t think that’s possible with her.

“Kaya.”

“Oppa, you should start preparing soon. If you’re late, it’ll be a big problem. It’s an imperial order.”

“Just five more minutes.”

Kaya clung to my side, refusing to let go.

Anyone who saw us might think we were a couple, sweet and affectionate.

I can’t let strange rumors spread that might ruin my sister’s future marriage prospects.

“I was going to keep it a secret and show it to you tomorrow…”

“Huh? Kaya, what did you just say?”

I couldn’t hear her properly, so I asked again, and Kaya mumbled softly.

“I… I won it all.”

“You won it all?”

“The knights of our family.”

“What?”

“I sparred one-on-one and won against everyone except the captain.”

For a moment, I thought I misheard. Kaya beat someone?

“You defeated all of our family’s knights?”

“Yes.”

“Except for the captain… Wait, does that mean you even beat the vice-captain?”

-Knod, knod-

Without a hint of hesitation, Kaya nodded affirmatively.

There’s no way she would lie to me. She would never do that.

That’s why I was even more surprised. So surprised that I couldn’t even speak properly.

I knew she had been diligently training in martial arts since childhood, saying she would protect me.

Compared to me, who wasn’t particularly talented in physical skills, her results were impressive.

I remember the knights clapping whenever they saw young Kaya wielding a spear.

But Kaya is only fifteen years old. She’s still just a girl.

She hasn’t even come of age, let alone gone to war. She’s my little sister.

And yet, she defeated all the knights in our family?

And even beat the vice-captain, whose skills are almost on par with the captain??

“Really? Did you really defeat the vice-captain too?”

“Yes.”

“Did they—”


“There’s no way they went easy on me, Oppa.”

Right. The knights who fought alongside Father in countless battles aren’t ones to go easy.

Even if it was Kaya, the daughter of the lord they serve, it would be unthinkable.

Instead, it would be more appropriate to do their best to defeat her and provide any necessary advice.

“That’s amazing…”

“Is that all?”

Kaya glared at me. Obviously, this can’t be the end.

A fifteen-year-old girl defeating official knights is no ordinary feat.

“Our Kaya is a genius. A genius.”

“Hehehe.”

When I patted her head, she melted into a puddle, not knowing what to do.

Should I say she looked like a puppy? Or maybe a cat that only follows me?

Ah, but I’m definitely not treating my sister like a pet.

“At this rate, you might become the Empire’s greatest spear.”

“Hmph! If I want to help my brother, who will one day become the Duke of the Empire, I should be at least that good.”

“Kaya, just being by my side helps me.”

No matter what, family is a presence that just needs to be there.

I couldn’t do that in my previous life, but this time it’s different. I can change it.

Rather than them sacrificing for me, I will do everything for them.

To achieve that, I could do anything, even play the role of an unintended genius strategist.

“Let’s go inside, Kaya. If I have to leave early in the morning…”

“You go in first, Oppa. I’ll stay a bit longer.”

With a bright smile, Kaya gently pushed her brother’s back.

Kael, who hesitated briefly at her words, soon nodded.

She wasn’t a five-year-old anymore, but a fifteen-year-old, so telling her to go to bed early would just be nagging.

She’d handle herself well; she was at that age and needed to.

Still, with a reminder to come inside soon because the night air was chilly, Kael went in first.

Watching her brother’s back with a lingering gaze, Kaya turned her eyes to the night sky.

“Sigh.”

Her heart felt uneasy. She was tormented by the guilt of having told a lie.

To no one else but Kael, the person she loved most in the world.

She shouldn’t have done that. It would have been much better to be honest.

It’s true she defeated the knights of the family. It’s true she even beat the vice-captain.

But that’s all she said. There was more she should have mentioned, and some things she shouldn’t have.

“The greatest spear of the Empire…”

She muttered the words Kael had just mentioned.

“My Lady, how… when did you become so strong?”

After defeating the vice-captain, Kaya secretly sparred with the captain of the family’s knights.

The final result was a victory for the captain, but from the captain’s perspective, it was as good as a loss.

The reason being, Kaya, much younger and less experienced, had fought evenly with him.

And she had even used a spear, not her main weapon.

“That was incredible. To have such skill at fifteen… It’s unbelievable.”

“I didn’t hold back. I truly gave it my all.”

“But, My Lady, why do you insist on using the spear? If it weren’t for the spear, I would have lost the sparring earlier.”

“The truth is, your real mastery lies in swordsmanship, doesn’t it?”

Yes, Kaya Clauwitz. Before her brother, she showed her skills with a spear.

But her real prowess was not with the spear, but the sword. She could defeat anyone with it.

Few people knew this fact. Only two people in the territory of Duke Berthier knew.

One was the knight captain who had sparred with Kaya. The other was the Duke of Berthier himself.

So why hide this truth? Why show Kael only her skills with the spear?

‘Because Kael oppa, at least, is decent with the sword. I never want to take away his good points.’

The people of the Clauwitz family, who had served in the military for generations, had always been extraordinarily physically gifted.

Compared to that, Kael’s physical abilities were just slightly above average.

Not weak, but not overwhelming either. His martial skills were around average, too.

His swordsmanship was quite excellent, and he was secretly proud of it.

And Kaya, who had watched him closely, didn’t

want to undermine his swordsmanship.

So she chose the spear over the sword. It was more than enough to stay by Kael’s side.

‘It doesn’t matter if it’s a sword or a spear. As long as it’s for Kael oppa, I’m fine with anything.’

Looking at the moon and stars far away in the night sky, Kaya smiled faintly.

“Young Master! Everything is ready,” Alexei called out.

“Are you okay, Alexei? You didn’t even get to rest upon arriving.”


“Yes, I’m fine. Going to the Imperial Palace… My heart might burst. Hahaha!”

Right, I feel like my heart might burst, too.

How long had it been since I returned to the family? Now I was heading back to the capital.

The only difference was that my final destination was the Imperial Palace.





 
  
    Chapter 18 : Oh my gosh


On the way to the capital, I leaned against the carriage window, organizing my thoughts.

First and foremost, there’s no way the Imperial Palace doesn’t know when I returned to the family estate. Their eyes and ears are everywhere. It’s not for nothing that they rule this vast empire.

Calculating the time, they sent the order just around when I was expected to arrive.

So, is this whole situation just a test of loyalty?

Are they checking how I’ll react to this bothersome command?

“No, that can’t be it. The Imperial Palace isn’t some local company.”

Above all, a royal command is absolute. Before it, any noble is merely a servant.

Issues like whether it is bothersome or not don’t even come up.

Reacting that way is out of the question, and even thinking that way doesn’t make sense.

“…So, in the end, there’s only one conclusion.”

Some situation has occurred that requires them to call me back.

Someone has heard about me. Someone has taken an interest in me.

Originally, they might have intended to take their time to figure out what kind of person I am.

But something happened, and they judged it a good opportunity to see what I’m made of.

So, I was summoned to the Imperial Palace at a somewhat awkward time.

“Lord Kael!”

And my suspicions grew more certain when I met the Second Princess.

“Kael Clauwitz of the Berthier Duchy greets Her Highness, the Second Princess.”

“Oh… yes, yes. It’s nice to see you again, Lord Kael.”

How long has it been since we last met? So, are we on familiar terms now? That’s nonsense.

I am a noble and a subject, while the Princess is royalty and the heart of this empire.

That gap cannot be bridged. Even if those two classes were to become a married couple, it would be the same.

“Well, first of all, I want to apologize. I called you back urgently after only a few days of returning to your family.”

“How could you say such a thing, Your Highness? I am a servant of the Empire, and whenever and wherever the Imperial Palace summons me, I will have no doubt in rushing to your call.”

This is the time to express loyalty. Doing it at an odd moment would only reduce one’s points.

With that in mind, I even added an apology for being a little late.

Then the Princess waved her hand, saying it wasn’t necessary. As expected, she has a kind heart.

“All preparations are complete, correct? We are about to enter the palace.”

“Yes, Your Highness. However, may I ask why you summoned me?”

I know it wasn’t the Princess who summoned me. I’m almost certain, not just predicting.

But I pretended not to know, hoping to gather some information.

“Oh, that’s….”

The Princess hesitated for a moment before speaking, saying I’d find out soon enough.

“Actually, it wasn’t I who called you to the palace.”

“Not you, Your Highness? But the letter I received clearly….”

“It’s a long story. In any case, I’m not the one who summoned you. And to add one more thing, I don’t even know why you were called.”

This was a bit unexpected. I thought she would at least know the reason.

So, it seems her name was simply borrowed. No, not even “borrowed”—it was just used.

‘Wow. Thinking about it like that makes me even more nervous.’

At first, I thought it would be the Crown Princess at the very least or, if I was particularly unlucky, the Emperor.

But now I realize that was an utterly pointless concern.

Whoever summoned me, for whatever reason, it won’t be an ordinary matter!

The capital, the heart of the empire.

And the most important place within that capital, the Imperial Palace.

I was entering that very place now.

I thought I would only go there when I inherited the title of Duke of the Empire.

Otherwise, I believed I would never set foot there in my life.

Yet here I am, not even in my mid-twenties, entering the palace!

“…Pfft.”

“Your Highness?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Lord Kael. It’s just that seeing you so tense was unexpected.”

Unexpected that I look tense? I don’t quite understand what she means.

So I waited quietly for her next words, and the Princess continued to explain.

“It reminded me of the time when we were facing off against Norvogrod. When a meteor fell, and the morale of the troops was in shambles. Everyone else was worried, but you, Lord Kael, seemed completely unaffected.”

“Well… yes, I suppose I just had a sudden burst of wit at the time.”

“So, I somehow assumed you wouldn’t be easily surprised or nervous.”

Your Highness, that was that, but entering the Imperial Palace is a completely different matter, isn’t it?

I thought this was the kind of event that might only happen once in my lifetime.

While chatting with the Princess, we arrived at “that place.”

A heavily guarded area, an impenetrable line of defense.

After thorough inspections, the Princess and I finally got out of the carriage.

‘…This is the space of the Imperial Family that leads the Empire.’

I couldn’t help but feel awed. Even searching through all my past-life memories, I couldn’t fully describe it.

The magnificent sight overwhelmed me; I felt somewhat intimidated, to be honest.

“Lord Kael.”

Regaining my senses, I followed the Princess and the knights as we moved forward.

I wondered who would be waiting for me. The Crown Princess? Or perhaps the Emperor?

Both were equally intimidating, though if I had to choose, it would be the former.

Even with my past-life memories and my unique situation, conversing with the Emperor, the very peak of the Empire, would be extremely challenging.

“This way.”

Beyond the pillars lay a beautifully decorated garden.

At the entrance, the knights stopped and completely surrounded the area.

Entering with the Princess, I caught sight of someone’s side profile.

‘…Ha.’

There’s a saying: a person who makes you sigh in awe at the mere sight of them.

Someone who naturally commands others with innate charisma, a person born to lead.

I had wondered if such a thing existed, but this person before me was the perfect example.

“You’ve arrived.”

That was all. Those were the only words directed at me.


But within them, I felt a powerful sense of elegance and nobility.

Even sitting comfortably, leaning back in a chair, an extraordinary aura radiated from her.

“Kael Clauwitz, son of the Duke of Berthier.”

Focus, I told myself. I immediately kneeled and greeted her.

“I greet the noble of the Empire, Her Highness the Crown Princess.”

When a meteor fell, shattering the soldiers’ morale, instead of rallying the troops, she chose to somehow put the meteor back in the sky.

Whether it was with a kite or a scarecrow tied to it didn’t matter.

What mattered was that she correctly identified the problem and moved people’s hearts.

The incident that struck a blow to Norvogrod was, frankly speaking, quite risky.

If the enemies had moved out of their camp, it could have resulted in significant losses.

But looking at it from another angle, it also meant there was that much confidence.

Next, the egg-standing challenge. Right. The social circles were already calling it “Kael’s Egg.”

It was said that a young noble, barely of age, outsmarted one of the pro-peace faction’s brains.

I admired it—boasting about one’s achievements while elegantly mocking the opponent.

When the pro-peace faction tried to pressure the pro-war faction with taxes, he turned the tables by appealing to the pride of those who had served in the military.

Every single one was quite the masterpiece. Now I understand why my sister was so excited.

Observing from a distance was enough. Now, it was time to meet in person.

So, I thought of taking my time, slowly. Was the deity perhaps favoring him?

“Bel, we must summon him immediately.”

A situation arose, one that provided a perfect opportunity to evaluate him.

Her younger sister, the Second Princess Isabel, might have tilted her head but did as she was told.

She could have asked why, but she didn’t. Maybe it was to keep her boundaries.

She’s quite a smart sister. And she was the one who praised him so highly.

Was he just a lucky fellow, as he said? Or was there something more?

The Crown Princess, Aria Heldenberg, who was waiting in a corner of the garden for her guest to arrive…

“Kael Clauwitz, son of the Duke of Berthier, greets Her Highness, the noble of the Empire, the Crown Princess.”

Finally, she met the much-talked-about genius strategist.

“Take a seat.”

At her command, I immediately sat down.

“Would you like coffee or tea?”

I replied that I would be grateful for whatever she offered.

To be honest, whether it was coffee or tea, I wouldn’t be able to taste it anyway right now.

‘Thank goodness it wasn’t the Emperor… Though honestly, the Crown Princess or the Emperor, there’s no difference at all.’

Let’s not forget. The woman in front of me is by no means an ordinary one.

She is incomparable, even to the Second Princess sitting next to me.

She is the Crown Princess, the next in line to the throne, the future ruler of this Empire!

“From your expression, it seems you’re not nervous. That’s a relief.”

She thinks I don’t look nervous? What is she talking about?

Right now, my heart is pounding so hard I’m worried it might be audible.

Meanwhile, the Second Princess glanced at me with wide eyes, looking surprised.

The look in her eyes seemed to say, “Was all that nervousness from earlier just an act?”

Is it one of those things where if you’re too nervous, it looks like you’re not nervous at all?


“Good, Lord Kael. Then I can get straight to the point without worry.”

No, Your Highness the Crown Princess. I would greatly appreciate it if you took it a bit slower…

“A negotiation between the three eastern nations for an alliance against us was recently concluded.”

…What?

“Their goal, of course, is to join forces and oppose our Empire.”



 
  
    Chapter 19 : I am not a mountaineering enthusiast


Beyond the eastern border of the Empire, there are three kingdoms. In order of territory size, they are Burkhein, Kaden, and Forland.

These are collectively known within the Empire as the Eastern Three Kingdoms.

Territory, average. Population, average. Resources, average. Everything about them is average.

They could be said to be kingdoms that live up to their name in the most literal sense.

But there’s one thing: their history is as long as that of our Empire.

What does this mean? It means they have their own history, and thus, they have pride.

They have watched the growth of the Empire with caution and have even gone to war against it.

Just ten years ago, the “Eastern Frontier” of the Empire was a dangerous place because of wars.

If the three kingdoms had been one unified kingdom instead of three separate ones,

I can guarantee that the Empire would have had quite a headache over this eastern region.

‘None of the three kingdoms liked it when any one of them grew too large.’

It’s more bothersome to see the neighbor right next to you doing well than a distant neighbor.

Whenever one of the three seemed to be rising, the others would drag it down.

Thanks to this, the Empire didn’t have to spend more resources and time than necessary in the east.

But what the Crown Princess just said has turned that situation upside down.

“Sister? What… an alliance of the Eastern Three Kingdoms?”

“It’s a report from the Special Intelligence Department. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs also considers it highly likely.”

“That’s…”

As I said, there is nothing particularly outstanding about any of the Eastern Three Kingdoms individually.

But that’s only when looking at them one by one. Now, that has grown threefold.

…No, no, it would be more than threefold. There’s the synergy effect, after all.

‘An alliance of the Eastern Three Kingdoms. What this suggests is… just one thing.’

“Lord Kael, what do you think?”

At that moment, the Crown Princess looked at me and asked a question.

Without much thought, I gave the correct answer.

“I believe they will show military action, Your Highness.”

“And then?”

“If it becomes more dramatic, there could be an outbreak of war in the east.”

It’s hard to imagine that the Eastern Three Kingdoms came together to say, ‘Let’s get along well with the Empire!’

These are the ones who have been checking and tripping each other up until now?

This means they found it burdensome to fight alone, so they found allies.

“Yes, as you said. The Eastern Three Kingdoms seem prepared to go to war with our Empire.”

If such words came from none other than the Crown Princess, then it’s almost certain that the Eastern Three Kingdoms will soon show hostile actions.

The Empire will likely start moving in earnest within two days at the latest.

“Sister, then shouldn’t we immediately pressure the pro-peace nobles?”

“Pressure them?”

“Yes, it’s proven that diplomacy, which they’ve been advocating so strongly, is of no use. Think about how much time, resources, effort, and sincerity the Empire has put into the East so far!”

As the Princess said, the pro-peace faction focused on the east, which seemed the most likely target.

The idea was that since the three countries were tripping each other up, they might reduce their resistance to the Empire.

That was their thought, and they supported pro-Empire factions through various contacts.

However, the result is that the three kingdoms have united, and the Eastern Three Kingdoms are on the verge of pointing their spears and swords at the Empire.

If this is tolerated, other neighboring kingdoms will also start showing suspicious movements.

It is natural for the Empire to act, but internal order must also be maintained.

This was the point the Princess was making to her sister, the Crown Princess.

“Tsk tsk.”

But the Crown Princess just clicked her tongue and shook her head.

“It seems, Belle, that you still have a lot to learn.”

“Sister? What do you mean…?”

The Princess looked quite flustered and didn’t know what to do.

“Lord Kael.”

The Crown Princess turned her head to look at me and continued.

“What do you think? Should we really use this opportunity to push the pro-peace faction out of the political sphere?”

I am the eldest son of the Duke of Berthier. A descendant of a family that has been active in the military for generations.

I have distinguished myself on the battlefield and, when active in the capital, have sided with the pro-war faction.

So, in the eyes of others, I would clearly appear as a member of the pro-war faction.

In this situation, the Crown Princess is asking me, ‘What should we do with the pro-peace faction?’

…Is the Crown Princess a member of the pro-war faction?

No, she is closer to the neutral faction.

…No, I am wrong. She is an absolute ruler. She has no reason to choose a side.

She seems neutral because she can choose at any time and let go at any time.

What answer should I give in front of such a person?

What words must I say to earn the satisfaction of this absolute ruler?

My mind spun madly, and it only took a few seconds to answer.

“No, Your Highness. On the contrary, I think that it is precisely at times like this that we should not push out the pro-peace faction.”

“Lord Kael?!”

“Hoo.”

The Crown Princess wore an expression of interest, while the Princess looked at me as if I were a traitor.

No, Your Highness, please don’t look at me as if I were a bat. It’s not like that.

“I’d like to hear more of your reasoning. Would you mind?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Taking a brief breath, I sorted out my thoughts before speaking.

“First of all, the pro-peace faction within the Empire has not completely failed.”

“It has not failed? Isn’t this current situation a failure? Three kingdoms have united, and the security of the east could be at risk.”

“It appears that way. At first glance, it does.”

Of course. If they had truly failed, this situation wouldn’t have escalated so quickly.

“The fact that these three kingdoms moved so suddenly has a reason. For example, to suppress the growing pro-Empire factions within. Because they perceived a threat.”

“The desperate anti-Empire factions joined hands and led the alliance negotiations?”

“It’s not impossible, as the anti-Empire factions still have more power in the three kingdoms.”

Having seen this situation many times in my past life, it’s not hard to understand.


The easiest way to take down your opponent in politics is to create an external enemy.

Then, declare that your political opponent has ties to that external enemy.

This will naturally cause internal public sentiment to fracture and scatter quickly.

“To go to war with the Empire just to deal with a newly emerging pro-Empire faction. Hmm. Lord Kael, aren’t you underestimating the intelligence of the three kingdoms’ leadership?”

“I would rather hope that my guess is wrong. I hope their leadership is more intelligent than my prediction.”

“Why is that?”

“Those in power often fear losing the source of their power more than losing their country. Even if they see the future clearly, they cannot help but fear the immediate loss of public support.”

The Crown Princess nodded silently.

Only the sound of her tapping the table filled the air.

“And the pro-peace faction within the Empire must remain for what comes next.”

“For what comes next?”

“Leaving behind a faction that still seeks dialogue over war, even in such a situation, will create the perception among other kingdoms that ‘The Empire always keeps a door open for more peaceful methods.’ If we can get through this Eastern situation well, it will benefit the Empire in many ways.”

The Crown Princess laughed at my answer, saying, ‘And we could also set a precedent that the Empire left room for dialogue until the end with the Eastern Three Kingdoms, right?’

As expected, she is sharp. She seemed to have already understood everything, even beyond what I said.

“Indeed. Lord Kael, you are correct. I’m impressed you grasped all that.”

“I am honored, Your Highness.”

“I hear you are only twenty-one years old? You don’t seem like it; it’s truly fascinating.”

If we consider it that way, Your Highness, you’re only twenty-four, and yet you’ve grasped the same things as I have.

Moreover, you have no memories or experiences from a past life, which makes it even more terrifying.

I was merely spouting things to get through this situation!

“Ah, oh…”

At that moment, the Princess, who had been quietly listening, sighed.

Then she bowed her head deeply and apologized to the Crown Princess.

“I’m sorry, Sister. I’m sorry, Your Highness the Crown Princess. I was so ignorant of this great matter…”

“It’s natural not to know, Belle. On the contrary, the man next to you is surprisingly exceptional, almost excessively so. You’ve caught a big fish. Hahaha.”

“…?”

Caught what? A big fish? What do you mean by that?

“Well then, shall we move on to the next matter?”

At the Crown Princess’s gesture, maids appeared from somewhere and began to clear the table.

It happened so quickly that I would only understand what had occurred later.

As expected of the palace maids. It might not even be a lie that they could act as guards!

“Look at this, Lord Kael. Do you know what it is?”

“If I may humbly offer my opinion, it seems to be a map of the Empire’s eastern border and the adjacent territories of the three eastern kingdoms.”

“You see it correctly. Yes, it’s a detailed map of that area’s terrain.”

As expected of the Empire, such a tactical map… It’s almost like a modern map, with a bit of exaggeration!

“They dare provoke our Empire because there are many paths for them to come to us, but only limited paths for us to reach them. Even if one of these routes is blocked, it’s like having a noose tightened around their necks.”

The Crown Princess pointed to one of these paths.

“This place, which we call the Pavilion. We plan to station elite troops here and defend it. Soon, the Ministry of War and the military will issue an operation plan.”

“I see.”

“And I want you to accompany them there, Lord Kael.”

“You want me… to accompany them?”

I expected it wouldn’t be an ordinary matter, but… another military campaign?

And this time, it’s a command from none other than the Crown Princess.

“I’d like to borrow your wit once again. Can you help?”

“Your Highness the Crown Princess, I am always ready to serve the Empire. However—”

“No one will nitpick about your age or experience. I promise.”

Damn it. This is a big deal. This is a poisoned chalice. It’s an expectation from the person next in line to the Emperor!

If things go well, all is fine, but if I make a slight mistake, it won’t just tarnish our family’s honor.

“…I will do my best, Your Highness.”

Of course, I can’t say, ‘No, I won’t.’ and try to run away.

It’s a request or rather a command from none other than the Crown Princess.

If I perform well, our family could soar to new heights.

“A pleasing answer. Now, let me ask, if you were there, how would you act?”

“If I were there, I would…”

The critical choke points for the Empire’s army, which must be held at all costs.

Mountains stretch alongside the relatively easy-to-defend paths.

‘Mountains… Mountains.’

After finishing my thought, I pointed to a place on the map spread before me.


“I would like to make use of this area, Your Highness.”

I pointed to a mountain next to the pathway, and the Crown Princess’s expression turned peculiar.

She was probably surprised that I chose what seemed to be the wrong answer, ignoring the obvious strategic choice of defending an easy path.

But don’t worry, Your Highness. I am not a climbing enthusiast like Ma Su, who knew only one thing.





 
  
    Chapter 20 : Opening


In the year 178 of the Imperial calendar, a sudden piece of news landed in the capital.

“…Burkhein, Kaden, and Forland—these three kingdoms swear before the omnipotent God that they will face all obstacles together in the name of unity.”

The three eastern kingdoms, who had been bickering among themselves, joined hands.

It was obvious without even looking to see what kind of “obstacles” they referred to.

The Empire. Yes, it was clear that the “obstacles” they mentioned were none other than the Empire.

Some people thought that even after making such declarations, the alliance would not last long and would soon fall apart on its own.

If those three kingdoms could unite, they should have done so from the start.

But soon, even those who spoke loudly began to realize that something was amiss.

“The alliance of the three kingdoms will do whatever is necessary for its unity. If anything threatens our foundation, we will consider everything an enemy, except for God.”

This was different from before. Things were gradually getting serious.

The word “enemy,” which does not normally appear in diplomatic statements, was blatantly included.

First, news spread that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was moving quickly.

Not long after, the atmosphere at the Ministry of War became tense, like walking on thin ice.

Every day, the Three Kingdoms’ Alliance in the east launched strong criticisms against the Empire.

If this trend continued, everyone would naturally reach one conclusion.

“War.”

“This means war.”

The east, which had been quiet for nearly a decade, was on the brink of being engulfed in flames once again.

With this certainty, all eyes turned to see who would declare war first.

Most people thought that the Empire would make the declaration of war.

They couldn’t imagine this mighty nation giving that initiative to them.

But the Empire remained silent. It only expressed regret over the statements from the Three Kingdoms’ Alliance.

Those unfamiliar with the political landscape were puzzled by this.

Conversely, those who had some understanding could somewhat guess the reason.

“It seems the Empire has no intention of wiping out the pro-peace faction within.”

“Phew, we dodged a bullet. I thought we might end up being labeled as traitors.”

“The pro-war faction must not overreach, so they’ve put in at least minimal safeguards.”

Those who had a rough estimate quietly withdrew their calls for a declaration of war.

Instead, they criticized the Three Kingdoms’ Alliance daily, claiming that they were the ones breaking the peace.

In the end, the ones who couldn’t hold back any longer were not the Empire but the Three Kingdoms’ Alliance.

It was inevitable; their situation wasn’t great either.

“We’re doing this to crush the pro-Empire faction for now…”

“But the Empire needs to declare war soon for us to have a proper justification. If the domestic sentiment cools down, the pro-Empire faction will rise again!”

“If we go to war, we can at least maintain our position. But if we back down without even fighting, the alliance we’ve painstakingly formed will fall apart completely.”

The ones who felt most desperate were the anti-Empire factions within each kingdom.

To keep this atmosphere going, war was a necessary element.

A declaration of war from the enemy would be the best justification, but the Empire was not going to give it up easily.

So, in the end, they declared war on the Empire in the name of their alliance.

“[The Three Kingdoms’ Alliance expresses great regret over the current situation… For the sake of peace in the east, we have made a decision with firm resolve…]”

They wrote a lot, but to sum it up, it was something like this:

“Hey, Empire, you bastards. Let’s have a fight! The winner in the east will be us!”

This was not baseless confidence. The Empire, with its vast territory, shares borders with many nations.

Thus, it is almost impossible for the Empire to concentrate its entire force in one place.

On the other hand, the Three Kingdoms’ Alliance only had to deal with the limited forces of the Empire, making it a feasible endeavor.

After the Three Kingdoms’ Alliance declared war, the Empire also issued an official statement through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The Empire said it had strived for peace but so on, and the three kingdoms had done this and that.

To put it simply, the Empire’s response was:

“Prepare to die.”

And so, war broke out between the Empire and the three eastern kingdoms.

“Sigh.”

Isabel sat in her private garden within the palace, lost in thought.

The words she had heard just a while ago kept floating around in her mind.

“No, Your Highness the Crown Princess. On the contrary, I think that it is precisely at times like this that we should not push out the pro-peace faction.”

“The pro-peace faction within the Empire has not completely failed.”

“It must remain as it is for what comes next.”

The Kael that Isabel knew was undoubtedly a member of the pro-war faction.

Otherwise, there would have been no reason for him to antagonize the pro-peace faction at the banquet.

So, when she heard the news that the Eastern Three Kingdoms had formed an alliance, when she learned that the three kingdoms had chosen war over dialogue with the Empire,

she was very curious to see how Kael would pressure the pro-peace faction.

But Kael said that they shouldn’t do that. He gave his opinion calmly and concisely.

He pointed out that the current situation, where the Eastern Three Kingdoms had formed an alliance and were hostile to the Empire, was actually a sign that they could pressure the enemy in ways other than force.

He had seen through something that Isabel herself hadn’t even imagined.

Particularly, Kael’s words had hit her right in the heart.

“Those in power often fear losing the source of their power more than losing their country. Even if they see the future clearly, they cannot help but fear the immediate loss of public support.”

This was said in reference to the anti-Empire factions of the Three Kingdoms’ Alliance.

But Isabel felt as if Kael’s words also applied to herself.

At some point, without realizing it, she had come to believe that only the pro-war faction was right.

She thought of the pro-peace faction not merely as people with differing opinions but as “enemies.”

In reality, both factions were working for the Empire, each in their way.

But she felt uneasy, thinking that if their arguments were adopted, her faction would be pushed aside.

—Tap, tap.

“Eek?!”

“…That startled me.”

Isabel was so startled that she flinched, and the person who had approached her also jumped in surprise.

It was none other than the First Prince, Gnaius.

“Y-You scared me! When did you get here?!”

“Just a moment ago. And I’ve called you three times, but you didn’t answer. I thought you were avoiding talking to me now.”

He said he called her three times? She hadn’t heard a thing.

Isabel squinted at Gnaius with half-closed eyes.


As if asking whether he had really called her three times. Or if he had called her at all.

But soon she shook her head, saying, “No,” and relaxed her expression.

That reaction made Gnaius raise an eyebrow in surprise.

“Unexpected.”

“What is?”

“I thought you’d tell me to disappear as soon as you saw me.”

“Why would I?”

“After all your talk about diplomacy and dialogue, the three eastern kingdoms stabbed you in the back.”

Oh, that. Isabel just nodded casually.

Her reaction seemed to surprise Gnaius quite a bit.

“Belle?”

“Yeah.”

“…What’s with that reaction? You’re so calm that it’s unsettling.”

“Calm? What do you mean?”

“I thought you’d say, ‘Your opinion was wrong, the pro-peace faction’s thinking was flawed.’ I figured you’d say that, and I wouldn’t have much of a counterargument.”

At her brother’s words, Isabel smiled and replied.

She said that a short time ago, she had stood between two people and had a great realization.

Those people had understood things she had never even considered.

Gnaius stood quietly, listening to his sister’s words.

Then, suddenly, he sat down next to Isabel and opened his mouth.

“When you say two people, one must be our elder sister. And judging by your reaction, the other is probably that Lord Kael.”

“…Did you investigate me or something?”

“What would an Imperial Prince need with investigating his sister?”

Gnaius chuckled and explained to Isabel.

Isn’t it obvious? I know you recently went to meet our sister. And I know Lord Kael was there with you.

It’s not a meeting you’d expect between someone you wouldn’t think shares the same blood and a young noble who’s just started his activities.

It must have been quite a shock. I’d feel the same way.

“…Yeah.”

Isabel answered her brother’s words without hesitation.

“I feel like I’ve grown a bit. There’s a reason people say you should stay near those greater than yourself. You can always learn something.”

“That’s good news.”

“So, did you know that Lord Kael told our sister that the pro-peace faction should be left alone?”

“This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

As if boasting, Isabel began to talk about Kael enthusiastically.

“Hmm.”

The more Gnaius listened to his sister, the more impressed he became.

Where exactly is this young lord looking?

How could someone around his age act as if he had lived for decades longer?

“This time, our sister has ordered Lord Kael to join the army.”

“She intends to test him herself, then.”


“She was laughing. It’s the first time I’ve seen her smile so brightly.”

“…Hmm.”

Belle, that isn’t necessarily a good thing. Especially not for Lord Kael, that friend of yours.

Gnaius just shrugged his shoulders, unable to say that part out loud.





 
  
    Chapter 21 : The path that cannot fail


A month after the Eastern Alliance of Three Nations declared war on the Empire.

The Empire’s 12th Legion finally entered the eastern border zone. From there, they continued their advance without stopping, reaching their designated target. The place where the 12th Legion halted was called “Pavilion” in the Imperial nomenclature. To ensure smooth progress into the territory of the Eastern Alliance of Three Nations, they had to defend this place at all costs. Knowing this, the Empire dispatched its elite, the 12th Legion.

The commander of the legion, the staff officers, and the field commanders were all battle-hardened veterans. From the moment they reached the border, they had already devised a grand strategy that would not change. “Completely block off the Pavilion area and crush the enemy’s attack.”

The key point here was to block the main road. It was about shutting down the limited routes of movement. Armies are not individuals; they cannot travel just anywhere. They must move along predetermined paths. This ensures the preservation of combat power, the smooth functioning of the command system, and the stability of supply lines. Discovering a small trail and having thousands pass through it is nearly impossible. Therefore, predicting the army’s route was easy if one carefully examined the surrounding geography.

To the command, the Pavilion was a place of the highest importance. The Empire had to hold it at all costs, and the Eastern Alliance had to capture it at any cost. Despite their opposing goals, there was ultimately only one route of movement: the main road centered around Pavilion.

“Fortunately, it seems our legion moved a step faster than the Eastern Alliance of Three Nations.”

“Commander, we have blocked the enemy’s main route of movement. Fortunately, the path is narrow, so we can hold back a larger force with relatively few troops.”

As the reports continued to come in, the commander of the 12th Legion nodded while examining the operational map. Though these were undoubtedly good news, his face showed no signs of relaxing.

“Commander, are you really okay with this?”

As if to reflect the commander’s concern, the staff officers spoke cautiously.

“What choice do we have? It was an order from Her Imperial Highness.”

“But since it is Her Imperial Highness, she might recognize your discretion and judgment in the field, Commander.”

“Enough. If someone hears, they might think we have already suffered a massive defeat.”

He stopped his staff, but it didn’t mean the commander was optimistic. He kept looking at the map in front of him, more precisely, at the path where the main force of the legion was stationed.

‘What could be the reason for doing this?’

He kept going over a certain mountain slightly distant from that path.

[Listen to the advice of Kael Clauwitz, who accompanies us.]

It was an order from Her Imperial Highness. Essentially, it was a royal decree sanctioned by the Emperor. Even a legion commander heading to the battlefield could not oppose such a dignified command. In fact, the commander had some expectations of the young man named Kael. He was none other than the eldest son of Count Berthier of the Empire. A young strategist who had distinguished himself in conflicts with the Norvogrod side.

He had raised the fallen morale of the army, delivered a decisive blow to the demons, and struck a refreshing blow against the doves as a young hawk. ‘I wondered just how extraordinary this young man was…’ Given his own expectations and the command of Her Imperial Highness, he was curious about what kind of strategy Kael would come up with.

However, as they approached Pavilion, Kael said something unexpected: “We will go up the mountain.” It was bewildering. Why enter the mountain, leaving behind a defensible path? Perhaps he thought that occupying higher ground was important in battle? Sure, that could be true. In many cases, taking the high ground first is a significant advantage. But not this time. If the enemy passes through Pavilion, it is over. They could cut off the Empire’s supply lines and join forces with the allied army coming from elsewhere simultaneously.

“Kael, may I ask why we are going up the mountain instead of holding the path?”

“Oh, it’s to resolve the grudge of our strategist teacher… No, because there is no more effective way, Commander.”

He wanted to immediately tell him to stop talking nonsense and focus on blocking the path to wait for the enemy. However, Kael was unwavering, and with Her Imperial Highness’s command in the background, there was no way to refuse.

Just before reaching the destination, Kael left this remark: “Simply blocking the path will lead to a drawn-out, exhausting battle, Commander. The Empire needs a decisive victory.”

“In battle, the outcome is determined by which side makes more mistakes,” he continued. “And I intend to make the Eastern Alliance commit a series of blunders.”

His words were too cryptic. So, the commander asked for a more detailed explanation. But Kael said that, for the sake of the operation’s perfection, this was all he could reveal.

“Just block the path at Pavilion well. I’ll take care of the rest.”

In the end, Kael led a part of the legion’s forces up the mountain. Looking at the Imperial flag flying at the mountain’s peak, the commander couldn’t hide his unease.

The Eastern Alliance wasn’t foolish; they would surely deploy a large number of troops here. Against them, the 12th Legion was divided into two groups, each defending different locations. Could the dispersed forces hold out against the concentrated enemy?

…No matter. The die has already been cast.

Yes, as the saying goes. The 12th Legion was already positioned at the path and the mountain. Now, all that remained was to do their best to fight the enemy.

“…What kind of deployment is the Imperial Army making?”

Betel, the commander of the allied forces from the Kingdom of Porland, smiled at the welcome news. He had already been grinding his teeth at the news that the Empire’s 12th Legion had reached Pavilion before him. Simultaneously, he hadn’t forgotten the curses he had for the people from Burkhein and Kaden, who kept challenging his command authority simply because he was from Forland.

If those people had only cooperated better, they might have arrived before the Imperial forces. There had been a clear opportunity to exploit the geographical advantage and force the Empire to bleed. But due to internal power struggles, all sorts of noise had occurred, and ultimately, they were delayed.

‘Are they ignoring our Forland, even when the fate of the East is at stake?’

Of the three kingdoms in the East, Forland was the smallest in territory and had the least population. Naturally, they couldn’t take the lead, and this created problems with command authority. To resolve these issues, they needed military achievements.

As a commander from Forland, he had to defeat the Empire no matter what. So, hearing this kind of news under such pressure, how could he not be pleased?

“The Empire’s 12th Legion has split its forces, with some at the path and the rest on a nearby mountain.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Commander. We’ve confirmed that the Imperial flag is visible beyond the path and that a significant number of troops are positioned on the mountain.”

At first, he was somewhat suspicious. He sent another scout to be sure. However, the same information returned: the Imperial forces were divided between the path and a low hill next to it.

And after receiving information about the enemy’s command, the picture became clearer.

‘A young strategist who appeared like a comet, and will vanish just as quickly.’

From what he had heard, he seemed like quite an impressive figure. But that was all. As expected, an inexperienced person had made a mistake that could be seen coming from a mile away.

The advantage of high ground? Do they think it’s easy to move troops once they’ve set up formation on such a high place? This isn’t a book, nor is it a game where thousands can be moved with a single word. Every soldier is a person. When exhausted, they can collapse even before the face of death.

‘If our allied forces launch a surprise attack and destroy the half of their forces positioned at the path, the ones on the mountain will fall apart under siege.’

The Empire seemed overly enthusiastic. They seemed eager to promote their talented individuals. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have made such a basic mistake.

From Betel’s perspective, a fatal weakness was evident.

“Pretend to attack the mountain and then push through the path.”

Numerically, their forces were much stronger. Finish them before those on the mountain could descend. Then, the rest would be easier. They could swallow the entire Imperial Legion whole.

Betel trembled with joy and anticipation of that future. He had to achieve a military victory somehow. For his homeland, Forland. And to show those from Burkhein and Kaden who looked down on him and his country.

The pressure of having to succeed at all costs was making his flexibility stiffen. Betel himself did not realize it, but that urgency was slowly tightening its grip on him.

It had begun. The enemy was coming. Now there was truly no turning back. He felt like he was suffocating, but he forced himself to forget it.

Stay calm. I am not the genius they call me. Not even close to being a strategist. I merely spout what little I know.

He had to acknowledge it. He was simply someone who knew a bit more than others. And, perhaps, he was just a bit luckier than the others.

That’s precisely why, at this moment, he could step forward with confidence. Humanity learns from the mistakes of others and moves toward success by avoiding those mistakes.


‘Mocking the mountain enthusiast is, in fact, the most optimal result derived from accumulated experience.’

Knowing what must not be done, and knowing all the cases of what must be done.

Luck ultimately favors those who are a little more prepared.

So, this time too, the goddess of fortune will smile upon me.





 
  
    Chapter 22 : Even if you just do this


A few days later, the Allied Forces of the Three Nations finally arrived at Pavilion.

After a brief rest, they immediately launched an attack on the Empire’s 12th Corps.

The longer they delayed, the worse it would be for them. They had to make their move now.

On a larger scale, it was for the future of the Alliance of the Three Nations. On a smaller scale, it was for the interests of their command.

The first target of the Allied Forces was, as expected, the enemy guarding the crucial path. The enemies positioned on the mountain would be next. Once they broke through this point, everything would be over.

“The enemy hasn’t been here for long either. At most, they are maintaining a tenuous supply line that relies on the path they are guarding.”

If they could just cut off that path, it would be as if the enemy on the mountain didn’t even exist.

“Charge! Charge!!”

Commander Betel of the Allied Forces intended to break through the Empire’s defensive line in one swift move. Knowing the enemy was divided, he aimed to use the strength of his larger forces to pressure them.

The narrow path presented many challenges for maneuvering a large army. But they had to break through, whether for personal advancement or for their homeland’s future.

“There’s no time to look back. Even if we need to rest, we must at least break through this path. I feel sorry for the soldiers, but there’s no other choice!”

Even after leaving some forces to contain the enemies on the mountain, they still had troops to spare. Betel was about to commit his reserves to clinch victory within a day when—

“Commander! Commander! It’s terrible! Over there! Look over there!”

Panicked aides pointed to a spot.

Suddenly, Imperial flags began to rise from the mountain, at a point completely opposite from where they expected.

‘Damn it.’

They had focused their attention on the main defensive line along the path and the mountain beside it. Now, the enemy was revealing themselves from a completely unexpected location.

The Allied Forces now found themselves with the enemy ahead on the defensive line and to the sides, occupying higher ground.

“Commander, we must call off the attack! If we’re not careful, our forces could be cut off…!”

“No, Commander! If the enemy has split their forces into three places, then surely there are fewer troops on the defensive line. We must see this attack through to the end!”

“But if they come down, our middle line will be cut! Our forces are stretched too thin with the reserves already committed!”

The situation was becoming complicated. The gathering of commanders from three different nations was particularly problematic. From junior officers to the highest commanders, everyone was eager to make a name for themselves.

Though the three kingdoms were allied, only one could hold the leadership. The way to hold that leadership was to exert influence in the battle against the Empire.

Some sought to gain credit through victory in battle, while others aimed to seize the moment through decisive judgment.

Should they continue pressing forward, or retreat and assess the situation?

Caught between these options, Bettel finally decided to call off the offensive.

“Commander! If we retreat now, we might never get another chance!”

“Reconsider, Commander! Commander Betel!!”

It was only natural that the commanders from Burkhein and Kaden would stand up.

Whether it was the commander’s rightful authority or a reasonable choice did not matter. All they could see was the possibility of seizing the initiative in Forland.

They had no idea if the Three Kingdoms could even win against the Empire, with its legions stationed right before them.

And yet, here they were, tearing each other apart.

Humans, after all, are creatures who can fight even on a sinking ship. The ill-conceived move by the mountain-climbing enthusiast General Ma would be remembered for ages.

Even a thousand years later, people would ridicule that foolish act. And two thousand years later, many would still mock it.

But, to be honest, I don’t see anything wrong with occupying the high ground.

After all, occupying elevated positions is not against military strategy. The only regret is a few mistakes made along the way.

First, even after taking the high ground, the main force should not have left the main battlefield. Our goal was to guard the crucial path and hold back the enemy as much as possible.

He believed that mountain climbing was the key to victory, while I saw it only as a part of the strategy.

Even if the forces were divided, it didn’t mean that the area guarding the path was weak.

Second, if we were going to take the high ground, we should have taken two instead of one. One mountain would serve as a fortress protecting the other, creating a double or triple layer of defense.

By exposing only one to the enemy while hiding the other, they would be quite surprised.

‘And this is the most crucial part.’

Rather than striving for perfection, the goal was to force the enemy into making mistakes.

If they focused on the path, troops could descend from the two high grounds. But if they tried to surround the mountains, the enemy on the path wouldn’t just sit still.

Unable to advance or retreat freely, the internal atmosphere would quickly deteriorate.

Moreover, if they failed to break through here, other Imperial corps could enter the territory of the Alliance. Unlike our Empire, they are not a single nation but a coalition of three.

They’ve argued a lot among themselves. Could their relations really improve overnight?

‘Is that even possible? The internal atmosphere is probably getting even worse.’

Taking away their confidence, instilling fear, making them anxious, and stripping away their flexibility. There doesn’t need to be a brilliant strategy shaking the heavens.

Just sticking to the basics is enough, as victory often comes down to who makes fewer mistakes.

‘It would have been enough just to do this. Why go for something more when you can just play it safe?’

Meanwhile, they say that after their defeat, instead of reorganizing, they fled.

Even if even Master Zhuge Liang had taught Youxian, he’d instantly turn into a joker and stab him with his red pen for that.

“Prince Kael, look over there.”

“…No way.”

“Yes, it seems the enemy is pulling back their forces to regroup and reorganize.”

I let out a sigh of relief at the words of the on-site commander standing beside me.

What if the Allied Commander went crazy and kept pushing forward?

I expected them to retreat, but there are always those madmen who defy predictions. If they had continued, all the clever plans we prepared might have gone up in smoke.

“Then inform the corps commander that they may proceed with the next operation.”

“Yes, Prince Kael.”

Just like we sent kites to our soldiers and arrows to Norvogrod, this time, I intended to ignite the massive powder keg of psychological warfare.

“What exactly is this supposed to mean, Commander? Even if the flanks were at risk, our Burkhein troops could have held them off.”

“Our Kaden troops were also ready to cover the opposite side. If we had pushed forward, we could have captured both high grounds and even broken through the defensive line with some luck!”

“…”

Damn it, those Burkhein and Kaden bastards are all desperate to take down our Forland.

Betel glared at the commanders who had gathered beside him, speaking with such confidence. Even without words, it was clear what these two kingdoms wanted from his homeland: two things.

One was the relatively large population and vast farmlands producing food, and the other was that Forland, despite being a single army, held the supreme command.

“They must be furious that we have the supreme command despite being only one army.”

“Everyone, calm down! What is this behavior?!”

“The Commander’s decision was undoubtedly the right one. If we had been cut off, the front line would have collapsed.”

The commanders from Forland, along with a few from other nations, tried to calm them down. Fighting over leadership at a time when they were at war with the Empire!

Their tearful efforts brought a moment of peace to the command center. However, the already broken atmosphere was not easy to restore.

“For now, nothing has changed. Our Alliance still needs to break through Pavilion.”

The situation hadn’t changed much beyond the damage taken while attacking the path’s defensive line. Still, when combining the dead and those captured by the Empire, the losses would be at least several hundred.

“According to the reconnaissance, the enemy forces on the two mountains are fewer than we thought. However, it could still be a trick, and even if their numbers are small, we can’t attack recklessly.”

Getting caught in the beginning hurt. The fixation on taking that single mountain had been too much.

It was particularly troubling because it was said that this reckless move had been made by the Empire’s young strategist, the so-called divine tactician.

They had hoped to deal a blow to Norvogrod but had fallen into a trap instead. Using his reputation as bait, he waited for the Allied Forces to take it.


Then, he secretly moved his forces to occupy the opposite mountain, creating yet another wall.

Unless they foolishly came down, the two mountains would serve as shields for each other, making it hard to surround and capture any of them.

Reports continued to pour in, stating that whenever the enemies moved from the mountains, the Allied soldiers were too afraid to advance, worrying about their flanks.

Every time they attempted to strike, they faced the same issue. With sighs filling the room, both Bettel and the other commanders realized they had been deceived all along.

The news had spread that a brilliant tactician had taken the mountain, and everyone was stuck focusing on it.

“C-Commander!”

As they tried to refocus the room for another meeting, a

messenger stumbled into the command tent, almost tripping over himself.

“The Imperial forces have just released our prisoners!”

“Released them?”


“Yes! Scouts confirmed they are returning to our camp, unarmed.”

Releasing prisoners? Could it be a ploy to lower their morale? Was the Empire trying to show off how confident they were?

As each member of the Allied Command contemplated this unexpected turn—

“But, Commander! All of the released prisoners are from Forland!”

At that moment, a strange atmosphere began to fill the tent.



 
  
    Chapter 23 : As is the case with everything in the world


“…Are you suggesting we release the prisoners captured in battle?”

The commander looked perplexed at my proposal.

I understand. Releasing prisoners, numbering in the dozens or even hundreds, is essentially the same as allowing the enemy to recover some of their lost strength. From the standpoint of a soldier who must strive for the Empire’s victory, it is a nonsensical suggestion.

“Yes, Commander.”

“A more detailed explanation would be necessary, Prince Kael.”

Still, he doesn’t bark orders like some lowly extra shouting, “Go!” Instead, he shows his qualities as a commander by asking for the reasons behind my proposal.

Indeed, he lives up to his reputation as the commander of the renowned 12th Corps. I responded accordingly.

“From the perspective of our Imperial forces, capturing a few prisoners offers little benefit.”

“No benefit? Aren’t the prisoners proof of our victory and spoils of war?”

“At the very least, proof or spoils are inanimate objects—they don’t need to eat, they don’t need to be guarded to prevent them from escaping, and they don’t defecate.”

If we look through history, there are cases where prisoners are massacred. But these actions don’t all occur for the same reason.

I, too, oppose killing those who have lost their will to fight and surrendered. Still, there are moments when such actions are inevitable.

‘Prisoners are a burden. They need to be fed, watched, and resources and manpower must be allocated for them.’

If the captor’s circumstances are stable, prisoners can be treated well. But if you’re drowning in difficulties, it’s a different story.

Right now, the situation for our 12th Corps is far from adequate. We’ve managed to cut off a key path by entering Pavilion, but that’s all. We have to wait for the main force to press the Alliance of the Three Nations from another direction.

Furthermore, in our haste to advance, we couldn’t completely secure our rear supply lines, meaning our supplies are not as plentiful as we’d like.

“So, what you’re saying is, these prisoners are more of a liability than a benefit, and we might as well release them?”

“It’s not as if we can just indiscriminately kill them, right?”

“Of course not. Doing so would only give them a cause.”

It is true that the Empire was angered by the Alliance of the Three Nations’ slander and declaration of war. But, separate from that, any form of indiscriminate looting or violence against them was strictly forbidden.

This means, in essence, that we would not commit any act that would turn public sentiment against us. It was a warning to the military to be cautious of excessive harshness.

In such circumstances, massacring prisoners? I guarantee that if we did that, someone’s head would roll as soon as the war ended.

“Therefore, I formally suggest to you, Commander, that we release the prisoners.”

“Hmm…”

“Oh, and by the way, I’m not proposing that we release all of them.”

“Not all of them?”

“Commander, do you know who is currently commanding the Allied Forces of the Three Nations at Pavilion?”

The commander responded immediately, as if I were asking the obvious.

“Someone from the Kingdom of Forland, a man named Betel Folkerg.”

“Correct. He is from the Kingdom of Forland, which holds the least influence among the three allied nations.”

After that exchange, there was a moment of silence. Then the commander tilted his head, as if asking, “Is that all?”

I waited quietly, signaling with a look that there was more to come.

“…Prince Kael, are you perhaps suggesting that we induce internal conflict among the enemy by releasing only the soldiers from Forland, given that their commander is from Forland?”

“You could say it’s something like that.”

The commander let out a hum in response to my answer, then began speaking again.

“Listen, Prince Kael, the leadership of the Alliance isn’t foolish. They’ll see right through this attempt to sow discord among them. Will they really fall for something so obvious?”

“Of course, they won’t, Commander. Yes, the ‘leadership’ won’t fall for it.”

I put an emphasis on the word “leadership,” and the commander seemed to catch on to something. He stared at me for a moment, muttering, “Surely not,” and then crossed his arms.

“Are you saying that your target is not their leadership, but rather the soldiers below them? Am I correct?”

“Exactly, Commander.”

Now, let’s shift our focus from their leadership to the soldiers of the Alliance of the Three Nations.

These soldiers were driven to this point without much rest by their superiors. They’ve fought hard, shedding blood, only to face a clear defeat.

Their leaders might say they’re just pulling back temporarily to regroup, but that’s proof of their loss. If they had won, why would they retreat?

Now, imagine that the prisoners who were captured return, but only the soldiers from Forland come back.

‘What will the soldiers from Burkhein and Kaden think when they see this?’

Right now, they’re fighting the Empire, but just a short while ago, they were quarreling among themselves.

And now, the friends they fought alongside haven’t returned, but those pathetic, rustic Forland soldiers have come back safe and sound?

“Leadership is the responsibility of commanders. I do not deny that. However, war is not something that can be conducted through leadership alone. War is ultimately fought by people, and how those people are managed becomes crucial.”

This isn’t difficult. I remember it quite clearly from my past life. From books to documentaries, even the YouTube algorithm helped me understand.

How do you foster division? What does a skilled agitator do?

Even if I can’t see more now, these memories are sufficient.

“And besides, Commander, the human mind is such that when it sees others waver, it tends to waver as well, doesn’t it?”

Who knows? If the soldiers start to waver, the leadership might also start to falter and go, “Uh-oh, what now?”

The second offensive of the Allied Forces of the Three Nations began.

Once again, their main effort was directed at the Imperial 12th Corps’ defensive line on the path. Simultaneously, they also attacked the high ground on both sides. To avoid exposing their flanks, they needed at least a minimal containment strike.

However, once again, the Allied Forces of the Three Nations failed to achieve their objectives.

Unlike the varied training levels of their soldiers, the Imperial forces displayed a consistent appearance. Additionally, unlike the haphazard leadership of the Alliance, the Imperial forces had a unified command.

“…Pull the troops back.”

At the commander’s order, the soldiers had to trudge back to their lines, and they couldn’t hide their gloomy expressions when they saw the empty spots where their comrades used to be.

They were almost relieved to think their comrades might have died in battle. The commanders had painted the Imperial forces as brutal, suggesting that captured soldiers would end up as slaves or human shields.

From the freshest recruits to the most seasoned veterans, they all believed this.

But yesterday, and again today, soldiers who were supposedly captured were returning to their camp.

“What’s going on? Are the Imperial forces sending them back again?”

“Move aside! Are our guys there? Are they?!”

Dozens yesterday, and dozens more today.

The common point? They were all from Forland.

Seeing this, questions started to form in the minds of the soldiers.

It was strange. Why were the Imperial forces only releasing soldiers from Forland?

If they were going to use them as slaves or human shields, wouldn’t it be wasteful to release even one of them?

Releasing prisoners meant restoring enemy strength they had worked to diminish.

Why would the Empire take such risks?

“Listen, our commander is from Forland, right?”

“Couldn’t he have made some secret deal with the Empire, begging them to spare Forland?”

“Why are the Imperial forces sending back only the lowly Forland soldiers, and not us from Burkhai or Kaden? Isn’t that strange? It doesn’t make sense!”

Curiosity turned into suspicion, and suspicion soon became conviction.

These suspicions came together to create an unexpected situation.

The field commanders weren’t fools. They were people who lived with their soldiers. They couldn’t be unaware of their unit’s state.

“Stop with the nonsense and focus on the battle, you idiots!”

“The Empire is trying to break our alliance! Don’t be fooled, you fools!”


If Kael had witnessed this scene, he might have laughed and said:

“Humans are strange. They don’t truly grasp the concept of denial. The more you say ‘don’t,’ the more they think about it; the more you say ‘no,’ the stronger that idea remains.”

There’s no way Forland could have made a secret deal with the Empire? A secret deal? A secret deal??

There’s no way the commander has any ulterior motives? Ulterior motives? Ulterior motives??

These repeated denials only made those thoughts more vivid in their minds.

As the soldiers wavered, naturally, some began to entertain other thoughts. These were the types who assumed the worst, thinking, “Could it be?”

They believed they were being perceptive, but they were, in fact, masters of sowing discord.

‘The commander is from Forland. And we keep losing. Meanwhile, only the Forland soldiers are being returned. Our soldiers aren’t coming back!’

‘I knew it. The soldiers from Burkhein and Kaden have not been looking at Forland with kind eyes.’

‘Really, just suppose, by some chance, the commander… No, the entire Kingdom of Forland had secretly reached out to the Empire?’

They had forgotten that they were the ones who first challenged the commander’s authority. They were also the ones who had questioned Forland’s rights. Now, some were preoccupied only with the possibility of internal betrayal.

And though they weren’t entirely sure, the moment they considered, “It could be,” the Alliance of the Three Nations could no longer function as a united force, at least not in the Pavilion region.


I sat on the mountain, gazing down at the Allied camp.

Surely, even they were not foolish enough not to know what I was trying to do.

They would certainly make every effort to counter it.

But in moments like these, it is always the side that spreads the rumors that wins.

I don’t need to make everyone believe. Just a few believers are enough, because they will prove to the others that they aren’t liars by shaking everything up.



 
  
    Chapter 24 : Split and Split


How can you ruin the relationship between people who are face-to-face?

There are many ways, but I’d like to focus on one:

The difference in information, the presence or absence of knowledge, and the resulting conflict of opinions.

“Give the prisoners from Burkhein and Kaden shorter rest periods. For the Forland prisoners, allow them more rest. Oh, and make sure to openly discriminate during work hours, too.”

Imagine this: I’m exhausted to the point of death, but those guys next to me are just lounging around.

They aren’t injured, and they didn’t betray us or sell information. They’re just from a different kingdom.

What will our prisoner friends think when they see that?

“Also, assign different types of guards. Place tougher, scarier soldiers near the prisoners from the two kingdoms. For the Forland prisoners, have gentle guards.”

I also instructed that the guards near the two kingdoms’ prisoners should never speak a word.

On the other hand, the guards for the Forland prisoners were told to smile and talk a lot.

The atmosphere must be perfectly split down the middle. Some are prisoners; others are friends. That’s the feeling we’re going for.

“Now, the food for the prisoners—this is important. Give the Forland prisoners the same meals as our soldiers. Meanwhile, give the prisoners from the other two kingdoms half of what they usually get, which is already less than what our regular prisoners receive.”

There’s hardly anything more maddening than discrimination in food.

Even a mature person in a high position would feel wronged.

Imagine blatantly discriminating against soldiers in the field, whose only comfort is what they eat?

‘They’d go absolutely crazy. They would think there’s something going on, and rightfully so.’

What’s crucial here is that everyone must be able to see this happening.

We cannot keep the two groups of prisoners separated; they must clearly see what is happening to each other.

Oh, and here’s the most important part—this is the climax, you could say.

“Make them sleep in the same space. …Worried they might fight? That’s fine by us. I’d be delighted if a fight broke out among the prisoners.”

What will the prisoners from Burkhein and Kaden think when they see those who seemed like devils in their eyes being treated well?

Will they think, “They’re trying to sow discord among us! Don’t be fooled!”?

No, of course not. Naturally, they’ll assume something is going on between the Empire and Forland.

Conversely, the Forland soldiers, feeling wronged, will subconsciously feel comfortable.

After all, they have been harassed by the soldiers of the other two kingdoms before, so they will secretly smile and feel vindicated.

Now, if they hear the complaints from the prisoners of the two kingdoms asking why they’re being treated differently:

Will they respond, “Oh, right, we’ll work together and share our food starting tomorrow”?

‘Does that make sense?’

And that night, the news I was waiting for finally came.

“Prince Kael, there was a fight at the prisoners’ quarters. Fortunately, there were no fatalities, but there are some injured…”

“Who won?”

“What? Oh, yes. Given the numbers, it seems the prisoners from Burkhein and Kaden prevailed.”

I see. Then our friends from Forland must feel quite wronged.

This is the perfect moment for the Empire to step in and say, “You there!” The scene would look fantastic.

How could I resist? When chaos is brewing, it’s time to intervene.

“Starting tomorrow, increase the labor of the prisoners from Burkhein and Kaden.”

“Ah…”

“And make the Forland prisoners rest right in front of their work sites.”

“Are you sure? The prisoners are already upset over the blatant discrimination…”

“It’s to make them fight more. Yes, go ahead with it.”

The Empire continued to treat the prisoners from the two kingdoms and Forland differently.

The soldiers from the two kingdoms would be angry and keep provoking the Forland prisoners.

At first, the Forland prisoners, who thought they were all in the same boat, would also get angry.

I’m curious to see what they’ll say when we release our prisoners!

“Release the Forland prisoners formally. As for the Burkhein and Kaden prisoners, release only a few, and not in a normal way—make it seem like they escaped.”

Whose words will the Alliance listen to more?

Those who were well-fed, well-treated, and released like guests?

Or those who escaped looking like beggars after being poorly treated and starved?

At the very least, the leadership of Burkhai and Kaden would surely be in turmoil.

“…Even if Forland throws a fit over the injustice, there’s nothing we can say. Prince Kael.”

“If they throw a fit, that’s even better for us. The two kingdoms will see that and think they’re overreacting because they have something to hide.”

After praising the officer in charge of the prisoners for his hard work, I immediately sought the commander for the next operation.

“A letter?”

“Yes, Commander.”

“You’re sending a letter to the commander of the Alliance of the Three Nations? Alright. What’s in it?”

At his question, I smiled and handed him the prepared letter.

“…Prince Kael?”

The commander took the letter and looked puzzled.

He must have been surprised. And understandably so, since the ‘letter’ wasn’t really a letter.

“Did you bring the wrong one? There’s nothing in here but a simple greeting, and half the sentences are so smudged they can’t even be read properly.”

“That means I brought the right one, Commander.”

No matter how powerful suspicion is, if it isn’t constantly fueled, it eventually fades.

That’s why you need to keep pumping the winds of doubt tirelessly, day after day.

Until they gather and eventually go boom among themselves.

“The enemy is already filled with suspicion over how we treated and released the prisoners. If they come to see what this letter is about and find it like this, what will they think?”

“Normally, they’d assume the enemy is trying to create discord. But…”

“There’s no mercy for a flame of suspicion that has already been ignited.”

Burn, burn brightly, and may you all perish in your own flames.

Perhaps Cao Cao, who orchestrated such brilliant schemes, thought the same as I did.

“In that case, it would be best to send this letter quietly, with as little fuss as possible.”

The commander now understood perfectly. I’m very pleased!

“They say the Imperial forces treated our soldiers very generously.”

“They weren’t mistreated at all, and they barely had any work. Even the guards were exceptionally kind.”

“I don’t know about the soldiers from the two kingdoms, but the Forland soldiers must already be talking about it.”

Betel, the commander of the Alliance forces on the Pavilion front, could only clutch his head in frustration.

It would have been better if they had just fought and lost outright.

The Forland soldiers returned, looking so well-rested and well-fed that it was doubtful they had been prisoners at all.

Their faces were shining with health, and calming down the frothing-mad commanders from the two kingdoms had been a nightmare.

Meanwhile, the Empire continued to strike at them with daggers.


Though they called it an “escape,” it was clear that the soldiers from Burkhai and Kaden had been intentionally released.

As soon as they returned, the flames of discord flared uncontrollably in the Allied camp.

“I wonder why the Empire is treating only the Forland prisoners so well. Oh, not that I’m suspicious or anything.”

“We need to take care of our prisoners who haven’t eaten or slept. Why don’t you share some of Forland’s rations?”

“Hmm. If the Forland soldiers were treated so well, they might fight more enthusiastically. After all, if they’re captured, they’ll just be released again.”

When did they all shout, “This is a trap by the Empire!”?

Now, with murmurs spreading among the soldiers, suspicious glances were cast as if they had never believed otherwise.

They tried to reason and even scold them, but it was no use.

The calculation was already clear: the battle at Pavilion was a loss for the Alliance.

What remained was to decide whom to blame, which kingdom would bear the responsibility.

Win or lose, the only thing that mattered was who would take the lead in the future.

“You fools…”

And so, they chose to blame the easiest target—Forland, Betel’s homeland.

With Betel as the commander and the prisoner issue, it was a perfect excuse.

They would use this to pressure Forland, extracting resources while denying them any command authority.

It was obvious. The two kingdoms had always treated Forland this way.

They were not comrades or friends. Just a punching bag from which to take what they needed.

At this point, their hatred for the two kingdoms outweighed their anger toward the Empire.

“Commander.”

At that moment, a Forland officer cautiously entered the tent.

“A messenger from the Empire has arrived.”

“A messenger? Then why is the camp so quiet?”

“They came quietly, just to us in Forland. They said they have a letter. What should we do?”

“…Bring it here.”

He couldn’t kill the messenger, and since they had a letter, he had to check it.

When Betel took the letter, his face twisted.

“Was that really a messenger from the Imperial forces?”

“What? Oh, yes, Commander. He came with a white flag and even an Imperial banner.”

“Then what on earth is this?”

Betel handed the letter to the officer from Forland.

The letter was filled with erased and obscured sentences, with nothing but simple greetings remaining.

Just as the two were about to discuss this bizarre letter—

“Commander!”

Suddenly, the tent flap burst open, and a group of commanders entered.

They were from Burkhein and Kaden, all with a very hostile atmosphere.


“We heard the news. An envoy from the Empire came, but why did they come in without a word?”

“What’s that in your hand? Is it something sent by the Imperial forces?”

“Why are you looking at it alone without saying a word to us? Aren’t we an alliance?”

“…An alliance? An alliance??”

Betel barely restrained himself from throwing the letter in his hand at them.





 
  
    Chapter 25 : Stewing


The situation around the pavilion has unfolded in a way that is highly favorable for our 12th Corps.

At the start, the allied forces of the three kingdoms were comparable to ours in strength. They were also harboring hostility toward the Empire, making their momentum formidable. However, after several battles, their initial vigor diminished. 

On the surface, it seems the losses they suffered in the battles were significant, but there were other reasons as well. For example, there appeared to be some strange power struggles within their command. They were suspicious of each other, and in an effort to preserve their own troops, they engaged in battles half-heartedly.

In fact, the attacks on the two mountains were assigned to the Burkhein and Kaden armies, respectively. The commanders of our corps, who thwarted these offensives, all shared a common opinion: “The attacks were certainly fierce, but there was a strong sense they were probing for something.” 

“As soon as it seemed like their own troops might suffer significant casualties, they abandoned the offensive without hesitation.” 

It’s clear they’ve already calculated that their attack on the pavilion area has ended in failure. So, they’re undoubtedly trying to minimize their own soldiers’ sacrifices by gauging each other’s reactions. Naturally, if the losses are significant, their voices within the alliance will diminish.

The reason for persuading the corps commander to release only the soldiers of the Kingdom of Forland is simple: the easiest person to shift blame to in the current situation is from there. 

Although three kingdoms have allied, there should only be one commander to lead the army. 

It would be madness for each kingdom to choose its own commander and direct the army separately. 

Thus, the three countries must have reached an appropriate agreement and ceded command to one another. But would this agreement even work within their military? If asked, my answer would be ‘no.’

More likely, everyone behind the scenes received some hints—like catching a chance to seize the initiative. 

It would be even better if they could get command legitimately that way. 

People throw all kinds of tantrums even in games where they have to team up with strangers they don’t know. 

Let alone when, until recently—or even now—they were subtly keeping each other in check. Suddenly declaring, “You are now one!”—would they really become one?

“You might argue it’s different from a game because there is a great enemy, the Empire, right in front of them. Isn’t this analogy too extreme?” 

No, it isn’t. In fact, it’s a strikingly apt analogy. 

If you ask how the great enemy, the Empire, could be equated to a mere opponent in a game, I would point out that while it’s impossible to come to an agreement with an opponent, it might be possible with the Empire.

Why do they keep believing these strange rumors and fostering suspicions about secret deals? It’s because it’s possible. 

They keep bringing it up because there’s a chance it could happen. 

The Empire hasn’t even removed the pacifists, let alone pushed them out of politics. 

It looks as if they are leaving an open channel for dialogue, as if they haven’t withdrawn the hand they’ve extended.

Naturally, those who think a little more shrewdly will have gotten this impression: “It’s impossible to forgive you all.” “However, it might be possible to spare the first one who knows how to read the room and switches sides.” 

“It’s a race to see who comes first. Do you want to die holding your neighbor’s hand, or survive by holding ours?”

They also subtly planted what could be considered a rational reason. 

Among the three eastern kingdoms, Forland is the weakest. Even if they were to defeat the Empire, it would be difficult to overturn the established order. 

Instead, they might be devoured by the two stronger kingdoms while they feast on the Empire’s remains. Wouldn’t they prefer a divided eastern region split between two kingdoms rather than a fractured region of three?

Knowing this, the Kingdom of Forland is likely to overreact even to a slight provocation from the other two kingdoms. 

Conversely, Burkhein and Kaden would be quick to suspect Forland if it made even a slightly suspicious move. 

It has been said that distrust can never be fully eradicated from the human psyche. 

Even if one is completely unaware of something, once it’s recognized, it’s over. It’s nearly impossible to remove it, even more so when it comes to relations between countries rather than individuals.

“Prince Kael, the corps commander is looking for you.” “Ah, yes. I’ll go right away.”

I had already been planning to visit the corps commander to express my deep gratitude. 

If not for his excellent command—if there had been even one weak link under his command—the plan I had devised, which was admittedly somewhat crude and haphazard, would have been completely ruined.

Whether it was occupying not just one but two mountains to use as commanding heights, instilling fear of flanking attacks to prevent them from concentrating at the front, or sowing internal discord using prisoners—all of it would have been impossible from the start if our corps hadn’t held out properly. 

‘I was lucky again this time.’

If it weren’t for the memories of my past life or the fact that the situation aligned so perfectly, I wouldn’t have even thought of these strategies. 

Moreover, if the 12th Corps hadn’t fought well, none of it would have been possible in the first place. It’s true what they say: luck is the greatest ability in the world.

“Come in.” 

The commander greeted me with a smiling face as I entered his tent. When we first met, there was a look of unease on his face, but now it had completely disappeared. Nothing makes a person feel more reassured than when they are winning.

“It seems we won’t be losing control of the area around the pavilion anytime soon.” 

“Is that so?” 

“You saw it today. The enthusiasm of the first day is gone, and now those bastards can’t even decide whether to advance or retreat—they’re bickering among themselves. They call it an alliance, but in reality, it’s nothing more than a poorly patched-up force of three separate armies!”

From the Empire’s perspective, releasing prisoners was beneficial if it meant reducing mouths to feed. 

But to the three-nation alliance, it looked like, “Are these guys getting ready to switch sides?” 

It’s obvious. Burkhein and Kaden would reassure Forland, saying, “There’s no way that’s true. We united under the name of the alliance, didn’t we? This divide-and-conquer tactic is too obvious, isn’t it? We would never suspect you, so let’s continue to work together!”

Of course, their true feelings would be different. 

They’re probably conducting covert investigations, checking if any of these guys have switched sides or might backstab them. If they sense such a possibility, they’ll immediately consider occupying Forland.

“And the people of Forland would adamantly deny it!” “At the same time, they’d likely calculate any potential benefits from such a move. For a nation, survival is more important than trust. 

Even if that’s not the case, if someone keeps getting accused, even the gentlest person might end up betraying.”

Why Forland? Was it because the commander of the army that came to the pavilion was from there? Partly, but there’s also something the Empire could gain by securing this place.

“News just came in. Our 7th Corps successfully passed through this area and reached their target.” “Which means…” “It means their hearts must be pounding with anxiety!”

A little further, and they’ll enter Burkhein territory, which means their backyard could become a battlefield. Burkhein, the largest of the three eastern kingdoms, with the most extensive territory and population, holds the most stake in the three-nation alliance. 

Such a place is now facing the Empire’s corps within its own territory. If they had managed to break through the pavilion, this wouldn’t have happened. 

Why should our land be trampled first when the others are safe? When these thoughts arise, they will naturally seek the cause. And nine times out of ten—or rather, ten out of ten—they will point fingers at Forland.

“An anxious Burkhein will press Forland in any way they can—either to replace their commander or to demand more support and accountability for this situation.” “And, of course, they’ll disregard all the context and relations leading up to this.” “For them, the fault must always lie with Forland.”

The commander burst into laughter and looked up at me. 

“At first, I thought the rumors about you, Prince Kael, were exaggerated.” 

“Is that so? I apologize for not earning more of your trust.” 

“No, it was my own stubbornness. I simply assumed you were inexperienced because of your youth. Had it not been for Her Highness’s orders, I might not have even listened to you.”

The fact that he says this is proof that the commander is not a stubborn old fool. If he were, he would have claimed all the credit and proudly taken it for himself, patting me on the back and promising, “I’ll take care of you later!” Or perhaps he would have said, “Ah, there’s some credit due to me as well, so I’ll take this,” for sure.

“If that were the case, I would have been ready for a revolution.” Of course, Her Highness knew this possibility well. That’s probably why she assigned a verified commander to a proven corps.

“I think it’s time for me to return to the Empire, Commander.” 

“Already?” 

There’s nothing more for me to do. I’m neither a commander nor a warrior. The three-nation alliance in the pavilion cannot win, but neither can they withdraw. Returning empty-handed would be too much of a burden for them.

From now on, it will be a series of pure battles. 

In this matter, the commander sitting before me and the field commanders are more expert than I am. 

More importantly, if I push further, the situation could reverse. 

Feeling the crisis, they might suddenly unite. 

Doesn’t that happen sometimes? If that happens, all the efforts I’ve made to stir things up would be in vain. Now is the time to wait, to let things simmer. 

After all, they’re already boiling over and will explode on their own if left alone.

“There’s no need to worry. If Forland really defects, great. If not, the seeds of doubt have already been sown, and the 12th Corps will have the upper hand.” 

“Why would I worry? I just feel reluctant to see you go, especially since you’ve made such a great contribution. Even the field commanders are already regretting your departure.”

“I regret it too. After all, they were excellent people who executed even the most absurd demands from a greenhorn like me.” 

In the future, it would be wise to diligently expand my network for the sake of our family. 

To do so, I must build trust, but there’s no need to overthink this. 

What is trust, anyway? It’s something that sprouts in the exchanges of compliments!


“When you return to the capital, what do you plan to do next? Will you join the second army to depart for the east again? Will we have another chance to see you?” 

“Haha. Who knows? We’ll see once I get there.”

I didn’t tell the commander, but I already have another engagement. 


“When you return, let’s have a more serious conversation, Prince Kael.”

That appointment is a private audience with Her Highness the Crown Princess.



 
  
    Chapter 26 : A little further away


Every nation in the world declares itself the center of the continent.

Of course, they would. It’s an essential part of rationalizing the authority of the ruling class.

But those in the know are well aware of where the true “center of the continent” lies.

That place is none other than the Empire—Croysen, the powerful country that has devoured all the prime lands.

Geographically and in every other way, it’s the place that most fittingly claims to be the “center of the continent.”

This also means that whenever something happens in the Empire, all the nations, whether they like it or not, will hear about it.

“…So, it has come to this.”

In the northern part of the continent, in the capital of Beogran, within a mansion in the territory of the demonic alliance of Norvogrod, Charlotte listened to the situation and frowned slightly.

“A war between the Empire and the three eastern kingdoms, huh.”

“Your expression doesn’t look good, Charlotte.”

“How could it be?”

“Really? When I went to the Council, the members were all in an uproar, happy about it.”

“That’s because they only know half of what’s going on.”

Charlotte sighed deeply, looking utterly exasperated.

It’s understandable. They likely think the three eastern kingdoms will drain the Empire’s strength.

The eastern humans have always had a contentious relationship with the Empire, just like them.

The fact that these once squabbling kingdoms have now joined forces indicates a serious confrontation.

The council members believe that the three eastern kingdoms might inflict some damage on the Empire.

Although negotiations are underway with the Empire now, that could change at any moment.

They assume that while Norvogrod takes a breath, the Empire has no such luxury.

It’s such thoughts that allow them to smile and say they’re pleased.

“If things go as they hope, we might see the moderates suddenly joining hands with the hardliners for a great unification. What a sight that would be.”

Charlotte couldn’t help but laugh inwardly.

Such shortsighted judgment. Are they really council members?

Shouldn’t they be looking further ahead rather than drawing conclusions based on what’s right in front of them?

“We should have swept out all those who only occupy seats in the council, just like the Empire did in the past.”

“Charlotte!”

“I’m not wrong, am I? You’ve said similar things before.”

Charlotte knew that the Empire had once purged its own parliament.

Conflicts that existed not for the nation’s interest but solely for the sake of factions.

The imperial family had intervened and cleaned things up thoroughly when they could no longer stand it.

As a result, the Empire maintained a relatively healthy level of opposition and conflict.

The opposition was for national interest, not for the sake of opposing itself.

Unlike here in Norvogrod.

“That’s because those damn fools only know half of what’s going on.”

“That’s exactly why I’m frustrated. They only see what’s right in front of them.”

“Honestly… hmm… even I feel somewhat relieved that the Empire is losing some strength.”

“What? Even you, Father? That’s too simple a way of thinking.”

No matter how much the three eastern kingdoms have joined hands and formed an alliance.

No matter how threateningly close they claim to have bound themselves this time, forgetting past grudges.

In the end, even if they band together, they cannot compare to the Empire.

They are inferior in population, territory, and resources.

They declared war without any real justification, making it known that they were the aggressors.

It will be hard to stir up unrest within the Empire by saying they started the war first.

It will also be difficult to draw in other countries adjacent to the east.

Even if the Goddess of Fortune smiles and the three-nation alliance wins some major battles, the change will be limited. It’s not enough to bring down the Empire.

At most, they might get a bit of flesh; hopefully, they won’t fight amongst themselves over it.

“In contrast, if the Empire wins, the order in the east will be restructured, and the impact of that restructuring will spread throughout the continent.”

“…Even Norvogrod might fall under that influence.”

Charlotte nodded at Caland’s words.

The odds of the three eastern kingdoms defeating the Empire are low.

Conversely, the chances of the Empire winning this war are very high.

Moreover, the gains from such a victory could be enormous.

Low risk, high return. What a selfish exchange rate!

‘More importantly, there’s that man, Kael Clauwitz of the Berthier Empire. He’s reportedly going to war again this time.’

Charlotte often found herself reflecting on the past events whenever she had the time.

What she concluded from all this was that he was someone who knew exactly how to exploit his opponent’s weaknesses.

If they were to meet on the battlefield, he would be an extremely unpleasant adversary.

Before deploying any strategy, he sought to control every aspect of the situation.

He would achieve a sweeping victory through psychological warfare, only to make you taste defeat again.

The kite resembling a shooting star and the arrow barrage using the mist—all were aimed meticulously to strike at people’s hearts and shake them at will.

To Charlotte, Kael was a brilliant strategist and a cunning snake.

“Ah, Charlotte. I’ve just heard news about how the eastern front is progressing.”

“Hurry, show me! Quickly!”

“Wait a moment! Why are you so impatient, unlike yourself?!”

The Pavilion—a crucial place that must be occupied and held to ensure the Empire’s smooth advance.

To the three-nation alliance, it was a place they had to break through at any cost to stop the Imperial forces.

It was said that the Empire had deployed its elite 12th Corps to such a location.

And to top it off, they had assigned a rising star among them.

‘What’s the flow of the battle? How did it progress? The Empire… Kael… What move did he make in this important preliminary battle?’

Although she was the chairman’s daughter, Charlotte was more interested in the battlefield than the council.

More so, after having witnessed that magical strategy firsthand, her curiosity was piqued.

Kael was not one to make an ordinary move. That’s the kind of person he was.

What would he show this time? What kind of tactic would he use to bewilder his opponent?

It’s unfair that only Norvogrod had to suffer. Someone else should suffer too.

Only then could people stop saying that we were foolish and that Kael was just lucky!

“…Ha.”

Charlotte realized that her prediction was not wrong.

A bait using his own reputation, a masterful deployment that remained hidden until the end.


And a trump card to drive a wedge into the confusion, causing the enemy to split.

What was most surprising and terrifying was what he was targeting.

Most strategies Charlotte knew of were tactical or involved certain parts of a strategy.

Where and how to fight, how to lure, and when to retreat.

Even that much was enough to earn the title of a strategist.

But Kael was different. He focused on and paid attention to something else.

The psychology of those on the battlefield, shaking and breaking their hearts.

He was doing it skillfully.

It was as if he were carving up a steak with a knife, cutting the enemy’s spirit with his tactics.

“…Thank goodness.”

She muttered to herself without realizing it, feeling a huge sense of relief.

It wasn’t because they were stupid that they got caught. It was because the opponent was irresistible.

If we had to lose, it would be less humiliating to lose to someone overwhelmingly superior.

Yes, just don’t let it happen again next time, Charlotte thought.

At the residence of the Clauwitz family in the Berthier Empire.

The atmosphere there was as tense as walking on thin ice.

“Please let me go.”

Since the day Kael, the eldest son and heir of the family, followed the troops heading to the east, Kaya, the precious daughter and beloved of the family, had begun to stubbornly insist.

Where to? A social ball? A party? No. Beyond that, to the battlefield!

“Don’t even think about it.”

It was only natural that the Duke of the Empire would step in to dissuade his daughter.

Kaya was only fifteen years old. Not a boy, but a girl.

No one knew better than the Duke how harsh a place the battlefield was.

Would he let his daughter, who was not even of age, go there?

But Kaya did not back down from her insistence.

She, too, had her own rational reason.

Her father, the current Duke, had also gone to war at the age of fifteen.

“You did it too, Dad. I can do it too.”

“These times are not the same as back then.”

“Please let me go.”

“You stubborn girl!”

“Please let me go.”

Kaya wanted only one thing: to go to the eastern front.

Though she didn’t explain her reason, everyone in the family already knew.

“Why won’t you let me go?!”

“Do you really need to ask?! You’re only fifteen years old!”

“But you went to war, too, Dad. I can do it too!”

“At least I was a man! Kaya, you are…”

Even though the imperial society was not particularly sexist, recognizing abilities regardless of gender, the battlefield still inevitably dealt with physical differences.

For this reason, when the Duke opposed her, Kaya headed to the family’s martial training hall.

“I’m sorry, Captain.”

Kaya held a spear. She never drew her sword for anyone else.

But with just that spear alone, she managed to break through yet another barrier for her goal.

“Ugh!”

The captain of the knights, regarded as one of the top warriors in the Empire, eventually lost.

And it wasn’t that he was going easy or holding back. Even at full strength, he lost !

“Haha! Did you grow even more in such a short time, young lady? What… Haha!”

Despite losing, the captain laughed heartily, feeling pleased.

After all, the person who had beaten him was none other than his master’s daughter.

If this young lady is already this capable, what will she become later on?

He was curious—genuinely, eagerly curious.

He could already see it: enemies falling under her spear and sword.

Like flower petals falling in the wind at the end of spring, they would all disappear!

Around that time, news from the Pavilion front reached the Berthier Empire’s residence.

Following this, Kaya’s insistence and clinging to the Duke was a natural progression.

“Dad!”

“No way!”

And so, the father-daughter quarrel continued in full swing.

Eventually, the Duke, unable to bear it, decided to set a condition.

“All right, Kaya. Do you see that spear over there?”

“…Yes. What about it?”

“If you can hit the tip of that spear with an arrow, I’ll reconsider.”

“Really?”

Kaya, delighted, while the Duke smiled as if everything was going according to plan.

He was well aware that his daughter had no affinity for archery.

He had seen her practice spear skills every day with his own eyes.

Moreover, the target was incredibly far away, barely visible.


It was literally a ploy by a father to keep his young daughter at home.

But if Kael had been there, he might have tilted his head, thinking, “Hmm?”

He would have considered it unwise to bet without knowing the opponent well.

“Did it! Now will you let me go?!”

Kaya, having hit the spear’s tip perfectly, left the Duke staring blankly at her.



 
  
    Chapter 27 : Open your eyes


“Young master! Kael, young master!!”

The first to greet me upon my return from the Pavilion front was, of course, our Alexei.

He had insisted on accompanying me wherever I went, but I had persuaded him otherwise.

I did take Alexei with me when we faced Norvogrod, but that was more of a skirmish than a real war.

This time, however, it was a large-scale war, with at least five Imperial Corps dispatched.

Moreover, unlike before, I wasn’t participating just to observe without any official position.

“Oh, dear! Look at your face! You must not have eaten properly! No matter how bad the army food is, I’ve told you countless times to eat your meals regularly!”

“No, I ate just fine, didn’t skip a single meal.”

While it wasn’t quite up to the standard of our family’s exclusive chef, the Imperial army’s rations were decent.

One reason the Imperial Corps maintained its status as the most powerful on the continent was because they always provided soldiers with meals that were at least above average.

The easiest way to determine the kind of treatment you’re receiving is to look at the food you eat today.

It’s a fundamental principle, but that’s why it’s so crucial.

A soldier can’t perform on mere obligation alone.

It doesn’t matter if they are conscripts or volunteers; pride must always be mixed in.

The Empire chose to boost this pride through a good diet.

‘Anyone who says “Can pride really come from food?” should be fed packed meals made of dried anchovies and kimchi. Then they’d understand whether or not pride can come from what you eat.’

Anyway, that’s why I never skipped a meal.

To think a member of the Clauwitz family would be picky about food in the military camp?

If that happened, our ancestors would pay a direct visit to me in my dreams.

They’d shout, “Kael! Our family doesn’t reject military rations!”

“Your cheeks are hollow, and you have dark circles under your eyes!”

“No, I don’t.”

“And you look like you’ve lost weight. Did the Imperial army put you through extra training?”

“Be honest. Is my grandmother hiding in there?”

After a reasonable suspicion, we returned to a more normal conversation.

“So, is everything completely finished now?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t.”

“If it isn’t, does that mean you’ll be returning to the eastern front?”

That’s precisely what I don’t know yet.

As I hesitated, Alexei glanced around and whispered.

“Is it because of Her Highness the Crown Princess’s orders?”

“The Crown Princess only asked to see me again.”

“Then…”

“It’s just that I don’t really know myself.”

Maybe I should run away from here before it’s too late.

On the other hand, I might have more talent than I initially thought.

So, in conclusion, I really don’t know.

What should I do to benefit my family and myself more?

“Let’s head to the capital. Even if we leave today and hurry, it’ll still take a while.”

“Oh, young master, I worry you’re overworking yourself too much!”

“Thanks to my father’s special training, I won’t die just from spending a long time in a carriage.”

Perhaps that is the reason why I feel uneasy about being called a “strategist.”

When you think of a “strategist,” you imagine someone with average or below-average physical ability.

A person who has worked so hard that all their muscles have melted away, leaving only bones and skin—a worn-out employee exhausted from overwork.

‘Despite how I may look, I’ve trained directly under my father, who is quite a warrior himself. I can wield a sword reasonably well, too. Being called a strategist makes it sound like none of that shows.’

It felt rather unfair. Honestly, I worked so hard on physical training.

“Let’s go, young master! We shall depart for the capital!”

“Yes, Alexei. I’ll be relying on you again this time.”

One thing is clear: I need to raise Alexei’s salary.

With his master dashing all over the place, he’s also had a hard time.

Two months—no, nearly three months now.

The atmosphere in the capital upon my return was much calmer than I had expected.

News about the Pavilion front must have already spread.

They must know the miserable state of those who were boasting about their alliance.

Yet, there was no significant commotion.

Perhaps it means they don’t want to make a fuss now that the war has just begun.

They’ll celebrate, chant for the Empire, and mock their enemies only after everything is over.

Not a bad approach. It’s quite fitting for the Empire.

There’s a strong, reasonable conviction that victory will be ours anyway.

“The report on the Pavilion front was very interesting, Prince Kael.”

I snapped out of my thoughts and looked at the Crown Princess sitting right in front of me.

From the beginning, I felt it; she is the embodiment of charisma.

“Ah, Belle has gone to the eastern regions to comfort the Imperial citizens there.”

“Is that so?”

“As for Gnaius, he’s currently in seclusion. I told him it wasn’t necessary, but he insisted this was the right thing to do. Brothers are truly difficult to deal with.”

“I see.”

Why is she talking about the Imperial Prince and Princess to a mere noble’s son?

I couldn’t bring myself to ask, so I just fiddled with the teacup in front of me.

Noticing me, the Crown Princess smiled and spoke.

“Prince Kael.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Is something troubling you?”

She cut straight to the point without any prelude.

Yet, for some reason, I felt like the Crown Princess already knew everything.

“There is a saying that the times create heroes.”

I had heard that saying before, so I waited quietly for her to continue.

“And a hero, at times, must be humble, but at other times, it is necessary to boldly show oneself. Do you know why?”

“…I’m not sure.”

“The reason is…”


The smile on the Crown Princess’s lips deepened.

“The humility of an outstanding person does not appear as humility. Instead, it arouses a foolish desire to surpass that hero and claim what is his.”

“That’s why a hero either becomes greater or tragically falls.”

“Prince Kael,” the Crown Princess called my name again and continued.

“You wish to stay in your position. However, that won’t be easy. You have already shown who you are, what kind of person you are, and what potential you possess.”

“Your Highness is right.”

“That’s why I’m suggesting that you consider becoming the person people want you to be.”

The evaluations, thoughts, and opinions of others about me.

I know what they are; I just lack confidence.

So far, everything has been possible because of luck. The circumstances aligned well.

For now, everyone is chanting my name, so I might be able to wonder, “Could it be?”

But… if I were to take a wrong step and fall…

“Prince Kael.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“One doesn’t need ability to have the right to ambition.”

The Crown Princess pointed to my chest, wearing a solemn expression.

I couldn’t help but swallow dryly at her gaze.

“It is only by having ambition that one truly fulfills the qualifications to bring out their real abilities.”

“…”

Ambition. It was a word that seemed so distant from me.

I was lucky to be born as the eldest son of the Duke.

Lucky to have met a great younger sibling.

I became the successor without any issues—the next Duke.

And by another stroke of luck, I recalled memories from my previous life.

I was able to use them fully in various situations.

But I thought that was as far as it would go. I worried about what to do when a real situation came.

I had resolved not to do anything foolish beyond this because I believed these were the only abilities I had.

“Have the ambition to be an outstanding strategist. Have the ambition to become a great advisor. You have every right to do so. I will personally guarantee it.”

“Even if you can’t achieve that later, don’t worry. Since I vouched for you, it would be only natural for me to help.”

The Crown Princess burst into laughter as she said this.

Seeing her like that, I couldn’t help but smile too.

“I have no intention of putting a leash on you.”

After a burst of laughter, the Crown Princess took a sip from her teacup.

“I don’t want to lure you with meat like a hunting dog. I just want to show you what ambition is.”

“Your Highness.”


“Don’t you want to make this Empire even stronger? Don’t you want to elevate your family to the highest level? Don’t you want the name ‘Kael’ to be remembered in history?”

It felt as if something huge had been dropped into a place where calm ripples had been flowing.

The word “ambition.” The words to raise me, my family, and our house to a higher place.

Short but powerful. Most of all, it felt like my cluttered mind was being cleared.
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