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      Prologue: Memories of the Past


      In a suburb of Lainur’s capital, one young man was glaring at three others. Outnumbered, he knelt on the ground, while the three stood composed above him.


      The man’s name was Eido. His body was wrapped in a cloak, and he wore a black knitted hat on his head. His face was slender and his cheeks slightly hollow, and the eyes he glared with were long and narrow. The outfit he wore was designed to be inconspicuous; his presence was so insubstantial that he would simply disappear the moment he slipped into the shadow of a nearby building.


      These three men had attacked the hideout of Eido’s group, starting an all-out fight. The battle was unexpected, and Eido’s men had been scattered, although his strenuous efforts had allowed them to retreat and recover. In the end, however, he was left outnumbered. Even if numbers weren’t a problem, these three men were absurdly powerful, both as magicians and as soldiers. One-on-one, Eido might have been able to hold his own, but it was impossible when one man fought while the other two were ready to provide support at any time.


      The battle, so fierce it tore up the ground and sent thunderous roars through the air, was reaching its climactic final act. Eido’s breathing was ragged; his shoulders heaved as he looked up at the three victors. His face was creased with loathing and touches of bewilderment and desolation.


      These men led the most influential vigilante crew in all the capital’s dark corners. The man on the right had silver hair, tanned skin, and a burly build. Despite his lavish appearance, there was an air of gloom around him. His eyes seemed to blaze, and it was obvious he was sulking. His most striking feature was the constant, intense heat rolling off his body. It was as if embers of rage burned within him, setting his aether ablaze. His name was Craib Raytheft—or it was, before he changed his surname to Abend.


      The man on the left was Renault Einfast. His hair was the color of bronze with long bangs, and his build was slender. Even from where he stood a pace away, there was a powerful air of hot blood and unquenchable spirit around him; the atmosphere thickened around him, as if standing near him, you stood in the shadow of a great tree or an ancient, towering boulder.


      Between them stood the third: a man with blond hair and blue eyes. His was a well-trimmed appearance which would put any nobleman to shame; he was by far the haughtiest of the three, and very much left the impression of a spoiled brat. That was why, despite the stronger presence of the other two, he didn’t disappear between them. In fact, the very sight of him was just as overwhelming as the glaring midday sun. His aether dwarfed that of his companions by an order of magnitude, and it was enough to make him glow.


      They were a motley crew. Perhaps it was the generosity of that man in the middle that let them get on so well despite their differences. Eido already knew all about that kindheartedness. Even while he stood against the three, Eido fully admired the golden-haired man, named Lai, for his magnanimity.


      Only a few years ago the capital was in a terrible state. Villains used to crowd in the shadows, and to take a single step into that darkness put your every possession, your body, and your soul at risk. Each passing night came with another body found in the street. The military police had neither the reach nor the will to weed out the problem root and branch, and people were forced to live out their days in fear. The crown dawdled, and the nobles were too caught up in their own petty disputes to pay the issue any attention.


      Two groups, one led by Eido and another by Lai, emerged to stand up against the villainy. They monitored the wicked deeds playing out in the corners of the capital the military police would not touch. They worked together to flush out the ruffians and restore peace to the city. On occasion they would brawl over a difference in ideology; even then, they considered each other respectable rivals and understood that they shared a common goal. Thanks to their activities, the capital grew steadily safer by the day. Eido was starting to have hope for the city’s future—that it could return to the peaceful place it once was. The city could become a place everybody could be proud of, if only Lai’s group would join hands with his.


      That hope was betrayed. Betrayed by the authorities as they finally got off their backsides to restore public safety. Once the state was involved, they had no choice but to get results. The state intended to solve the problem by creating an “obvious villain” and punishing him—and it was Eido’s group who would take the fall.


      Eido’s group had no hand in the crime wave, of course—but nobody believed their claims. The whole maneuver had been conceived by nobles who resented his having outshone them and undermined their own less than scrupulous affairs. Eido’s crew’s hiding places dwindled by the day. His last resort was to turn to help from Lai’s group.


      He believed they, at least, would lend him a hand. Instead, Eido was met with contempt, as if all their years of negotiation and cooperation counted for nothing. It was more than a rejection; Lai’s group capitalized on the moment of vulnerability to strike and corner Eido and his crew. It didn’t take long for Lai’s overwhelming power and merciless strategy to drive Eido and his men up against the wall.


      “The magpie sings a simple tune. That song flows from the heavens and into the ears of all who stand in the way. A never-ending round. The rain-soaked eaves. Despair from the heavens. The falling rain tastes of iron.”


      “Cascading Arrows.”


      “Turn the wrath within me to flame. Scorch the skies with your cry and incinerate all in your path as you become a burning arrow.”


      “Flamlarune.”


      Eido and Craib each recited an incantation. Craib’s spell was similar to the old standby Flamrune in both incantation and effect, but the power behind it was on another level. His fiery lance crashed against the black arrows raining down from above. Eido barely had time to register the arrows burning to nothing as the intense heat from Craib’s spell forced him backwards.


      Eido was out of options. His body and aether were exhausted. He could do nothing but raise his voice against those he’d trusted.


      “Why?! Why turn on us?!”


      “Because you’re in the way. Obviously.”


      “In the way?”


      “Yep.”


      Eido gritted his teeth; his voice was strained as he spoke again. “I know we’ve fought against each other in the past. But I thought we understood each other. I thought our goals were aligned!”


      His outburst received no answer.


      “Why are you casting us aside now?!”


      We needed you!


      “The friendship we shared! Does that mean nothing anymore?!”


      We believed in you!


      “We celebrated our victories together! Or was that all a lie too?!”


      We were together!


      “Did you ever believe in the dreams we shared with each other?!”


      He needed to know whether they were lying to him or this was all just some huge, cruel joke.


      “Answer me!” he demanded.


      Eido did not receive the response he was hoping for.


      Lai averted his gaze. “Everything was a lie.”


      Eido’s body froze. This was a man he had always believed he could trust with his life.


      Renault stepped forward then.


      “Wait, Renault,” Lai warned.


      “Let me deal with him, please.”


      “No. This is something I have to do.”


      “But—”


      “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll step back, Renault...” This time, it was Craib who spoke. He sounded bored.


      Renault scowled, but said “very well,” and withdrew as he was told.


      “You stay back too, Craib.”


      “Yeah, yeah.”


      Lai came to stand in front of Eido. “Get out of my sight, Eido. Leave the capital.”


      “Why should I?”


      “You will. Whether you want to or not. Tear. Shatter. The firmament forewarns of a crashing torrent. Give form to the principles of Heaven and Earth, then take those exquisite principles and come down with a crash!”


      Artglyphs gathered in Lai’s hand, radiating a golden-yellow light which spilled out as far as the eye could see. The light split the heavy clouds in the sky clean in two, forcing them to give way to a giant magic circle.


      “I’m warning you, Eido. Leave.”


      Eido said nothing.


      “Eido!” Lai roared, leveling his spell at the man in front of him.


      A deafening roar cracked through the air, the vibrations striking everything around them. A blinding flash seared Eido’s vision, and the next second everything was thrown into the air. The magic had called forth a bolt of lightning that crowded out the air above and shattered the ground with an oppressive blast of heat, leaving nothing but persistent plumes of smoke.


      When they did, Eido was nowhere to be seen.


      “Y’don’t think you went a bit overboard there?” Craib asked, panic sharpening his voice.


      “A strike like that might have been a little too much, even for Eido,” Renault agreed.


      “Eido’s strong. Too strong to treat him with kid gloves. I’m sure he’s fine.”


      The spell hadn’t killed Eido. His comrades hidden in the shadows had helped him escape. Lai was sure he would have had a split second to escape, not least because he’d purposely delayed his attack.


      Eido had lost. They would see neither hide nor hair of him again, and he would eventually leave the capital altogether. All without knowing the truth lurking behind their battle here tonight.


      “Y’sure this was for the best?” Craib asked.


      “Yeah. We’re nobles whether we’re fit for it or not, and there’s still so much we can’t do anythin’ about. This was the only way to spare their lives.”


      “We couldn’t have helped ’em hide or somethin’?”


      “Where, exactly? Every seedy little borough of the capital is gonna be plowed down and rebuilt. The underground’s been handed off to the Langula House. There’s no space for them in the capital now.”


      “Perhaps we ought to have told them the truth,” Renault suggested.


      “If we did, they would’ve insisted on staying and fighting, and I don’t think we’d have been able to talk them out of it. Even if our side won, we’d end up taking the heat for it. For the nobles, a low status marks you as an ideal scapegoat.”


      “Will Eido really be able to make his escape?”


      “He’ll be fine. He’s got rabbit holes and hidden passages all over the capital. No way the nobles’ll notice them with how half-assed their perimeter is.” Lai looked at the spot where Eido had stood mere minutes earlier. “I’m sorry, Eido. I wasn’t strong enough. But I will be. I’m gonna get all the power I need to make this city the bright, peaceful place we always wanted. I know I’m not giving you a choice here, but I’m gonna make this promise to you anyway.”


      Lai deeply regretted betraying Eido as he did. “You’re one of us, Eido. Don’t die on us. As long as you stay alive, we can join forces again in the future, just like we used to.”


      Lai could only pray that Eido would keep himself safe, as one might pray for the eternal happiness of a departing friend.


      So ended the day Lai—later King Shinlu Crosellode—and Eido parted ways. 




      Eido woke from a nostalgic dream of his flight from the capital with his surviving companions, still reeling from Lai’s rejection and their total defeat. Eido was badly hurt, but he had managed to escape with his life—at the cost of his beloved city. It was already teeming with nobles setting about their work; had he stayed, it would only be a matter of time before they found him. Eido’s group didn’t have the strength, numbers, or even a plan for fighting back.


      And so, Eido made use of a passage he’d built in secret to leave the capital through the undercity, headed west. There, he would begin his long, long stint as a recluse. It was only later that he learned who Lai really was, and that his companions were state magicians who would earn the names Crucible and Stronghold.


      One of Eido’s men appeared silently within the tent.


      “Boss.”


      “What is it? Are we out of food?”


      “No. There are Imperial soldiers outside. All armed.”


      “So they really did plan to get rid of me once I served my purpose, I see.”


      “What should we do?”


      “Just what we planned, of course. Use all the traps if you need to; just make sure everyone gets out.”


      “What about you?”


      “I’ll worry about myself, so you all worry about yourselves, okay?”


      The man smiled at Eido with a hint of irony in the curve of his lips. “This is just like when we escaped from the capital, isn’t it?”


      “Yes, but now we’ve had practice. This time we’re fully prepared if someone decides to betray us.” Eido got to his feet and threw his cloak around his shoulders.


      “You’re going?”


      “Of course. This is the only chance left to lure out Shinlu Crosellode.”


      This had been Eido’s plan all along: to get the Empire and Porque Nadar on his side and use their capture of Prince Ceylan as bait for Shinlu. He was never going to hand Ceylan over to either of his “employers.” This was all so that he could pay Shinlu back for betraying him twenty years ago. Certain unexpected developments had thrown off the early stages of the plan, but he hadn’t lost his chance completely.


      “We’ve heard the prince is with the magician called Waterwheel at the moment.”


      “We know him very well, don’t we?” Eido said.


      “He always got in our way back in the capital.”


      “He could’ve gone further if he wanted to. I remember that used to get on my nerves.” Eido smiled as he reminisced before addressing his years-long subordinate again. “Survive. We still have our goal to achieve. Don’t let anybody die needlessly till we do.”




      Hours passed. The Empire’s soldiers stationed in Nadar received the news that the ambush on Eido’s group had started. When communication suddenly stopped entirely, they sent out a party to investigate. The first party consisted of the strongest soldiers, almost guaranteed to be able to wipe out Eido and his men. They would have finished by now; the only explanation was that they were wasting their time doing something else.


      What the investigative party found was a mountain of bodies. The casualties came from both the Empire and Nadar, but not a single one belonged to Eido’s men. Some had fallen into traps. Others fell victim to magic. Most of them bore wounds in their backs and sides. It could mean only one thing: these soldiers, planning to launch a surprise attack, were themselves ambushed.


      Needless to say, the tent in which Eido and his men had slept was empty.


      The officer in charge of the investigation called to one of his men. “How are things looking over there?”


      “I’m sorry, sir. There are no survivors.”


      “To think the Black Panther Cavalry was wiped out by so few men...”


      “I can barely believe it. These were men who allied themselves with thieves, and yet the Empire’s best wasn’t enough to defeat them.”


      “That only goes to show how powerful that man really is. It would take an incredible soldier or magician to take him and his troop out. One whose name is known across the land.”


      “Just who is this man, sir?”


      “Eido, the Lacuna. I’ve heard he’s a fearsome magician who used to throw his weight around in the kingdom’s underbelly. When it all came to a head, he fled the capital after a chaotic battle,” the officer murmured. Suddenly, he spotted a black shadow at the tip of a broken spear: a torn fragment of Eido’s cloak. “But it seems even he did not escape unharmed.”


      There was a dark red stain on that scrap of cloth. From the size of the stain, the wound would have needed a very powerful healing spell to fix it up—and spells like that cost a lot of aether. Eido had two choices. Either he would sacrifice the aether required to heal the damage, or he would suffer the anxieties of letting it heal naturally.


      “I find it hard to believe that even the general made the mistake of underestimating Eido’s true power.”


      “Your orders, sir?”


      “Send a message to General Leon. What we do next is up to him.”


      The soldier mounted his horse and hurried to inform the general.

    

  

  
    
      Part 1: A Royal Audience and the Gathering of the War Council


      A few days had passed since Arcus discovered and suppressed Porque Nadar’s agents and joined with Louise Rustinell to save Prince Ceylan. Having allowed Eido his escape, Arcus returned to Rustinell’s capital temporarily to ponder his next moves. While they were there, Noah, Cazzy, and Arcus received a message.


      After he and Louise had parted ways, she and her soldiers broke through roadblocks in Nadar to follow the prince’s footsteps. As for the prince, he had taken a different route to enter the county and was staying in the first town he’d come across, where he met up with Louise and her soldiers. She filled him in on the recent string of incidents, after which he returned safely to Rustinell.


      There was no pursuit from Nadar, nor any attack by the count’s bandit proxies in other territories. While Louise had originally steeled herself for a fight as they retreated, everything ended without incident. Porque Nadar’s attack on Ceylan did not come to fruition, and for the moment Arcus allowed himself a sigh of relief.


      But it wasn’t over yet. After returning to Rustinell, Ceylan had moved to the fortress city of Nalvarond and called the nearby lords to help subjugate Porque with extreme prejudice. A proclamation was issued to the western nobles outlining the order’s rationales. The prince gathered military power from the nobles, monarchs, and minor lords occupying western Lainur in order to put together an army. The prince’s actions were so rapid and decisive that they even had his allies’ heads spinning, let alone Nadar’s.


      Meanwhile, Porque was gathering his own army, and had made a declaration of war against the royal family. In his position, that meant revolt. His army was made up of his subordinates, active and conscripted soldiers, and various hired mercenary groups. They numbered four thousand, and were already marching toward Rustinell.


      Arcus had expected the Gillis Empire, which lay behind Nadar, to launch an invasion too, but they seemed to be biding their time. Perhaps any military movements on their part were too small to be observed as of yet—but it was difficult to know.


      This whole thing sure has blown up.


      That was the summation of Arcus’s current thoughts on the matter. Although he was aware he was probably thinking too hard about it, he couldn’t help feeling like his tiny actions had sparked an all-out war. He knew this would’ve likely happened eventually anyway, but he still felt slightly queasy about it all.


      “I would never imagine one seemingly insignificant action could lead to an entire civil war. You are like the puppeteer manipulating the strings behind the kingdom, Master Arcus.”


      “Shut it.”


      “If ya really wanna make it big in the underworld, ya can’t be runnin’ ’round with a cute li’l face like that. I know where ya can buy a mask if ya want.”


      “Shut it.”


      Despite how he felt, his attendants had no qualms teasing him about the entire ordeal. 




      A few days had passed since Prince Ceylan’s proclamation against Porque Nadar. Louise had called Arcus and his servants to Nalvarond; they made the journey alongside Deet. As promised in the warehouse district, Louise had informed the prince of Arcus’s involvement in everything.


      Ceylan wished to thank Arcus personally, so the young magician now waited quietly in a temporary audience room. With him were nobles who had come to greet the prince.


      At the end of the room sat a majestic throne atop a podium of stairs. A canopy adorned the throne, different from the interior design of the rest of the room. It must have been prepared specially for Ceylan. It seemed to hold a symbolic message: that royalty should rarely be seen. Three bamboo screens, one at the front and two at the sides, hung from the top of the canopy; it reminded Arcus of the ancient Chinese thrones he’d seen from movies in the man’s world.


      Ceylan Crosellode, Lainur’s next king, was behind those screens now. He wore a long white robe embroidered with dragons in golden thread; there was a slit from the hip down for ease of movement, and its sleeves were wide.


      Arcus was curious to see the prince’s face, but he wore a black veil, making it hard even to tell whether his features were masculine or feminine. It was a custom for Lainur’s princes to wear such a veil in public until they were of age, so only the royal family and those closest to them knew what he looked like.


      Ceylan was supposed to be around the same age as Arcus, but he already looked completely comfortable in his post. Most children put in an authoritative position were timid, but Ceylan showed none of that. He was silent and, above all else, looked totally relaxed, as though his sitting there was the most normal thing in the world. He exuded a powerful, almost indescribable air of rulership.


      In this world, there were none more powerful in the major nations than their royal families. In the man’s world, monarchies were usually an extension of the government. Here, their rule was as absolute as that of gods. It was said that those with royal blood held power far beyond human understanding. It was that power and knowledge that made them revered.


      Ceylan sat atop the podium while his attendants waited at the bottom of the steps. As a regional monarch, Louise Rustinell held a special status compared to the other nobles. She and her son Deet waited with the prince’s guard by those steps.


      The nobles of the west and those serving under Louise took a knee before the podium, introducing themselves and greeting the prince one by one.


      “I am a retainer of Rustinell House, Galanger Uiha. I have come here with Lady Rustinell, and it is my heartfelt desire to be of assistance to Your Royal Highness.”


      “I am Rover Ronell of the Ronell Barony. I have come as requested, Your Royal Highness.”


      “Pistoris Sharman of Sharman County. It is an absolute pleasure. I shall pour everything I have into fighting for Your Royal Highness.”


      And so it went.


      It seemed not all of Lainur’s western nobles were in attendance. Forty-four had answered the prince’s call, all of varying ranks, and Louise Rustinell was the only monarch. Every lord had their troops in tow.


      Ceylan’s responses to the lords were short. “Fight well.” “I have high hopes.” His tone was cold, as though he were indifferent to each lord’s individual presence.


      Lainur was one of the major powers in this world, and therefore the prince’s authority was great. He must have been taking such a steadfast attitude to ensure nobody looked down on him.


      Once the nobles had finished their greetings, it was finally Arcus’s turn.


      “Arcus Raytheft! You may step forward to address His Royal Highness.”


      Arcus felt his body stiffen.


      Noah leaned over to whisper in his ear. “Steel your nerves, Master Arcus.”


      “Don’t you mean ‘relax’?”


      “Actually, being slightly nervous is a good thing in this case. Being overly relaxed might give the impression that you hold His Royal Highness in contempt. Play into those nerves, and act afraid.”


      “I get you.”


      “Allow me to run through this once more. You may only raise your head the second time you are granted permission. When you have given your greeting, lower your head, keep your response to His Royal Highness’s words short, and do not, under any circumstances, respond negatively.”


      “Got it. Thanks.”


      Arcus stepped forward and kept his head low to avoid looking directly at the prince, as formality dictated. Even though the prince’s presence and Arcus’s opportunity to speak with him directly was a privilege, he couldn’t help thinking that all these ancient formalities were more annoying than anything else. As Arcus approached the prince, he heard voices whispering.


      “What is a child doing here?”


      “I have heard the rumors. I believe his name is...”


      “What is the meaning of this?”


      Suspicious gazes accompanied those scattered questions. Arcus had more important things to focus on than how awkward they made him feel, however. He took another step forward.


      What’s this?


      All of a sudden, an overwhelming tension ran through him, and his body froze up completely. He realized immediately that it was the air of authority that Ceylan exuded; it was on a totally different level from the pressure he felt in the presence of state magicians. Arcus’s hands were sweating, and it felt like his blood was freezing in his veins. Numbing electricity seemed to run along his skin. The same terrifying sensation swept through his body each time he tried to move. It was like somebody was holding the point of a sword to the back of his neck, and he was almost gasping for breath.


      “Arcus Raytheft. Raise your head.”


      Arcus waited for Ceylan’s attendant to repeat the order before obeying. His eyes fixed on the prince. Even at this distance, Arcus could discern nothing beneath his veil. For a moment, there was silence—and then the prince spoke.


      “Arcus Raytheft, I presume?”


      “I-It is a pleasure to meet you, Your Royal Highness. I am Arcus Raytheft, eldest son of House Raytheft. I am humbled to have been called here by Your Royal Highness on this day.”
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      Arcus bowed his head and waited. Ceylan did not respond to his greeting immediately. Arcus started to worry he’d messed up somehow. Though the veil obscured his view, he had the sense the prince was scrutinizing him. The longer the silence continued, the more anxious Arcus became, until at last Ceylan exhaled.


      “Arcus Raytheft. Your deeds concerning this recent matter were remarkable. Were it not for the fact that you detected Porque Nadar’s wicked scheme so quickly, perhaps I would not be sitting here now. You have my heartfelt gratitude.”


      The whisperings in the room grew more fervent. While it wasn’t unheard of for people to be praised by their rulers, being thanked directly was exceedingly rare. It was that and the idea of Arcus aiding the prince in the first place that had the attendants talking. Only after the noise had settled down did Arcus speak again.


      “As a servant of the crown, I believe it is only right to aid Your Royal Highness in whatever way I can. As such, while undeserving, I am utterly humbled by Your Royal Highness’s praise.”


      “A servant of the crown... Yes. The awareness you show of your position at such a young age is nothing short of admirable. As your superior, that gives me great joy.”


      “Sir.” Arcus bowed his head again.


      He never thought the prince would speak so highly of him. He was only expecting a brief acknowledgment, and yet here the prince was thanking and praising him—not to mention Ceylan seemed to be taking on a gentler tone with him compared to the other nobles. It was enough to make him feel self-conscious.


      “Now, Arcus Raytheft. I shall allow you to accompany me in the upcoming battle. You will fight by my side.”


      “Huh?”


      Ceylan’s words didn’t register at first. Only when their echoes had permeated his mind did Arcus understand.


      I shall allow you to accompany me in the upcoming battle.


      The prince was telling him to fight in the battle to subjugate Nadar, but as far as Arcus knew, he had been called to receive a brief commendation. He had been planning to finish up his silver talks with Louise and take his newfound supplies back to the capital. Ceylan apparently had other ideas about his intentions. Arcus glanced at Louise. The monarch of Rustinell looked just as surprised as he was (while her son pumped an excited fist in the air). Arcus was clearly taking too long to respond, as there was a hint of ice in Ceylan’s voice when he next spoke.


      “Well? Has something displeased you?”


      “No, Your Royal Highness! Far from it!”


      “Good. I trust you will fight well in the upcoming battle.”


      “Yes, Your Royal Highness!” Arcus found himself agreeing.


      Ugh...


      There was no backing out now. Refusing Ceylan’s order would give the message that he either didn’t want to fight alongside the prince, or that he was against the plan to bring Nadar under control in the first place. All he really wanted was to avoid getting involved, and yet he effectively had no choice.


      What have I done?


      It was the way of this world. So long as Arcus sought status here, this was something that was bound to happen eventually. That was why he had planned to polish his magic to perfection and improve himself as far as his abilities would allow, but he never expected the time to come so soon.


      Those were the thoughts plaguing Arcus’s mind as he waited to be dismissed—but it was not Ceylan’s attendant who spoke next.


      “Your Royal Highness! Might I be granted permission to speak?” One of the lords stepped forward and lowered his head before the prince.


      He looked to be in his thirties. His face was unshaven and deeply browned from the sun; his physique suggested his house was a martial one.


      “Count Bowe!” Ceylan’s attendant snapped. “His Royal Highness is still conversing with Arcus Raytheft! Step down!”


      “I am aware, and yet I beg your permission to speak. Please.” The count stood his ground.


      The attendant’s eyes narrowed, but Ceylan interrupted him before he could say anything else.


      “You are Count Daws Bowe, yes?”


      “Sir!”


      “I am speaking with Arcus now. What is so important that you see fit to barge in on our conversation?”


      “Sir. I humbly beg your forgiveness for so rudely interrupting. However, as a loyal vassal to the crown, I believe I have a duty to say something. Please...I beg your permission to speak.”


      The prince’s guards began to stir, preparing to have Count Bowe step down by force. Ceylan raised a hand to stop them.


      “Very well. Speak.”


      “With all due respect, sir, this young noble is still a child. While I cannot attest to his abilities during peacetime, I cannot believe he is fit to stand by Your Royal Highness’s side in the midst of battle. It would deal a great blow to the entire kingdom if anything were to happen to you, sir, because of that. This is something I cannot overlook. If I may ask Your Royal Highness to reconsider...”


      The count wasn’t speaking out of concern for Arcus’s safety, but for the prince choosing to surround himself with inadequate protectors. He can’t have been the only one to think so; whispers were rippling through the other lords at his words.


      “Asking a child to protect oneself on the battlefield is... Well...”


      “Arcus Raytheft was that disinherited boy, wasn’t he?”


      “Yes! Quite unfit to stand by His Royal Highness’s side.”


      Everybody seemed to doubt Arcus’s abilities, and it was because they’d all heard the rumors already. One glare from Ceylan’s attendant was enough to bring those whisperings to an immediate halt.


      “Count Bowe. It is not unprecedented for one so young to be blessed with great ability—myself and the son of House Rustinell, for example. Furthermore, I have heard that Arcus Raytheft gave his assistance in the suppression of Nadar’s agents, as well as chasing off those who would cause me harm. Only somebody with great power would be capable of such feats.”


      “Sir! I agree that there are young citizens of Lainur who have been graced with exceptional talent. However, there are very few of them, even among the upper noble classes. This boy is the son of a low-ranking family. While I cannot say this with absolute certainty, I believe the chances that he is one of those talented few to be extremely low.” Count Bowe turned to Arcus and curled the corner of his lip into a sneer. It seemed to say that the idea of Arcus fighting alongside the prince was laughable, that he didn’t belong here.


      Creep.


      The audacity of Bowe’s words made Arcus’s skin prickle with anger. Even if he didn’t want to go to war, he didn’t want to be made out as a weakling either. Yet Arcus was not permitted to say a single word in his defense. He was dealing with a count, and didn’t have the status to openly disagree with him. All Arcus could do was grind his teeth as the count kept talking.


      “How can we even be sure that the stories we’ve heard of this boy’s involvement in the storming of the warehouse are true? I cannot help but be doubtful.”


      “Huh?” This time it was Louise who spoke. “Are you suggesting my men were just seeing things?”


      “Y-Yes. To put it bluntly, that is exactly what I am suggesting.”


      “Hmph. Bold words for a lowly count.”


      The count’s expression hardened—but his frown lasted only a moment before he spread his arms out dramatically and began to speak, his words deliberate. “Lady Louise. I know Your Ladyship is a monarch with a large territory, but I am a noble of the kingdom. Referring to me as a ‘lowly count’ is a little ironic, is it not? The title of ‘count’ is a prestigious one, granted to those families who have served the crown and the kingdom tirelessly. If Your Ladyship would be so kind as to take back her earlier remark—”


      “What?!” Louise spat.


      Count Bowe let out a squawk like a strangled goose and began to heave with frightened sobs. He may have been a man blessed with a powerful martial family, but right now he looked like nothing more than a frightened rodent.


      Taking the count’s squeal as a sign, Louise’s retainers faced him and stood tall, letting the powerful military air around them become oppressive. The count’s face drained of color as they stood before him, their hostility on full display.


      Louise raised her voice, adding more salt to the wound. “Do not make light of me, noble. Got it?!”


      Ferocious anger rolled off her in waves, filling the hall. Seized with fear, the count gulped visibly. Just having a count’s title didn’t guarantee strength of character, it seemed. Charlotte’s father, Purce Cremelia, was also a count, but comparing him to Bowe was like comparing chalk and cheese.


      Louise’s display of anger had destabilized the atmosphere in the room. Only a few of the nobles still looked calm; the others were trembling just as Count Bowe was.


      “Louise,” Ceylan said. “Restrain yourself.”


      “Sir. I beg Your Royal Highness’s forgiveness.” Louise took a step back.


      Count Bowe, on the other hand, apparently still felt the need to speak. “Sir, I have heard that this boy was disinherited. A foolish boy who cannot retain his birthright has no place by Your Royal Highness’s side. I cannot believe I am the only one to hold such an opinion.”


      “Hmm.”


      “If Your Royal Highness still wishes for somebody’s accompaniment, might I suggest somebody else? Myself, in fact, if I may be so bold. I have a long and distinguished history of military service; I believe I am an adequate fit for the role.”


      That seemed to be his intention right from the start, and it was utterly shameless. The other nobles agreed, as they raised their voices in protest.


      “I understand your point of view, Count Bowe.”


      “Sir! Does that mean...” The hope was obvious in Bowe’s voice.


      “Yes.”


      Bowe’s face visibly lit up at the thought of serving by the prince’s side, while Louise’s expression darkened equally. The other nobles also grumbled their dissatisfaction at being outsped.


      The count’s jubilation was not to last.


      “I understand perfectly,” Ceylan continued. “You doubt my judgment.”


      “I—What?”


      “Am I wrong? I have selected Arcus to serve by my side, as I have judged him worthy to do so. By objecting to my decision, you are implying that I have chosen poorly,” Ceylan explained lightly.


      Personally, Arcus thought the prince’s impression of Bowe’s objection was a result of reading too much into it.


      “I am aware that this is my first time going into battle,” Ceylan said. “However, I never thought that my closest allies in this fight—that is, the high nobles—would dare be so direct with me. You do not see the problem in voicing your criticisms of my judgment, and by extension, my plans to subjugate Nadar, in front of everybody here? Heh. It is difficult to imagine a more open rejection of one’s prince.”


      Ceylan’s words fell halfway between a murmur to himself and a declaration he wished for everybody to hear. Hearing the tone of accusation creeping into his voice, the royal guard immediately prepared to move. It was only natural. No imperial guard would let an affront against their prince slip. It was the very same way Louise’s retainers had reacted, but with an extra layer of threat, which caused Bowe to panic.


      “No, sir! That was not the intention behind my words at all!”


      “Really? Because that is precisely how they sounded to me.”


      “I am sure, sir! That was not what I intended at all! I merely doubted the suitability of this boy to serve Your Royal Highness!” Count Bowe bowed his head desperately.


      Arcus doubted the count had put enough initial thought into his greedy proposition to realize how his words might be interpreted, but he was certainly realizing it now. It just went to show that raising too careless an objection to a royal’s word was equal to criticizing them, as Arcus suspected. What this conversation proved more than anything else was the count’s inability to understand what Ceylan was thinking. Clearly the decision to have Arcus by his side was one borne of the prince’s personal judgment. Yet if Ceylan went on to accept the count’s suggestion and change his mind, he would likely be seen as indecisive and lose face in the eyes of the attending lords. Simply accepting a suggestion made to him would set a bad example as these people’s leader.


      Ceylan began to chuckle. It was a sinister sound. The lords in the room began to shift uncomfortably.


      “I do understand where you are coming from, Count. This will be my first campaign on the battlefield. A weathered veteran such as yourself would no doubt be able to see the aspects in which I am inexperienced.”


      “N-No, sir, I wasn’t...” The count struggled to defend himself, but it was already clear that Ceylan had firmly decided that Bowe was criticizing him; he wasn’t going to listen to any excuses at this point.


      Ceylan kept on chuckling. With even the other lords in the room feeling threatened, there was only one thing left for Bowe to do.


      “Please, Your Royal Highness! Please allow me to retract my thoughtless remark!”


      “Heh. Very well. Stand down, Count.”


      “Sir...” Bowe stayed motionless and gaped at the prince.


      “Count Bowe!” Ceylan’s attendant snapped. “How long do you plan on staying there?! His Royal Highness has asked you to step down!”


      “So sorry, sir!” Bowe hurriedly fled backward.


      Ceylan seemed unable to shake free of his fit of laughter. The very sight of it sent chills down Arcus’s spine. It increased in volume, forcing the rest of the hall’s sounds into deathly silence. As the lords developed a collective sheen of cold sweat, Ceylan finally stopped laughing and sprang to his feet.


      “Listen well!” he cried from atop the podium. “I shall not change my mind! I have the same gifts as my father, Shinlu Crosellode! The gift of perfect foresight, and the gift of leadership over all of you, and I shall prove that to you in this upcoming battle! You shall learn that I do not make mistakes!”


      The gathered lords fell to their knees at once to show their support for the prince’s words. Ceylan turned to face Arcus and pointed his sheathed sword at him.


      “Arcus!”


      “Sir!”


      “You shall play an active role in this war. Make sure you do not give anybody reason to question my judgment.”


      “Yes, Your Royal Highness!” Arcus gave a hearty response; he had no other choice, after all.


      If he refused, he’d probably have more to worry about than being beheaded. He was duty-bound to comply, and those were weighty shackles indeed. Getting involved in a war was bad enough, but thanks to Count Cretin, he now had to worry about protecting the prince’s honor on top of that.


      The attendant finally gave the order to stand down. There was only one question that he had the wherewithal to ask himself:


      Why?


      He returned to Noah’s side, where the servant greeted him with a smile.


      “Congratulations.”


      Arcus barely suppressed the urge to wrap his fingers around Noah’s neck.




      When the audience with Ceylan was over, a rough count of the soldiers in Nalvarond was held. The lords, regional monarchs, and their vassals had five thousand together, while Ceylan had brought with him fifty imperial knights. While conscripting citizens from the local area would have bolstered their numbers, that was deemed unnecessary for now, as reinforcements were expected from central Lainur. There were enough soldiers for now, and the prince had the powerful and renowned Rustinell and its vassals on side. Nadar’s army, on the other hand...


      “Mom, Nadar said they had fifteen thousand.”


      “Three times as many as us. Like we’re gonna believe that.”


      “Yeah. There’s no way his numbers are that big.”


      “I agree. If none of the surrounding nobles are supporting him, his only option would be hiring mercenaries, and hiring that many of them just isn’t possible.”


      Arcus knew of cases in the man’s world where demonstrators would exaggerate their numbers by more than ten times the real figures, and that seemed to be similar to what was happening here. The difference was that in the man’s world, information filtered through to the public through television and radio. If a media outlet said, for example, that there was a certain number of protestors at a demonstration, the majority of the public would believe it without question, as they had no other choice.


      If the soldiers believed they really were dealing with fifteen thousand enemy troops, they would become anxious. If this side didn’t know the enemy’s true numbers, their plan of attack was liable to have holes. In this world, it was difficult to gauge such things for sure. Even a simple exchange of bluffs like this was important to one’s strategy.


      “I can’t wait to fight.”


      “Yes, it’s been a while.”
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