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      Prologue

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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