CHAPTER I: THE NEW KING
The Imperial Castle of Calderon, a majestic edifice of white stone, perched precariously on the edge of towering cliffs overlooking Caldune, the capital city. Today was a special day, the beginning of a new era, and the city prepared itself for the coronation of their new king. People flooded to the castle grounds, filling every little bit of space they could, children sat on the shoulders of their parents, people climbed on top of one another and filled every bit of space they could find. Preparations were made and the stage was set. Now they waited for the prince.  
Sunlight streamed in through the window of the chamber in the tallest tower of the castle, illuminating the dust motes dancing in the air. In a large four-poster bed, draped in deep blue silks, laid Rai, the future king of Calderon, fast asleep. The room was opulent, yet practical. Bookshelves lined one wall, haphazardly filled with scrolls and tomes. Maps adorned another, some showing meticulously drawn trade routes, others depicting fantastical creatures of myth. The sounds of rapid, precise footsteps echoed, and then the door burst open as if it was never closed in the first place.
Malice, Rai’s sister, a figure of perpetual motion and vibrant energy, strode into the room, followed by Dezlan, the servant of the royal family, accompanied by three young maidens. Malice, with her stark blonde hair pulled into a tight bun and piercing blue eyes, was the first to speak.
“There is no way you’re still sleeping. Wake up, Rai!” she declared, her voice sharp and clear as she yanked open the heavy velvet curtains, flooding the room with sunshine.
Rai groaned, pulling a pillow over his face. Then he slowly pushed himself up, his light brown hair tousled and sticking out at odd angles.
“It’s 9 o’clock, you’re going to be crowned in 3 hours. Honestly, what kind of a king sleeps until 9?” Malice’s tone was a mix of exasperation and fondness.
Rai stretched, a yawn escaping his lips. “I’m not the king for another 3 hours,” he mumbled, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Malice rolled her eyes, a slight smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Funny. You know I’ve been up all night preparing for this.”
“Of course you were up all night, you’re an Omegarus, you don’t sleep,” Rai countered, finally throwing back the covers.
Malice was a Venus, a human female chosen by the divine, some of whom Ascended to be the guardians of the realm. Not all Venus-borns would ascend to be a Venus, but Malice had ascended and had become their Queen. Once Ascended, the Venus would become a creature that’s entirely different. They would go through a painful transition to become a higher being and would be given power and weapons unlike any other creature and live their days at the top of Mount Valor, overlooking the world and bring remedies to where it's needed.
Dezlan, a man of immense stature with a calm, reassuring presence, stepped forward. “I have to point it out, sir. I’ve been up all night preparing, as well.” He was dressed in traditional Calderonian garment, one that’s fitting of a servant yet regal.
“And I appreciate that,” Rai said, giving Dezlan a sincere nod. He added, “You know, it's not like I got much sleep either.”
Malice’s eyebrows rose in amusement. “Oh? A nightmare?”
“Yeah, actually, multiple. Bunch of weird stuff, too. Like I keep running to the castle but the streets become confusing, or no one shows up to the coronation, or like I call on the sword during the coronation and it wouldn’t come. Stuff like that.”
Malice's eyes narrowed for a split second before returning to their usual spark. “..Well?” she gestured with her hand, a challenge in her gaze, and the slightest smile on her face. Rai hesitated for a moment, and then, with a flick of his wrist, a silver sword, glowing faintly with an inner light, materialized in his hand. 
It was the Sword of Esin, the symbol of Calderon's kingship. Past down over generations of kings, a weapon of untold power and mystery. The sword would choose its master, to indicate the true heir of the Kaiser royalty.
Kaisers were the creatures that inhabited Calderon. Ancient creatures with the power of thunder, who in their purest form, were tall with blue skin with a lion-like head. But Rai’s bloodline, not unlike the majority of Calderonians, was different. Through generations of interbreeding with humans and other creatures, they looked vastly different from their pure-blooded form. Rai was part human, so he looked human, but he was taller, stronger than ordinary humans and was a skilled swordsman and a powerful thunder-user.
“Well there you go, nothing to worry about. Now get ready,” Malice said dismissively, waving her hand impatiently. Dezlan offered a reassuring smile. “I think everything is going to be alright, sir. Just be sure to relax.”
“Always looking out for me, Dezlan,” Rai replied, a genuine warmth in his voice. Rai took a quick shower, then the maidens helped him get dressed.
They exited the chamber, the three maidens trailing behind. Each dressed in simple robes, their faces serene. As they walked through the castle’s corridors, adorned with tapestries depicting the history of Calderon, Rai spoke, “So, what’s on the agenda for tonight?”
Rai’s Coordinator, a nervous man named Faelan, rushed up to them, adjusting his spectacles. “You have the Higher Court coming for dinner, your Majesty. Quite possibly they’ll be coming to see if they still have a place in your court.”
Rai sighed. “All of them?”
“Every single one, my liege.”
“Oof. Should be some party.” He turned to Malice as they walked. “Are any of your girls coming tonight?”
“Aezma is coming for sure. Fred, Jordan, and Ayala should be wrapping up their mission and are also expected. I think Fatma, Delilah, and Lezlie are still with the Oracle so I don’t know about them. And I think Cici and Kamilia are off on a mission somewhere. I’m actually not too sure.” said Malice.
Rai raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t it your job to know?”
Malice threw up her hands. “Long story…”
A mischievous glint appeared in Rai’s eyes. “Hey, how about Veronica?”
Malice stopped and pulled gently at Rai’s arm, her piercing blue eyes meeting his. “Tell us what you really mean, Rai?”
Rai shrugged, a smirk playing on his lips, and walked to stand by the massive front doors. He took a deep breath, letting the weight of the moment settle on his shoulders.
Malice placed a hand on Rai’s shoulder, her expression softening. “Are you ready?”
Rai took a deep breath. “Let’s find out,” he said, his voice filled with a newfound confidence. He nodded to the two guards stationed at the main doors, their faces solemn, and with a synchronized movement, they slowly opened the doors.
A deafening roar erupted, the sound of thousands of voices cheering in unison. The entire castle grounds were packed with people, their faces turned towards Rai, their eyes filled with hope and anticipation. Rai slowly stepped out alongside Malice, a wave of warmth and pride flooding through him. He acknowledged the crowd with a gentle wave, a small, hesitant smile gracing his lips, and they walked towards the High Priest, Lord Pastell, who stood on a raised platform at the end of a long, crimson carpet at the top of the stairs of the courtyard leading to the castle entrance.
“I thought I had more time?” said Rai to Malice as he leaned gently towards her. “You take forever getting ready, brother.” she replied as he waved at the crowd.
Pastell, an old, thin man dressed in white robes, bowed slightly and said, “Your Majesty.” He gestured for Rai to kneel. Rai reached the end of the stairs, turned to Pastell, pulled his cape back and kneeled down. The crowd began to quiet down as Pastell raised his hand.
“State your name before the people!” Pastell’s voice boomed across the grounds.
“I am Rai Illusen, son of Dazer, of the House of Illus!” Rai proclaimed, his voice clear and strong, leaving no doubt of his authority.
“Why have you summoned the people?”
“I’m here to become the King of Calderon!”
“Have you come before the people of your own free will and free of any influence?”
Rai paused for a beat, his eyes sweeping across the faces in the crowd, each one a testament to the responsibility he was about to assume. “I have come with free will and influence!”
Pastell’s eyes seemed to narrow for a moment, but he continued on. “Do you swear before the people that you will be a king worthy of their trust and will be a king that maintains peace, truth, justice, and liberty?”
“I swear to it on my life!” Rai said, his voice ringing with conviction, the weight of the oath settling onto his young shoulders.
“Have you brought the Sword of Esin?”
Again, a slight pause, then Rai took a deep breath. He extended his hand, and the Sword of Esin appeared, as if pulled from thin air, in his grip. The crowd erupted again, their cheers reverberating through the air. He handed it to Pastell, who took it with reverence, his hands barely touching the hilt. Pastell raised his other hand, quieting the crowd before placing the tip of the blade on Rai’s shoulder.
“With this Sword of Esin, we hereby recognize you, Rai, son of Dazer…” He moved the blade to the other shoulder. “...as the King of Calderon!”
The crowd went wild, their cheers echoing against the cliffs. Rai stood up, his shoulders back, his gaze steady. He took the sword back from Pastell, lowered the tip to the ground, and knelt once more. Pastell grabbed the crown, resting on a velvet pillow, and began chanting prayers as he approached Rai, the crowd slowly falling silent. He placed the crown on Rai’s head.
“May your rule be a blessing on this Kingdom!” Pastell declared and the crowd went wild again. Rai stood up and faced the crowd, smiling proudly as he waved as Pastell backed away from him. Malice walked up from behind him, leaned over and said…
“Congratulations, brother. We waited a long time for this.”
Rai smiled and waved, his heart swelling with a mix of pride, relief, and anticipation. Rai’s voice, calm now, broke the silence. “Yeah… Longest 4 years of my life…..”
As the crowd cheered, he started to reminisce about what happened 4 years ago. At the time, he was a 21-year-old with a carefree spirit, walking through the woods near his boarding school in Bikale. He was surrounded by friends, laughing and joking, their voices echoing through the trees. This Rai was a far cry from the King he had just become. Carefree and unburdened.
Suddenly, the earth trembled with the sound of approaching horses. Several Imperial Bellators, the most elite of the Calderonian fighting units, dressed in gleaming red armor and mounted on powerful warhorses, burst into the clearing, surrounding Rai and his friends. One of the Bellators, a man with a stern face and eyes that held the weight of the world, rode to the front. He unrolled a parchment, the royal seal of Calderon visible, and began to read.
“Prince Rai! This message serves as a notice that the King of Calderon, Dazer Illusen, has fallen in battle. A decree of Imperial Orders has been issued by the King, and he has appointed you as Heir Apparent to the throne of Calderon. Upon completion of these Orders, you shall be crowned as the King of Calderon.”
The Bellators dismounted, bowing their heads in reverence. The Bellator who had read the message rolled up the parchment, bowed, and handed it to Rai. Rai took it, his face a mask of shock and disbelief, his mind reeling from the sudden news. The carefree laughter of moments before was replaced by a heavy silence. The world had changed in an instant. He looked down at the parchment, a complex series of orders written in his father's precise hand. His friend, Jamal, walked up to Rai and bowed down on one knee and the rest of his friends slowly did the same. He looked around and he couldn’t believe it. It’s not what was supposed to happen. He wasn’t supposed to be the King.
The roar of the crowd was deafening, a symphony of cheers and joyous cries that reverberated through the ancient city. Yet, amidst the celebratory chaos, King Rai felt a profound unease settle upon him. His gaze swept over the faces of his loyal subjects, their expressions bright with hope and anticipation, but his mind was miles away, replaying a conversation that felt like a lifetime ago. A conversation that had irrevocably altered the course of his life, unexpectedly thrusting him onto a throne he never coveted.
 He thought back to the day he received the unexpected news and what came soon after. He could still feel the weight of the message, the Imperial seal pressed firmly into the parchment, as he anxiously returned to Caldune. The scene in the Audience Chamber of the Imperial Castle was etched into his memory: his siblings, Malice, Kay, and Izaak, their faces a mixture of disbelief and trepidation as they scrutinized the king's decree.
The silence after they read the note was palpable, thick with unasked questions and unspoken anxieties. It was Izaak who broke the tension, his voice laced with a hint of bitterness as he declared, "So I guess that’s that," before retreating to the corner bar, his back turned towards them as he poured himself a stiff drink.
"I mean...I just can’t believe it," Kay whispered, her voice barely audible.
"I can't either…" Malice echoed, her sharp eyes locking onto Rai's. "Did dad say anything to you before this?"
“No…” Rai replied.
“He didn’t ask you to return to Caldune before he left?”
“No…” once again.
“He didn’t give you a promotion or some sort of a mission.”
“No. Nothing. I didn’t even hear about the man since I went off to Bikale.”
Malice pressed on, her disbelief evident. "But he must've given you some indication that he wanted you to take the throne."
Rai's frustration finally bubbled to the surface. "No, Mal! He didn't say anything to me. The man hated me. I sincerely think that this is an attempt to mess with me."
“Maybe the letter isn’t real? Is that possible?” asked Kay.
“No way. It has his stamp. Unless someone chopped off his finger and took his ring from him… If that was even possible, why would they make Rai heir apparent? Besides, the Imperial Bellators delivered this to him. That means it came straight from dad” replied Malice.
“Yeah… Velron gave this to me with his own hands. He hates me, I’m sure he took no joy in delivering this message but he wouldn’t do it if it didn’t come directly from dad.”
"I just can’t make sense of it. When dad sent you away, I thought for sure Izaak would be the king," Malice confessed, voicing the unspoken assumption that had permeated their lives.
"I thought he was going to be the king when he made Izaak the Grand General of Caldune…" Rai retorted, the bitterness creeping back into his voice.
"Looks like the old man likes to mess with me too…" Izaak muttered. Though intended as a silent thought, his voice carried just enough to reach the ears of his siblings. A wave of concern rippled through the room, their gazes fixed on Izaak. They understood the turmoil raging within him. His life, from its earliest days, had been a meticulous preparation for kingship. This unexpected shift in succession was a devastating blow.
The Kaisers held immense power, a power amplified by its inherent potential for growth. As they aged, their strength and potential expanded exponentially, a legacy they passed on to their children. Izaak, being six years younger than  Rai, had inherited a greater share of their father’s power. From a young age, his exceptional abilities were undeniable. By the age of seven, he was already a master swordsman. The brothers often sparred, and Izaak consistently emerged victorious. King Dazer, impressed by Izaak's raw power, had always favored him. Everyone in the kingdom assumed the throne would naturally pass to him, as tradition dictated - the youngest son inheriting the crown.
Now, that certainty had been ripped away. Izaak felt utterly betrayed. The throne was supposed to be his. Every waking moment had been dedicated to proving his worth to his father, demonstrating that he possessed the strength and intellect to rule. He knew in his heart that no one could rival his power. This sudden change of events was a shock, a painful and unexpected twist of fate.
Silence hung heavy in the air as Izaak turned towards them. He raised his glass, taking another long swallow of liquor, his face etched with frustration. The others watched him, a mixture of emotions playing across their faces. They were undoubtedly happy for Rai, but their hearts also ached for Izaak, the prince who had seemingly lost everything he had ever strived for. The future of the kingdom, once clear, now felt uncertain.
Rai, seeing Izaak’s frustration, offered a solution born of both genuine concern and a deep-seated aversion to the throne. "Listen, if you want the throne, then take it. We all know you were supposed to be the king and this is obviously an error in judgement made by our dad. Everyone, including myself, know you're a better fit. And God knows I never wanted to be the king anyway."
His words hung in the air, a tempting escape hatch from the impossible situation. Izaak slowly approached the table, the weight of the moment etched on his face. He picked up the note, re-examining the damning decree.
"No…" he finally said, shaking his head gently. "This is what the king wanted and we must abide by it."
Rai pressed further. "Yeah but nobody has to know. I mean aside from us and the Imperials, no one even knows about this. I'm sure the Imperials would rather have you as king anyway. Let's just chalk it up as a mistake and have you be king-apparent. You can complete the Imperial Orders and take the throne."
But Izaak stood firm, his voice resolute. "No, Rai. The king commanded a decree and chose you. This was his final order. We will fulfill his wish. You will be king…"
Those words, spoken with such unwavering conviction, echoed in Rai's mind as he stood before the cheering crowd. He had reluctantly carried out the Imperial Orders, driven by a sense of obligation to his father's last wish and the unwavering loyalty of his brother. He knew he wasn't prepared for this. He hadn't spent his life studying the intricacies of governance or cultivating the art of economic policy. He was not a warrior, nor a politician, he was an academic. But he also knew that he couldn't shirk his duty. He had been chosen, and he had to honor his father's decree, even if he didn't agree with it.
As he raised his hand to acknowledge the crowd, a wave of conflicting emotions washed over him. Fear, doubt, and a profound sense of responsibility mingled with a sliver of determination. He had inherited not just a throne, but a legacy, a responsibility to protect his people and guide them towards a prosperous future.
The cheers grew louder, the faces blurred into a sea of hope and expectation. Rai took a deep breath, straightened his shoulders, and prepared to face the challenges that lay ahead. He may not have wanted the throne, but he would do his best to be the king his people deserved. A new era had begun, and he, the reluctant king, was now at the helm.

*****

The Great Hall of the Imperial Castle pulsed with a familiar energy. The clinking of goblets, the gentle murmur of conversations, and the lilting notes of courtly music filled the air as Calderon's elite gathered for a ceremonial dinner. At the head of a long, opulent table sat Rai, flanked by the enigmatic Malice and her Venus sisters on one side, and Izaak, Kay, and the members of his court on the other. As Rai rose to speak, a hush fell over the room, a palpable anticipation settling in its wake.
"My friends," Rai began, his voice resonating with a quiet confidence. "Thank you all for coming. This truly is a grand moment, one we've all been waiting for… what seems like forever." He began to slowly walk around the table, his gaze meeting the eyes of those who had stood by him in the years since his father’s death. “For the last four years, you worked with me to fulfill my father’s dying wishes. You’ve all been patient and resilient, and sacrificed what needed to be sacrificed to achieve his goals. And for that, I am entirely grateful. I know if he were here today, he would be grateful to you as well."
The room hung on his every word, sensing a shift in the wind. "But now I’m sure you’re all wondering what’s next for us. And I know you’re all aware that my father and I didn’t always see eye to eye on the route that this court should take for the progress of our nation. So without a doubt, changes must be made to this court to accompany my ideas for the future."
Rai’s declaration was met with a ripple of murmurs. He didn't linger on formalities. He didn’t need to, as his current court was mostly made up of his former classmates. "My first order of business is that I will be taking immediate control of the Ducentims," he announced, referring to the military leaders in charge of companies within the Calderonian Army. 
The Calderonian army was made up of companies. These companies had ranks, each rank tying up the tier before it in order to build the company. At the first rank, there were ordinary soldiers, ten of whom made a squad and reported to the Dudecims, “Leader of Ten”. The next ranking was the Ducentim, “Leader of Hundred”, who was in charge of ten squads to form a platoon. Then there were the Dumilia, “Leader of Thousand”, that was in charge of 10 platoons to form a battalion. And lastly, there were the Generals, that were in charge of the company made up of numerous Dumilia and their battalions, each one varying in size, depending on the experience of the general in charge. 
A collective gasp went through the hall. Mortius, the Grand General of Lobilat, was the first to voice concern, "My king, military members serve a purpose already and they are needed for our borders in case of an attack."
Rai countered with a calm assuredness, "The war is long done, Mortius. I appreciate your concern but my goal is to end the rampant crime across our lands. You all know that unemployment is also on the rise, which is making crime worse. The objective here is to convert experienced military members into guards to help with policing. And the only way I can ensure that is for me to have immediate control of our military members." He continued, "For the last 4 years, we worked to better our cities so now we must put in the effort to protect that standard. Which leads me to my second concern; crowding. I think the Dutchess will agree with me on this?"
Dutchess Navi of Motzien, a woman known for her practical mind, readily agreed. “He’s absolutely right, Inner Motzien is becoming unbearable for the middle class to live in. Rents are becoming a burden and farmers are having trouble bringing their goods due to the traffic, which isn’t helping in food costs. My aids have gathered reports over the last 11 months and the costs for food and water have doubled within the year. The king and I have been working on an idea to alleviate the pressure in the markets.”
Rai seized the moment, outlining his vision. "Yes. I wish to move the factories from inside Motzien to the outskirts. The resources mined from Lobilat have to travel to Motzien to be processed only to be shipped back out from the city. It makes no sense.”
Navi added, "...Not to mention there are numerous factories running at full capacity that are in desperate need for expansion but can’t due to crowding."
"And the pollution from the burning coal is starting to poison the nearby residents," Rai finished, his voice tinged with concern.
Kaleb, the Grand General of Motzien, expressed the unease felt by many. "But, my Lord, what about the workers? They too would have to move out of the city in order to get to work."
Rai smiled, a glint of confidence in his eyes. “I’m counting on it. Jamal and I have discussed in detail for us to accommodate that. Jamal…?”
Jamal, the Grand Architect of Calderon, responded; “The King and I have devised a plan to create a new construction company with the help of Mikael Forde. We’re going to invest about 20 million gold to create new housing by creating micro cities outside of Motzien. That’s phase one. If it takes off, we will expand operations to all over Calderon, which should solve the same crowding issues in Partizan and Lobilat. The workers will get new housing, their work will be guaranteed and will be granted a sizable land they can call their own.”
“Land ownership… That’s a good plan.” said Palio, the Duke of Lobilat.
Malice, ever the sharp observer, raised a pertinent question, “And what about the transmission of their goods? Wouldn’t they now face food shortages for being so far away from the city?”
The king elaborated, “This new company would also be in charge of making new roads, a highway system that the entire kingdom will soon adapt to. We will set up trade posts along connection points between the new and older roads. We chose to work with the Forde family specifically for this. Mikael and his father are also in need of a new factory for their new invention; massive carriages on railroads, powered by an engine that works by boiling water."
Cynthia, the Duchess of Partizan and a scholar known for her curiosity, gasped, "A steam engine? Like the ones they use in Vikanel? Does it actually work?"
"They perfected the designs and have it for commercial use," Rai confirmed. “We have already brought in a prototype and is currently being replicated as we speak. Multiple carriages conjoined together, each one capable of filling a caravan of goods, going from Motzien to Caldune without hours, rather than days. Imagine the possibilities…”
"That’s brilliant!" Cynthia exclaimed, the room buzzing with a mixture of excitement and apprehension.
Kaleb, the Grand General of Motzien was a man known for his cautious nature, voiced a concern that resonated with many, “This all sounds too good to be true. There has to be some negative drawback to this plan…”
Ishmail, Jamal’s younger brother and the head of the Treasury, stepped in to explain the potential downsides. “There is. We project that the real estate prices in Motzien are going to fall drastically, probably uncontrollably at first, from having all of that demand removed from the inner city all at once. Not to mention the circulation of money will drop from the city center markets from not having all of those people not buying goods and services. People locked into their rents will suffer the worst of it, and we expect all of this to cause some deflation in the city itself. It will create a ripple-effect and businesses will start closing down to adjust to a new equilibrium. However landlords will eventually have to adjust to that new demand and reduce their rents eventually, and might even have to sell their properties at a much cheaper price than what they got it for.”
Rai's response was pragmatic and firm, "Only loss will come to the landlords who rent out a 1 bedroom apartment for 20 gold per month. Yeah… they can afford the loss."
Malice, ever playful, quipped with a raised eyebrow, “Oh look who’s with the ‘common-folk’ all of the sudden…”
Rai countered with a smirk, "You know I never cared much for elitism."
Malice, not one to let go, responded sarcastically, "You never cared for elitism?...."
A moment of silence, punctuated by awkward chuckles, filled the room. Rai, giving Malice an annoyed look, moved on, "…which brings me to my second point. I will be increasing the taxes of everyone making over 2000 gold per year from 20% to 25%. I will also be increasing the capital gains tax on anything beyond 100,000 gold from 1% to 5%...”
A frustrated groan escaped from a corner of the room, signaling the discomfort of the room made up of the wealthy elite. Rai’s plan was ambitious, far-reaching, and sure to ruffle some feathers, but it also promised a new era for Calderon. A future made from the promise of progress, equality, and a clear break from the past traditions. The silence that followed was charged with the weight of this new vision, the beginning of a transformation that would reshape the kingdom forever.
The air in the meeting chamber hung heavy, not with the weight of state affairs, but with the palpable tension of a king unveiling radical changes. King Rai, a man known for his progressive ideals and often unconventional methods, had just dropped a bombshell: a progressive tax system aimed at redistributing wealth and funding his ambitious social programs.
"I understand that this decision will personally affect everyone in this room," Rai began, his gaze sweeping across the faces of his court, many of whom were among the kingdom's wealthiest citizens. "But no one making over 100,000 gold per year should have anything to complain about. It is time that the elite of this country paid the necessary toll needed to run the country more equitably.”
His words were met with a mix of stunned silence and simmering indignation. Navi, a shrewd advisor known for her economic acumen, was the first to break the silence. “And I imagine you let Mikael know about this progressive taxation?” she challenged, referring to a prominent and influential magnate.
Rai, unfazed, retorted, "I’m spending millions investing in a company that will eventually benefit him personally. What’s his worth, like 200 million gold? He, along with anyone close to his wealth, will pay their share….” He then went on to unveil the larger picture: an expansion of the kingdom's bureaucracy. While it would mean more autonomy for each region, it also came with heavier responsibilities.
Izaak, Rai’s younger brother, voiced a common concern: “Brother, progressive taxation is a tried and failed method. It takes forever to figure out what everyone in the kingdom earns to collect taxes properly. It just doesn’t work.”
Rai was resolute. “We’re going to make it work… Listen, this is good news for everyone in this room. You will have more autonomy in your respective regions. Knowing that with your help, we can take the kingdom into a more modern direction,” he said.
Gabriel, General of the Free, who governed the territories of Calderon that were outside of the four major cities, was quick to bring up his concerns. “Do you realize how difficult it is to collect taxes from the people who live in the Freelands? We don’t even have a good estimate of how many people there are who live out in the country, let alone know how much they make. A lot of people will cheat…”
“I’m sure they will.” Rai replied quickly. “What do you think, they don’t already? But at least now we can put more effort into getting a detailed look at how the Calderonians live and what they earn. I’m sure it won’t be perfect, but I don’t doubt that this will increase the tax revenue.”
“Tax breaks increase the investment, you know..” said Navi, almost mockingly. She used to be Rai’s economics professor in Bikale where he attended college. Her words were said as a reminder of what he was supposed to have learned in his studies.
“Hmm.. Not for the working class..” Ishmail jumped in.
“Because they don’t invest..” Navi replied.
A quick rebuttal from Ismail, “They can’t invest. They’re too busy trying to pay the bills.”
“No. Because they don’t have the means to invest. The common man doesn’t understand the benefits of long term investment.” said Navi, demonstrating her full understanding of the capability of the ordinary citizen.
“They don’t have the means to invest because those channels of investment are not accessible to the poor. The nation is going through a huge income disparity crisis. At least now new investments and social programs will help the common folk have more money or at least a home that they outright own” said Rai. He gently leaned over to Malice and whispered, “Who is for the ‘common-folk’ now?” Malice smiled sarcastically and rubbed her face.
“I think we all heard enough about taxation, no? I, for one, look forward to carrying out the king’s demands. Only time will tell what benefits will come from this new method of taxation.” said Jamal, with the intent to carry the conversation to the next topic.
“Agreed, let’s move on. I want to talk about some of those social programs that will benefit the people. I will be investing heavily into education and will create the Department of Education. In a few months, I will appoint several individuals for this new cabinet and I will nationalize every private college in the kingdom”. Rai paused and looked around the room but everyone remained silent. “I guess no groans of frustration now since this doesn’t affect anyone in this room personally, huh?”
“Why would we be frustrated, this is a good thing isn’t it?” Ishmail replied sarcastically and everyone chuckled. 
“I will also build more schools and colleges focusing on specialized education. It’s frustrating to me that everyone in this room has seen private education while the common man has no access to higher learning. This should keep people in school for longer and soak up the pressure of young adults joining the workforce which will help unemployment for right now. Hopefully, a lot of new jobs requiring advanced degrees will open from our investment into new companies by the time they’re ready to join the workforce.”
“And if they don’t?” asked Cynthia.
“They will. It’s not a question of if, it’s a question of when. Obviously its better for us to have it sooner rather than later, but I will invest millions into the sciences to make sure there is a technology boom. Even if it puts me in the negative.”
A profound silence of unspoken thoughts filled the room. Everyone in the room held a whirlwind of opinions, anxieties, and reservations, yet they kept it to themselves. No one wanted to deny Rai’s ambitious plans, no matter how much they wanted to protest the flaws of his logic.
Rai, unlike his predecessors, hadn’t spent his youth honing his swordsmanship or leading armies. Instead, he had dedicated himself to knowledge and progress. And now, with his former classmates and teacher forming the core of his court, he stood poised to reshape Calderon's future. His approach was strategic, even though the details weren’t disclosed to them yet. Rai understood the importance of stability. He retained the seasoned generals appointed by his father, recognizing their expertise in maintaining the nation's defense. He saw no need to disrupt a system that functioned effectively. Instead, his focus was firmly set on the internal landscape of Calderon – its economy and its social fabric.
The silence in the court wasn't born of dissent, but rather of careful consideration. They trusted Rai, knew his dedication, and respected his intellect. However, the magnitude of his vision, the sheer scale of the proposed changes, left them momentarily speechless.
Rai broke the silence once again, knowing full well it would rather some cages, “I will also be converting every castle in the country into an orphanage”. A frustrated groan, mixed with sarcastic laughter, was the unamused response he received from everyone.
“You’re insane.” said Izaak as he chuckled in disbelief.
“Including this one” Rai said, referencing the Imperial Castle itself.
“Now you’ve lost it…” said Malice as she shook her head and gazed into an empty part of the room.
“This includes all of the ones you’re staying in, by the way,” Rai concluded. Another loud groan reverberated through the room.
Palio tried to reason with his king, questioning the practicality, “But what exactly does this accomplish? The orphanages run fine on their own thanks to the help of the people… do these children really need state-of-the-art castles with modern rooms?”
Rai’s response was blunt. “Do I?...” he paused as he looked fiercely at Palio, “Do you?...” he said and looked around the room “Do any of you?” he asked. The silence that followed was thick with the realization of their own privilege and a growing respect for their king's vision.
Even Navi, known for her pragmatism, found herself momentarily speechless. She finally asked, “So your plan is to have all of these kids running around the halls as your new bureaucracy conducts meetings?”
“Have you ever walked around the Motzien Castle when everyone goes home? Because I’ve walked around this castle when none of you are here. It’s nothing but doom and gloom. The silence is like a giant void and I can hear my own heartbeat from the panic of that void. It’s enough to drive a man insane.” Rai’s answer was heartfelt. “As much as I feel the tension in this room right now, there is no place I would rather be in than here and now. Not just because I'm blessed with the privilege of ruling this nation, but because collaborating, debating or even arguing with all of you, my friends, is all a man can ask for.”
The vulnerability in his words broke through any resistance his court had against his plans. Izaak looked at his plate and smiled. All eyes suddenly turned to him, he looked up and noticed everyone’s glances.
“Why are you looking at me? He’s the one who said it….” he turned to Rai and nodded in agreement.


*****


The Courtyard of the Kings, once bustling with dignitaries and nobles, slowly emptied under the watchful gaze of torchlight and the soft glow of distant stars. A peaceful scene, belying the weighty decisions and unspoken tensions that had permeated the air just moments before. Rai stood among the departing guests, his presence a beacon of both authority and approachable grace. Izaak, and Kay, ever present, formed a silent guard, their figures etched against the backdrop of the ancient castle. The evening had transitioned from celebration to reflection. Rai was immersed in a conversation with the Malice and the Venus that accompanied her.
"Thank you so much for everything, your majesty. I look forward to hearing from you soon," Navi's voice, laced with diplomatic formality, broke the details of their conversation. Her gentle bow was mirrored by Rai's own gracious response: "Thank you for coming. Have a safe trip back."
The procession continued, a dance of power and respect, as Kaleb, the Grand General of Motzien, knelt before Rai, his loyalty etched in the deep lines on his face. "My lord, it's been an honor."
"The honor is mine, General. Take care of yourself," Rai replied.
Then Cynthia passed by, a fleeting presence, just said “My lord..” at Rai, followed by Dimitrae, the Grand General of Partizan. The General's attempt to kiss Rai's ring was met with subtle but firm rejection. 
"Have a safe trip," Rai stated, his tone polite but resolute, drawing a clear boundary. The political landscape was made of delicate relationships, and Rai didn’t care much for formalities.
Palio, with a warm smile, offered his hand towards Rai. “R.. my Lord, congratulations”. Rai clasped it in a Calderonian handshake, the locked arms a symbol of trust and shared heritage. "Thanks for coming, Palio. Have a great night."
The seemingly endless stream of farewells brought Mortius into the circle of light. The veteran General knelt, his voice thick with emotion. "My lord, I wanted to thank you for letting me continue to serve you as a General."
Rai's response was immediate and heartfelt. "Of course, Mortius. Your service to Calderon is inspiring. This nation owes you a lot." He knew the depth of Mortius's loyalty and the sacrifices he had made for Calderon. The weight of the past rested heavily on both of them.
As Mortius prepared to depart, Rai remembered a detail that had been weighing on his mind. "Oh, that reminds me... I actually have something for you." He reached into his pocket and produced a ring, holding it out to Mortius.
"My lord?" Mortius looked at the ring with a mixture of curiosity and surprise.
"I think my father wanted you to have this. It was in his will. He said that his rings were to be given to the bravest of Calderon. Unfortunately, he didn’t mention anyone by name, but I know he spoke fondly of you. Pretty sure if Izaak didn’t exist, you would’ve been the Grand General of Caldune before me. I wanted you to have it."
The ring, a symbol of King Dazer's legacy and the unwavering courage he valued, represented more than just a piece of jewelry. It was a tangible recognition of Mortius's unwavering dedication. Mortius reached for it, his hand trembling slightly as he examined the intricate design. "My lord, are you sure you want me to have it?"
"I can’t think of anyone more fitting. Lots of brave men in the kingdom, but I know of no one braver than you." Rai's words were sincere, cutting through the formal protocol.
"Such an honor, my king. Thank you…" Mortius accepted the ring, slipping it onto his finger. He bowed deeply, overwhelmed by the gesture. As he turned to leave, a question lingered in his mind. He hesitated and turned back. "My lord, is it proper to ask who’ll receive the other rings?"
Rai considered the question. The distribution of his father's personal effects was proving to be a complex and emotionally charged task. "Well, I already gave one to Velron. He was his right hand and the strongest Kaiser in the kingdom. That was an easy choice. The King’s Stamp is obviously mine, I can’t give that away. Same goes for his wedding band, that’s a family heirloom. As for the last ring, I have no idea who to give it to. I think my father would like to have it go to someone that displays incredible servitude to his kingdom, not just whoever is the bravest."
The King's Stamp, the symbol of royal authority, and the wedding band, a poignant reminder of love and family, were non-negotiable. But the final ring, the one intended for someone who embodied unwavering servitude, presented a difficult choice. The weight of responsibility pressed down on Rai as he considered the candidates, each with their own merits and flaws.
"Very noble of you, my liege. I’m sure you will find a rightful bearer for it," Mortius said, his voice respectful.
Jamal, Ismail, and Izaak approached, drawn by the conversation. "Did I hear you say you gave King Dazer's ring to Velron?" asked Ishmail, his tone laced with thinly veiled skepticism.
"I did," Rai confirmed.
"The Bellators aren’t supposed to take anything from the king, are they?" Jamal probed, his eyes narrowed.
"They can. Just depends on the circumstance," Izaak interjected, his diplomatic skills smoothing over the potentially contentious exchange.
Jamal, undeterred, continued his line of questioning. "What did he say? He must’ve been very appreciative."
"Not really. He just gave me a firm ‘thank you’ and wore it. Zero emotion." Rai's words painted a picture of Velron, the enigmatic Kaiser, whose stoicism was legendary.
"That’s Velron for you," Izaak confirmed, a hint of amusement in his voice.
"My lord, with your pardon, I leave," Mortius said, sensing the impending shift in conversation.
"Take care of yourself and have a safe trip," Rai responded, his attention already drifting back to the questions that plagued his mind.
“My lord, we best be off.” said Aezma, one of the Venus.
“Of course. Take care of yourselves, sisters.” he replied and the Venus, engulfed in blue light, vanished before his eyes, one by one. 
As the last of the carriages disappeared into the darkness, Rai was left standing alone in the Courtyard of the Kings. The torches flickered, casting long, dancing shadows that seemed to mirror the uncertainty of the future. The first day as king had been a success, a carefully orchestrated display of power and diplomacy. But Rai knew that the true challenge lay ahead. Tomorrow would mark the beginning of his reign, a new chapter in the history of Calderon, and the weight of his father's legacy settled upon him, a heavy cloak woven from duty, responsibility, and the unwavering pursuit of justice. The echoes of the past reverberated in the silence, a constant reminder of the sacrifices made and the battles fought to secure the kingdom he now ruled. As he turned towards the castle, Rai knew that he must not only honor the memory of his father but also forge his own path, a path guided by wisdom, compassion, and the unwavering determination to lead Calderon into a brighter future.





