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      Chapter 1 — The Kingdom of the Elves

      Destroying something was much faster and easier than building something. Whether it was a living being, an object, or anything else, that didn’t change. For a life to be born, two parents needed to mate, and then wait for it to grow inside the mother. Sure, plenty of animals hatched from eggs that were laid after being fertilized, but that still took a great deal of time. Even after all that work to bring new life into the world, it could so easily be snuffed out.

      A sharp blade to the heart was almost certain to do the job on any person. No matter how much time was invested in giving birth and letting that person grow, no matter how much work they had done, how skilled they were, or how much knowledge they possessed, that was all it took to reduce them to nothing. Animals and monsters were no different. Monsters were indeed strong, but compared to the time it took for them to grow up, the time it took to kill them was barely anything.

      Objects were the same. Even a sword forged to be unbending and unbreaking in battle could rust away to uselessness if left covered in blood or exposed to the elements for too long. Or it could be melted down in no time at all. There were vanishingly few things that took more effort to destroy than to create. As far as I knew, the only thing that qualified was mithril.

      All of this is to say that kingdoms were quite similar. Compared to the time and effort it would require to build this kingdom of elves, it would be much easier for me to wipe out the human kingdoms that were attacking them. I wasn’t really interested in doing that, though.

      I wasn’t a destroyer, I was a creator...is what I would like to say, but I knew I didn’t really have that right. I had killed all manner of creatures for food, and didn’t hesitate to wield tremendous power even to violent ends when the situation called for it. But I had drawn a line in the sand for myself, and it would take a lot to force me to cross it.

      If I were willing to destroy those enemy kingdoms, the elves that had been taken as slaves would be rescued much sooner. However, they would just as likely be used as living shields and killed instead. Destroying those kingdoms would mean killing a large number of humans too. The people of those kingdoms held to the western religion, so they really were enemies to the elves, but that didn’t mean I wanted to go around slaughtering them.

      This was just the way humans were. The elves were their target in this case, but they would inevitably find lines to draw among themselves to fight and enslave. So while I was interested in stopping the damage being inflicted on the elves, I wasn’t particularly angry at what simply amounted to human nature. And I knew there was more to them than that; they had an unparalleled ability to create new things as well. Strangely enough, the human tendency toward oppression and destruction of outsiders wasn’t actually in conflict with that ability. In fact, in many cases they worked hand in hand.

      I wanted to resolve the situation here as peacefully as possible, and as long as the elves wanted my help, they’d have to do things my way. Bloodshed was inevitable, but I wanted to prevent as much of it as possible. Luckily for me, the elves’ decision to band together and create a kingdom powerful enough to protect themselves played perfectly into that idea.



      Sunlight peeked through the gaps between the leaves and ivy that made up the rooms the elves lived in. Opening my eyes to the new morning, I was greeted by the songs of birds coming from outside. The smell of the trees and the presence of the forest felt extremely close. And in this peaceful forest, I needed to build a kingdom of elves.

      The difficulty was that even now, the morning after I’d declared to stay with the elves for ten years, I had no idea where to start. I had no experience with running a country, so that was only to be expected.

      From all the countries I had seen in my travels, and all the changes I had seen them go through, my conclusion in the end was that the core of a nation was its people. So before making decisions as to where to start working, what I really needed to do was get to know those people—the elves that had gathered here in Inelda. That had to happen before I started doing anything. Once I got to know the elves and the problems they faced, I would be in a better position to decide where to direct my effort. Their kingdom should be one they made, not a product of my own design.

      After I got my appearance in order and stepped out of the room prepared for me, the elf waiting outside turned and gave a smart bow. This really was way too formal. It was enough to make me laugh.

      “Good morning, Reas.” My greeting did nothing to relax his stiff posture, but there was nothing I could do about that for now. Airena had been just like that, long, long ago. Even if it was just a little at a time, as long as he came to understand I didn’t like that kind of behavior, things would work out in the end.

      Reas had been assigned as my bodyguard for now. It was hard to believe that anyone in a kingdom of elves would even consider trying to hurt a high elf like me, and frankly, I was stronger than Reas. But even so, the elves wanted to at least keep up appearances. The elders would no doubt quickly come under fire if the people learned that nobody was around to accompany me.

      I felt it was a waste to have one of their front line leaders assigned to protect me far from the battle lines all for the sake of a formality...but actually, having someone to support me while I didn’t know the lay of the land very well was quite encouraging. Reas was also quite popular and skilled among the elves despite his youth, something that positioned him well for consideration to be trained as their representative

      Of course, the actual decision of who would take on that position would come after I learned more about him and the other elves living here.

      “What will you be doing today, Lord Acer?” he asked as I started wandering aimlessly about the settlement. I was really just taking a walk, but if he was going to ask, then I had a good answer for him.

      “I’d like to find some people who can work together with me to think about the future of this place. Do you know of any good candidates?” As Reas himself was one such candidate, I wanted to hear his opinion about other elves I might consult with.

      The elders held a great deal of respect for the vast experience their long years had given them, so I could hardly ignore them when it came to building a kingdom, but I needed the strength of the young elves just as much. No matter how long the elders had lived, none of them had built a country before. There would be times where their experience would be invaluable, but the flexibility of those who lacked that experience was equally necessary.

      Finding skilled leaders among the elders wouldn’t be particularly challenging, but singling out the exceptional elves from among the younger crowd would be much more difficult. So I wanted one of those young, exceptional elves to give me his recommendations.

      There were many elves gathered here in Inelda: those who had always lived here, and those who had fled here from the other forests for protection. Some had lived alongside humans, while others hated them. The choice of which elves I would spend time with, who I would talk to and work with, would greatly shape the future of Inelda.

      As improper as it might have been, that thought filled my heart with excitement.

      ◇◇◇

      The next person was the seventh elf Reas had suggested.

      “I’m not really sure if this fits your definition of ‘exceptional,’ but...” he said hesitantly before giving me a rundown on this individual’s history.

      It was indeed hard to judge if they could be called exceptional, but there was certainly merit in meeting them.

      The criteria that made one elf superior to others was, in their estimation, quite simple. It all came down to how close they were to the spirits, and how effectively they could draw on their power. Elves typically gathered in communities small enough to survive on nature’s bounty. With no thirst for growth or expansion, there were few skills they really needed. Possibly due to their long lifespans, skills like archery, weaving ivy and leaves together to make structures, sewing plant fibers together into clothing weren’t all that important to them. Given enough time, anyone could learn to do these kinds of things.

      But now, in this place where there were too many elves to rely on nature’s bounty to survive, and all kinds of new problems were rearing their heads, Reas understood that I wasn’t just looking for something like aptitude for the Spirit Arts. He himself hadn’t been chosen to lead the warriors on the front lines because of his relationship with the spirits. Of course, he also possessed enough aptitude there to earn the respect of the other elves, but that would hardly be enough to stand against the raiding human armies. Rather, he had been assigned that role for being able to keep a level head, give precise orders, and command the respect of those around him.

      Reas was exactly the kind of exceptional elf I was looking for, one able to use his experience to figure out what I actually needed. He was able to look at the other elves in an entirely new way, and discern who was worth recommending. I imagined it had to be a rather complex process, but nevertheless he was expending every effort to fulfill my request, giving me name after name of unique elves of all kinds.

      The seventh name on his list was an elf called Tyulei. I hadn’t met her yet, but judging by her history and Reas’s description of her, there was no doubting she was quite the strange one. She was currently acting as the de facto leader of the elves who had taken over the farmland left behind by the human Ineldans to make up for the food shortages the elves were facing. However, she hadn’t started only when the food problems began. She had a history of working together with the humans before they left to cultivate produce.

      It was quite the interesting story. From my experience, most elves who left the forest in search of a more stimulating life ended up becoming adventurers. That was often far too much stimulation for them, but for elves who knew nothing of the outside world, there were few other options.

      In the east-central region of the continent, the elven caravan had started to help give elves a chance to experience the outside world and aid them while they were there, so many were beginning to walk other paths in life.

      But here in Inelda, elves had already lived alongside humans, so there were many more who had found other professions to pursue. If someone like Tyulei hadn’t been around, learning how to grow crops from the humans while they were here, even having the cultivated land left behind would have been little help in staving off food shortages. Things would have been far worse than they were now.

      The previous relationships between humans and elves were now a source of support for the elves, even after the humans had left. I found that really interesting.

      Whether Tyulei was the kind of flexible, exceptional person I was looking for was yet to be seen, but considering the food shortages faced here in Inelda, there was no doubt it was imperative that I meet her. Above all, I wanted to see her for myself. It would take quite some time to get from this settlement to the cultivated land she was managing, but my interest had been piqued to the point that it didn’t bother me.



      The farmland left behind by the human Ineldans was fairly deep in the kingdom’s territory, situated a bit east of the kingdom’s center. With how much of Inelda’s land was covered in forest, there was little room left for farming, especially since the Ineldans weren’t willing to cut down the forests to create more space. Additionally, conflict with nations to the south and west of Inelda had destroyed much of the land along those borders, leaving even less for the elves.

      It wasn’t enough to force the elves to expand their farmland at the expense of forests, not with the way elves thought. I had an idea about how to deal with that issue, but for now, I was focused on my meeting with Tyulei.

      Arriving at the farmland, I could see it really was quite cramped. While not hopelessly small, compared to the expansive fields of wheat around Janpemon, the space they had available here was still quite tight.

      But the heads of grain were nevertheless coming in thick and strong. And it wasn’t just grain either. Were those shoots potato plants? They looked quite different from the varieties I was familiar with that grew underground, but they seemed like they’d bring a bountiful harvest soon.

      Though not to the same degree as high elves, elves did possess a power over plants. That power was normally enough to support themselves off of the bounty of the forest. But it was naive to think that would translate into success in farming. At the very least, even with my superior abilities, I doubted I could produce results like these.

      Those long, straight stalks were corn, weren’t they? Win’s letters had told of his confusion when he learned that it was eaten in the Far West. I guess religion wasn’t the only thing that had spread here from that region. Of course, I wouldn’t know if it was the same corn I was familiar with until I ate it for myself, but if it was anything similar, it would go a long way to helping with the food shortages Inelda was facing. The fact they were growing so well could only be attributed to the skill and knowledge of Tyulei and the other elves working with her.

      As I admired the fields of crops, an elven woman emerged from the stalks of corn, eyes growing wide as she saw me. Though she hesitated a little, she eventually worked up the courage to walk over toward us.

      ◇◇◇

      “I thought the spirits were acting awfully excited. I had heard rumors there was a high elf in the kingdom, but seeing you face to face is still quite a shock.” the elven woman spoke with obvious anxiety. I glanced to Reas beside me. He gave a small nod, confirming that this was Tyulei.

      I knew the elves could see a light around us, but the spirits got excited when we were nearby too? It seemed I’d be revealed everywhere I went. Learning that was a bit of a shock. Had the other elves like Airena noticed the same thing, but simply didn’t mention it because they’d assumed I was already aware? But, I mean, I’m a high elf. There was no way I’d know what the spirits were like when a high elf wasn’t around.

      Ah, though now that I think about it, the merfolk Mizuyo had said something similar, hadn’t she? Something about “the water getting all excited.” My memories of Fusou were already starting to take on a nostalgic tint. I was sure Mizuyo was fine, but I guess Old Gon would be gone by now.

      But now wasn’t the time to be getting shocked at this revelation, nor to get lost in reminiscence. Turning back to Tyulei, I nodded.

      “Yep, it’s just what it looks like. I heard about you, so I came to meet you myself. But I have to say, you’ve already exceeded my expectations. All of these crops are excellent.”

      I stretched a hand out toward her, hoping her long history with humans would be enough to understand what I was getting at. And sure enough, after only a few moments of hesitation, she reached out and grabbed my hand. Reas looked like he was about to lose his marbles, but this handshake was exactly what I had hoped for.

      
      The success brought a smile to my face. This was a huge win. As someone labeled an eccentric by the rest of the elves, she wouldn’t function well as a leadership figure for them. However, when it came to understanding the actions and intentions of the human kingdoms bordering them, I had no doubt she could function as an aide or consultant. And with her around, there would be someone who understood what I was looking for as well.

      “If we can get more farmland like this in places safe from human invasion, do you think you could expand what you’re doing here to help with the food situation?” I asked a probing question. Of course, even if she was on board, putting her in a consultant role like that immediately was being a bit overeager. I mean, we didn’t even have someone for her to help yet.

      So first, I would get her to help with a problem I knew she must have already spent a great deal of time worrying about, which would allow us to build trust in each other. The issue before her right now was acquiring enough land to produce the food required to solve the shortage. After seeing the results of her work here, I had no doubts at all about her personal abilities. And when it came to growing crops, elves could call on the spirits for protection against droughts and extreme weather, so most catastrophic events related to farming could be avoided.

      The fact that their food production wasn’t enough, even with those abilities, must have bothered her. If they couldn’t secure more food, it wouldn’t be long before the whole kingdom project fell apart. Seeing that potential future, knowing she had the knowledge and the skills to solve that problem, but being unable to for a lack of land and being unable to cut down the forest around them...it was exactly that excellence of hers that would have made this situation so frustrating.

      But as I hinted at earlier, I had an idea for how to solve that problem. Or perhaps more accurately, I had the power to force a solution through. If the amount of available land was restricted because of the threat of invading armies, I could just reinforce the kingdom’s borders with rivers and mountains. Using the spirits for such brute force solutions was the easiest thing for me to do.

      Creating mountains could completely seal off Inelda from the outside world, but I would try using rivers instead. The guaranteed safety created by perfectly sealing the border would put the elven soldiers out of a job, and discourage the elves as a whole from interacting with the rest of the world even after the situation in the West changed. I wanted the elves to be ready and capable of defending themselves should the need arise, and I definitely didn’t want them to give up all interaction with the rest of the world. 

      On the other hand, if rivers were used to make those borders, bridges and boats could be made to cross it. The power of the water spirits would also provide a much stronger advantage in combat than drawing enemy armies inland and fighting them in the forests. On top of that, it would allow friendly nations to cross into Inelda’s territory, and those nations could also use the rivers to transport goods with the elves’ help. That would improve the standing of the elves in the eyes of the other nations.

      Of course, in exchange for that help, the elves could acquire information and supplies from the outside world, and it would allow the elves and their allies to put more pressure on their enemies. It might be the first push needed to get change happening here in the west-central region.

      If such huge ramifications could be drawn from making a few rivers, then there was no reason not to. The elves might object to changing the landscape so drastically, even if it was outside the forests...but abandoning their smaller forests and gathering here was already a drastic change. The elves had fled their forests for their own safety, thus allowing monster populations to bloom. In the same way, I’d be creating rivers to keep the elves safe.

      “If such a thing were possible... Oh, it’s not that I doubt your words, but the scale is just hard for me to imagine. If it were to happen, I would do everything I could to help resolve the issues we are facing.” Tyulei responded slowly, choosing her words carefully. Meanwhile, Reas seemed to be reeling from what he’d just heard.

      That was exactly what I wanted to hear. The food shortage wasn’t the only problem this kingdom was facing. She knew that, and was telling me she wanted to be of use in solving those problems.

      Of course, we still didn’t have nearly enough hands on deck. In order to secure a stable life for so many elves, we’d need a huge workforce. But we had now started gathering them, one by one. And just as Reas had introduced me to Tyulei, she very well might introduce me to other interesting, exceptional elves.

      The circle was getting bigger.

      ◇◇◇

      A good deal of time had passed since I started recruiting elves to help. To be precise, it had already been three months since I arrived in Inelda.

      We were currently making preparations to enact my plan of creating rivers to enclose the kingdom. There were quite a few volunteers who had stepped up to help and were currently digging holes around the kingdom’s borders to serve as markers. When it came time to actually make the river, I’d use those holes as focus points, digging channels a few dozen to a few hundred meters wide between them, and then fill the newly created trenches with water.

      In a way, it felt more like a moat than a river, but once it was done, I could worry about connecting it to other rivers and getting the water spirits to help circulate the water. The idea of making a living river sounded much more fun to me than a simple moat.

      In truth, I could make the river myself just by looking at a rough map, but the elves’ assistance would make the process much more precise, allowing the river to line up better with the kingdom’s borders. And above all, I was really happy to see them so eager to work themselves instead of relying on me to do everything myself. So for now, I was waiting for the preparations to be complete.

      Though I had decided to gather a group of exceptional elves, I was making an effort to avoid focusing too much on those who were exceedingly skilled. For those with talent, especially at a level one would call genius, being recognized and put to work was a thing of joy. There was nothing wrong with that.

      But even those who didn’t stand head and shoulders above the rest still craved recognition, and that was just as valid. Everyone wanted to be recognized, wanted to be praised. It was nothing out of the ordinary. And what was even more obvious was that in a group of hundreds, thousands, or tens of thousands of people, only a small few met that bar of extreme talent. If I only paid attention to those top few talents, unrest would start to grow among the rest of the population.

      That was why I was happy to have so many elves helping with building this river. Once the work was finished, I’d make sure to thank each and every one of them individually.



      Now, I had some time before the preparations for the river were complete, so how would I spend that time?

      “Lord Acer! Is this good?”

      By teaching the elven children sculpting, of course.

      Well, we weren’t actually using hammers and chisels or anything. Instead, I had prepared a number of small stone blocks for them, and had the children trace their fingers along the stone, getting the earth spirits to help them carve it. It was more like a game, and if they worked hard at it, they’d end up with a small statue they could carry home.

      “Yes, exactly! That’s great. This is a bird, right? What kind of bird is it?”

      The child beamed at my praise. They never ended up telling me what kind of bird it was, but it didn’t matter as long as they were having fun. Naturally, being made by a child, there were plenty of distortions, and the finer details were all amateurish at best. But the fact I could recognize what it was despite all that meant it was pretty well done in my eyes.

      Using the earth spirits to carve a statue out of stone was actually much harder than it sounded. In order to get the help of the spirits, one needed a close relationship with them and a precise mental image of what you wanted to accomplish. If you weren’t that close to them, they would just ignore your request. And no matter how much they liked you, if you couldn’t clearly communicate what you wanted, there was no way they could respond properly.

      Of course, factors like one’s personal affinity for the spirits and ability to empathize with them also came into play, but in the end, Spirit Arts came down to getting along with the spirits and asking them for help. That’s why I thought that practicing in the Spirit Arts should always be done in a way that was fun for the trainee and the spirits. Doing something that left a permanent result would be fun for both of them, and the sculpting process would help the children practice holding more precise images in mind. While I had been learning under Professor Myos, I had done everything myself, but that didn’t stop the spirits from watching with a keen interest.

      It would be decades before these children grew up, so the situation here in the west would likely be entirely different by then, but it was never a bad thing for them to have more tools in their belt. While the current situation was very much a crisis for the elves, from the perspective of their extensive lifespans, it was still only a temporary rough patch. I had no idea what kind of future would be waiting for these children, but no matter how the world changed, the spirits would always be at their sides.

      So I was teaching the children how to interact with the spirits and ask them for help. Of course, if any of them actually wanted to take up sculpting for real, I’d have to break out the hammer and chisel, but I figured it was too early to be worrying about that.

      “Who is this, Lord Acer?” one of the children asked, looking at my handiwork.

      While watching them practice, I had been carving a sculpture of my own, modeled after a friend of mine who had passed away a long time ago: Rodna, the guard of a distant city. I couldn’t really tell you why I had picked him...but maybe the kind, gentle feeling I got from watching the children had brought him to mind. He was always kind, always looking after me.

      “Ah, yeah. This is a human who was a friend of mine. He was a great guy. When I had difficulties in a human city, he always took care of me.”

      I was a bit unsure of how to explain it to the children. Some of them had come to Inelda fleeing from humans. If it had been Clayas or Shizuki, I could have given them fascinating or funny stories about their incredible swordsmanship, but there wasn’t much I could say about Rodna other than that he was great. I had been incredibly lucky to meet someone like him right after emerging from the Forest Depths. It may sound like a bit of an exaggeration, but to me, Rodna was the face of the good side of humanity, even long after he had passed.

      The child turned quiet, facing the yet incomplete statue. “Mr. Human, thank you for helping Lord Acer!”

      I was quite surprised. I hadn’t expected anything like that. Kids were really amazing. I felt like I was about to tear up.

      An emotional display like that would probably confuse the children though, so I forced myself to calm down and patted the child on the head with a smile. When the other kids saw that, they crowded around as if hoping I’d do the same for them. The feeling growing in my chest was something I really couldn’t express in words.

      ◇◇◇

      Five months after my arrival in Inelda, the elves had finished the preparations needed to make the river that would close off their borders. Though I’d said broadly I was closing off its borders, that didn’t mean they were cutting off all contact with the outside world.

      Where Inelda bordered with hostile nations, the river would be wider, and bent and twisted to increase the speed the water flowed to make building bridges or crossing in boats more difficult. Naturally, the neighbors who were friendly to the elves would receive the opposite treatment, not only getting a calmer, slower river that made crossing easy, but also considerations would be taken to make the river itself a useful resource for them.

      Luckily for us, the nations that were hostile to the elves and friendly to them had divided themselves up neatly. Currently, Inelda was bordered by five nations: Kazarya to the south, Kirgia to the west, Durigle to the north-west, Koffel to the north-east, and Wyforen to the east. Kazarya, Kirgia, and Durigle ascribed to the western religion, and so were hostile to the elves. Having spread here from the West, the western religion was much stronger in that direction...well, it would be nice if things were always that simple. But at any rate, that was the current geographical situation, so dividing them from the friendly nations wasn’t hard.

      Inelda’s northern border came up against a mountain range outside the claims of any nation, so anything west of that and south of Inelda could be given difficult to cross rivers. There was a possibility Koffel and Wyforen could end up adopting the western religion, or even being toppled and conquered by another enemy, so we were still building a river separating us from them just in case.

      With the aid of the spirits, the elves would have no trouble defending those water crossings. Even without them, I intended to have them train so that they could fight as a true army that wouldn’t lose to any human invader. This solved the largest problems when it came to defense. Blocking human armies from entering Inelda would also open up more land for safe cultivation, drawing us closer to solving the food shortages as well.

      It wouldn’t solve all the issues the elves faced, and once they had that added layer of security and stability, other problems they had been suffering under quietly would quickly start bubbling to the surface. Once their lives weren’t in danger anymore, they would feel much more free to start complaining. Though maybe they wouldn’t be as quick to complain as humans, elves still needed to vent those stresses to maintain their health. If those complaints were left to develop into unrest, it had the potential to trip up the growing kingdom and lead to its early collapse from the inside. To prevent that, they needed a strong leader to act as their representative...and if we wanted to promote a feeling of solidarity among the elves, we’d need to give the kingdom a new name.

      I didn’t think the community here would fracture while I was present, but I wouldn’t be here forever. There were only nine years and seven months left on my time limit. In that time, I would set them on a course that would keep them united. Though that was a much more difficult problem to approach than just making a river. But this was something I could do, so I would do it.

      All I had to do today was make that river.



      The other elves watched as I put my hands to the ground and closed my eyes. We were in the heart of Inelda right now, so they wouldn’t actually be able to see anything happening. I didn’t think there was much point to watching me...although unlike humans, they could see the spirits at work, so I guess there wouldn’t be nothing.

      “Spirits of the earth,” I called out, tuning my mind to the spirits, merging my feelings with theirs, and searching outward.

      The elves had used the earth spirits’ power to dig the holes, so of course the spirits knew where they were. Asking them to tell me where they were, I got an image in the back of my mind of countless points, which when connected together would draw the border of Inelda. All that remained was to apply what I had taught to the children the other day. I traced a line between the points in my mind, connecting them together. Though rather than going straight between each one, I bent and twisted the line as I went.

      This simple act of tracing a line with an invisible figure reshaped the landscape around Inelda in the same way the children reshaped the stone. Long ago, I would have been much more rough, bringing about quite a bit of noise and shaking. But as I was now, there would be no unnecessary spectacle. Or rather, I was able to choose not to have it. Perhaps that seemed unimportant, but I felt it was a marker of my personal growth.

      I was focusing rather hard, so I didn’t know exactly how long it took, but I finished tracing the line in what felt like a little under ten minutes. Of course, that was matched by a huge, deep trench being dug out around the kingdom as well. But I couldn’t discard the image in my mind quite yet. Next it was time to call on the water spirits, the ones in the sky above me.

      “Spirits of the water.”

      Gather together, make clouds, and bring us rain. In response to my request, the water spirits gathered the moisture from the air up into the sky, which soon began falling to the earth in a torrential downpour. But the clouds only formed—and the rain only fell—exactly above the newly formed trenches. If I had made it rain like this over the entire kingdom, those crops we had finally managed to grow would likely be ruined. Keeping the image of the trench in my mind, I sent the water spirits to fill it with water. The wind spirits helped out too, but most of the work was shouldered by the water spirits. I was of course grateful to both of them, as well as the earth spirits.

      If left like this for a time, the trenches would eventually fill with water. Once it was done, I would ask the water spirits to inhabit it, create a moving current, and start the water circulating. Later, I would need to connect the river to a source up in the mountains and to an outlet outside the kingdom so we could invite aquatic life into it, but there was no need to rush.

      The elves were on their knees facing me as if in prayer. It was really too much...but whatever. This would secure a safety for them they never had before. There was no need for me to rain on their parade, as it were. The real difficulties would come when I had to solve problems where brute force like this wasn’t useful.

      “Hey, Elder. What did you guys actually call the forest here?” I asked a question that suddenly popped back into my mind. For example, back in the east-central region, one of the many groups of elves in Ludoria called the woods around their settlement Mi Forest, while those in Zieden called theirs Ha Forest. Tere should have been a name for the forest here in Inelda too.

      “O-Oh...I suppose we never told you. What an inexcusable discourtesy. My sincerest apologies. The name we use to refer to our home is Shiyou Forest.”

      I nodded. Shiyou Forest, was it? “Shiyou” was likely referring to the first leaves that sprouted from a baby plant. That was a great name.

      “Then until the humans come back to Inelda, let’s call this land Shiyou. We’ll need a name for ourselves when we send letters to Koffel and Wyforen, after all.”

      The interim leader of the elves could be the elder of Shiyou Forest. Considering the values held by elves, elders would easily be able to slip into a role of leadership. But simply leaving things like that would no doubt irritate the elves who had come here from other forests, so I would also create an organization of exceptionally skilled elves from across the nation to assist him. That elder would one day step back, and hopefully through the hands of that organization, Shiyou would become a place that reflected the thoughts of all elves who lived here.

      I might need to send letters back east, asking for help from Airena or Professor Myos. Ah, speaking of which, I had a letter from Grenda Welbs, the lord of Tomhans in Jilchias that I still needed to respond to. I wondered if getting a response from the nation of Shiyou rather than the elven forest would surprise him.

      There were still all kinds of things we needed to do, but they could all be set aside for now to celebrate the creation of the river. We had plenty of time to wait until the trenches filled with water, after all.

      ◇◇◇

    

  

    
    
      Two years had passed since I came to Inelda, which was now called Shiyou. During my usual daily sword practice, Reas, who was always around to watch, suddenly spoke up.

      “Lord Acer, why on earth do you go so far?”

      The question was honestly pretty abstract. It was hard for me to grasp what he was talking about. If he was asking me now of all times, that must mean he was talking about my swordsmanship, right? Or was there something else he had seen in me that made him curious?

      When I responded with that question, he shook his head. “I mean with everything. Everything you do is a mystery to me.”

      I see. It seemed the two years he had spent following me around were starting to have an impact on him. Until now, Reas wouldn’t have dreamed of doubting anything I did. And even if he had, he would never have voiced those doubts. While it was born from the absolute respect that elves had for high elves, it also was an excuse for them to stop thinking for themselves. The fact that he was finally willing to share his doubts and ask questions was an undeniable sign of growth.

      “Of course, I’m talking about your swordsmanship too,” he continued. “Even without such a skill, I cannot imagine anyone being a threat to you. I also wonder why you take the time to go and meet with so many people who are unhappy here. Even if you ignored us entirely, we elves would always obey.” And so he asked me again, why I “go so far.”

      Ah, that was a good question. The fact he was willing to voice these doubts made me so happy that I felt obliged to give him a really good answer. However, I had my own doubts about whether words would be enough to express everything I was thinking. Luckily Reas and I had plenty of time allotted to us, so we had no shortage of time to talk and try to understand each other. Just giving one or two words might leave room for misunderstandings, but a hundred, thousand, or ten thousand words would get across my intentions with a great deal more accuracy.

      “Well, it’s because I like doing things this way. I practice with a sword because I enjoy it. Though it’s also useful for when I’m up against someone who the spirits can’t help me with. I’ve fought someone like that before.”

      Everything I did was because I wanted to. My reasons for practicing swordsmanship were too many to put into words. I wanted to be capable of performing in a cool and beautiful way with a sword. This swordsmanship was the bond between me and Kaeha, and I wanted to recreate that final display she had shown me. Beyond all that, I enjoyed the practice. I also needed to refine my skills for the next time I met Win. And so on, and so on. But if I wanted to summarize all of them together, ultimately it came down to it just being what I wanted to do. I simply enjoyed doing it.

      As far as vampires like Rayhon, where the powers of the spirits couldn’t help me, I had more or less figured out how their powers worked now, so I doubted I’d have similar issues in the future. Even against the mystics of the Ancient Gold Empire, the spirits would be a powerful ally. Back then, his Mystic Arts had been like using water to put out a fire. He was just using his own power to neutralize the phenomena I created.

      But that power wasn’t unlimited. In Rayhon’s case, it was drawn from the people he had killed, and in the case of a real mystic, it would be from energy they’d drawn out of nature and taken into themselves. All I would have to do is keep attacking until that power was exhausted. There was no way a mystic, proper or not, would have greater reserves of power than the spirits of nature themselves. There was absolutely no possibility of losing against them in a war of attrition.

      That said, people like the mystics of the Ancient Gold Empire wouldn’t let it devolve into something as simple as that. But I had no intention of fighting them anyway, so I didn’t need to worry about it. Still, there was always a chance I’d come across someone who could do something similar, or who could at least make me think so. In that one in a million chance, having experience in swordsmanship would be valuable. And of course, I had chosen to refine my swordsmanship because I liked it.

      Anyway, to get back on track, I had also gone around talking to the unhappy elves for the same reason: that’s what I wanted to do.

      “People are happy just to have me listen to them. If their concerns are something that we can resolve, their input becomes invaluable. If it’s not, it gives us a chance to explain and help them come to terms with reality. I don’t see a downside to it.”

      When it came to humans or other races, there were plenty of people who would stubbornly try to force their own opinions through, but elves were extremely obedient to high elves like myself. The fact that they would be so happy for me to just hear them out and talk things over with them made it fun for me too. Even if it was only one or two people a day, that added up to hundreds in a year, and eventually thousands over time. That was only a fraction of the tens of thousands of elves living in Shiyou now, but the impact I had on that small fraction would spread throughout the whole population.

      If this had been a kingdom of dwarves rather than elves, it would turn into drinking and fist fights rather than talking things through...and while that would be fun in its own right, making it a daily routine would be rather taxing. I was glad elves were so easy to work with, though this kind of interaction felt a little bit lacking in the end.

      “If I can make others happy and improve their lives just by doing the things I want to, that makes me happy too. It’s a lot more fun than lying back and issuing orders all day. I don’t think I’ve done anything that would count as ‘going so far,’” I said, turning to Reas with a laugh. Answering his question was more of the same. If this kind of exchange would help Reas grow as a person, that would make me happy.

      Reas sank back into silence, chewing over the response I had given him. I didn’t mind if he took his time with it. Both of us, elves and high elves, had plenty of time to live and grow. In fact, you could say that we needed a long time to grow. If he had questions or doubts, he could ask any number of times, and I would answer every single one.

      And so my peaceful days in the forest continued.

      ◇◇◇

      After spending three years in Shiyou, I received a report from Tyulei. It was a report on the amount of food they had managed to grow this year. Though it wasn’t quite enough to call it a document, passing my eyes over the brief written summary filled me with both a sense of relief and of fear. I was relieved that the amount of food produced was enough to account for the needs of the elves. But I was afraid because that need had been met many times faster than I had anticipated.

      It was good news, of course. This was a result of the hard work put in by Tyulei and the other elves who had dedicated themselves to farming. However, there weren’t really all that many of them. If humans wanted to achieve the same results in the same space, they might need as much as ten times the manpower to produce the same amount of food. And yet these were the results.

      They worked the land that was available to them, developed the new land that had been secured for them, and at the same time managed to produce enough food to support the entire kingdom. It had only been two and a half years since the rivers were created to make more safe farmland. For the humans of my past life, those results would have been entirely impossible without heavy machinery like tractors.

      Elves were extremely proficient at farming. This was my first glimpse into how capable the elves would be at conquering this world. The population of elves was small because they intentionally avoided growing, keeping their numbers low enough to survive off the bounty of the forest. But what if they learned to farm, to produce huge amounts of food like this?

      With such long lifespans, they wouldn’t explode in population like humans could, but it only took around a hundred years for a new generation to be capable of reproducing themselves. If they really tried, they could multiply tenfold in five hundred to a thousand years. 

      In comparison to humans—or any of the other races, really—individual elves were much stronger thanks to the power granted them by the spirits. With a larger population, they would have no problem exterminating their neighbors and claiming that land for themselves. Really, it wasn’t hard to imagine the elves driving out all other races from the continent within my own lifetime.

      That was what scared me about this report.



      “Lord Acer, once the situation in Shiyou settles down, I think I will give up on farming.” As I struggled between relief and terror, Tyulei broke the silence between us with an ironic laugh. “When it was just me, the humans were really happy to have me around. They said I was a big help.”

      I can imagine that. Hard, unworkable ground could easily be tilled by an elf, and there was no threat of lacking water. Having someone be grateful for her help was no doubt a great experience for her.

      “But after working with other elves like this, on such a huge scale, I doubt I’ll be able to really enjoy having a small field ever again. And that large-scale work...it’s quite scary, isn’t it? Just reading those numbers sent a chill down my spine.”

      This woman was truly exceptional. As faint as they were, my memories of my past life were what taught me that these numbers were something to be feared. But even without that knowledge, Tyulei was able to see the same future I had. And it seemed she didn’t find it particularly pleasing either.

      “Please don’t give me a look like that. Actually...let me take that back. Maybe I ought to be proud that I could get that kind of expression out of you. I doubt there are many elves out there that could strike such shock and fear into a high elf.”

      Though not immediately, Tyulei was saying she planned to give up farming. Without her strong leadership, the elves likely wouldn’t be able to continue this massive rate of growth. The other elves would likely only work to make the amount of food we needed, planning in the long-term to return to their forests. Unlike Tyulei, most of them only worked the fields to meet the need for food in Shiyou, and weren’t much interested in pursuits beyond that.

      Yes, she alone was the source of this threat. But...while I was here doing whatever I liked with my life, could I really make her give up the farming that she loved? It was an aggravating situation.

      Of course, Shiyou’s food crisis hadn’t been my fault in any way, and even if this report had never made it to me or I hadn’t noticed any danger in it, Tyulei would have come to the same conclusion all on her own. But the fact that I couldn’t tell her to just do what she loved filled me with a special kind of disgust.

      “I have to say, this all has me very excited. If I can’t spend all my time farming, who knows what else I’ll be able to do?” Tyulei continued, as if trying to encourage me. There wasn’t a trace of worry in her smile. “That was something I learned from you, Lord Acer. So I wanted to ask you, why did you take up blacksmithing and sculpting?”



      After a long, mostly trivial conversation,

      “I’ll let everyone know that you were thrilled with their results.”

      Tyulei left with those words. I felt awfully pathetic having her so clearly worried over me. She was the one who was really suffering, being forced to give up what she loved.

      The whole thing reinforced my idea that I just wasn’t suited to leadership. But even so, I needed to use my authority as a high elf to support Shiyou. We still had seven years to go.

      ◇◇◇

      I am glad to hear you are well. I am saddened to hear you have been caught up in a path not of your choosing. And I am proud of you, willing to take that path anyway for the sake of your comrades.

      That was the beginning of the letter I was reading—a reply from the count of Marmaros in Siglair, Professor Myos, after I’d sent him a request for advice. The rest of the letter was filled with practical advice, and explanations behind the meaning and intentions of each of them. It was a very serious letter, very much like Professor Myos.

      Reading it made me feel quite nostalgic. He had been similarly strict and capable as a teacher when I was learning sculpting. By now, he had probably retired from his role as count, leaving the government to his son while he indulged fully in the arts. He was happy, saddened, and proud. It was exactly the kind of answer I expected from him, making me quite happy to read it.

      However, I also noticed something else. Though I had told him we should meet again after everything in Marmaros had been resolved, it was quite likely we wouldn’t actually get the chance. There was always the possibility that someone could suddenly die without warning, but even without that, after spending ten years in Shiyou and however much time in the Far West, he may not be around anymore when I finally made it back to the east-central region of the continent.

      Professor Myos had been over forty when we first met. After five years in that developing village, then ten years in Shiyou...if I spent five more years in the west, that would leave him well into his sixties. Humans in this world rarely lived much longer than that.

      Professor Myos was a noble, though. Maybe he would last a bit longer thanks to the better nutrition available to him. But on the other hand, he was definitely the kind of person to neglect himself in the formation of his art. I couldn’t imagine him living all that long.

      I found myself sighing. Things always seemed to turn out this way. I knew being gloomy about it wouldn’t help things, but human lives always seemed to pass by in a flash. I was still sending letters back to the dojo as I had promised Aiha, but I suspected I’d never be seeing Souha or Touki again either. Of course, I had been well aware of that when I declared I’d spend ten years supporting this kingdom. And again, being gloomy about it wouldn’t help.

      Professor Myos’s advice came from someone who was educated in the art of rulership from an early age, and had decades of experience on top of that. It was invaluable advice for a nation like this, full of nothing but elves with no experience in ruling at all.



      The letter from Myos wasn’t the only one that arrived today, though.

      Actually, it was only recently that we could start getting letters. They now came in from the neighboring friendly nation of Wyforen, carried there overland from Jilchias, which received them by ship from the east-central region. The elves being involved in helping with ships traveling down the newly formed river had created that opportunity. Thanks to their ability to call on water spirits to create currents in the river, the elves were playing a significant role in developing water freight industries in both Koffel to the northeast and Wyforen to the east.

      On the other side, the rivers had proved useless to Kazarya, Kirgia, and Durigle on Shiyou’s southern and western borders for transporting goods by water, and had been responsible for foiling a number of their attempts to attack Shiyou. The consequences for making the elves one’s enemy or ally were starting to spread and gain weight throughout the region. It wouldn’t be long before Shiyou was able to engage with friendly nations like Koffel and Wyforen as equals on the political stage.

      I had been a little worried about individual elves taking the responsibility of aiding others in their ships before Shiyou had a chance to form stable political relationships with its neighbors, but unfortunately our political position was still too weak.

      Thanks to the efforts of the elven elders and the exceptional individuals I had gathered under me...really, thanks to all the elves in Shiyou being willing to do as I instructed them, we were barely managing to keep our own ship afloat. Naturally, there were no elves with experience in diplomacy here, so there was always the fear that contact with other nations in an official capacity would lead to the binding of contracts that would leave the elves at a disadvantage. So first, we were trying to improve the station of elves in the region, making them a valuable asset to those around them and thus improving Shiyou’s value, before forging concrete political ties.

      To get back on topic, the other letter I received today was advice on how to carry out that diplomacy. It was from my personal friend, the only elf I knew...and quite likely the only elf in the world who had experienced diplomacy with human kingdoms as an equal. Reading over Airena’s letter, I couldn’t help but laugh. In the end, it all boiled down to “learn about human common sense, but act as if you are ignorant of it.”

      I couldn’t say she was wrong. By learning human standards and also submitting to them, we would be negotiating with them as equals. That would put us in an arena where they were experts and we were amateurs. There was no way we could stand against them. Koffel and Wyforen may have been on good terms with the elves, but when it came to politics, there was no way to avoid them putting the interests of their own nations above ours.

      So Airena’s advice was to avoid submitting to their way of doing things except when it was absolutely necessary. Deliver a first impression that lined up with their expectations and imaginations of elves, and open negotiations in a completely new way. We would make them believe that humans had their place, and elves had their own far removed from it. That distance would create the opportunity for equality in negotiations. There was nothing to gain from entering their arena.

      Of course, we couldn’t pretend to be ignorant forever. We’d slowly have to demonstrate that we were coming to understand their way of doing things. But if we grew too close too soon, it would cause both of us to misapprehend each other.

      This all seemed very much like something I wouldn’t be good at, but I couldn’t expect Reas and Tyulei to shoulder a burden like this on their own. I would inevitably have to participate in any meeting with ambassadors from abroad.

      Airena finished her letter with an apology, saying she was unable to come to the West herself right away, and so was leaving the elves here in my care.

      Yeah. This would all be quite difficult, but I guess I’d give it a shot. Even if she wasn’t here to see it herself, I still wanted to show off what I could do for Airena every once in a while.

      ◇◇◇

      In my sixth year staying in Shiyou, the war between Kazarya to the south and their neighbor Jilchias grew more intense. Religious differences between the two had made them hostile from the beginning, but until now the conflict had been reserved to Jilchias brushing aside Kazarya’s incursions on their territory.

      Jilchias’s access to the sea had brought them incredible profit from trade, while Kazarya, despite their warmongering attitude, was constantly on the brink of ruin due to the large monster populations within their borders. Jilchias never really had any reason to invade Kazarya themselves. Anger and hatred would inevitably continue to grow as they constantly bore Kazarya’s violence, but crushing their kingdom and being forced to take ownership of their ruined territory wasn’t a particularly appetizing prospect.

      But that had changed recently due to the birth of Shiyou in what was once Inelda, as well as the creation of the enormous river surrounding it and the profits it brought to nations who were friendly to the elves. Kazarya had received none of the river’s benefits because they were enemies of the elves, but they were positioned along that river nonetheless. In other words, the leadership of Jilchias believed that if they could take that position from Kazarya, there was hope of them getting a piece of that pie for themselves.

      Well, I say the leadership, but I was referring to Count Grenda Welbs, a man I had been exchanging letters with. He had quite specifically sent me a letter asking if the elves would support their water freight if they were to gain access to the river.

      Personally, I didn’t like the idea of approving the escalation of a war. But from the perspective of Shiyou, the destruction of an enemy nation in Kazarya and the addition of Jilchias to the water freight industry surrounding it was nothing but gain. There were virtually no downsides, and great advantages to be had.

      Of course, even if the Kazaryan leadership were ousted, the beliefs of the people in that territory wouldn’t change so easily. It would still be difficult to trust the people who lived there, but if Jilchias were to take control of and responsibility for those people, I doubted Shiyou would have much in the way of an objection.

      Jilchias exploded into action almost immediately after receiving my reply. They had put up with Kazarya’s aggression before because there was no profit to be gained from retaliation. Now that there was profit to be had, they had no reason to leave Kazarya on the map. From what I had heard, Jilchias’s army had been quite energetic in its occupation of Kazarya’s towns and villages. I guess there was already a rather significant gap in strength between them, and with the number of troops Kazarya had lost trying to cross the river into Shiyou, they weren’t exactly in top shape to defend themselves.

      From an outside perspective, Kazarya’s behavior looked absurd, but that just went to show what kind of terrifying power religion could have over people. A group united under a single idea gained an incredible power to push forward, though it tended to rob them of the ability to look in any other direction. The Kazaryans, under the belief of the Western religion that humans were superior to all other races, couldn’t fathom the possibility of losing to elves, and so continued to whittle down their own forces.

      It was easy to laugh at them for their foolishness, but it would be just as easy for any of us to get trapped in the same rut. Whether it was religion or any other motivator, anyone—humans, elves, and even high elves—could easily blind themselves to the world around them for the sake of what they believed in. There were plenty of times when I had felt myself growing close to that in my own life.



      I stared out at the river running along Shiyou’s southern border. Compared to the river on the east side, the water here moved incredibly fast. On top of that, the way the river bent and curved meant the flow of the river changed speed frequently, making it much more difficult for ships attempting to follow or cross it.

      Of course, all of that was something I had done on purpose. But if Jilchias managed to completely overpower Kazarya and make it to the river, I would probably end up gradually reducing its intensity. The river would become so peaceful that you could forget it had swallowed up countless Kazaryan soldiers. That left me with an indescribable feeling.

      A fish suddenly leapt out of the raging current. It looked like life had finally decided to make its way here now that we had connected this river to others. Would the river becoming calmer impact these fish negatively? Maybe it would be best to keep the water moving at a decent speed.

      There weren’t many fish or plants in the water yet, but eventually even aquatic monsters would take up residence here. In only a few more years, this river would be out of my hands. How would it change once I had left?

      Pondering these things, I watched the river flowing by, still trying to come to terms with the fact that this river I had made to defend the elves had now brought about even more war.

      ◇◇◇

      “This is...terrible,” I muttered as I spun around and slashed, taking a leech the size of a human head leaping toward me out of the air. It was a kind of monster I had never seen before. I was in a forest south of Shiyou, in what had been known as the nation of Kazarya just one year ago. The kingdom had at last been toppled, and was now in the process of being rebuilt according to Jilchias’s demands.

      From the perspective of the elven kingdom of Shiyou, Kazarya had been an enemy, a hostile nation clinging tightly to the religion of the West. Now, the nation of Jilchias that had displaced them was showing a much friendlier face to the elves. Of course, that was because they were hoping to profit from the river we had created to protect ourselves, but it was only natural that people would seek to better the situation of their own nation. Unlike Kazarya’s attempts to profit by enslaving the elves, asking to use the river for commercial reasons was a proposal that could benefit both sides of the equation.

      I wasn’t here exactly for that reason, but in this forest now ruled by Jilchias, I was hunting monsters nonetheless. By culling monsters before they could emerge from the forests, Jilchias’s power structure would take hold more smoothly. On top of that, I’d be able to survey the condition of the forests left behind by the elves who had fled to Shiyou.

      It was my every intention to allow the elves who had built Shiyou to return to their old homes. Once the situation in the West had changed and the idiots taking elves as slaves had been driven out, I wanted them to return to their old lives. That would be best for both elves and humans.

      However, when that day came, the elves would have to take back their forests from the monsters themselves. They would have to exterminate them entirely to set up new settlements. Surveying their condition now was part of preparing for that coming day. Beyond just their numbers, if the monsters that had taken up residence in the forests were especially strong, I would have to travel around to the many forests and dispatch them myself.

      That’s what I had thought at first...but things were actually much, much worse than I had anticipated. I had passed through here once while it was still Kazarya, around seven years ago. My objective had simply been to pass through, so I hadn’t spent much time investigating the situation, but I had been attacked by a frustrating number of monsters. 

      And this was far worse than it had been. The monsters here had grown both in numbers and strength. Forests were places of great natural power, and without the elves to manage them, they would become breeding grounds for monsters.

      There had to be some other factor involved for the situation to get so much worse in only seven years. Thinking about it, the only cause I could think of...was the collapse of Kazarya. A war that was enough to destroy a kingdom would involve an incredible loss of life. Those deaths drew out more monsters.

      Though it sounded like superstition, there may have been more to it than that. Corpses themselves could turn into revenants, or serve as food for a growing monster population. But something in the back of my mind told me there was some deeper connection between the amount of death in the area and the increase in the populations of monsters.



      “Lord Acer, we have finished disposing of the monsters behind us. I see things are quite bad here as well...” Reas scowled as he glanced over the area.

      I couldn’t blame him, not with the heaps of corpses laid out around me. Our objective here was to reduce the monster population, so we’d need to dispose of these carcasses. Otherwise they would just serve to feed others. The fact we weren’t going to use them for food or resources rubbed me the wrong way, though.

      Reas was supposed to remain with me as my bodyguard, but I fought much more effectively when I was alone. I could reliably cut down any monsters that rushed toward me when I was their only target. Once I had a partner, we then had to worry about covering for each other, making fighting a much more tiring endeavor.

      So instead, we had brought a troupe of skilled elves from Shiyou, who Reas was leading around in support of me. He had grown quite flexible in his thinking after these seven years. Killing the monsters would be easier for me alone, but disposing of all of their carcasses was still quite a task, so I was grateful for the help.

      I guess seven years was quite a bit of time after all. I thought Reas’s growth in that time was even more remarkable than the growth of the monster population here. If I weighed them against each other, the result was definitively positive. I was starting to feel motivated again.

      Of course, if my predictions were correct, the change in the forests here had only started with Kazarya’s collapse, so it wasn’t that easy of a comparison to make, but there was no need to push the comparison that far. Reas’s support was enough to lift my spirits, so I didn’t need to worry about the details.

      While we talked, a howl echoed through the forest. A particularly strong monster, probably the king of the forest, was getting closer. Had it been drawn here by the excessive blood that had been shed? Or had those deaths been taken as a threat to its territorial claim? Unfortunately for the monster, if it was the latter, it was about to bite off quite a bit more than it could chew.

      This forest belonged to the elves. The monsters that had taken up residence here were no more than ruffians that had waltzed in while the true owners were away. Of course, thanks to that, the humans had been kept out of the forests as well, so it wasn’t all bad. But if the monsters were under the impression that the forest belonged to them, it was about time we taught them how wrong they were.

      Putting up a hand to stop Reas as he moved forward to intercept the approaching beast, I called on the spirits.

      ◇◇◇

      One day, eight years after I had come to Shiyou, a group of elves traveled with me on a selfish request of mine to the north-eastern nation of Koffel. At this point, it had been about a hundred years since I first left Pulha behind and found my way to Vistcourt.

      It wasn’t as though this day in particular was the anniversary, but I still wanted to use this opportunity to celebrate the occasion by looking around a human city, finding a bar, and enjoying some drinks. And not in some small, run-of-the-mill village either. I wanted a big city, where there was plenty to see. Yes, it was entirely a selfish request on my part.

      “Lord Acer, what is it they are selling over there? Let’s go take a look.”

      “Wait, Tyulei! I know Lord Acer is very kind, but that does not mean you can be so careless.”

      Tyulei and Reas had agreed to tag along for my selfish little adventure. Well, okay, I suppose Reas would have to be here since he was my bodyguard, and Tyulei was probably just interested in seeing a human city. Before the creation of Shiyou, Inelda had still been covered in dense forests. The nation hadn’t developed much, and so even with her experience with humans, Tyulei had yet to see a large city. That said, unlike Reas, she wasn’t used to fighting for herself, so it was dangerous to let her go gallivanting off on her own.

      As she wandered back and forth, pulled every which way by all the sights the city had to offer, Reas grabbed her by the scruff of her neck, dragging her to a halt.

      
      If she had actually run off on her own, things would be pretty serious. But I knew Reas wouldn’t let her out of his sight, so I permitted myself to laugh at their antics.

      I had also asked the spirits to keep an eye on things, to warn us if anyone watching us with malicious intent made any funny moves. Though I could laugh as I watched them, my guard was up at all times.

      Right now, Reas was acting as the leader of the group of exceptional individuals I had gathered to work under me, while Tyulei was serving as his assistant. Though he was still a bit stiff and overly careful, seeing him getting dragged around by Tyulei made me feel like they were a great combination.

      The current leader of Shiyou was the elder of the group of elves who had been living in Inelda before the humans left, but Reas would eventually shoulder that responsibility. The elves still believed that obeying the commands of their elders was acceptable, but when it came to negotiating with human nations and governing the whole of Shiyou rather than their individual forest settlements, they agreed to leave the leadership to Reas and his group of elites.

      To put it simply, the settlements themselves were still headed by the elders, but the nation as a whole would be run by Reas and the others. Of course, not every elf in the kingdom was happy with this arrangement, but having been at my side ever since my arrival here in Shiyou was a great mark in Reas’s favor. Having earned my trust and companionship was a great accomplishment to the others. I really couldn’t understand why they felt this way, but that was just how important high elves were to these people. There was no doubt that Reas was competent enough for the task, though, so if that “accomplishment” was enough to earn the respect of the others, I wasn’t about to complain about it.



      As we indulged Tyulei’s curiosity, and as I found myself laughing at how perplexed Reas was at the assortment of foods he had never seen before, I was hit by a tremendous wave of nostalgia.

      Was this what I had looked like a hundred years ago? Though I had memories of my past life, I had stumbled into a world of humans completely unlike the one I knew. Everything I saw was shocking and fascinating. With no money to pay the gate toll for the city, Rodna had been worried about me, but then Airena had come along and helped. And when I tried to pay her back with an apua, she was so shocked she ended up scolding me.

      The style of the weapons made in the forges here was a bit different from what I was used to, but the thick smell of iron in the air was very much the same. I had spent the last little while surrounded by elves, so I hadn’t had a chance to do any blacksmithing.

      I became an apprentice under Oswald, and we called each other “damned elf” and “damned dwarf.” And that was all a hundred years ago.

      Or maybe I should say it was only a hundred years ago? So much had happened between then and now that it made me wonder if I had miscounted somehow.

      I really didn’t understand time. It seemed to move so quickly, pulling all sorts of things out of my reach in the blink of an eye, but when I looked back, only a hundred years had passed. I had left the forest, learned blacksmithing, learned swordsmanship, caused an earthquake, traveled around the east-central region, adopted a son, helped in the contest for the dwarven throne, killed a vampire, said goodbye to a precious loved one, traveled to the Far East, met the mystics, met a dragon, climbed an enormous tree, returned to visit that special someone’s grave, hatched a phoenix, learned sculpting, and now was building a kingdom of elves.

      The first ten years I spent out of the forest had felt so dense compared to my life up until that point. I had thought it had been a special time, a time making irreplaceable memories. That ended up being absolutely true. Even now, those ten years shone brilliantly in my memory, but the ninety years that followed it shone just as brightly. Not everything was fun and exciting. There was plenty of sorrow and heartbreak to go along with it. But that made those memories all the more vivid, all the more enduring.

      I really wanted something to drink. Even if I couldn’t drink myself into a stupor, I was going to make good friends with my glass tonight. If I didn’t, I felt like all these feelings would start spilling out in words and tears instead.

      ◇◇◇

      One summer night, nine years after I arrived in Shiyou, while I was lying down with my head on a bundle of dried grasses that were serving as my pillow, an incredible heat bloomed near my head. Considering the season, it was quite uncomfortable. If it had been winter, I would have loved it, but no matter how cool the night was compared to the day, I wasn’t excited to have extra heat like this in the summer.

      That said, since it was his first visit in a while, I wasn’t about to roll over and go back to sleep on him. I took a hold of Heero, whose true body was still within the heart of the sacred ground in the Forest Depths. I guess this was more like an avatar of him? Anyway, the tiny bird here wasn’t the real thing. If the real Heero had showed up, things wouldn’t settle at being uncomfortably hot. He was many times bigger than I was, and gave off quite a bit more heat.

      But even this little avatar of his was giving off an incredible heat. Maybe I just hadn’t noticed last time because it had been winter, but he was way hotter than I remembered. Of course, that was still just in comparison to other living things. There was no risk of getting burned from touching him or anything.

      “It’s been a while, Heero. You seem rather hot today. Is something wrong?” I asked, wondering if he wasn’t feeling well. Even if he was an ancient being, the current Heero was still just a baby. Raising Win had taught me that children were quick to get sick and break out into a fever. At the time, I had descended into a total panic.

      I came to inform you that I will be unable to visit you for a time. But there is no need to worry. I have simply arrived at an age where I will begin molting and growing.

      But instead, the telepathic message that came along with Heero’s chirping was knowledge of his mysterious life cycle.

      Molting was the process of losing one’s feathers and growing new ones, I was pretty sure. The little Heero avatar looked no different than usual, but was it possible the real Heero had lost his feathers and was now sitting naked? The image of Heero sitting bare and featherless looked comical in my head, but I stifled the laugh. If it was true, it was really nothing to laugh about, and would only serve to make him angry.

      But he was growing, huh? I didn’t know much about the life cycle of birds, but I supposed crossing the borders between chick, adolescent, and adult took some time and involved this tremendous heat he was now giving off. I couldn’t help but wonder if the process was painful. But of course, Heero had gone through the process countless times already, so there wasn’t much point in worrying about it.

      “In that case, I guess you’ll be able to fly soon? That’s exciting.”

      I tried to be positive instead, stroking the tiny Heero and enjoying the sensation of his baby feathers. I guess if he was moving on to the next stage in life, I’d be saying goodbye to this sensation. If he was going to take us to the land of giants above the clouds, he needed to grow to the point he was capable of flying...but I felt it was still a regrettable loss. But when I had asked before, Heero had been fully confident that his adult feathers would satisfy, so I guess I just had to look forward to that too.

      Heero struggled out from between my fingers, jabbing at me with his beak in protest of this treatment. He wasn’t actually angry, though, so it didn’t hurt. 

      But I was wide awake now. When Heero said it would take “a little time” to be able to fly, I had to wonder what that meant for a being as ancient as he was. High elves like myself already had a pretty loose relationship with time, so I expected a phoenix would be even more extreme. Whether it was a few months or a few years—or in the unlikely event that it was a few decades—this would be the last chance I had to speak with him in a while, so I wanted to make the most of it.

      There wasn’t much we really had to talk about, but spending the night in casual conversation wasn’t the worst experience either.

      ◇◇◇
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