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      Prologue


      The dark curtain of nightfall covered the world. A noble mansion stood in a corner of Pireas, the capital city of the Kingdom of Rhoadseria, where a certain noble family was trying to escape.


      All of them had hoods pulled up around their faces. They constantly looked around, fearful others would see them as they filed into the carriages they had prepared. Each family member held small lamps that didn’t produce enough light to fully illuminate them, but around thirty or so shadows were moving in the darkness. Based on appearances, the group didn’t seem to be composed of just men.


      While the hoods hid them, the figures’ range of builds showed there were also women and children among the group. Some were nursing mothers, holding small bundles to their chests. They were all climbing into carriages in the dead of night.


      The scene was strange. They weren’t getting into passenger carriages made for nobles. Instead, they were carriages farmers used to transport grain, usually covered by canopies.


      It was indeed a rare sight in this part of the city, where so many noble residences stood. If someone were to witness the scene, they would assume the hooded figures were a group of criminals skipping town or on the run for similar reasons. Thinking the group dangerous, they would notify the guards who protected the capital. The group of hooded figures also understood that and feared getting caught as they boarded the carriages. Once the group had spread out and entered into the five carriages, they headed for the city gates in the southern part of Pireas.


      The wheels turning on the carriages echoed throughout the night. Eventually, they saw the southern gate and the city’s walls. Due to the lights placed around the area, they could see the large stone wall through the darkness. As they approached, the carriage drivers gulped as if feeling the weight of the impressive, towering fortifications.


      These walls were once an impenetrable iron shield protecting the city from would-be invaders. Under the current circumstances, they felt more like a hulking obstacle that prevented people from escaping the hell that was the capital city. But that depended on who was looking at them.


      And so, the driver of the leading carriage tightly gripped the light in his hand as he held it overhead and traced out the number eight in the air.
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      In complete darkness, the orange flames resembled a will-o’-the-wisp floating in the air. They had decided on this motion before leaving, as the figure standing atop the city wall noticed it immediately. Judging from the figure’s armor, they were the commanding officer of the capital’s defensive garrison. His helmet and the clasps holding his cloak onto his armor indicated the man’s status.


      It was a little strange that a man of such standing was atop the gatehouse at night, watching over the capital. His name was Alan Wood.


      He was the leader of the Sixth Battalion, which guarded the noble and artisanal quarters of the capital and the outer district, where the common people lived near the southern gate. He was usually found buried under a pile of paperwork in his office, and had no reason to be out here at this time.


      As he was in charge of the division, he often patrolled the area during the day. But Alan’s subordinates standing behind him couldn’t help but question why he was out here at such an unusual time. At least, that much Alan could deduce from their expressions.


      Alan went on with his task, fully understanding his subordinates’ discomfort with the situation.


      “They’re here... Just as planned,” said Alan. From his demeanor, he seemed somewhat nervous.


      Although everything had proceeded smoothly, he wasn’t very happy about the visitors. Honestly, he’d rather not aid them—that much was plain to see. But Alan was in no position to lose his nerve and back out of the plan. So, he signaled to the carriages below by waving his lantern.


      “Open the gates,” Alan ordered the vice commander standing by him. His voice was stern, and he now appeared like a commanding officer declaring an attack on enemy forces on the battlefield.


      Vice Commander Eric furrowed his brow.


      “Are you really sure? If this gets out, it’ll land you in pretty hot water, Commander Wood...” replied Eric. His role was to support his superior as vice commander of the Sixth Battalion. He felt he had to confirm this action with his commanding officer, and he admonished Alan with a sincere warning.


      At the very least, Alan’s subordinates, including Eric, all looked up to him. Eric’s words calmed Alan. The vice commander looked genuinely concerned for his superior. If Alan was overthrown, the effects would ripple to his subordinates; as people said, “If one falls, they all fall.” It was impossible to tell how serious said effect would be, making Eric naturally hesitant.


      However, Alan simply shook his head in response to Eric’s concerns. Seeing the look of anguish on Alan’s face, Eric understood the trouble this decision would bring.


      “I’m well aware of that... However, I accept the risks. Open the gates. I’ll take full responsibility,” added Alan.


      Having been ordered by his superior, Eric could only respond in one way. There was certainly the question of just how much he could trust his superior when he said that he would take responsibility. Few superiors would assume such a burden to ensure their subordinates didn’t get into any trouble. It was prudent not to place too much weight on their actual intentions in such instances.


      The real problem was the decision those in power had made. In this case, it all relied on Queen Radine Rhoadserians, her assistant Helena Steiner, and Prime Minister Diggle McMaster. As the vice commander, Eric had no other option than to follow his superior’s orders.


      “Understood...” responded Eric, signaling the troops waiting behind him. His words sounded hesitant and conflicted. He would open the city gates at night without prior authorization, allowing a mysterious group to pass through. It was something he couldn’t easily overlook, especially as a member of the royal capital garrison. The unit had been entrusted with protecting the gates and managing who entered and exited through them.


      This was a dereliction of duty—or perhaps an even more serious offense. Depending on the circumstance, their defiance might be deemed an act of treason toward the Kingdom of Rhoadseria.


      Eric gazed at Alan as the worst-case scenario passed through his mind.


      If I’m going to stop him, now is my last chance, thought Eric. He couldn’t make Alan retract his order with a simple warning; force would be necessary. However...


      Although Eric was proud of his swordsmanship, Alan Wood—a commoner who had risen to the level of an intermediate knight—was easily leagues more talented than him. Thus, he was aware of the outcome if they were to have a one-on-one duel. Eric then made a calm, composed decision as a knight.


      If I were to have a chance of winning, I would have to attack him from behind. Otherwise, we would have to overwhelm him with the other guards. Realistically, neither is feasible.


      Should Eric carry out a surprise attack, it would probably end in a draw—and that was being generous. It would be challenging for Eric and the soldiers to surround Alan now. If he unsheathed his sword, it would look like he was leading a revolt. Considering that, there was nothing that he could do right now.


      But Eric couldn’t accept that just standing there watching everything unfold was fine.


      What should I do? What can I even do?


      Doubts filled his mind. As Eric mulled over these thoughts, the situation progressed, and about a minute passed.


      The gate opened with a strained groan. Then, the carriage wheels and the horses’ hooves making contact with the stone pavement reverberated in the night air as they made their way through the gate.


      There was no way Eric could stop the carriages. The die had been cast.


      “All right... I will go remind the troops.”


      “Yeah... Sorry for the trouble,” said Alan.


      Eric nodded slightly before turning around. He hurriedly made his way down the steps inside the gatehouse wall, wondering to himself all the while. Although he couldn’t stop Alan, what he could do was hide what happened tonight.


      It’s fine. If the troops keep quiet about it, there’ll be no problem... Or at least the soldiers won’t make such a foolish mistake. 


      The troops on guard tonight would be automatically involved since they were present when the group passed through the gates. Although it was an order from their superior, opening the gates without confirming whether it was appropriate meant they had abandoned their duties. They were unlikely to spread word of what had happened, at least not the details.


      Even if he were to silence the troops, there was no guarantee that the mysterious group went completely unnoticed by others. For example, a resident could have just happened to look out of their window and noticed the group. They could have found it strange and proceeded to notify the garrison, which would blow the whole operation wide open.


      Well, there’s no real chance of that happening. If it were to go public...


      Alan, the battalion captain entrusted with guarding the city gate, would be most affected by that outcome. The minimum punishment he could receive was being dismissed from the city garrison.


      Eric losing his job would be an ideal conclusion.


      For this crime, Alan could face imprisonment or even become a slave. If he attempted to flee, he would have to run from the royal capital with his family before the soldiers had a chance to arrest him. Regardless, his reputation and achievements would all be for naught. It was a conclusion that was as plain as day.


      It was natural to question the merit of risking all he had built up by allowing this group to pass through the gate.


      Of course, his position as captain of the garrison isn’t all that important of a position. It’s just an ordinary job without the status that comes from being a knight. If he didn’t take his job seriously, then I can’t deny the possibility that he was bribed.


      But Eric knew that the chance of that was low. While an ordinary soldier might have taken a bribe, it was unlikely that such a temptation would sway a commanding officer and induce them to open the gate at night.


      But if this information gets out, many people will assume money was his main motivation for doing so, mused Eric, letting out a sigh filled with a sense of defeat and sadness.


      When children were asked what they wanted to be in the future, a lot of them responded that they wanted to be a knight. A small number of them said they wanted to join the garrison, so it was more appropriate to say that none answered they desired to join.


      If there were an outlier who desired to join the city guard, they would likely be a child whose parents or close relatives were already a part of the garrison. The garrison played an essential role in protecting the city, but it wasn’t a position that would see them achieve fame for incredible feats on the battlefield. It didn’t lead anywhere in terms of professional development.


      That means Commander Wood could have been swayed with money...


      Eric also couldn’t say with conviction that no other members of the capital city garrison had dirtied their hands with bribes. If this corruption were to go public, it would also become clear how many people participated in it in the course of a year.


      Many in the garrison were born commoners. There aren’t many who started on the same level as the knights.


      The troops who made up the city defense forces weren’t skilled in martial thaumaturgy like the knights. That also meant that they were looked down upon or viewed as a few grades lower than the knights.


      In any case, all we do is guard the vast area that the royal capital Pireas spans and patrol the streets, so it makes sense we’re looked down on.


      The job of the soldiers within the garrison was the same as those of a modern-day policeman. Protecting the city required a lot of soldiers, and most of the people they policed were commoners like them. These commoners did not know martial thaumaturgy, meaning a soldier who underwent daily military training could easily suppress them.


      At times, they do have to deal with mercenaries or adventurers who know martial thaumaturgy, but there are rarely any exceptionally skilled people who cause trouble. Even in cases where someone can use martial thaumaturgy, the city guard’s sheer numbers would overwhelm most mercenaries and adventurers. Plus, regular soldiers fighting against a strong individual could also call for a commander or a battalion commander.


      The garrison’s collective strength far surpassed that of any individual soldier. It was essentially quantity over quality.


      Due to the garrison’s all-commoner composition, most soldiers could imagine fighting an enemy while confined within the city. In the event of a siege, the garrison would remain high on the city walls, using stones and arrows to attack the invaders. Even though the garrison served the kingdom alongside the six units of knights, their lack of martial thaumaturgy meant the knights generally held them in disdain.


      However, that only applied to the regular soldiers and the platoon commander.


      Eric was unsure if knights looked contemptuously on garrisons from smaller cities. In major cities like the Pireas, only nobles who had obtained the rank of knight or commoners who had risen through the ranks and became high-ranking knights could hold positions of authority. Such included company commanders and above.


      A battalion commander would need both luck and talent to survive the cutthroat competition for the position against the best of the best. The battalion commander was also in charge of the garrison, which protected the gate to Pireas and the capital city itself. They had to undergo a rigorous exam that tested their loyalty to the Kingdom of Rhoadseria and their knowledge about it.


      It is a job with zero glitz or glamour...


      Eric no longer tried to fool himself regarding his job’s responsibilities. It was an important role because the guard preserved the peace of the royal capital. The kingdom considered that and treated commanders accordingly. Eric thought that way because of his position as vice commander. Since Alan held an even higher rank and was treated even better, it would be unfortunate if he gave it all up just for a little extra money. Nonetheless, Alan had still taken the risk.


      He must have a good enough reason for it.


      Eric had already tried to envision who the group of people really were, especially considering it had caused Alan to make such a dangerous decision. If Eric was correct, he questioned whether Alan’s punishment alone would be enough to resolve the situation.


      It depended on the situation, but the vice commander and the other soldiers in the garrison were likely to be caught in the eventual cross fire. If Eric’s suspicions were correct, it would make those in the garrison a group that would become the target of much ire and ridicule from the commoners in Pireas.


      Come to think of it, there’s only one house in the kingdom that would need to take such measures to escape the capital.


      House Romaine had stood trial a few days before and attempted to slander the kingdom’s savior. As punishment, many of the house’s members had been imprisoned. While House Romaine had been around since the formation of the Kingdom of Rhoadseria, it now seemed it would become extinct.


      Guilt by association was standard practice on Earth, meaning that the family of the guilty would receive the same punishment. There weren’t many human rights on Earth, nor was there much in the way of policing criminals. Thus, there would be no way to keep crime down if they didn’t have procedures in place that made examples of lawbreakers.


      But it was a little different this time.


      Some of House Romaine’s blood relatives had been incarcerated, but not every single member of the family. Queen Radine had become known for her mercy, so many blood relatives had avoided prison.


      Nobles believe that a new monarch shouldn’t bloody their hands from the get-go, so she pardoned some relatives of House Romaine. But just because it’s merciful, that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a good thing.


      Queen Radine’s mercy had allowed them to escape prison, but she had seized their personal funds. Those who hadn’t been imprisoned had lost everything they needed to live. Furthermore, the only exoneration they received was in regard to their slander of Ryoma Mikoshiba.


      No doubt they’ve been under fire from the commoners, considering how House Romaine used to treat them.


      The soldiers of the garrison bore witness to the nobles’ violence and the hurt they caused the commoners. They also heard the commoners express their ire. Eric had heard about House Romaine’s heir, Mario Romaine, and what he had done. Low-ranking members of the garrison had urged their commanders to come up with countermeasures to suppress anyone who might protest Mario’s punishment, which was an almost unprecedented step for the soldiers.


      Moreover, these soldiers knew the divide between the nobles and the common folk, and naturally wanted to avoid the risk of standing against nobles, thereby provoking their wrath. Even so, they had dared to advocate opposing nobles who came to Mario Romaine’s defense. It was a testament to how far Mario Romaine had gone with his behavior.


      It went without saying that the behavior of House Romaine’s members—letting Mario Romaine run free and do as he wished—was nothing short of disgraceful.


      They’re all birds of a feather anyway.


      All those family members had gotten a taste of just how uncertain the world can be. They had enjoyed a lot of special treatment being relatives of House Romaine, including being able to cover up their crimes. They were foxes borrowing the authority of a tiger; they could do whatever they wished under the aegis of House Romaine’s status and power.


      They lived boldly under such protection and were nothing once that was gone. Obviously, they would face the ire and hatred of the commoners hunters and fall prey like the foxes they were.


      But there are also young fox cubs among them too.


      That would make it difficult for the hunters. Their consciences and empathy would undermine their resolve, making it difficult for them to truly eradicate the foxes. However, there would probably be those who wished to get revenge and would gleefully attack them.


      I heard other nobles have been trying to cut off the House Romaine nobles too.
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