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      Prologue


      “Marshal Ou, the Imperial Guard is ready to depart! As per your orders, we have also sent soldiers to scout out the horsemen on their front line.”


      “They must find where the White Wraith, Adai Dada, is hiding, no matter what methods they have to resort to. Now, go.”


      The young messenger bowed his head to me—Ou Hokujaku, Marshal of the Imperial Guard and a patriot genuinely worried about the fate of the Ei Empire—then disappeared down the dimly lit hallways of the palace.


      Under normal circumstances, soldiers were not allowed to set foot in this place, but our homeland’s very existence was in jeopardy. The horsemen from the north—the Gen army, in other words—had pillaged and claimed over half of Ei’s territory and were presently marching on the great water fortress that protected Ei’s capital, Rinkei. In such dangerous times, military affairs had to be the priority.


      Some fools still looked down on us “military types” as vulgar and crude, but I ordered my soldiers to toss the naysayers into the underground prison, and no one—aside from Jo Hiyou—had ever escaped from those cells alive. In fact, the rats were probably stripping their bones clean at that very moment.


      Historically, civil officials had always held more power and influence than the military in the Ei Empire, but ironically enough, with the country on its last legs, it was brawn not brain that was proving to be the only way to get anything done. And no one in the capital or the palace could stop me. I had gone through my own share of humiliation at the Battle of Ranyou a year prior, but I would soon be my homeland’s savior!


      With my hand wrapped around the hilt of my sword, I paused. The nighttime breeze blowing in through the window disturbed the candle flames that illuminated the hallway, but I couldn’t hear the usual sounds of chatter and music from outside. After finding out that the Gen army was within spitting distance of Rinkei, everyone had either fled or bunkered down in their homes.


      I tightened my grasp on my weapon. A few days back, I had tossed Ei’s emperor, Kou Ryuuho, into one of the palace’s many rooms and locked the door. He was a weak and cowardly ruler who had chosen to escape reality by losing himself in the arms of his favorite concubine, but I also owed him my job as well as my life. After all, if the emperor hadn’t given me a chance, I would never have become Marshal of the Imperial Guard.


      Future historians would no doubt describe me as the disloyal rebel who usurped the emperor and tore him from his throne, but that couldn’t be further from the truth! My only wish was to save my homeland. Yet if we were to lose here, generations to come would only remember me as a mere insurrectionist, for history has a tendency not to record the pasts or the circumstances of the losers. So I had to win the upcoming battle and take the White Wraith’s head! My love for my country trumped my fear of death, and with the help of Denso, one of the smartest men in the empire, it should be possible to defeat the White Wraith. No, I would do everything in my power to make it possible!


      A soldier in a beat-up uniform rushed up to me, interrupting my thoughts on the matter. Although I couldn’t recall his name, I remembered that he had helped me to lock away Kou Ryuuho. “My apologies for bothering you, Marshal, but I come bearing a message from General Gan of the great water fortress. He requests your immediate presence at the strategy meeting.” He paused, then hesitantly asked, “What are your plans?”


      Gan Retsurai was the guardian of the water fortress, and he had apparently served under the late National Shield, Chou Tairan, when he was younger. Has he noticed that something’s happened in the palace? General Gan was the stubborn sort, and his loyalties lay with the emperor. If he were to decide to prioritize the emperor’s safety over the war effort and barge into the palace with his soldiers, then staving off Gen would be the least of my concerns.


      I closed my eyes, and in an austere tone, I told the messenger, “There’s nothing more I wish to say. Tell him, ‘If you would like to talk, we can do so to your heart’s content after we have won this war.’”


      Even if my reply infuriated Gan Retsurai, he would have no choice but to focus on the enemy army that was gathering around him. Although we had never gotten along, we were the only generals around Rinkei who still had a proper army to command. All of the other fighters in our forces were conscripts, and they were so useless, they barely even qualified as meat shields.


      I resumed walking down the hallway, and without turning back to look at the messenger, I announced, “It’s almost time. We’ll march out there and become the heroes that saved the Ei Empire! Tell the soldiers that Ou Hokujaku, Marshal of the Imperial Guard, is counting on their loyalty to their homeland.”


      I strode into a dimly lit room in the depths of the palace to find two men waiting for me inside. One was so thin that he seemed more like a walking skeleton than a human, while the other one was a bald, middle-aged man who insisted on pacing about. Both were wearing wrinkled robes covered in dust and dirt.


      “I apologize for making you wait,” I said, drawing their attention.


      You Saikei, the interim chancellor, leaped up from his chair with a muted noise of surprise, while Rin Koudou, the lieutenant chancellor, stammered my name with a tight expression on his face, his whole body trembling. These two were in charge of Ei’s political dealings? They’re pathetic! The promise they had made, saying they would lead their soldiers to the great water fortress to protect it from Gen, had been a bald-faced lie as well. I felt nothing but contempt as I gazed upon them.


      “H-How’s the situation with Gen?” You Saikei asked.


      “W-We hear the approaching Gen army has destroyed all the outposts around the great water fortress,” Rin Koudou added.


      Fear and desperation scarred their eyes. Despite the growing threat from Gen, this pair had focused more on grabbing as much political power and authority for themselves as they could, but with the threat of death now right on their doorstep, they had finally realized the gravity of the situation we were all in.


      I sat down in an empty chair and raised a hand. “Calm down, both of you. With His Imperial Majesty taking ill, you two are in charge of the court.”


      You Saikei downed the cup of water that was on the table, while Rin Koudou grabbed a handful of sugar snacks and shoved them in his mouth. The pair were aware that I’d locked Kou Ryuuho away, yet they had seemingly decided to remain in the palace due to the lure of the massive amounts of wealth and influence they would gain if Ei managed to beat Gen. Fools, I thought, smiling at them to hide my scorn as I poured tea into a porcelain cup. They were probably the only people in the palace who had any proper tea leaves left.


      “You two have nothing to worry about,” I continued. “Everyone knows the Gen army is marching towards the great water fortress.” Denso’s advice suddenly sprang to mind. He had told me that if I exuded confidence, all would go well. I crossed my legs and tapped my fingers on the table, the sound echoing around the room. “And Gen has no hope of taking that fortress! We have over two hundred thousand soldiers inside those walls to maintain our fortifications, while the enemy’s front line doesn’t have a single proper siege weapon. With the narrowest part of the Grand Canal chained off to prevent them from coming up the waterways, it’s only a matter of time until we find the Gen army’s headquarters, and in turn, the White Wraith. And once we do...”


      “It’ll be the final battle,” You Saikei said faintly.


      “The one that decides the f-fate of the Ei Empire,” Rin Koudou added.


      I nodded, the quiet sizzle of the candle flames the only noise in the room. “Indeed. My army is ready to march out, and we have a plan in place.”


      “Do you think we’ll win?” Rin Koudou asked, looking up at me and rubbing his bald head, a feature he shared with his deceased brother.


      The mere sight of him disgusted me, and I had to wash down the bile that rose up in my throat with the remainder of my tea. “I’ll make sure we win. That’s what the Imperial Guard is here for.”


      “Marshal Hokujaku...” Rin Koudou breathed, while You Saikei made an impressed noise.


      Their expressions were filled with hope as they gave me matching looks of approval, their greed and obsession over the extra authority they might gain after the war apparent. These selfish fools are the patriarchs of the You and Rin families, which have supported the Ei Empire for so many generations? They should be ashamed of themselves!


      Swallowing down my anger, I unfurled a map, placed it on the table, then pointed to the great water fortress and the southern regions. “My strategist is preparing our final plan as we speak, and the Jo army led by Jo Hiyou is on its way here as well.” The northern horsemen’s army consisted only of elites, meaning very few members of the Imperial Guard were well trained enough to put up much of a fight against them, a fact Adai Dada was sure to be aware of. However... “The king of the horsemen is a smart one, but I doubt he has predicted the arrival of the Jo army. If the water fortress is the anvil Gen hopes to take”—I ran my finger along the map until it reached Rinkei—“then my Imperial Guard and the Jo army shall be the hammer that strikes down the enemy’s base! There is no way we can lose.”


      Color returned to the cheeks of the two fools in front of me, and I forced a smile onto my face as my eyes met theirs. “Be sure to wave some juicy bait before their eyes. The last thing we need is them stabbing us in the back as we make our advance into a checkmate position,” Denso had told me.


      I know that, Sir Denso, I thought, responding to the memory of his advice. For now, we should let them wallow in fantasies of victory. I lowered my head and adopted an air of humility. “Lords Saikei and Koudou, I am nothing more than an army commander, so please take care of this city and the palace for me.”


      “Of course, Sir Hokujaku,” You Saikei replied, accepting my words without question and even seeming touched by the sentiment. Despite his youth and inexperience, the interim chancellor still felt a measure of responsibility in regards to his duties.


      Meanwhile, Rin Koudou—who was just as power hungry as his brother—shot me a meaningful look with his toad-like eyes. “It is safe to assume that your request will still be in effect even after the war, yes?”


      Exactly as Sir Denso predicted! By accepting the demands of the others first, they would become more likely to accept ours. It was a basic negotiation tactic.


      “Of course. However, we must first change the current occupant of the throne,” I said. Both of their expressions grew noticeably tighter as I said it, but I pressed on in a calm voice. “We have no need of an emperor who would rather let himself be constantly distracted by a concubine than deal with the imminent threat looming over his empire.”


      A heavy silence descended over the room.


      Rin Koudou cleared his throat, and in an attempt to salvage some of the emperor’s honor, he said, “As I’m sure you already know, when the horsemen took Eikei from us over fifty years ago now, they also abducted a great swathe of the imperial family. The emperors since haven’t had many heirs either.”


      “His Imperial Majesty and Princess Miu were the only children left behind by the previous emperor. I’m not sure if there are any other suitable candidates...” You Saikei added.


      Everything’s proceeding exactly as Sir Denso told me it would! Feeling euphoric due to the sense of omniscience my strategist’s words gave me, I stroked my mustache, which was long overdue a trim. “So we should find a child the people won’t object to and place them on the throne instead. Don’t you agree?”


      “Y-You’re suggesting putting a false emperor in charge?!” Rin Koudou exclaimed. You Saikei spluttered behind him.


      “The Kou family is one of the oldest in the Ei Empire, boasting a history that spans generations,” I said, doing my level best to keep my tone as gentle as possible. “Rinkei is home to over a million people. Is it really so out of the question that one of them might have a distant Kou ancestor? If you are really uncomfortable with the idea, we can always get the new emperor to abdicate. And don’t worry about me, for I have no interest in ruling this empire.”


      Their eyes lit up at this. “Maybe I can become the new emperor’s guardian!” was probably the thought that was running through their heads. What a naive dream!


      Still picking at the sugar snacks, Rin Koudou asked, “But, um, what should we do if Princess Miu is still alive?”


      “I see no reason to waste time even thinking about that,” I replied.


      Princess Miu had volunteered to go to the U family in the western regions as an emissary with only her attendant accompanying her, her ultimate goal being to ask them to send reinforcements to Rinkei. No one in the capital knew what had happened to the girls, nor was there any way to find out, but it didn’t take a genius to surmise their fates, as unfortunate as it was to think about.


      “I-In the capital...” You Saikei said slowly, breaking the brief silence he had fallen into on the mention of the princess. He looked away as the two of us focused our attention on him, curious what he was about to say. “Um, I hear the people in the capital have been singing a strange ditty lately. The lyrics go something like, ‘The children of Lord Chou Tairan, with the princess of the Kou family in tow, will come from Keiyou to save Rinkei.’ I-If that rumor is true, then, um, wouldn’t that spell bad news for us?”


      Chou Sekiei and Chou Hakurei were the orphaned children of the National Shield, Chou Tairan, who had protected Ei for many long years, only to be rewarded for his service by being executed on suspicion of stoking a rebellion. I had heard that the pair were every bit as powerful as their father, and that they had racked up an impressive number of military distinctions despite their youth. They had also participated in that unforgettable battle at Ranyou, the capital of Seitou.


      I scoffed at the rumors, ignoring my own deep-seated feelings of jealousy and inferiority. “And here I was, thinking you were worried about something of substance. That’s even more implausible.” That’s right. It’ll never happen. After the death of their father, a number of things happened: The Chou orphans went missing, the powerful Chou army disbanded, and even their home base of Keiyou fell into Gen’s hands. “Soldiers would no doubt have flocked to march under Chou Tairan’s banner, but even if his orphans did survive, what could they do at this point? That ditty mentioned something about coming to the city with Princess Miu? That’s the stuff of fairy tales.” In fact, saying it out loud made it seem even more unlikely. Even if Chou Sekiei and Chou Hakurei had successfully managed to flee to the western regions, cooperating with Princess Miu was the last thing they’d ever do. After all, the emperor—the princess’s elder brother, Kou Ryuuho—had ordered Chou Tairan’s execution, purely because his continued existence stood in the way of any potential peace negotiations. “Spreading rumors and fantasizing are how foolish citizens pass the time, but we cannot afford to be idle ourselves. Isn’t that right, Lords Saikei and Koudou?”


      “I, um, simply wanted to bring the rumors to your attention, that’s all,” You Saikei said meekly.


      “We sure can’t! W-We’re the only ones who can save the empire, after all,” Rin Koudou added.


      Despite the suspicious manner in which they had gone about it, they had still agreed with me. Neither of them had any real loyalty to the Ei Empire, yet I had no choice but to use them in my plans if I wanted to save my homeland.


      I stood up and bowed my head to the pair. “Then, if you’ll excuse me, I have to check on the preparations for the upcoming battle. When next we meet, it will be at the banquet to celebrate our victory over those horsemen. Please wait here in the palace for news of our triumph.”


      ***


      “Damn it! Where the hell is Adai Dada’s base?! Why is he refusing to advance his main forces? What is he thinking?!” I—Denso—hissed, slamming my fist down on the map that was spread out across the table.


      Ou Hokujaku had lost control of his emotions and risen up against the emperor, dragging me down with him, which meant if I wanted to survive, I now had to come up with a plan for him. I was certain the Gen army was marching on the great water fortress, but since over half of my scouts hadn’t made it back, I had no detailed reports on their formation. But if I didn’t come up with something soon, I’d die alongside that idiot, Hokujaku! Neither the Gen army nor Senko—the secret organization that had planted me in the palace as a spy for the sake of its ultimate goal of unification—took kindly to traitors. The chilly nighttime air blew in through the open round window and brushed the back of my neck as I ran my hand roughly through my hair—which had gone even grayer these past few days—and took a number of deep breaths.


      “Relax. Calm down, Denso,” I muttered to myself. “Your talent exceeds that of Millenary Diviner Hasho, remember? You can devise a plan to get yourself out of this mess!”


      In order to motivate myself, I brought the face of that handsome man I often competed against back in Senko up in my mind. Since I hadn’t expected my puppet, Hokujaku, to go on the rampage he did, culminating in locking away the emperor, the initial shock of it had been too overwhelming for me to come up with a plan straightaway. But now that I thought about it, this presented the perfect opportunity.


      My potential surpassed that of Ou Eifuu, the imperial chancellor who had helped the Tou Empire to unify the lands a thousand years ago. Despite that, Senko had sent me to Ei as a mere spy, while Hasho had become Gen’s strategist. I couldn’t and wouldn’t take this insult lying down. I was going to make everyone—Senko and Hasho included—see my true worth. If that hardworking fool, Ou Hokujaku, could somehow—despite the odds—actually beat the monster of the Gen Empire, the White Wraith, Adai Dada, by following my advice and strategy, everyone on the continent would know my name.


      I glanced over at the window and saw fathomless darkness outside, for neither the moon nor the stars were out to illuminate the night sky. My excitement faded at this sight, and I sucked in a breath as anxiety gripped my heart. I’d read numerous books on the art of war and played countless games of chess, but I had no experience of commanding a real army. Fear caused my right hand to start trembling, and I had to use my left hand to hold it down and suppress the tremors. Maybe if I leave now, I’ll be safe. I could flee the palace, hightail it to the nearest Gen base, and use my knowledge of Ei’s internal affairs as a bargaining chip.


      “No, Senko would never forgive me if I did that,” I reminded myself.


      After the previous leader stepped down due to old age, that mysterious young girl named Ren had become the head of the organization. Everything I knew about her personality told me she wasn’t the type to overlook any transgressions. In fact, I was more surprised that she hadn’t already shown up to execute me. “Death to traitors” was a millennium-old maxim, yet I was still breathing. As for the reason behind that...


      “So this is how little they think of me, is it?” I growled. They didn’t think I was even worth the effort of killing? Grinding my teeth together, I swept the map from the table in an action so violent, the flames on the candles flickered due to the sudden gust of air. “If I win, everything turns around for me! And then... And then...”


      And then, I’ll be an even greater strategist than that accursed Hasho or that terrifying White Wraith! I’ll no longer be one of the many rats destined to live scurrying about. No, instead, I’ll be a phoenix soaring through the sky, my name immortalized in the history books. And the future of Ei? As if I give a damn about that!


      Ou Hokujaku and his followers were useless. Even if they beat Gen, they wouldn’t be able to maintain stability in Ei afterwards. They could kill Adai on the battlefield, and it still wouldn’t change the fact that destruction was the only future awaiting this ridiculous country. Gen had lost the Crimson Wolf, the Gray Wolf, the Golden Wolf, the Silver Wolf, and plenty of other skilled generals and commanders, but the number of useful officers among their number still rivaled the amount of stars in the sky. By comparison, Ei no longer had their National Shield. That was precisely why...


      “I can do as I please and it won’t change a thing. My dear sparrow, who pulled yourself free from the strings that were keeping you up in the air, I will grant you a glorious death. Fortunately, the army that will deal the final blow will arrive right on time.”


      From my pocket, I produced a letter I had just received from the southern regions, with Jo Hiyou’s signature on it confirming that he was the sender. I’d been worried that they wouldn’t arrive in time, but the Jo army obviously boasted some fast horses, and it wouldn’t be long until they were at the outskirts of Rinkei. Fancying themselves as the Ei Empire’s saviors, Ou Hokujaku and his Imperial Guard were brimming with passion, and with them as bait and the Jo army—which I doubted Adai was even aware of—as the real attackers...


      “I can win this.”


      Oddly enough, saying those words out loud helped to calm my nerves and absolute confidence rose up from inside me once more. Yes, exactly! I can do anything I want with my talents! The hawk, though young, already had experience of the battlefield, and its beak and talons were sharp enough to even kill a wraith, a task the weak and talentless sparrow had no prospect of ever accomplishing. The late-night wind gusted in again and caressed my cheek as my thoughts turned to the final battle that loomed large on the horizon.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One


      “As much as it pains me to leave you, mother, it’s time for me to depart,” I—Jo Yuushun—said, a cloak wrapped around my body, and my head bowed to the frail woman sitting up in her bed. Anyone could tell at a glance that she was sick, just from how pale her face was.


      We were in a room deep within the Jo manor, which was located in central Nansui in the Ei Empire’s southern regions, and I was standing beside Lady Shion, wife of the late Phoenix Wing, Jo Shuuhou, and the woman I regarded as my mother. This was the day I was due to set out for Rinkei from Nansui as part of the logistics team, though the reason for our sortie wasn’t to fight off the invaders from the north.


      A rat in the imperial palace had bewitched Jo Hiyou—the man I considered my brother—with clever words, and despite not even finishing their preparations for battle, Hiyou had set off for Rinkei with the roughly ten-thousand-strong Jo army. I had to catch up to my brother before he could assassinate the emperor, whom he held a grudge against.


      “Yuushun, please be careful,” my mother said, a frown on her face as she listened to the sound of the pouring rain outside. She was stroking the light-brown hair of her beloved daughter, Karin, who had exhausted herself with a fit of crying and fallen asleep in her mother’s lap. Karin and our guests were also scheduled to leave Nansui that day.


      I may not live to ever see them again. Pushing this thought out of my head, I forced a smile onto my face. “Don’t worry, mother. I swear I’ll stop Hiyou!”


      “Yuushun.” Pain marred my mother’s beautiful face, and she clutched my hand even tighter as fat tears streamed down her cheeks.


      I wanted to say something to ease her worries, but I was still too young and inexperienced to think of anything appropriate. All I knew was I was willing to put my life on the line to protect her and Karin.


      “Shion,” a calm voice called from the doorway. I turned and saw a beautiful woman with shoulder-length black hair, wearing pearl earrings and a cloak identical to mine. She walked in without any hesitation and came to stand beside the bed, then wiped the tears from my mother’s eyes. “It’s inauspicious to cry when seeing off your child. And what if you wake Karin? You’ll only cause her to worry unduly.”


      “You’re right, Lady Saiun,” Lady Shion replied, her sad expression brightening slightly.


      The newcomer’s name was Chou Saiun, elder sister of the National Shield, Chou Tairan, the only man who had ever come close to killing the White Wraith, Adai Dada, king of the northern horsemen, though as the unofficial matriarch of the Chou family, she was a powerful leader in her own right. According to my mother, back when she lived in the capital, she and Lady Saiun used to drop by each other’s houses often. Even though Lady Saiun had fled to the southern regions after Lord Tairan’s execution, she had volunteered to accompany me back to Rinkei, stating, “You won’t be able to convince Hiyou by yourself. I’ll come with you.” I couldn’t thank her enough.


      Lady Saiun gazed out the window, her eyes narrowing at the rainy sky above. “The Chou family of Koshuu, the U family of the western regions, and the Jo family of the southern regions,” she reeled off, unable to hide her anger and resignation, despite her measured tone. “In the fifty years since we lost Eikei, those three families and the You family with its chancellors have supported Ei with our loyalty. It hasn’t always been easy. At times, we have spilled our own blood and that of our enemies on the battlefield or in the Grand Canal, but that was all in the name of protecting the nation. It was through our sacrifices that Rinkei grew from a desolate little village into a prosperous city without once seeing battle.”


      A tinge of pain stabbed me right through the chest. That’s how the city used to be! But now...


      “But that very peace caused rot to build up within the capital’s walls,” Lady Saiun continued. “Far from the front lines, the palace ignored the monstrous White Wraith’s birth in the northern lands. Despite the constant reports they were receiving about the threat he presented to Ei, they continued to ignore him as his power and influence grew. They made the same mistakes that cost us Eikei. The emperor back then completely ignored reports on Gen’s increasing military strength too.” More clouds must have formed outside, for the room grew even darker. “As a result, the Phoenix Wing, Jo Shuuhou, and the Tiger Fang, U Jouko, died heroic deaths at Ranyou. You Bunshou, the chancellor who could have changed the course of this country’s future, was assassinated by Hiyou after a rat tricked him into it.” A gust of wind blew in through the window and whipped about Lady Saiun’s black hair, pearl earrings, and cloak. She turned to look at me and flashed me a smile that didn’t extend to her eyes. “As for my brother-in-law, Chou Tairan, the National Shield, he was executed for a crime he didn’t commit in the capital of the very country he had vowed to protect. And all because he might have been an obstacle when bartering for peace with the horsemen.”


      Neither my mother nor I could say anything in response to Lady Saiun’s pain. In the end, even after losing the lands north of the great river, the Ei Empire hadn’t learned its lesson or corrected course. Instead, it continued favoring civil officials who had passed the Imperial Examination, while looking down on its own military officials. With that in mind, it felt like its present troubles were an inevitability.


      Lady Saiun’s gaze sharpened as her attention turned to my mother. “Shion, this country has no future. Even if it survives the upcoming battle with Gen, it will never be the same as it was before the invasion.”


      She delivered this statement in a firm tone that left no room for argument. My body tensed up on hearing it, then began trembling. The Ei Empire was on the verge of destruction. For the longest time, an empire’s fall was the kind of thing you only studied in history books. Not once did I imagine that I would personally live through such a momentous event.


      Lady Saiun drew closer to the bed and leaned down slightly. “You’re absolutely sure about your decision? We have enough resources for both Karin and you, so why don’t you come with us to the west—”


      “Sai,” my mother interrupted her with a shake of the head. “I’m... I’m grateful for your thoughtfulness. But have you forgotten?” She straightened her back and shot Lady Saiun a solemn look. “I am the wife of Jo Shuuhou, the Phoenix Wing. I can’t do something that would dishonor his memory. What would happen to the people in Nansui if I weren’t here to guide them? I will never forget your kind words, nor this debt I owe you, Sai. So please, I beg you to help my sons, Hiyou and Yuushun! Please!”


      She bowed her head to Lady Saiun, and I watched on in silence, for I knew if I opened my mouth to say something, I would break down sobbing.


      “I see,” Lady Saiun sighed before embracing my mother’s small head with tears streaming from her eyes and tracing the curve of her cheeks. “Oh, what am I to do with you? Why are all of my younger sisters so stubborn?”


      “An older sister who was a very bad influence on me once told me, ‘In times of uncertainty, follow your heart.’ For years, those words have illuminated my darkest hours and kept me afloat when all I really wanted to do was chase after Lord Shuuhou. Thanks to them, I’m still here.”


      The two women chuckled together for a moment, then Lady Saiun glanced at me and proclaimed, “I will take care of Yuushun and protect him. But Shion, unless you wish to incur my wrath, don’t you dare die and leave me all alone. I don’t want to lose any more of my sisters.”


      “Of course, Sai.” My mother nodded, then rested her hand on Karin’s back.


      The pitter-patter of footsteps from the hallway heralded the entrance of Ou Meirin, a beautiful girl wearing an orange hat over chestnut-brown pigtails. She must have finished all of her preparations for our trip. Miss Meirin was the only daughter of the Ou family, an up-and-coming mercantile family in Rinkei, and she was followed into the room by her attendant, Miss Shizuka, a beautiful woman with exquisite long black hair, and an exotic long sword that dangled from her belt. Finally, bringing up the rear was Miss Shun’en in her attendant’s uniform, a foreign girl with pale gray hair and large eyes that reminded me of stars. They planned to head to the western regions to meet up with the U family, and they had promised to take Karin with them.


      Miss Shun’en and I exchanged silent looks, and my heart rate quickened. Even such a brief interaction was enough to fill me with ecstasy. W-Wait, what am I even thinking about just before I head off to a battlefield I might not return from? I fidgeted awkwardly, while Miss Shun’en gazed down at the ground.


      Miss Meirin smirked at us both before asking, “You’re all done with your final farewells, I presume?”


      “Yuushun,” my mother called out to me.


      I steadied my breathing and cleared my throat. “Yes, Miss Meirin.”


      “Miss Meirin, please take care of Karin for me,” my mother said, bowing her head to her.


      Miss Meirin pirouetted on the spot and slapped a hand to her voluptuous chest. “Leave everything to me! ♪ I swear on the name of my husband, Chou Sekiei, the Kouei of the Modern Ages, that I shall deliver Karin to the western regions, safe and sound.”


      I was only familiar with Nansui, but the petite girl standing before me had traveled to all four corners of the Ei Empire. If she hadn’t been in the southern regions, I would never have uncovered the fact that Denso—who served the Imperial Guard’s marshal, Ou Hokujaku—was the rat who had tricked my brother, Hiyou. The speed with which she had gone through all of those documents had been remarkable! If only we’d had more time, I was sure she would have been able to root out the other rat as well. Geniuses really do exist! Though, um, I don’t recall her actually being married to Lord Chou Sekiei?


      Miss Meirin turned to look at me, her smile unwavering. “Lord Yuushun, is something the matter? ☆”


      “Oh, u-um...” Cold sweat beaded my brow. Did she just read my mind? I looked over at my mother, Lady Saiun, and Miss Shizuka, wordlessly begging them for help, but it was no use. They were watching the pair of us as if we were performing some comedy skit. Miss Shun’en was the only one who seemed concerned. Urk... As my mind raced to come up with some excuse, I posed a question that had been on my mind for a little while. “Um, did the Chou army really take back Keiyou? I could understand the U family pushing the enemy army back, since they could’ve used the steep, narrow terrain to their advantage, but I just can’t wrap my head around how the Chou family could have done the same thing.”


      “Heh heh heh! ☆” Miss Meirin chuckled like a villain, then puffed out her chest.


      Seeing her breasts bouncing around made heat rush to my face. M-Miss Shun’en is giving me such a scary look! I noted.


      While I was busy feeling super awkward, Miss Meirin started pacing around the room as she explained how it had all gone down. “You really shouldn’t underestimate my intelligence network or Lady Saiun, who’s in charge of the Chou family’s internal affairs! The Seitou forces stationed in the northwest are all being pulled back to the outskirts of Koshuu, and from this, we can deduce that Lord Sekiei has reclaimed Keiyou from Gen! I’m quite sure they must have used the false flag I got Kuuen to deliver to them, just as I’m sure that right about now, Lord Sekiei is thinking to himself, ‘Ah, if only Meirin, my beloved wife whom I depend on more than anyone else in this world, were here!’ After all, now that I’ve finished looking into all of the Ei and Gen affairs that he was worried about, it’s about time he thought about me!”


      Okay, but I’m still pretty sure Lord Sekiei isn’t married. But I hesitated to give voice to this particular thought, especially when I saw how Miss Meirin’s body was rocking from side to side like she was having a grand old time.


      Miss Shizuka placed her hands on Miss Meirin’s shoulders to get her to stop, before turning to me and saying, “My apologies. It’s just that she hasn’t seen Lord Sekiei in months, and what’s worse, he has stopped replying to her letters. Nothing can cure her of her fanatical obsession with him either.”


      “Oh, um, I see...”


      Lord Sekiei sure has found himself a troublesome admirer. Hiyou once told me that Lord Sekiei and Lady Hakurei were likely to marry, but was he wrong on that? More importantly, the idea of the Chou army actually reclaiming Keiyou was still a crazy one to me. My suspicions must have shown on my face, because Miss Meirin, who still had Miss Shizuka embracing her from behind and Miss Shun’en attempting to neaten up her messy hair, waved her hand dismissively.


      “Oh, there’s no doubt about it. They definitely took back Keiyou. Lord Sekiei is unstoppable when he wields the Heavenly Swords. Which I found, by the way! The history books state that Kouei of the Tou Empire was as strong as a hundred thousand soldiers, but Lord Sekiei is as strong as a million! It’s just that...”


      “Lady Meirin?” Miss Shizuka said, peering down at her mistress’s face after she had trailed off.


      For the first time that day, something akin to worry was clouding her expression. Lady Saiun and my mother looked across at her, confused by her sudden change of mood.


      With one hand pressed against her chest, Miss Meirin murmured in a grave tone, “It’s just a strange feeling I have in my chest. It keeps urging me to hurry to Lord Sekiei’s side, or else something terrible is going to happen. Chalk it up to my female intuition.”


      No one said anything in response. I’d only known this prodigy for a short amount of time, but I could say for a fact that Ou Meirin was one of the smartest and most valuable people in the whole empire. But at this minute, she wanted to risk her life going to Keiyou in the far north of the continent, all because of something as uncertain as intuition. It felt like something out of a story, though after giving it some careful reflection, her decision made sense. After all, while the world was a vast place, the Chou army led by Chou Sekiei and Chou Hakurei was the only force remaining in this dying empire that had ever defeated the Gen army in battle.


      A flash of lightning outside momentarily illuminated the room, causing Karin to shift on the bed and open her eyes. “Mother?”


      “It’s all right, Karin. Everything’s fine.” Lady Shion held her precious daughter in a gentle embrace, her hands still shaking.


      I walked over to Miss Shun’en, who had clasped her hands together as if in prayer, and whispered to her, “I hope you get to reunite with your brother. Please take care of Karin for me.”


      “Thank you,” she whispered back. “Don’t worry about Lady Karin. I’ll take good care of her. Please be careful out there, Lord Yuushun.”


      She’s so beautiful, I thought as I gazed into her wide, teary eyes. Before I could think too hard about it, I hugged her close, and she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. Miss Meirin and the others didn’t poke fun at us this time around.


      The weather outside the window was growing gradually worse, with intermittent flashes of lightning interspersed with distant rumbles of thunder. It didn’t look like the rain was going to let up anytime soon.


      ***


      “Master Strategist, I’ve got the enemy in my sights! There are about a thousand of them, all in Seitou armor!” Gan Shigou—who’d volunteered to act as our lookout—called down from the tree he had scaled with his battle-axe still strapped to his back.


      “Yeah, I see them too, Shigou,” I—Ruri of Kobi, strategist of the Chou army—shouted up from the safety of a bush, peering through my spyglass.


      Seitou’s thousand-strong (Shigou’s estimate appeared correct) light cavalry and infantry were pouring off the main road and into the forest where we were waiting for them. They still held their military flag high, but in their mad scramble to escape their pursuers, they had broken their formation.
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