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      Prologue


      The frozen sky was empty of stars. Heavy clouds streamed overhead, obscuring the light of the moon. In the darkness below, a gale howled like a starving beast.


      “This way! Hurry!”


      Her voice cut as sharp as the wind through the blinding snowstorm, urging him on. The boy in black raised his head, but the blizzard obscured the speaker’s face.


      She hurried back to his side, her hand outstretched in an offer of aid. “Are you all right?”


      His pace was flagging, as anyone’s would if they had fought his battles.


      “I’ll be fine. Just keep going. If we stop now, we’ll freeze to death.”


      “At least they can’t follow us,” she said. “Although at this rate, the blizzard might do their job for them.”


      He took her fingers in his and found them ice-cold. They did not have long. Warmth might be too much to hope for, but finding shelter was imperative. Once the blizzard passed, they would be on the run again, and that would take every last ounce of strength they could conserve.


      “There.” He pointed to a cattle shed. It would keep the wind off well enough and help them retain some warmth. “No one will be working the fields this late, so...” He caught himself. “Of course, if you’d rather somewhere else...”


      His companion was of royal blood. Her pride might not allow her to sleep where beasts of burden lay their heads.


      The young woman squeezed his hand tightly, showing him that his concerns were unfounded. “Never fear. Nobody would ever believe that a princess spent the night in a stall.” She stepped forward and turned around, pressing a finger to a mischievous smile. “But you must promise not to tell. The people would faint if they knew.”


      He raised his arms with a theatrical sigh. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


      No matter what ordeals lay ahead, they were in this together now—but the blizzard only grew fiercer, mocking their efforts with its laughter.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: A New Problem


      Berg Fortress was the Grantzian Empire’s southern bastion. Situated on the empire’s border with the Duchy of Lichtein, its high walls protected it from enemy assault. Its most prominent feature was the large central tower, which housed the war room.


      On the tower’s third floor was a study, and in the study was a boy, stirring awake as the light of the morning sun streamed in through the window. His hair and eyes were black as night, but his soft, handsome features were made unsettling by the oversized eyepatch that covered half of his face.


      Before coming to Aletia, his name had been Hiro Oguro. Now that the emperor had accepted him as his son and installed him as the fourth prince of the empire, his name was Hiro Schwartz von Grantz.


      “Nnngh...”


      He yawned. A trill of birdsong rapped at the window, pricking at his ears. He sat upright, dislodging a book, which knocked over one of the piles around him. They all went down like dominoes.


      “Another night in the study...” Hiro scratched his cheek awkwardly as he surveyed the devastation. “Liz will be furious.”


      Eating and sleeping here was fast becoming a habit. He did have a bedroom of his own, but it was on the second floor. With the study on the third floor, going back and forth had been a pain, so he had ended up succumbing to laziness and taking up permanent residence amid the bookshelves.


      “Don’t blame me,” he protested to empty air. “I’ve got a lot of reading to do.”


      Another stack of books collapsed at his feet. Cerberus emerged from the toppled pile. Native to the islands of the east, the white wolf was a rare sight in Soleil. Liz had found her washed up on the nation’s shores as a puppy and taken care of her ever since. She claimed the two of them were like sisters.


      “You too, huh?” Hiro murmured.


      Cerberus had staked a claim to the third floor, so that was nothing unusual. If anything, the rest of the fortress was beginning to acknowledge her authority. The soldiers were afraid to tread there without her permission.


      “Making sure I don’t freeze to death?”


      A sweep of her tail was the wolf’s only response. Hiro watched her a little longer, but she didn’t seem inclined to say anything more.


      He shrugged and stood up. “Fine, be like that. I’d better get back to my room before Liz sees me.” He pressed an ear to the thick wooden door and then, hearing there was nobody outside, turned around and pressed a finger to his lips. “Not a sound, all right, Cerberus?”


      Don’t bother, the white wolf’s yawn seemed to say. It won’t work.


      Hiro smiled, giving her head a scratch. “Come on, it’ll be fine. It’s breakfast time right now. She’ll be in the mess hall.”


      The haughty wolf gave him an unimpressed look. Her nose twitched and she snorted dismissively. Hiro wondered what she meant by that. He didn’t have to wait long for an answer.


      “Hiro! You slept in the study again, didn’t you?! How many times do I have to tell you?! You’ll catch a cold!”


      A voice like a scolding mother rang out from down the hallway, accompanied by the thunder of footsteps.


      “Uh-oh. What now?”


      Hiro looked to Cerberus for help, but the wolf only flattened her ears. Traitor. He cast a glance at the window, debating for a moment whether it was worth jumping through—a moment that cost him the chance to escape.


      “HIRO!”


      The door crashed open. Chilly morning air rolled through the study. A girl stood in the doorframe with hands on hips, her cheeks puffed out angrily. Her crimson hair shimmered like fire, and her eyes glinted like rubies beneath a shapely brow any sculptor would have been proud of. The smoothness of her porcelain skin drew the gaze of young and old alike. This was the commander of Berg Fortress and the sixth princess of the empire, Celia Estrella Elizabeth von Grantz. Her friends called her Liz.


      Hiro turned to face her with a forced smile. “G-Good morning! Can I help you?”


      “Morning!” Liz returned his greeting with a breezy smile, then her face almost immediately clouded with anger. “But don’t think you can talk your way out of this one, mister. Why aren’t you sleeping in your own room? There isn’t even a bed in here! You’re on the floor! You’ll hurt your back, and don’t even get me started on the cold you’ll catch!” She stopped to catch her breath and lowered her gaze despondently. “I’m worried about you. Are you trying to make yourself ill?”


      “I’m fine,” Hiro protested. “The books keep the heat in.”


      “Oh, for—!” Liz’s eyes narrowed. By the time Hiro realized he had misspoken, it was too late. Her hand snapped out toward his face. He braced for pain, but—


      “No more excuses. Sleep in your own bed from now on, all right?”


      “Yesh.”


      Liz had only tugged at his cheeks in admonishment. Guilt flooded Hiro’s chest. He would rather have been slapped. After such an earnest warning, he couldn’t find the heart to argue.


      “Good. Take care of yourself, okay? I mean it.” Liz patted his cheek. “Now then, let’s get breakfast!” She skipped ahead as she broke into her usual grin.


      “Yeah. Let’s.” With a rueful smile, Hiro joined Liz and Cerberus and left the study.


      Berg Fortress’s mess hall was located on the first floor of the central tower. The Fourth Legion had just finished their morning training, and the lunch ladies were being kept on their feet catering to the flood of soldiers. Hiro made his way through the throng toward the officers’ tables, Cerberus at his side.


      Tris was already there, gazing dejectedly at a plate of long-cooled food. A third class military tribune, the old soldier had served Liz since she was old enough to walk.


      He turned to glare at Hiro. “My breakfast’s gotten cold, whelp.”


      “Right. Sorry. That’s my fault.”


      “You needn’t apologize, Your Highness. Sir Tarmier ought to have had better foresight.” Second Tribune Drix appeared from behind Hiro with a tray of food in one hand. He took a seat next to Tris. “Good morning, Your Highness.”


      “Good morning.”


      Tris glanced at Hiro’s hands. “You’ve no food, I see. Shall I fetch you some?”


      “No need. Liz is getting something for me.”


      Tris’s eyes flashed with anger, and his shoulders began to tremble. “She’s a princess, whelp, not your serving girl.”


      Drix gave the man a conciliatory pat on the shoulder. “All too often, imperial heirs are at one another’s throats. Should we not be grateful that these two are such fast friends?”


      Tris deflated a little. “Aye, I suppose you’re right at that.”


      The two had barely gotten to know each other, but Drix had already gotten the hang of curbing Tris’s ire. Hiro sat down opposite him, silently impressed.


      At that moment, Liz appeared, bearing a tray in both hands. “Here we are,” she announced, laying a platter of steaming meat in front of Hiro with a thud. “Eat up, won’t you?”


      “All that? I couldn’t. I’d give myself a stomachache.”


      “Some of it’s for Cerberus. I know how she steals off your plate.”


      “Right.”


      Liz had thought this through. A lot of Hiro’s meals did seem to find their way into Cerberus’s belly, but even a hungry wolf couldn’t polish off a plate this size. Liz had evidently been taking her strategy lessons to heart. It was gratifying to see how much she had grown.


      “In that case, I don’t mind if I do.”


      Hiro put his hands together in thanks, while Tris and Drix set about attending to their plates. For a while they ate.


      Eventually, Drix set his cutlery down and turned to Hiro. “Lord Hiro, Lady Celia Estrella, I have collated a report regarding the freedmen.”


      The former slaves who had once fought with the Liberation Army had been settled in temporary accommodations outside the fortress. For the time being, Liz and the soldiers were keeping them supplied with food and water, but such support could not last forever. Hiro had put Drix in charge of getting them back on their feet as quickly as possible.


      “I have dispatched the relevant documents to Lord von Gurinda. Along with your letter, of course, my lady.”


      “Thank you,” Liz said. “Uncle will see them treated well.”


      “I do not doubt that your lord uncle has a good heart.” Drix’s gaze flicked back to Hiro. “However, I would caution against assuming that Lichtein’s loss will necessarily mean the Gurinda Mark’s gain.” He picked up his goblet of water and drained it, wetting his parched throat. “The land we hope to acquire may be given to any number of other southern nobles, and it seems to me that would rather foil our plans.”


      “I see why you’re worried, but don’t be.” Hiro shot Drix a reassuring smile. “We’ll get what we need. The southern nobles will be too busy squabbling over House Nikkel’s lands to worry about us.”


      House Nikkel was the house of the late General von Kilo. Their lands had the temperate climate of the central territories but the dryness of the south, with rainfall too meager to support tall trees. The result was grassland ideal for raising livestock. With the southern regions starved for resources, most nobles there made their living trading in stagecoaches and war horses. They would jump at the chance to seize House Nikkel’s assets.


      “An intentional distraction, I take it?”


      Hiro nodded. He had ensured that the blame for the losses of the Lichtein campaign fell on von Kilo’s shoulders. House Nikkel would now be pursued for compensation, and with no head of house, they would struggle to fend off their creditors. The southern nobles would descend on them like vultures on a corpse. If they were lucky, they might retain a portion of their lands; if not, they would forfeit it all, but they had no chance of surviving unscathed.


      “Besides, the big prize is the oasis city we annexed. All eyes will be there. No one’s going to care about us laying claim to an empty wasteland.”


      The territory they wanted was a swathe of undeveloped land on the border between Lichtein and the empire. For fear of provoking conflict, the duchy had never made any effort to settle it. Still, the region would flourish with a little irrigation. They would draw water from the Gurinda Mark and give a portion to the freedmen to cultivate. In the longer term, they could dig wells, prospect for ore, or any number of other things.


      “The freedmen get jobs and Uncle’s land prospers,” Liz chirped. “We’re killing two birds with one stone.”


      Hiro concurred, but that wasn’t all. The more Kiork prospered, the higher he would rise among the southern nobles. That, in turn, would shore up Liz’s position and bring her closer to the throne. There was only one problem...


      “Still,” Liz continued, “this will all take time.”


      Hiro nodded in silent agreement. His concerns were better kept to himself.


      “Very well, then. I will continue making my clandestine preparations with the margrave, on the assumption that the land will be ours.” Seemingly appeased, Drix returned to his meal.


      Hiro set about silently shoveling meat into his mouth, but a burning gaze from the next seat over distracted him. It was hard to concentrate with Liz staring at him like that.


      He swallowed and turned to her. “Um... Do you want some?”


      “Do you mind?”


      “Not at all. I kind of got the sense you were interested.”


      “Well, you seemed to be enjoying it so much...”


      “All right, then. Here.”


      Hiro held out a piece of meat. With an “Aaah,” it vanished between Liz’s perfect teeth.


      Only after she had swallowed it did Hiro notice the attention they were attracting. Tris was breathing so loudly, it sounded like he was hyperventilating. Drix shook his head with a knowing smile. One of the nearby officers whistled.


      “Hiro! Another!”


      Liz grabbed on to Hiro’s arm like a bird demanding a pellet, but he didn’t have the nerve to feed her again amid the storm of withering stares.


      “Come on, come on! Give me another!” Liz insisted.


      She didn’t seem to have noticed—or perhaps she was well aware. Either way, he needed a plan, and a good one. Too unsubtle and Liz would see right through it. Too blunt and he would invite the wrath of Tris, who was simmering just across the table.


      One wrong step, and I’m toast...


      But the man once known as Mars was not out of schemes. Cerberus had just appeared at his feet.


      You know what to do.


      Their eyes met. They needed no words. They understood each other perfectly. Cerberus bounded onto the table and tore into Hiro’s plate.


      “Stop it, Cerberus!” Liz cried. “That’s rude!”


      “Don’t be so harsh. She has to eat too.”


      “Mmph?!”


      Hiro pushed the last of the meat into Liz’s mouth, silencing her for a crucial moment. By the time she finished chewing, Cerberus had cleaned the plate, leaped down to the floor and trotted merrily away.


      “What am I going to do with her?” Liz sighed. “Well, I suppose I’d better eat.”


      Now that the wolf had made good her escape, there was nothing more to be done. Liz flopped back into her chair and started on her food.


      Hiro breathed a sigh of relief. He would finish breakfast hungry, but he had escaped worse...or at least, so he thought, until Liz’s next words sent a chill through him.


      “Here, to make up for it. Say ‘Aaah.’”


      “Wait, no—”


      His suffering was far from over. Another chaotic day was just beginning.
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      ＊


      After breakfast, Hiro parted ways with Liz and headed to the courtyard. Vigorous cries rang out, growing louder as he approached. There were more than a few; close to a hundred voices shook the air in chorus. He stopped as a group of soldiers came into view, swinging swords in neat ranks.


      “Not bad. They’re starting to look like a real army.”


      All kinds of practice were afoot. Some soldiers were sparring. Others drilled with staves. In the corner of Hiro’s eye, a group of men pointed bows at targets. Heavy armor, light armor, even robes were on display. The only constant was the uniform black of their garb, which made the sight seem slightly surreal. An officer stood in front of the various groups, issuing commands. From a small dais a short distance away, the drill instructor surveyed the recruits with a brooding gaze.


      Hiro approached and looked up at the figure. “Everything seems to be going smoothly.”


      The man was enormous, covered from head to toe in fluted armor, but he leaped nimbly down to the ground when he noticed Hiro.


      “They’d have made a poor living if they didn’t know how to hold a sword.”


      The drilling soldiers had once been sellswords in the Liberation Army. After taking them prisoner, Hiro had accepted anyone who was willing into his service. More than half had dropped out, unable to withstand the harsh training, but around three thousand still remained.


      The man continued. “May I ask the purpose of the matching colors?”


      A stipend from the widowed Countess von Kelheit had paid for the soldiers’ arms and armor, but there was only so much that could be done at short notice. The world’s finest blacksmith working at the land’s largest smithy could not outfit several thousand men in the span of days. Even just engraving their armor with a common motif would take too long. As a stopgap measure, Hiro had bought up all of the black armor he could find from the neighboring towns, ensuring that they at least matched in appearance.


      “A common uniform will make an enemy cautious, regardless of how skilled our soldiers are. It’s just a shame they aren’t better trained. We could make good use of the reverse.”


      That was a harsh assessment. It would take trickery, Hiro was saying, to make the force useful.


      The instructor didn’t agree or disagree, but his lips pulled into a sardonic smile beneath his helmet. “They’ll put the Fourth Legion to shame when I’m through with them. Or better yet, any other force in the empire.”


      “I’m glad to hear it. We still have their old gear in the storehouse. I hope someday we can make use of it.”


      “That day won’t be long in coming.”


      The man lifted his visor to reveal the distinctive lilac skin of a zlosta. His eyes gleamed with a sharpness that would give a seasoned warrior pause, while his imposing bulk, even hidden by his armor, radiated an aura of might.


      Technically, zlosta no longer existed in Soleil. The Kingdom of Lebering to the north of the empire was known as the land of the zlosta, but long centuries of mixing with other peoples had watered down even the royal line. Garda Meteor, however, was a true pureblood, washed up on the shores of the continent from the southern archipelago of Ambition. For fear of causing a disturbance, and with Hiro concerned for his safety, he had elected to wear full armor at all times, even in the searing midday heat. That was the best way to conceal the color of his skin and the manastone in his forehead.


      “So what if we had to ride to battle today?” Hiro asked. “Could they pull their weight?”


      “Well enough on their own, although much would depend on the skill of their foe. Still, they would struggle to fight in concert with the Fourth Legion.”


      “That’ll do.”


      Garda’s eyes narrowed. “Do you foresee war on the horizon?”


      Hiro let the question go unanswered. He looked up at the sky. White clouds adorned the blue expanse, through which the sun’s rays fell upon the land. The breeze retained some coolness for now, but it would soon turn into a muggy desert wind. Today would be another scorching day.


      Hiro looked back at Garda with a knowing smile. “It’s only common sense to prepare for the worst.”


      “I’ll not argue with that. But there’s more to this than caution, isn’t there?”


      “There are signs. I can’t say for certain, but I suspect it’s only a matter of time.”


      Hiro’s reply was vague, but Garda probed no further. He nodded reassuringly. “Then I’ll train the men as well as that time permits.”


      The zlosta lowered his visor and surveyed the soldiers drilling in the courtyard. To see them cry out in unison as they thrust their spears, a naive observer might take them for an elite fighting force. Still, a veteran would see the roughness lingering around the edges. It would be their commander’s place to compensate for what they lacked. Everything would come down to how they were used.


      “I hope so. I need them ready to do anything I ask of them—and I do mean anything.”


      “They’ll not improve that quickly short of sending them into a real battle.”


      “I agree. Often, people don’t realize what they’re really capable of until their lives are on the line.” Hiro’s mouth curled into a wicked grin, like that of a child up to mischief. “Which is why I want you to pit them against the local bandits. Lowlife criminals probably won’t put up much of a fight, but we’ll take what we can get. And I’ve had word that deserters from the ducal army have been banding together to cause trouble.”


      “Are they far?”


      “They’re entrenched in caverns and canyons across the prairie. It seems they set up there during the chaos of the war.” Hiro handed Garda two pieces of parchment. “Choose the one you like. The Fourth Legion will take the other.”


      Garda took the sheets of parchment and looked them over.


      “The first group is holed up in a cavern a day’s ride east,” Hiro continued. “Fifty men or so. The second make their base in a gorge a day to the south, near Threst—Mille’s village. Three hundred. They have Lichtein deserters among their number, with more joining by the day. Three hundred might be a low count by the time we get there. Which do you want?”


      “Who do you take me for? The gorge, of course. What else should I know? By when must this be done?”


      “As quickly as possible. We’ll take eight hundred men. Aiming to be back in two days, and with time to rest the horses, we’ll have about an hour and a half for fighting.”


      “You ask a great deal.”


      “I can’t make it too easy. Otherwise, the men wouldn’t learn anything.”


      “Very well. How would the One-Eyed Dragon go about this?”


      “There are only three hundred of them. I would ride in alone and—” Wipe them out, Hiro almost said, but a glare from Garda stopped the words dead in his throat. Only you could do that, the zlosta’s eyes seemed to say.


      Hiro pretended to ignore it, striking a thoughtful pose. “But enough joking around. No, the enemy is holed up in an enclosed space. We have numbers, but that won’t mean a thing if we can’t make use of them. And the bandits will know their own base like the backs of their hands. It’s safe to assume they’ll use the terrain to their advantage. If we let our guard down, we could suffer far worse losses than we’re prepared for. So if it were me, I’d try to draw them out and turn the tables.” He paused for a moment, then set a finger to his lips and smiled. “It might be quicker to show you. How soon can you get ready to march?”


      Garda snorted. “Do you take the men I’ve trained for slouches? They’re sellswords no longer, I can tell you that.”


      The zlosta minced words for no one, not even a prince of the empire. If a sworn servant of the royal family had heard the way he addressed Hiro, they would have bared steel. Drix, fastidious as he was, might have fainted.


      Hiro, however, only chuckled. “That’s encouraging to hear.”


      His subordinates might disapprove, but as long as he didn’t mind, none of their complaints bore any weight. That easygoing nature and approachable demeanor had cemented his popularity among the Fourth Legion as second only to Liz. Still, it was necessary to keep up appearances in front of the troops—something Garda clearly understood too, as he was excruciatingly polite whenever he addressed Hiro in public. While it made for an amusing sight, they could only speak frankly to one another when they were sure they would not be interrupted.


      “I’ll leave the rest to you,” Hiro said.


      “Very well. The men will need a moment to rest, but we’ll set off as soon as we’re able.”


      Hiro turned to leave, then wheeled back around as though a sudden thought had struck him. “Oh, and if you could... Let’s bring that old gear with us after all.”


      “Hm?” Garda’s brow furrowed for a moment, but then realization flashed in his eyes. He nodded. “Aye, I’ll see it done.”


      “Right, I’d best be going. I have my own preparations to make.”


      Hiro waved goodbye and walked away. Behind him, Garda’s booming voice commanded the soldiers to stand at ease.


      ＊


      Eight hundred riders trailed a cloud of dust as they raced across the prairie. They came to a stop in the shadow of the cliffs, one sel—or three kilometers—from their destination. Hiro’s Crow Legion could not yet match the Fourth Legion in discipline, but they made for no less striking a sight.


      “Time to root these bandits out.” Hiro signaled to his rear. The line of cavalry parted to reveal a hundred-odd soldiers outfitted in sellsword garb. Two dozen more were dressed as peasants, pulling carts. The group proceeded together toward the narrow path through the cliffs where the bandits made their stronghold.


      “First and Second Cavalry: as instructed,” Hiro commanded.


      Under cover of the dust cloud raised by the carts, the two units peeled off to either side. They began to advance. One hundred cavalry remained, under the command of Hiro and his advisor, Garda.


      “I pray all goes as planned,” the zlosta growled, “but these bandits are no striplings. They’ll see through this child’s play.”


      “You’d be surprised how easy people are to fool. Under the right circumstances, a veteran can be more gullible than a novice.”


      Hiro turned to squint into the distance. Garda followed his gaze. Ahead, the soldiers in peasants’ clothing had come to a stop in front of the mouth of the gorge.


      “They’re probably being questioned as we speak,” Hiro said. “Do you think the bandits will take the bait?”


      “Many will suspect a trap.”


      “That’s what the carts are for. To sweeten the deal.”


      The carts were piled high with arms and armor. Any outlaw would jump at the chance to get their hands on such a haul. The bandits had no wealth with which to purchase new equipment and no means of seizing it, but they would soon need gear if they meant to feed themselves with their takings. With that in mind, Hiro had disguised his soldiers as traveling merchants.


      “Do you not think one hundred guards is too many?” Garda asked.


      “Any fewer wouldn’t be believable.”


      “And what if they make the bandits too wary to come out?”


      Garda’s point was a good one. The bandits only had three hundred men. The sight of one hundred soldiers might deter them from leaving the gorge in force. Even so, they would send a small party out to threaten their marks with superior numbers and demand the contents of the cart.


      “In that case, the men have orders to attack.”


      “Oh?” Garda’s eyebrows rose. “And what then?”


      “They are to provoke the enemy and then retreat back here to us.”


      The bandits would be enraged by seeing their comrades slaughtered. They would leave the gorge in pursuit of their fleeing prey—at which point, the First and Second Cavalries would circle around to cut off their retreat before falling on them from behind.


      “Swords have been drawn. We should go.”


      The battle had begun. A cacophony of clashing steel drifted toward them on the wind. Hiro’s carriage trundled steadily forward. Garda kept pace alongside it, scanning the foreground with reins in hand. With their hundred riders in tow, they moved out from the cover of the cliffs.


      “Things seem to have played out more or less as we expected,” Hiro observed.


      “And so I eat my words. Now I see why Lichtein fell.”


      “They’re still stronger than the average bandits. We can’t get careless just because we have them surrounded.”


      Hiro gestured for the remaining hundred riders to join the battle. They sprang into action, thundering past him to enter the fray. By the time he and Garda made it to the scene, the fighting would likely be done.


      “I hear that we have arranged to spare the lives of those who surrender,” Garda ventured. “Are you certain?”


      “Why wouldn’t I be?”


      “The One-Eyed Dragon I know would massacre them without a second thought. I find it strange that you would leave any alive, even those who lay down their swords.”


      “There’s a reason for that. If we kill them all, the bodies will attract monsters, and that would cause trouble for the locals.”


      Burying or burning the bodies would not solve the problem. Monsters would still be drawn to the stench of blood. They would take up residence in the gorge, and once their food ran out, they would begin to prey on the nearby settlements. There was no point in exterminating bandits only to replace them with worse. The soldiers had been instructed that any enemies who demonstrated an intention to surrender were not to be harmed.


      “They’ve only just lost a war. They’ll give up quickly,” Hiro predicted.


      Sure enough, by the time they reached the battlefield, most of the bandits had surrendered. Still, no small number had fallen victim to the cavalry. Only around two hundred had survived the fray. The bodies of the dead would be loaded onto the carts for a separate task force to dispose of somewhere far away. The living would be sentenced to an appropriate punishment decided upon by Drix, who was currently manning Berg Fortress in their absence.


      “An easy victory,” Garda remarked. “We hardly needed an hour.”


      Hiro smiled and nodded. He hadn’t anticipated a difficult fight, but the Crow Legion had performed better than expected. “We’ll rest for a spell, then return to Berg Fortress.”


      Garda turned to the men and began to issue orders. Hiro looked skyward. White clouds drifted lazily across the blue expanse, while the sun’s light pierced through to shower the prairie with scorching heat.


      I’ll be summoned to the capital again soon. What will I do with the Crow Legion then?


      To send them marching along peaceful roads would only be a waste of time. Better to have them train until his business concluded.


      But if I end up sent to Faerzen, I’ll want them with me.


      If Aura’s letter from several days prior was to be believed, the situation in the western nation was still fraught. The emperor would be losing his patience. Odds were high that he would send Hiro to finish the conquest, which would provide the Crow Legion with vital experience in the field.


      Well, there’s no point dwelling on these things now. I can make that judgment when the time comes.


      Hiro wiped away a bead of sweat, loosened his collar, and closed his eyes. Before long, he was dozing, recovering his strength for the trials to come.


      ＊


      It was the next day by the time the Crow Legion returned to Berg Fortress. As the force drew near with Hiro at its head, the gates slid open and Liz, commander of the fortress, emerged. Cerberus trotted along at her side.


      “Welcome back!” She ran up to them, grinning from ear to ear.


      Hiro swung himself down from the carriage and gave Cerberus a welcoming scratch before turning to Liz. “You were waiting for us?”


      “Obviously.” She pouted. “You were taking so long!”


      Hiro smiled awkwardly. “We’re back ahead of schedule.”


      “That’s still too long.”


      They passed side by side through the gate and into the courtyard.


      “Everything went smoothly on my end. How about you?”


      Liz set a finger to her lips. “They surrendered easily enough. That’s why I got back before you. Which I guess makes me the winner!” She puffed out her chest with pride.


      “I suppose it does. So? How did you do it?”


      “I disguised myself as a peasant girl. The bandits couldn’t help themselves. They came right out to strip me of my things.”


      They must have been astonished to find a girl as pretty as Liz in a backwater province like Gurinda. Blinded by her charms, they had blundered straight into a trap.


      “That must have been a nasty surprise,” Hiro remarked.


      “You’re telling me! It wasn’t even a good fight. They weren’t very strong.” Liz stomped in dissatisfaction. She sounded frustrated.


      Garda approached from behind Hiro’s back. “If you still long for battle, I will gladly be your sparring partner.”


      Liz looked at Garda with disdain. “Oh, really? Well, you’d better be prepared for a bruise or three. I’ll warn you, I’m in good form today.”


      Garda grinned. “I’ll try not to hurt you too badly, little lady.”


      “Bold words. I hope you don’t regret them.”


      Sparks crackled between the pair. Hiro, caught in the middle, gave an exasperated sigh. “Try not to kill each other, all right?”


      Liz and Garda’s sparring record sat at five apiece. With her Spiritblade’s blessing, Liz had made short work of the zlosta at first, but his battle experience was nothing to sniff at. Over time, he had learned to counter Liz’s instinctual style of fighting and evened the score. Liz, in turn, was now aware of her shortcomings and working to overcome them. Soon she would surmount the wall in front of her and climb to greater heights. Hiro watched her progress with great anticipation.


      As the trio passed into the courtyard, an unmistakable sigh of relief rose from the soldiers behind them.


      “Let their guard down at the last moment, will they?” Garda growled, falling behind. The soldiers instantly straightened as he stepped back into their midst.


      At that moment, Drix flew out of the central tower. “I am relieved to see you safely returned, Lord Hiro,” he proclaimed with impeccable courtesy. He fell to one knee, his eyes turning to Liz. “Lady Celia Estrella, I trust that you have passed on what I gave you?”


      Liz cocked her head. “Passed on what?”


      Drix’s jaw clenched just a little. “My lady, surely you recall... That is to say... The letter?”


      “Oh! That! Hold on, I’ve got it here.” Liz’s eyes widened as she remembered. She held out a crumpled sheet of paper.


      A sense of déjà vu nagged at Hiro as he took it. “What happened to it? It’s a mess.”


      Liz beamed. “It’s from Father.”


      The blood drained from Drix’s face at the sight of the crumpled letter. The man should have known better than to trust Liz with an important document, but Hiro still felt a twinge of sympathy. Personally, he didn’t care much about the treatment of the letter—he could more or less guess what it said—but in deference to Drix, who looked to be on the point of tears, he decided to open and read it immediately. Beneath the ornamental prose lay a simple instruction.


      “It says we’re to come to the capital. His Majesty wants to reward us for our achievements in Lichtein.”


      The words seemed to breathe new life into Drix. He stood, brushing the dust from his knees. “Such an honor! I will prepare for our departure forthwith.”


      Hiro nodded. “See that we are ready to leave by tomorrow.”


      Their triumphant return to the capital would require a great deal of preparation. They would have to decide how many soldiers to bring and calculate the provisions needed, as well as write ahead to reassure any nobles along their path of their peaceable intentions.


      “We’ll bring five thousand men. Can you handle the logistics?”


      They would take the well-maintained imperial roads, but bringing too many soldiers would slow their march to the crawl. Considering the need to maintain a presence in Berg Fortress on top of that, any more than five thousand would be foolish.
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