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      Prologue: Hell’s Spider


      Deep in the jungles of Southeast Asia lay the ruins of an old Khmer structure, its outer walls overgrown with vines. Even the locals had long since forgotten about the abandoned building’s existence, and it was slowly being reclaimed by nature. And yet, there was a distinctly man-made light spilling out of one of its windows. The sun was covered by thick clouds dumping a torrential downpour onto the jungle canopy, so the light stood out in the afternoon gloom. It wasn’t the crackling, flickering light of a fire either. No, this light had the harsh, sterile quality of electric lighting.


      The source of the light was a series of old CRT monitors stacked in a precarious pile. Every single one was playing a video of the same girl—Stella Vermillion, her fiery crimson hair billowing behind her. In all of the monitors, the video ended with her looking down at the camera, disgusted, and crushing it underfoot.


      “She’s...perfect...”


      A young man stared longingly at the monitors as he lounged on the sofa a short distance away. Ever since the day she’d destroyed one of his 1,762 puppets, he, Hiraga Reisen, had spent every waking moment thinking about her. Even when he slept, all he dreamed of was her.


      The Jester found her captivating. Her perfect face, her refined and elegant voice, her voluptuous body, and most of all, the fact that she’d gotten so angry on her friends’ behalf. All of it called out to him. He found the timbre of her soul exquisite. He wanted her—wanted to make her one of his puppets. To toy with her until her beautiful face was contorted in pain and her beautiful voice was hoarse from screaming. He wanted to break her into a million pieces and desecrate that wonderful soul of hers.


      Nothing could possibly bring me greater joy than making her mine.


      But of course, sitting there pining for her wouldn’t accomplish anything. He needed to act. And so, he got to his feet, thanking fate for allowing the two of them to meet. There were preparations to be made so that he could make her his...and break her.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Festival’s End


      The sixty-second Seven Stars Battle Festival had been one of the fiercest in the tournament’s history, and in a battle that would be remembered for decades, Worst One Kurogane Ikki had managed to narrowly defeat Crimson Princess Stella Vermillion. Though the awards ceremony was over now, the spectators’ excitement had yet to abate, so even as they reluctantly started trickling home, they excitedly discussed the final match. The stars of the tournament, the fighters representing their respective schools, began the long journey back home as well. Meanwhile, the stall owners who’d set up shop started packing up their wares, and just one day after the awards ceremony, the area around the stadium once again looked like a ghost town. The Festival was finally over.


      Despite that, Ikki and the other Hagun Academy representatives were still in Osaka. His friend and opponent in his first match, Naniwa’s Star Moroboshi Yuudai, had invited everyone over to his family’s okonomiyaki restaurant, First Star, for an after-party.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “All right, everyone, let’s have a toast to Kurogane Ikki, our good friend and the winner of this year’s Seven Stars Battle Festival! And to the fact that I’ve been given three days of detention and supplemental lessons for stepping out of line to take that picture at the awards ceremony!” Kusakabe Kagami shouted, lifting her mug into the air. “Congratulations, Senpai!”


      Everyone else also raised their mugs toward Ikki, who was sitting at the head of the long table they’d made by dragging a bunch of tables together.


      “Congratulations!” they shouted in unison.


      Stella, Shizuku, Alisuin Nagi, Ayatsuji Ayase, Toudou Touka, and the rest of the student council were all in attendance for today’s party. Naturally, Moroboshi was present since he’d organized the whole thing, as were his friends Jougasaki Byakuya and Asagi Momiji. Yakushi Kiriko and Sara Bloodlily had come, as Ikki and the others had become friends with them over the course of the tournament, and Kazamatsuri Rinna and her maid, Charlotte Corday, had decided to tag along with Sara, so they were also there.


      “Thank you, everyone,” Ikki said with a smile, blushing slightly. He raised his own mug and clinked it against everyone else’s, signaling the start of the party.
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      “All right, time to start grilling! Keep those orders comin’! I’ll show ya guys just how fast I can cook!” Moroboshi shouted, circling over to the kitchen and grabbing his spatulas.


      Stella immediately jumped out of her chair and raised her hand.


      “I want the pork okonomiyaki! Ten of them!”


      “Comin’ right up!”


      “Stella-chan... I know you always eat a lot, but this is even more than usual...”


      “D-Don’t judge me, Alice! You have no idea how much energy Dragon Spirit burns. If I don’t eat enough, I’ll get dizzy after using it.”


      “I suppose if all those calories are actually getting burned, it’s hardly an issue.”


      “Shiro, what’re ya gonna have?” Moroboshi asked, turning to Byakuya.


      “I’ll take a beef tendon okonomiyaki. How about you, Momiji?”


      “Hmm, we’ve tried basically everything on the menu already, but I’m kinda craving something new... Oh, wait! What about that Neapolitan yakisoba you made as an experiment the other day?”


      “Oh, ya wanna eat that again? Works for me. What about you, big guy? Whaddya want?” Moroboshi said, turning to Saijou.


      “Hmm... I’ll take the mixed okonomiyaki.”


      “Sorry, but that’s technically not part of the menu until next week. We still don’t have the ingredients for it.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “Onii-chan, stop lying to your customers!” Moroboshi Yuudai’s younger sister, Moroboshi Koume, said in a surprisingly loud voice. After an accident years ago, she’d lost her voice, but she’d miraculously regained it during her brother’s duel with Ikki. She had a hard time properly adjusting the volume of her voice, but even so, she was running around taking orders without the help of her notepad.


      While everyone was waiting for their orders to cook, they crowded around Ikki and Stella, congratulating him once again on his victory.


      “Congrats again, Kurogane-kun! You were amazing out there! It’s an honor to have been taught swordsmanship by someone as skilled as you!” Ayase exclaimed.


      “You really are something else, you know that? I honestly didn’t think you’d be able to make a comeback after Stella knocked you out! Just goes to show how unreliable my Fifty-Fifty is!”


      “I never stopped believing that you’d win, Kurogane-kun! You even overcame my Black Bird, after all!”


      Their praise warmed Ikki’s heart.


      “Thank you so much, everyone. If I hadn’t met all of you, I’m not sure I would’ve been strong enough to win. It’s thanks to you all that I made it this far.”


      “You fought well too, Princess. It truly was a close duel,” Saijou said, turning to Stella. She shrugged her shoulders in response.


      “Close or not, a loss is a loss. I did everything I could, and it simply wasn’t enough. I’m not so petty that I can’t accept that. But...” Stella drained her mug before shouting, “No way I’m losing next year!”


      She slammed her mug onto the wooden table, and her crimson hair started to glow with a fiery light. Everyone applauded her speech, shouting out words of encouragement like “That’s the spirit!” or “You’ll get him next time for sure, Stella-chan!” Toudou Touka, who was sitting at the other end of the table, smiled as she watched everyone banter.


      “Heh, looks like next year’s Seven Stars Battle Festival might become one for the ages as well. It’s a shame I won’t be able to join.”


      “Mwa ha ha ha... Their rematch is written in the Black Chronicles. Time marches ever onward, and eventually, all will know whom fate favors...”


      “What my mistress means is ‘I can’t wait to see them duel again next year too!’”


      “And I’m saying you guys took it too far!” Shizuku’s angry voice rang out, cutting through the other conversations. Brow furrowed, she glared at Ikki and Stella. “You two love each other, don’t you, Onii-sama, Stella-san? Shouldn’t you be more worried about hurting each other? The way you two fought, it was like you didn’t even care if you killed each other. That’s just not right.”


      “S-Sorry...” Ikki said, shrinking back like a chastised child. Shizuku was right, so he couldn’t really argue.


      In truth, both he and Stella had fought with their lives on the line, not caring if they died or killed their rival. They’d poured everything they had into each attack, refusing to hold back in the slightest. That being said, it wasn’t as if they regretted their choice.


      “Wh-What did you expect us to do? We’re knights... Besides, how could we hold back against someone we respect?” Stella muttered.


      Had either of them let their guard down at any point, the other would have immediately pounced on it. They took their rivalry just as seriously as they took their love, and both of them were strong enough to instantly capitalize on even the tiniest of openings to force a decisive victory. Most importantly, they both knew that neither of them wanted the other to hold back due to sentimentality. Of course, Shizuku was aware of that too, so she didn’t press them too hard.


      “You two really are hopeless,” she said with a shake of her head.


      It was precisely because Ikki and Stella could fight each other without reservation that their bond of love was so strong. Shizuku was extremely envious of Stella for that, of course, but at the same time, she was happy that Ikki had found a partner like her.


      “You’re meant for each other...” she added under her breath.


      “Hmm? Did you say something—”


      “Why do you have a boneless ham on your lap, Stella-san? Is it supposed to be a present?” Shizuku asked, quickly interrupting Stella.


      “That’s just my leg!”


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Shortly after that, the Moroboshi siblings brought everyone their orders, and conversation died down as everyone dug in. Once they had all finished eating, Kagami cleared off a section of the table and spread out all the pictures she’d taken during the tournament. She’d recorded the highlights of every single match, enshrining them into timeless mementos, and everyone reminisced fondly about their battles.


      “Here, take a look at this one, Senpai. It’s when you activated Ittou Rakshasa after your Ittou Shura’s time limit had ended! Look, I got you at a really cool angle! I’ll probably use this picture for the front page.”


      “Whoa... Now that I take a closer look, I was barely clinging to life there.”


      “But it was so manly how you got back up! Girls love that kind of stuff.”


      “Oh, you’ve got a picture of Shiro-kun getting instantly one-shot too!” Asagi said, gleefully pointing it out to Jougasaki.


      “What a coincidence. I was also just looking at the picture of you getting knocked out by Lorelei, Momiji.”


      “Oho, so this is what your dad looked like, Bloody da Vinci? I’m glad you were able to remember his face.”


      “Yeah...me too.”


      “If there’s any photos you guys want, just let me know and I’ll get copies made. Incidentally, my best work is this picture right here! A rare glimpse of the Vermillion Kingdom’s second princess’s panties— Ah?!”


      The moment Kagami pulled the picture out of her pocket, Stella jabbed out with her left fist and burned it to a crisp before anyone could see it. She then grabbed Kagami by the collar.


      “Send me the data and delete it from all your devices.”


      The look in her eyes made it clear she wasn’t kidding, and Kagami could tell that she would be devoured by the dragon if she refused.


      “O-Okay! I will!” It turned out the pen was not, in fact, mightier than the sword. “C-Come on, Stella-san, it was just a joke...aha ha...”


      Meanwhile, Moroboshi turned to Koume and said, “Koume, it looks like everyone’s done eating, so I’m gonna go join the party. Can ya handle the rest back here?”


      “Yep, just leave it to me. You go have fun, Onii-chan. You’ve earned it.”


      “Thanks.” He gently patted her head, and she smiled gleefully. He then took off his apron, grabbed the double pork okonomiyaki he’d grilled for himself, and sat down next to Touka. “Yo, mind if I sit next to you?”


      Touka chuckled and said, “Not even going to wait for permission before sitting down? Feel free, though. I don’t mind.”


      “Thanks. Mmm, my okonomiyaki really is the best in Osaka.”


      “It really was delicious. I’d like to let my family try it someday.”


      “Well, we ain’t going outta business anytime soon, so just bring ’em over when ya get the chance.” Moroboshi dug into his own dinner, eating with gusto. Once he was done, he washed the meal down with some beer and let out a contented sigh. “Hey, Toudou... When you were warming up with Kurogane, ya called that weird technique that used electromagnetism ‘Boltstorm,’ right? You developed that to take out my Chasing Comet, didn’t ya?”


      Touka nodded and leaned back in her chair.


      “I didn’t create it solely to beat Chasing Comet, but when I was working on it, that was one of the attacks I had in mind for what it would be good against. Last year, I think the ultimate cause of my defeat was that I couldn’t dodge your first Chasing Comet, and that let you set the pace of the fight. Sadly, I didn’t get a chance to see if it would work on you or not this year.”


      “Knew it. The moment I saw it, I had a feeling it was meant to beat me. If you’d had a move like that last year, things might’ve ended differently for sure.”


      Boltstorm was a Noble Art that excelled at close range. By creating a unique electromagnetic field around her, Touka could minutely adjust the acceleration and arc of her slashes at any time. While it didn’t extend her reach, it would still help her control the pace of a mid-range battle as well. The fact that she’d managed to repel Ikki at least once with it despite him having been using Twin Wings’s techniques proved just how deadly a Noble Art it was. Moroboshi truly felt that it was a shame that he hadn’t had the chance to fight against Touka again.


      “I woulda loved to see if I could beat that technique,” he added.


      Since the Seven Stars Battle Festival was a single-elimination tournament, it was hard to say someone’s ranking accurately reflected their strength unless they were the overall winner. For Moroboshi, Touka had undoubtedly been his toughest opponent last year, even if she hadn’t technically placed second. And she’d spent a year polishing her skills, all so she could beat him. He’d wanted to meet her in the tournament ring so that he could prove his strength once again.


      “Of course, I still woulda won,” he concluded with a provocative grin.


      “No way,” Touka replied, grinning right back. “I would have sealed your Chasing Comet and cinched victory this year.”


      “In your dreams.”


      “No, that’s simply how it would have played out.”


      “Oh, please. You wouldn’t stand a chance.”


      “It’s clear you’re the one who’d be overwhelmed this time. Just accept the truth.”


      “Mmmrrrgh!”
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      Still smiling, the two of them ground their foreheads against each other. It looked like they might start duking it out inside the restaurant. But then they suddenly broke apart and started laughing, their bloodlust dissipating instantly.


      “That’s enough discussion of a fight that never happened,” Touka said, her smile turning genuine.


      “Yeah. Neither of us is gonna admit defeat, so it’s just a waste of time. Besides, in this case, we’re both losers here. Our real goal is beating Kurogane, so the bar’s a lot higher than either of us.”


      “Sounds like you’re planning on staying a knight even after you graduate, then.”


      “Surprised?”


      “Yes,” Touka said, nodding. “I thought you’d take over the family business and join the reserves.”


      “I considered that, but...”


      Reserve knights were still full-fledged, licensed Mage-Knights, but they worked civilian jobs and were only called upon to fight during emergencies such as invasions or large-scale operations to crack down on major criminal organizations. Most Blazers whose families had established businesses like Moroboshi ended up joining the reserve corps. Initially, that had been his plan too.


      “Ya know, I finally got to hear my sister cheering for me. And that reminded me that I can still get a lot stronger. It’d be a waste to call it quits here.”


      Touka nodded in understanding.


      “Absolutely. I know just how valuable it is to have people supporting you like that.”


      “We’re third-years, so we won’t be fighting in any more Seven Stars Battle Festivals, but... Toudou, what’s your plan for the future?”


      “Well, for starters, I’m planning on training as hard as possible this summer under Sensei’s tutelage. After watching Kurogane-kun’s battles, I realized I wasn’t taking my training seriously enough. Then, once I graduate, I plan to join the national league. I want to make it to the A league.”


      The A league was the highest-ranked league in the King of Knights circuit, which was the biggest tournament run by the International Mage-Knight Federation. Each country that was a member of the Federation was allotted only a certain number of representatives in the A league, and its matches were the most anticipated of all the KOK battles. Every A-league fighter was world-famous and had millions of adoring fans. For Touka, that lofty goal seemed worth chasing.


      “So you’re gonna be taking the standard route, then,” Moroboshi said with a nod, and Touka gave him a puzzled look.


      “You mean you’re not aiming to join it too?”


      “Nope. Japan...or, well, really basically every country in the Mage-Knight Federation values magical prowess more than anything in knights. But my Tiger Bite isn’t all that impressive from a purely magical perspective. If I want to actually land it against an opponent, I need to use a lot of different martial techniques just to close in. The way I see it, for me, martial arts is a lot more important to my overall strength than my magical ability. But Kurogane beat me in a battle of pure martial arts.” Moroboshi didn’t believe his spear technique was world-class yet. His loss to Kurogane had proved that to him. “So I’m thinking of entering a bunch of martial arts tournaments instead.”


      “You mean...”


      There was only one tournament circuit in the world of Blazers that put an emphasis on martial arts. It was held across the sea on the vast Asian continent and was considered the most grueling of all the Blazer tournaments.


      “I’m gonna join the War God league!”


      Touka was stunned speechless by his answer. The War God league took an exceptional amount of resolve to enter. It was run by China, which wasn’t part of the Mage-Knight Federation, and filled with Blazers that were just as strong as the A-league fighters in the KOK. Some people even claimed that its Blazers were stronger than those in the A league.


      Part of the reason for that was the difference in how the fighters were treated. In the A league, there were cutting-edge medical facilities right next to the ring, duels had strict rules governing conduct, and each fighter got long breaks between battles and was compensated highly. The War God league had none of that. Battles were held at an old martial arts temple, the Dragon Temple, and weren’t meant to be entertaining for spectators. Anyone could register regardless of their country of residence, but there was no prize money, no medical facilities, and no rules about what was and wasn’t allowed.


      “I’ve heard from Sensei that the people running the War God league believe knights should treat every fight as if it’s happening on a lawless battlefield. The tournament’s designed to emulate real-life conditions, and fighters are even allowed to team up against other participants or attack them in their sleep. Sensei said it’s more dangerous than the average underground fighting ring. Since they don’t care about fighter safety at all, way more people die in it than in the A league matches.”


      The only Japanese person to have ever won that tournament was Touka’s instructor, War God Nangou Torajirou. Thus, she knew that everything he’d told her about the tournament was no exaggeration.


      “I know, but there’s some things you can only learn by facing death head-on and making it through,” Moroboshi said, nodding in response to her warning. “That’s how Kurogane was able to steal Twin Wings’s techniques too, ya know.”


      “Yeah...you’re right.”


      Moroboshi had a point. Ikki had improved drastically after surviving a life-and-death duel with Twin Wings Edelweiss. Likewise, both he and Stella had only improved so rapidly during their own duel because they’d been willing to go all out without regard for each other’s lives. It was in that liminal boundary between life and death that a person’s soul shone the brightest, and that they could gain strength that would have otherwise required decades of continuous training. Moroboshi was looking to experience that moment, which was why he was willing to throw himself into such a harsh environment and push himself to his limits.


      Understanding as much, Touka knew it would be rude of her to try to stop him. Instead, she raised her mug in respect.


      “There’s no money or special privileges for those in the War God league,” she said, “but that’s precisely why those who make a name for themselves there become world-famous. In fact, I’ve heard that just surviving for long enough there can get you a ticket into the KOK A league.”


      “That’s right. I don’t care about the other national leagues, but the A league’s different. The monsters who fight in it have reached the level of mastery I’m aiming for. I plan to fight in the A league eventually too—I’ll just be taking a different path to get there.”


      “In that case...we’ll have our rematch then.”


      “You got it.”


      Moroboshi clinked his mug against Touka’s as the two of them made a promise of their own.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      As she watched Touka and Moroboshi discuss their respective futures, Toutokubara Kanata decided that it was high time she had the important talk she’d been putting off for a while. She scooted over to Beast Tamer Kazamatsuri Rinna.


      “Mmm, commoner food ish prethy gooh,” she mumbled through a mouthful of okonomiyaki.


      “Pardon me, milady,” Charlotte said before kissing Rinna on the cheek.


      “Bwah?! Wh-Wh-What was that for?!”


      “You had some sauce on your cheek.”


      “O-Oh, thank you— I mean, well done, my loyal servant. B-But please recall that this holy altar has a cloth of cleansing. Next time, be sure to use that instead.”


      Rinna and Charlotte weren’t joining in with the rest of the group to look at pictures, mostly because Rinna was still eating.


      “Long time no see, Rinna-san,” Kanata said cordially.


      “Ah, you must be the Toutokubara family’s daughter...” Rinna replied, not seeming particularly interested in her. Since they were both from wealthy, influential families, they’d occasionally met at social functions, but they weren’t friends, and from Rinna’s perspective, they had nothing to talk about.


      “I’m sorry I haven’t come to see you since enrolling in Hagun.”


      “No matter. The great Queen of the Night cares not for such trivial social pleasantries,” Rinna said, then took another bite of okonomiyaki.


      “Sorry, that was supposed to be sarcasm. At any rate, may I sit next to you?”


      “Ashh y’wish.”


      “What my mistress means is ‘Go ahead.’”


      Kanata elegantly sat down beside Rinna.


      “I must say, I’m surprised. The Toutokubara family was aware that the Kazamatsuris had underworld connections, but I never imagined Kazamatsuri Kouzou-sama would order his own daughter to join Rebellion...”


      “Thash not whah happened.”


      “Hmm?”


      “Regardless of what the master’s affiliations may or may not be, my mistress is not a member of Rebellion,” Charlotte said, explaining in Rinna’s place.


      Because Rinna’s father, Kazamatsuri Kouzou, and Prime Minister Tsukikage were old friends, Tsukikage had been over at the Kazamatsuris’ house often and played with Rinna when she was little. As a result, Rinna had volunteered of her own volition to help with the Akatsuki project when Tsukikage had brought it up to Kouzou, who was, in fact, part of Rebellion. So while she was now enrolled at Akatsuki, she’d never actually joined Rebellion, and had an even weaker tie to it than Sara. In a sense, she was a guest student much like Ouma. Kanata nodded in understanding.


      “I see... In that case, I highly recommend making this the first and last time you ever deal with terrorists,” she said in a stern voice.


      Rinna finally swallowed and asked, “Oh? And why should I listen to you?”


      “I do not wish to run into an acquaintance of mine on the opposite side of a battlefield.”


      This was the heavy conversation Kanata had resolved to have today. Scharlach Frau was also one of Japan’s strongest Blazers. Her skill was so great that she’d been brought on Federation missions as a special temporary member. There had been times when she’d helped suppress Rebellion bases, and she’d even killed members of Rebellion when necessary.


      While she’d steeled herself for such things, it had never been a pleasant experience. As someone who knew how hellish a battlefield was, she didn’t want to encounter anyone she knew on one. But Rinna just laughed off her warning.


      “Heh heh, I see. I’m afraid I cannot comply, however. For this Twilight Eye of mine is steeped in eternal darkness, and as its master, I am fated to live forever in the world’s dark underbelly. Ngh! The chaos sealed within it thirsts for blood... Heh heh heh... It seems I will have to find a suitable sacrifice to sate its appetite.”


      Rinna dramatically clutched her eye patch, but to everyone watching, the gesture just looked incredibly cringey. Kanata understood what Rinna was referencing, though, so she decided to pull out her trump card.


      “Haah... You leave me no choice, then.” She took her student handbook from her white tote bag and dialed the number she had ready. “Hello, could you please put Weekly Shonen Jack’s editor in chief, Oota Hara, on the phone? Tell him Toutokubara wishes to speak to him.”


      “W-Weekly Shonen Jack?!” Rinna shouted, leaping to her feet. “The same magazine Twilight Eye Meister is serialized in?!”


      She was so excited that she’d completely forgotten to talk in her usual affected manner. Kanata smiled upon seeing Rinna’s reaction, glad that she’d clocked the girl correctly.


      “That’s right. Shoueisha is one of the Toutokubara Conglomerate’s companies.”


      “Y-Y-Y-Y-You mean you can speak to the author of Twilight Eye Meister, Taka Yanagi-sensei, i-if you want to?!”


      “That’s absolutely correct. In fact, I spoke with him before coming to Osaka about— Oh, excuse me. Hello? Sorry for calling you at such a busy hour. Yes, that’s right. Then as we discussed earlier, you’ll do it? Yes, thank you. She won’t listen to me, and since I’ve cleared this with Taka Yanagi-sensei as well, there should be no problem with canceling the serialization of Twilight Eye Meister—”


      “Hold it right theeeeere!” Rinna grabbed Kanata by the shoulder and shook her hard. “What do you mean, ‘cancel’?! Why?! The latest chapter was on the cover of Jack, and it even got a two-page color spread!”


      “I’m afraid there are extenuating circumstances. It’ll be a problem for the company if it gets out that Taka Yanagi-sensei’s works are leading children down the wrong path. If you can’t be convinced to leave the criminal lifestyle, then I’m afraid Twilight Eye Meister will have to be canceled. I discussed this with the editor in chief and Taka Yanagi-sensei himself, and they both agreed.”


      The blood drained from Rinna’s face. Since Twilight Eye Meister was published by a company that Kanata’s family owned, Kanata had immediately figured out that it was what had influenced Rinna’s style of speech and dress. She was role-playing one of the major characters in it. That meant she loved the work enough that it would serve as the perfect hostage.


      “Th-That’s not fair! Don’t you feel bad for Taka Yanagi-sensei?!”


      “I do, but as I said, I spoke with him about this as well. And this was what he told me: ‘If it turns out that even one child turned to crime because of what I’ve drawn, I’ll snap my pen in half and never draw again.’ He truly is a splendid author.”


      “Okay, fine, I’ll stop! I promise! No more crime! I won’t do any work for Rebellion! So please, don’t cancel Twilight Eye Meisteeer!”


      Rinna folded immediately and clutched at Kanata’s dress, tears spilling from her eyes.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Shizuku sighed as she watched Rinna sob helplessly before Kanata.


      “Sheesh, everyone’s so noisy...”


      Just then, Alisuin leaned closer to her and asked in a quiet voice, “How’re you doing, Shizuku?”


      “Alice...”


      “Are you tired? I know you’re not a fan of loud gatherings like this.”


      Alisuin was more perceptive than most people, so she’d quickly caught on that Shizuku was no longer mingling with the others.


      Thankful for Alisuin’s presence, she replied, “I wouldn’t say I’m tired, necessarily. Just...a little put out, I guess. Mostly because I missed my chance and have to wait now.”


      “Your chance to do what?”


      “The reason I came to today’s party wasn’t just to celebrate Onii-sama’s victory. I was also planning on asking Kiriko-san...to take me on as her disciple.”


      Alisuin nodded thoughtfully, not surprised by that.


      “Because of what happened that night?”


      Shizuku nodded in response. The night Alisuin was referring to was the night after the semifinals, when Ikki had been at death’s door after getting grazed by Shinomiya Amane’s Nameless Glory. In fact, Ikki had technically been dead when the doctors had found him. And no matter how hard they’d tried to resuscitate him, the power of fate itself had kept trying to drag his soul back to hell. Fortunately, his father, Itsuki, had called Doctor Knight Yakushi Kiriko back to treat him, and she’d managed to overcome Nameless Glory and breathe life back into Ikki’s body.


      “I wasn’t able to do anything. I’m a water user just like her, but all I could do was cry helplessly while she saved Onii-sama.” She still vividly remembered how she’d thrown a childish tantrum outside of Ikki’s operating room. She was disgusted by her actions, especially since a fellow water user had been the one to save Ikki while she’d just been whining. Never before had she felt so acutely how weak she actually was. “Never again. I won’t let myself be a useless crybaby when Onii-sama’s life is in danger ever again. Which is why...”


      “You want to learn from Yakushi-san.”


      Shizuku nodded.


      “But as you can see...”


      She jerked her head toward one corner of the table, and Alisuin followed her gaze. A very drunk Kiriko had wrapped her arms and legs around Sara Bloodlily like an octopus and was freely molesting her.
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      “My, my. Despite your tall stature, you’ve got no muscles at all.”


      “Ngh, m-my body’s always been weak. And I spend most of my time sitting on a stool and painting, so...it’d be weirder if I had muscles.”


      “Now that’s no good at all. If you keep on living like that...you’ll balloon out once you hit your twenties. Tick tock, the clock is ticking. But never feeear, for the great Kiriko-chan is currently researching a cutting-edge technique to transform fat tissue into muscle. And you get the wonderful honor of being my first test subject! I’m such a nice doctor, aren’t I?”


      “Help me...”


      Kiriko gently licked Sara on the cheek.


      “Aaah...”


      Both girls had exceptional figures, and their clothes had gotten all disheveled, so their drunken bantering made for a very erotic sight.


      “So that’s the kind of drunk she is,” Alisuin mused with a sigh.


      “I won’t be able to have a proper conversation with her while she’s like this. In fact, if I approached her now, she’d probably try and molest me too. No thank you.”


      “Mm-hmm, I think staying away is the smart choice for now.”


      “I suppose that just means I’ll need to go to Hiroshima over summer break to ask her.”


      Alisuin gave her a surprised look.


      “You won’t be going to Vermillion with Ikki?”


      “Even I’m not that insensitive,” Shizuku said, pouting.


      You say that now, after all the things you did to Stella-chan?


      But of course, Alisuin knew not to voice that thought aloud. She also understood that Ikki and Stella’s relationship had evolved after their duel. As long as his visit with her parents went well, the two of them would end up getting married. Shizuku had realized that as well, and it seemed she was finally forcing herself to come to terms with it.


      You love Stella-chan almost as much as you do Ikki, after all.


      Though Alisuin knew she would never admit it, if Shizuku didn’t care for Stella, she would never have let her get so close to Ikki. She playfully poked one of Shizuku’s puffed-out cheeks, and Shizuku turned to poke one of her cheeks in return—a good deal harder than Alisuin had. As always, Shizuku hated to lose, no matter how small the competition was. Smiling, Alisuin brought her whole hand to Shizuku’s cheek and nuzzled it softly.


      “By the way, what are your plans for summer break, Alice?” Shizuku asked, a slight smile on her face as well. “If you don’t have any, would you like to come to Hiroshima with me?”


      “Sorry,” Alisuin replied with a shake of her head. “The truth is, I was planning on returning to my homeland over the summer. I need to pay a long-overdue visit to my old friend’s grave.”


      “I see. Then I suppose we won’t be seeing each other until the start of the next term. What a shame.”


      “I may not be able to join you, but I’ll be praying your training goes well.”


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Two hours into the party, the reminiscing over old photos had ended, and everyone was starting to split up into smaller groups with the people they were closest to. That meant Ikki was finally free from the deluge of congratulations.


      “Whew.”


      He leaned back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. It had been a little exhausting being the center of attention. He’d also fielded an in-depth interview from Kagami, so his throat was dry too. Just as he was about to ask Koume to bring him a drink, he felt something cold press against his cheek.


      “You must be tired after that interview, Mr. Seven Stars Sovereign.”


      He turned to see that Stella had brought him a cup of cold tea.


      “Thanks. I needed that.”


      He downed half the tea in one big gulp, and Stella watched him with a contented smile. After a few seconds, though, she suddenly sat up straight.


      “Ah, hold on a sec, Ikki. Your hair’s a little messed up. I’ll fix it for you.”


      Moroboshi and Renren had both tousled his hair earlier, so it was a bit unkempt. He didn’t really put much effort into his appearance to begin with, so he hadn’t really minded, but he certainly didn’t want to look slovenly in front of Stella. Thus, he nodded and let her comb her fingers through his hair. She circled behind him to get a better angle and started straightening it out.


      “The tournament’s really over, isn’t it?” she muttered softly as she worked, and Ikki nodded.


      “Yeah... It felt like it flew by in an instant.”


      “I feel a little empty now... The tournament was my primary goal for the year, and now it’s done.”


      Ikki shared her sentiment. He, too, had trained relentlessly for this one tournament, both so that he could graduate and so that he could fulfill his promise with Stella.


      “Do you feel like you’ve burned through all your motivation?” he asked in a slightly worried voice.


      Stella snorted and immediately replied, “No way. I’m gonna train even harder so that I can beat you next year! And after that meeting last night, I know I can’t slack off.”


      “Yeah...good point,” Ikki said with a thoughtful nod.


      Originally, the plan had been to hold this after-party yesterday, as soon as the awards ceremony was over. The reason it had been delayed was that Ikki and Stella had been called into a meeting with Prime Minister Tsukikage Bakuga that night.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      After the awards ceremony, Shinguuji Kurono had come up to Ikki and Stella to tell them that the prime minister wanted to meet with them in the Bay Dome arena at 9 p.m. that night. According to her, Demon Princess Saikyou Nene, Stella’s teacher and one of Japan’s strongest Blazers, would also be present for the meeting.


      “What on earth could he want to talk about, calling us out here so late?” Stella wondered aloud as they made their way to the stadium at the appointed time.


      “No clue... I can never tell what he’s thinking.”


      The two of them passed through the gate and into the arena.


      “If he tries to invite us to his little terrorist group, I’m beating the shit out of him,” Stella said, smacking a fist into her palm.


      “The director and Saikyou-sensei are going to be there too, so I doubt that’s it...”


      As they stepped into the ring, they noticed that there was no one else around. Even after pricking up their ears, all they could hear was the faint sound of the ocean breeze.


      “What the heck? There’s no one here. Ikki, this is the right time, right?”


      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure. Strange...”


      Ikki glanced around, but as expected, he saw no one in the stands either. The stadium was deserted. The janitors had cleaned up all the trash, and it was hard to believe that tens of thousands of excited fans had been sitting here hours before.


      A wave of loneliness washed over him as he realized that the festival was well and truly over now. The time he’d spent in this ring meant so much to him. True, he may have only been here a few days, but those few days had been more fulfilling than any other time in his life. The tournament might have only just ended, but this ring already felt nostalgic to him.


      Hmm?


      Perhaps because of how attached he was to it, he quickly realized that something was off.


      Why is it that something doesn’t seem right?


      Every time the ocean breeze brushed against his skin, Ikki felt a distinct sense of unease. Something told him that the air in the arena hadn’t flowed like this before. It hadn’t clung to his skin the way it did now.


      No, the flow of air around here is definitely off.


      The information his eyes were feeding him was at odds with the sensations his skin was giving him. What he saw suggested that the wind should have been hitting him differently than it actually was. It felt as though there were something other than him and Stella in the ring, blocking the wind from sweeping freely over it.


      “Tch!”


      A second after he realized that, Ikki saw a fully armored figure rushing at Stella from behind, a halberd raised high in their hands.


      “Stella, watch out!”


      “Rgh!”


      At that point in time, Stella still hadn’t noticed the figure behind her, but her trust in Ikki was so great that she reflexively threw herself forward at his warning. There was no hesitation in her actions, and she didn’t even look behind her to check what Ikki might be warning her about. Immediately after, the halberd crashed into the ground where she had been standing, shattering the silence with a thunderous boom.


      “Wh-Who the hell are you?!”


      Stella somersaulted in midair and landed deftly on her feet, facing her assailant. Her gaze was wary—not only had the mysterious attacker managed to escape her sharp senses, but also they were strong enough to smash the highly strengthened stone ring with a single attack. Even if they weren’t as strong as her, they were at least as strong as Kurogane Ouma. In response, the attacker clad in black armor said nothing, simply charging at Stella again.


      “Tch! I don’t know who you are, but if you want a fight, you’ve found one!” Stella summoned Lævateinn into her hands and raised it high. “Flames of purgatory, pierce the azure sky above!”


      White-hot flames started coalescing around her blade, growing in temperature and brightness. Like a miniature sun, Lævateinn bathed the entirety of the stadium in noonday light, which brought the mysterious armored figure into stark relief. When it did, Ikki suddenly realized that they looked familiar.


      Don’t tell me that armor’s...


      “Karsalitio Salamandra!”


      But before he could say anything, Stella unleashed her ultimate move, and the figure was swallowed by a vortex of flame. Stella felt the blow connect, and her lips curled into a grin.


      “Hmph! How’d you like— Huh?!”


      A second later, though, her eyes widened in shock. The armored figure dashed through the deadly flames as if they didn’t even feel them rapidly closing in on Stella. They raised their halberd up high and once again swung it down toward her head. Having just used Karsalitio Salamandra, Stella wasn’t in any position to dodge.


      “Stellaaa!” Ikki shouted, jumping in to help her out. He shoved her out of the way, then ducked low under the halberd and swung up at the armored figure’s torso. “Haaah!”


      The attacker wasn’t able to bring their halberd back in time to block, and Intetsu slammed into their armor’s breastplate. Unfortunately, while Ikki’s attacks were sharp, they lacked power. The thick metal stopped his blade short, but of course, he had expected it to. There was no need to cut through it; as long as Intetsu was touching his target, his technique would hit.


      “Ngh!”


      As soon as Intetsu’s edge touched the armor, Ikki activated all of his body’s muscles at once and imbued his slash with one of his original techniques, Venomscale Cut. The vibrations from his sword would travel through his opponent’s armor and into their body, shredding their innards with ripples that were impossible to defend against. The shock wave tore through the armored figure’s body, and blood started leaking out of the gaps in their armor. But despite that, they seemed unfazed.


      “Gah!”


      The figure knocked Ikki away with a sharp kick, acting as if they didn’t even feel the pain of Venomscale Cut. That didn’t surprise Ikki, though, for he hadn’t been trying to incapacitate them with the attack to begin with. However, his Venomscale Cut had made his foe’s true nature clear to him.


      “Ikki, could this guy be...” Stella trailed off, coming to the same realization Ikki had.


      At the same time, they both came to understand that they wouldn’t be able to defeat this opponent alone.


      “Stella, match my movements!”


      “You got it!”


      In unison, the two of them rushed at the figure, who responded by raising their halberd high and spinning it above their head. As soon as Ikki stepped into range, the jet-black halberd swung down at his torso, the centrifugal force boosting its speed and power. It sliced cleanly through Ikki, who disappeared in a shimmering haze. What it had actually hit was an afterimage he’d created in front of him using Flicker Mirage, passing harmlessly in front of the real Ikki’s face. With the assailant having taken the bait, they were left defenseless, so Ikki and Stella closed in on them as one.


      “Haaaaaaah!”


      Stella popped out from behind Ikki and swung Lævateinn hard, while Ikki leaped into the air and landed on the flat of her blade. He then unleashed the strongest of his original techniques, Rampage Thrust, and used the force of both Stella’s swing and his own propulsion to launch himself straight at the assailant’s head.


      This was a combination attack no one but the two of them were capable of pulling off, as it required each of them to have a complete understanding of their partner’s thoughts and movements. The only thing they were out of sync about was the name they’d decided to give their combination move.


      “Emperor’s Edge!” Ikki shouted.


      “Harmonic Bullet!” Stella exclaimed.


      That didn’t make it any less deadly, though, and Intetsu slammed into the attacker’s helmet, sending them flying out of the ring.


      “What?!”


      But to Ikki’s surprise, the armored figure managed to right themself before crashing into the stadium wall, landing lightly against it with their feet. They then rebounded off the wall and shot toward him and Stella with the force of a cannonball, slicing horizontally with their halberd in an attempt to cut them both down.


      The attack was so telegraphed that they were able to easily dodge out of the way, but seeing as their combo attack hadn’t worked, they were starting to sweat a little. That attack had focused their combined power into a singular point, so the fact that their attacker hadn’t been fazed by it at all didn’t bode well.


      “If that didn’t do it, we’re going to have to pull out our trump cards,” Ikki said, gritting his teeth.


      “Yeah, we can’t afford to hold anything back.”


      They both sucked in a deep breath, preparing to use their respective Noble Arts.


      “Ittou...”


      “Dragon...”


      They needed to bring out their full potential, even if it meant they’d be out of commission for a while afterward. But just then, they heard a shout.


      “That’s enough!”


      “Huh?!”


      Ikki and Stella turned to see Kurono, Nene, and Tsukikage walking into the ring.


      “Director?! And—”


      “Nene-sensei and Prime Minister Tsukikage?!”


      The three people they were supposed to be meeting had finally shown up.


      Kurono turned to the armored figure and said, “Keep going, and it’ll become a fight to the death. I suggest you put your weapon away.”


      The knight silently lowered the tip of their halberd, signaling acquiescence. The hostility they’d been emanating just a second ago was gone, so Ikki and Stella lowered their weapons as well.


      “Director, what’s going on here?” Ikki asked. It was Nene who answered.


      “You can think of it as a little warm-up exercise. Stella-chan, Kuro-bou, I imagine you’ve figured out who this guy is by now, right?”


      “Yeah...” Stella said cautiously. At first, she’d been skeptical, but over the course of their fight, she’d become certain it was the real guy and not an imposter.


      “The famous Blazer who can continually heal himself through even the most fatal of injuries. Your Device is Orichalcos, the full suit of armor that protects you from any and all attacks. You first appeared in the KOK A league last year and have been climbing the rankings at record speed. France’s premier Rank A Blazer, currently ranked fourth in the world, Ascrid-san the Black Knight.”


      The Black Knight said nothing in response to Ikki, instead just continuing to stare silently at the pair. He didn’t need to say anything, though. Ikki and Stella knew for certain that he was Ascrid. His strength had proven as much. What they didn’t know was why he’d suddenly attacked them. Fortunately, Kurono provided the answer to that question.


      “Ascrid said he was determined to gauge your strength. If we’d left him alone, he probably would have attacked you in the middle of the street, so we had him fight you somewhere we could keep an eye on things.”


      “You can’t just... I’m a state guest, you know! The second princess of the Vermillion Kingdom! This could have blown up into an international incident!”


      Stella glared pointedly at Tsukikage as she said that.


      “I did try to stop him, I’ll have you know,” the prime minister responded with an awkward smile.


      “But we gave him the go-ahead!” Nene said cheerfully.


      “And you call yourself my teacher?!”


      “You don’t get many opportunities to fight someone of his caliber. I was doing you a kindness, giving you the chance to experience a battle against one of the Federation’s top knights. So don’t be so mad.”


      “B-But you could have at least given us some advance warning or...”


      Stella’s shoulders slumped, and she gave up trying to argue against Nene. She knew just how Spartan her teacher could be in her methods. Meanwhile, Ascrid simply turned on his heel and began making his way out of the arena. Now that he’d accomplished his goal, he had no reason to stay. It was clear he wasn’t a particularly sociable guy. For his part, Ikki had no reason to stop him now that the fight was over. He turned away from Ascrid and focused his gaze on the prime minister.


      “That explains why Ascrid-san attacked us, and I’m not going to harp on that any longer. But Prime Minister Tsukikage, why did you call us out here tonight? Didn’t you say you had something to discuss?”


      Tsukikage nodded thankfully to Ikki and stepped in front of Kurono and Nene.


      “There’s two things I wanted to discuss with the two of you. One is something I need to inform you of, and the other is a request. We’ll start with the former.” He took a deep breath. “Ikki-kun, we need to talk about what happened to you during the tournament finals.”


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “What do you mean by that?” Stella asked, a little worried.


      Tsukikage ignored her and said, “You yourself must have realized the change that occurred within your body, right, Ikki-kun?”


      Ikki nodded slowly.


      “You’re talking about how I was able to use Ittou Rakshasa after Ittou Shura ran out, aren’t you?”


      “That’s right. A Blazer’s mana pool is determined at birth, and it’s a representation of how much influence they’re capable of exerting on the world. We often refer to it as a person’s fate. But there are exceptions out there who can overturn that premise. People who, through strength of will alone, are capable of breaking free from the chains of fate. People who can overcome their human limitations and evolve their souls into things that exist outside the realm of fate. We refer to those superhuman people as Desperados.”


      Ikki understood on an instinctual level what Tsukikage was getting at. During his duel with Stella, he had been fated to lose the moment he was hit by her Karsalitio Salamandra. But driven by his love for her, he’d broken free of that fate and returned to the ring to face her once more. He’d overcome the limits imposed on him by fate and brought about a miracle by increasing his own total mana.


      “In that moment, your soul transcended into something beyond that of a normal Blazer,” Tsukikage continued. “Your awakening separated you from the cycle of fate that governs this planet and made it possible for you to increase your mana pool through training. Half of the reason I arranged this meeting was to properly explain what’s become of you now, and the significance of it.”


      “H-Hold on a second!” Stella shouted, suddenly interrupting Tsukikage. In a panicked voice, she said, “Even I saw Ikki’s mana go up in that instant, so I know it had to have happened even though it seemed impossible. Back then, I just accepted it since Ikki’s done the impossible time and time again. But Prime Minister Tsukikage, the way you’re talking about this phenomenon, it sounds like you’ve known about its existence for a while.”


      “That’s because I have. I’m not the only one either. The Federation’s top brass all know about it as well. As a matter of fact, it is my duty as prime minister to teach any citizens of Japan who enter the realm of Desperados what it means to become one.”


      “Ah...” Stella’s impatience turned to anger. “The Vermillion Kingdom was never informed of this! Father never talked about this to me! And why is the Federation being so secretive about this anyway?! Isn’t it important for the world to know that the assumption that a person’s mana is set from birth is wrong?! Why are you all allowing misinformation to spread?!”


      Stella was still a student, but she was also a princess. She understood international diplomacy well enough to know the ramifications of what Tsukikage had just said. And she certainly couldn’t let it slide that the Federation was hiding things from her country when Vermillion was also a member. If they were doling this knowledge out to only a select few countries, that was a gross breach of its charter. Stella was even considering advising her father to withdraw from the Federation at this very moment. But to her surprise, Tsukikage apologized on behalf of the group.


      “Your anger is certainly justified, Princess Stella. But you would be mistaken in thinking that the Federation has deceived the Vermillion Kingdom and is keeping the knowledge of how to become a Desperado a secret they tell only a select few countries. The reason they work so hard to keep the existence of Desperados a secret is because of how dangerous they are.”


      “Dangerous how?”


      “First of all, it’s dangerous to even try to become one. You can’t break the chains of fate unless you’ve first exhausted all of your natural potential. After you do, you then need the extraordinary strength of will to keep chasing greater heights no matter the cost. How many people do you think exist out there who have both the drive and the mental fortitude to accomplish that?”


      “Well...”


      “Surely a knight of your caliber can understand, Princess Stella. This isn’t something you can accomplish simply by knowing it’s possible. At the same time, as a statesman, surely you can see what would become of certain countries if it became public knowledge that such a feat is, in fact, possible. Imagine how many greedy, unscrupulous ‘educators’ might try to run hordes of young children through the grinder just to see who makes it.”


      Stella gasped as the enormity of the consequences sank in. She could easily imagine the tragedy that would befall the youth of any nation totalitarian enough to sacrifice its young Blazers in an attempt to produce Desperados.


      “Strong Blazers are the most important resource a nation can possess,” Tsukikage went on. “Naturally, they all want as many of them as possible. If the truth gets out, how many countries do you think will be capable of resisting the allure of pushing their Blazers to their absolute limits to see if any of them can become supremely powerful Desperados? Worst of all, the Brute Soul awakening required to become a Desperado isn’t something that can be induced by a third party in the first place. In order to overcome the bonds of fate, a person needs an unshakable will that’s born from within. Forcing people to undergo hellish training against their will will only end up killing them. That is why the Federation has kept the existence of Desperados a secret, telling only the leaders of nations that have produced their own Desperados out of necessity. Please understand. They didn’t hide this truth from your father out of malice.”


      After a long silence, Stella nodded.


      “Yeah, okay. I...can understand that.”


      Her gaze softened, and she accepted that this knowledge needed to remain secret. It wasn’t just dictatorships that were a worry; even democracies would be pressured to push their Blazers beyond their capacity if the truth got out. That would lead the world down a slippery slope where Blazers were stripped of human rights and treated like a disposable resource. The Federation served Blazers first and foremost, so it couldn’t let that happen.


      Seeing that Stella had calmed down, Ikki breathed a sigh of relief.


      “You mentioned the Federation only tells leaders of nations that have produced Desperados. Does that mean Japan already has Desperados other than me?” he asked, curious.


      Tsukikage nodded.


      “There are currently two Desperados registered to the Japan branch of the Federation. The first is the old war hero who fought alongside Kurogane Ryouma, War God Nangou Torajirou, and the second is standing here before you. The War God’s best disciple, Demon Princess Saikyou Nene. Incidentally, the knight you just fought, Ascrid, is a Desperado as well.”


      “You too, Nene-sensei?!” Stella exclaimed.


      “There’s a reason I’m ranked third in the world, you know. Unlike a certain someone, who was so scared of going through the transformation that she quit the league and retired.”


      Nene stared pointedly at Kurono, who looked away awkwardly, unable to meet her gaze. The two of them hurled insults at each other constantly, but this one felt a lot more serious than their usual banter. Not wanting to get derailed, Tsukikage clapped his hands and brought everyone back on topic.


      “We got a bit off-track, but as you can see, Princess Stella, it is the job of national leaders who have Desperados among their citizens to take the time to explain why their existence needs to remain a secret for the sake of Blazers’ human rights. I take it you understand that as well now, Ikki-kun?”


      “Yes. Whenever anyone asks, I’ll just tell them I was able to pull from some hidden reserve of strength for my Ittou Rakshasa, and that my mana pool hasn’t changed.”


      “Thank you for your cooperation,” Tsukikage said with a satisfied smile. He then added, “While you need to hide your existence for the benefit of Blazers at large, it’s also true that as a Desperado, you now exist outside the bounds of fate. The fact that you can increase your mana pool via training is a huge boon, as I’m sure you’re aware. If your wish is to grow stronger, as Japan’s prime minister, I will cooperate in any way possible. If you’d like, I can even use my connections to find you a worthy teacher.”


      Since he was one of Japan’s precious Desperados, Ikki’s growth truly was something Tsukikage was willing to use all of the nation’s resources to support.


      “I appreciate the offer, but I’m afraid I have to refuse,” Ikki said, glaring sharply at Tsukikage. “I still don’t trust you. You attacked our school and teamed up with Rebellion of all people to establish Akatsuki Academy. Unless you can give me a reasonable explanation for why you took such radical actions, sorry, but I can’t rely on you.”


      “Well said, Kuro-bou,” Nene said appreciatively.


      “As a member of Vermillion royalty, I also can’t trust anyone who would join forces with a known terrorist organization.”


      “Sensei, isn’t it about time you told us what you’re really after, and why you did all this?” Kurono asked.


      Tsukikage looked like he’d been waiting for her to ask just that, and he nodded.


      “Of course. For that’s linked to the second reason I called you out here today, and the request I want to make.” He spread his arms wide. “Illuminate all of creation, Moondrop Jewel.”


      A pale white light that resembled moonlight shot out of his arms as he summoned his Device.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      A clear crystal orb embossed with gold leaf appeared in front of Tsukikage, floating at arm height. It emitted a golden glow that seemed almost soothing.


      “So this is your Device, Sensei...” Kurono muttered.


      “Doesn’t look like a weapon to me. This your first time seeing it too, Kuu-chan?”


      “Yeah... When I was in school, I heard he wasn’t a combat-oriented Blazer, but I never got to see him use his powers.”


      “My Device, Moondrop Jewel, became a state secret the moment it was discovered. Even the Federation isn’t aware of the full extent of my powers. It’s been a long time since I last summoned it in front of people.”


      “Does your Device have something to do with why you attacked Hagun and founded Akatsuki?” Ikki asked, and Tsukikage gave him a tired smile.


      “I can explain the details later. For now, please just take a look at this.”


      Tsukikage gently flicked Moondrop Jewel, causing ripples to spread out across the clear crystal surface. As they reached the other side of the globe, a single drop of liquid dripped down from the bottom and splashed against the strengthened stone floor. As it did, glowing ripples spread out across the floor, and an image suddenly appeared beneath everyone’s feet.


      “Wh-What is this?!”


      Everyone’s expressions stiffened as they looked down at the spectacle of carnage created by Tsukikage’s Device. A city was up in flames, with people being burned alive in their homes or as they tried to flee. It was like a scene straight out of hell.


      “Wh-What’s going on?! Th-There’s a child who— Ulp!”


      “Stella!”


      In one corner of the image was a child who’d been crushed by some falling rubble. The young boy was desperately trying to crawl to safety, his lower body missing and his entrails dragging behind him. But the flames were all around him, and it was clear that he’d soon burn to death as well.


      Stella clutched her mouth and squatted down, trying her best not to throw up. Ikki walked over to her and gently rubbed her back, but his face was just as pale as hers. Their reaction was understandable, for they knew this was no mere image. If it were, they wouldn’t have been so shaken. But no, everyone here knew without a shadow of a doubt that the flames, the agonized screams, and the burning flesh of people were all real. It was beyond natural understanding, but somehow, they just knew it was real.


      “Sensei, what are you showing us?!” Kurono shouted.


      But just then, Nene pointed to a different section of the image.


      “Wait, look!” she exclaimed. “Kuu-chan, over there!”


      Kurono followed her finger, and a shiver ran down her spine as she realized what Nene was staring at. It was the Tokyo Sky Tree, crumbling in a sea of fire.


      “You mean to tell me this is Tokyo?!”


      “That’s right,” Tsukikage said solemnly. “Moondrop Jewel has the power to view the pasts of the people and places within a certain radius of it. But as this is a power that interferes with fate, it works in somewhat unpredictable ways, and sometimes it shows me visions of the future. At one point, my power showed me this future for Tokyo. If fate progresses unimpeded, this will one day be what becomes of the city. And this prediction was drawn from my own past.”


      “What?!”


      Everyone turned to Tsukikage in shock.


      “This is what’s going to happen to Tokyo?!”


      “B-But why?! How?!” Stella exclaimed, her voice shaking.


      Tsukikage shook his head.


      “I don’t know. My power only allows me to see the past and the future, not what caused it. But I can make some guesses based on recent world events.” Tsukikage snapped his fingers, and Moondrop Jewel vanished, taking the image with it. He then walked over to Stella and held out his hand to her. “I’m sorry for showing you something so disturbing.”


      She brushed his hand away and leaned on Ikki to get back up.


      “I don’t need your apologies. Just explain yourself.”


      Ikki, Kurono, and Nene nodded in agreement and turned to Tsukikage again. Feeling the weight of all four of their gazes on him, he nodded slowly.


      “You’re probably already aware, Princess Stella, but our current peace is built atop a precarious balance of power between three major organizations. The first is the Mage-Knight Federation, to which Japan belongs. The second is the Union, the alliance between the major world powers of America, China, Russia, and Saudi Arabia. Finally, we have the large-scale terrorist organization that controls the criminal underworld, Rebellion. It’s galling to admit, but it’s the existence of a third party like Rebellion that’s kept the Federation and the Union from making any overly aggressive moves against each other. But this precarious balance won’t last for much longer.”


      “Why’s that?” Ikki asked.


      “Because people’s lifespans are limited,” Tsukikage said with a sigh. “Each of these three major powers has an exceptionally powerful Desperado affiliated with them. The Federation has its chief and the Blazer ranked number one in the KOK league, Whitebeard Arthur Bright. The Union has the leader of the American supernatural special forces unit PSION, Superman Abraham Carter. Unlike Whitebeard, though, he’s a young man in his twenties. Lastly, Rebellion has the mastermind who’s controlled the criminal underworld since World War II, the Tyrant. It isn’t an exaggeration to say that these three Desperados are responsible for the current stalemate we’re in. But as I’m sure you can imagine, the Tyrant is quite old. He’s been active since the Second World War, after all. There’s no telling when he might drop dead. The moment he does, the remaining two powers will scramble to scoop up any Blazers of note left in Rebellion and wipe out the remnants.”


      “What makes you so sure of that?” Stella asked.


      “Because, Princess Stella, he isn’t even dead yet, and the competition’s already started.”


      “What?!”


      “America, Russia, and China have already made contact with key figures in Rebellion, as have some of the prominent member states of the Federation. You’ve met Kazamatsuri-san, haven’t you? Rebellion has many other members like her, who hold positions of power in their respective societies. Furthermore, I can safely say that the Federation is lagging behind the Union when it comes to scouting key Rebellion members.”


      “I take it that’s because the Federation has clearly marked Rebellion as an enemy, and the Union hasn’t?” Stella guessed.


      Tsukikage nodded sadly.


      “Correct. I have some personal connections to Rebellion, which as you all know I leveraged to create Akatsuki, but on an organizational level, the Union has the Federation beat. Once the Tyrant’s dead, most of the Numbers will join the Union. After that, it’s inevitable that another world war will break out.”


      The Union and the Federation had very different goals. The Union wanted the world to be managed by the various superpowers, with all smaller nations being absorbed into them, while the Federation wanted to maintain the current status quo, where small nations could cooperate to maintain peace. The only reason they weren’t clashing right now was that Rebellion would be able to take over after both sides had exhausted themselves fighting each other, but the moment Rebellion left the picture, conflict would break out.


      “My prediction is that it’s World War III that will lead to the tragedy I saw with my powers.”


      “So the reason you tried to leave the Federation and curry favor with the Union was because you thought Japan would be destroyed if it stayed?” Kurono asked quietly.


      “That would be the gist of it, yes. America’s trump card, the Union’s strongest Blazer, Abraham Carter, is still quite young. He won’t be dying of old age anytime soon, and considering how much stronger the Union’s about to grow after it absorbs most of Rebellion, I thought it would be wise to join the Union even if Japan was forced to make some unfavorable concessions. At the very least, I was unable to think of any other way to avoid Japan’s impending destruction. I hoped that by showing Akatsuki’s power at the Seven Stars Battle Festival, public opinion would shift in favor of leaving the Federation, and I’d be able to secure the diet votes necessary to ratify our departure.”


      Tsukikage had first witnessed that nightmarish future over a decade ago, and ever since, he’d dedicated his life to doing everything in his power to prevent it from becoming a reality. It was why he’d left his job as a simple teacher with no political sway and become the prime minister. Doing so had required gathering all of the conservative, anti-Federation politicians to his side and overthrowing the leadership of the conservative party, but as someone without the ability to fight, it was the only thing he could have done to help his home country.


      “But that won’t be possible anymore,” he continued. “Akatsuki was defeated in the Seven Stars Battle Festival, reinforcing the belief that the Federation’s policies are effective and that we should continue relying on their support. I won’t be able to get the votes necessary to leave. Put simply, I lost.”


      Tsukikage shrugged his shoulders and sighed.


      “You seem pretty happy for someone who ‘lost,’” Ikki said, noticing a huge discrepancy in the prime minister’s words and his body language.


      Tsukikage dropped the act and smiled, his wrinkled face lighting up with genuine happiness.


      “Heh. I suppose that’s true. For ten years, I fought believing I was the sole hope for Japan. But now, after I’ve lost, I’m happier than ever. You see, while I was struggling alone, racked with hesitation and regret for the things I thought I had to do, the younger generation grew into a formidable force capable of overturning the mandate of fate.”


      Over the course of the tournament, Tsukikage had watched these youths compete and push each other to grow. He had even witnessed the moment Ikki had shattered the chains of fate. While he’d been trying to trick fate through underhanded tactics, this boy had destroyed it head-on. He understood now that there was no need for him to keep struggling.


      “My power only lets me see the pasts and futures dictated by fate. It can’t see anything regarding the pasts of Desperados, who live outside of fate, nor can it show me what future they might create. That’s why I believe that you—and your friends—will be able to lead this country to a brighter future and avoid the terrible tragedy I foresaw.” Tsukikage looked at everyone, smiling as if a great burden had finally been lifted from his shoulders. “I leave the future of this country, and the world, in your capable hands.”


      He knew he could entrust the fate of his beloved homeland to the new generation of Blazers.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Prime Minister Tsukikage was crying when he said that...” Stella muttered as she finished reminiscing.


      “Yeah,” Ikki said with a nod.


      Though he’d tried to hide it, there had been small tears pooling in the corner of Tsukikage’s eyes as he’d entrusted the future to them. He’d finally found a ray of hope, and his long, exhausting, solitary journey had finally come to an end. Stella could understand why he’d been so moved.


      “You know, I hated the guy. I thought that no matter the reason, he deserved a good punch to the face for hurting our school and our friends. But now...”


      She couldn’t bring herself to truly hate him anymore. As someone who’d been born to nobility, she understood how complicated politics could be. She also knew just how difficult it was for someone coming from a regular background to work their way up to prime minister in just ten years. Looking at his wrinkled face had been more than enough to convey to her the enormous amount of effort he’d put in to try to save Japan.


      He hadn’t become prime minister because he sought power or glory; it had all been to protect his beloved homeland. As a fellow statesman, Stella had nothing but respect for his initiative and determination. It was impossible to hate him after learning what his true motivations had been. And now that she and Ikki had defeated Akatsuki, they’d simultaneously crushed his plans and inherited his dreams.


      “When we were chosen as Hagun’s representatives, Touka-san told us that winning meant carrying the burdens of those we defeated... Back then, I didn’t really get what she was talking about, but now I do. We have to carry on Prime Minister Tsukikage’s dreams now. It’s a heavy burden for sure.”


      In truth, even if saving Japan hadn’t been Tsukikage’s dream, Stella wouldn’t have been able to just sit idly by and let such a horrible tragedy befall the country regardless. Especially since if Japan was going to end up that ravaged, it most likely meant that the Federation was going to lose World War III. In that case, Vermillion, another member of the Federation, would likely share a similar fate.


      More than anything, though, Japan had become like a second home to Stella. She’d made so many dear friends at Hagun, and she wanted to protect them all. She clenched her hands into fists and placed them atop her knees.


      “I need to become stronger. Much, much stronger. I have to overcome my limits just like you did, Ikki!”


      Ikki gently placed a hand on her shoulder.


      “Stella.”


      “Hmm? Mmmpf?!” The moment she turned around to face him, he poked her in the cheek. She reflexively batted his hand away and exclaimed, “Wh-What was that for?!”


      “You’re getting too worked up over this,” he said in a serious voice. “It’s good to be motivated, but if you mentally force yourself into a corner like this, you’ll only be hurting yourself. Prime Minister Tsukikage’s story was definitely a shock, and I agree that we certainly can’t let the future he saw come to pass. But remember, the defining creed of Mage-Knights is that we use our powers to protect those who have none. Despite all the tournaments and media coverage, we Blazers aren’t professional sports players or anything. You initially became a knight because you wanted to protect the people in your homeland too, right?”


      “Ah...”


      “So there’s no reason to take your training any more seriously than you already are. I already know you’re not the kind of person to go easy on yourself, so if you go any harder on yourself, you’ll just collapse. Also, I’m certain that if you keep polishing your skills and aiming for the top, there’ll eventually come a time when you surpass your limits as well. You just haven’t been forced into a situation where that’s necessary yet. Besides, Prime Minister Tsukikage might have talked about Desperados like they’re special, but I don’t think that’s the case.”


      Ikki turned to look at everyone else at the table.


      “I’ve fought all of you, so I’m sure of it. Everyone here—including you, Stella—is a knight who can conquer their own self. Whether it’s for the sake of your dreams, for someone else, or just for your own pride, you’re all capable of surpassing your limits.”


      Ikki wasn’t just saying that to be nice. He genuinely believed it. Having fought them all, he knew their souls had what it took to shine just as brightly as his. He also knew that not a single person here would allow the tragedy Tsukikage saw to come to pass. They’d surpass their limits the same way Ikki had if it looked like their defeat might lead to the death of innocent people. More than anything, though, everyone here hated losing.


      “If we work together, I’m sure we’ll be able to overcome any adversity.”


      Ikki gently laid his hand over Stella’s and gave it a firm squeeze. There was no need for her to face the future alone. He’d be by her side every step of the way.


      “Yeah...you’re right.” Stella squeezed Ikki’s hand back. “I’ll be counting on you, Ikki.”


      Smiling, she leaned against Ikki’s shoulder, the stiffness leaking out of her body. Ever since she’d seen the future Tsukikage’s powers had predicted, she’d been on edge, though she’d tried to hide it. She had a natural tendency to try to take everything on herself, and that, combined with her natural obligations as royalty, had been weighing down on her all day. Fortunately, Ikki had reminded her that the looming crisis wasn’t something she’d have to handle alone, or even just together with the few people who’d been there for the meeting. That was enough to give her some peace of mind and keep her from doing anything reckless out of an excessive sense of responsibility.


      Seeing her relax, Ikki breathed a sigh of relief.


      Honestly, maybe it’s petty of me, but I’m a lot more worried about the impending crisis I’ll have to face in a few days than a future that might come years down the line. He was, of course, referring to his visit to Vermillion. Earning the approval of Stella’s family was, sadly, something he’d have to do alone. He didn’t have any children of his own, so he couldn’t fathom how Stella’s father felt about some guy he didn’t even know trying to steal her away from him, but he could imagine it wouldn’t be a cordial first meeting. What should I even say to him?


      Just then, Moroboshi’s voice cut through his worries.


      “Whoa, really? Thanks a bunch, man!” He finished talking to whoever he’d been on the phone with, then stood up and addressed everyone. “Listen up, everyone! One of our neighbors runs a bathhouse around here, and it’s usually closed on the weekends, but they said they’d open it up just for us if we wanted! Looks like everyone’s eaten, so we may as well relax at the baths, yeah?”


      Everyone looked excited at the prospect of taking a long soak.


      “Seriously, dude? You’re talking about Ikura-san’s place, right?!”


      “My, that does sound rather appealing. It reminds me of the time I went to the baths together with all of the orphanage children.”


      “Answer me, my trusty confidante. What is a bathhouse?”


      “It’s a public bathing facility that commoners often use. We all get naked together, meaning both you and I will be naked in front of each other, and...and...and... Oh my!” Charlotte fainted, blood spurting from her nose.


      “Char?!”


      In the few months she’d been in Japan, Stella hadn’t had a chance to visit a bathhouse yet, so she was quite excited as well.


      “Ikki, Japanese bathhouses all have that giant picture of Mt. Fuji above the baths, right?! And they have that really solemn atmosphere and everything?!”


      “Most of the ones in Tokyo do, but...I’m not sure if Osaka’s bathhouses are the same...”


      “If they don’t have any, I’ll ask Sara to paint one for us!”


      “What?”


      “I’ve always wanted to go to a bathhouse! Come on, everyone! Time’s wasting!”


      Stella ignored Sara’s confused look and hurriedly started dragging Ikki out of the restaurant. But as she passed Shizuku, she was shot a withering look.


      “Sorry to burst your horny bubble, but the baths are separated by gender,” Shizuku said sharply.


      “I-I’m not always horny! Besides, I know they’re not mixed baths!”


      And so, everyone enjoyed their last, boisterous night in Osaka. For the past few months, they had all been training relentlessly to claim the title of Seven Stars Sovereign. Countless bonds had been forged, and countless stories had been told. Now, those brave warriors were strengthening their bonds, enjoying their reprieve from battle at the same time. From here on, they would all start moving toward their respective new goals.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Lorelei and the Doctor Knight


      With the end of the Seven Stars Battle Festival, summer break finally began for the tournament participants. The next morning, Shizuku parted ways with Alisuin, who was headed for the airport to fly back home, at the station and took a train to Hiroshima. Her goal was to meet with Rentei Academy third-year Yakushi Kiriko.


      Of course, she knew just how busy Kiriko was with her work as a doctor, so she’d booked an appointment ahead of time. And to her surprise, Kiriko had been more than willing to make time for her. Rolling a small suitcase filled with just a few clothes and other essentials behind her, she strode through the doors of Yakushi General Hospital and up to the reception desk.


      “Excuse me, I’m Kurogane Shizuku from Tokyo. Kiriko-san told me to give my name to the receptionist when I got here, so...”


      “Ah, yes, of course. The director told us you’d be coming, Kurogane Shizuku-san,” the receptionist said, their face lighting up in recognition. They then grabbed a small pamphlet from a drawer. “Sensei’s on the third floor of the special treatment ward right now. Here’s a map of the hospital. It would be best if you just went directly to her.”


      “Thank you.”


      Shizuku accepted the map with a bow, then started making her way over to the special treatment ward. She had to cross through two other wards and a courtyard, but she eventually made it to the correct building, where she took the elevator to the third floor.


      “Huh?”


      As she stepped out of the elevator, she was greeted by a shocking sight. The ward itself didn’t look all that different from the other ones she’d passed through, but the patients here didn’t look anything like regular hospital patients. None of them were wearing gowns, half the women had makeup on, and everyone was chatting amicably with one another on sofas or snacking on chips while playing card games and the like. Even the children looked like they were having fun. Put simply, it was far too lively for a hospital ward.


      For a moment, Shizuku wondered if she’d ended up in the wrong place. Upon double-checking the map, however, that didn’t seem to be the case, so she started searching the rooms one by one, looking for Kiriko. In the third room she checked, she found Doctor Knight Yakushi Kiriko holding the wrist of an elderly patient. At first, Shizuku thought she was checking their vitals, but with how deeply she was focusing and the faint glow of mana surrounding her hand as she held the patient’s wrist, Shizuku quickly realized she was administering some form of treatment. Not wanting to interrupt, Shizuku silently waited in the entryway for her to finish.


      “And that’s it for today’s treatment. How do you feel, Yoshioka-san?”


      “The pain’s all gone. I’ll be able to eat lunch with my wife after all. Thank you, Sensei.”


      “Heh heh, glad to hear it. Just don’t drink too much now, okay?”


      “Ha, I’ll try my best to remember that the next time I’m drunk!”


      The old man grinned at Kiriko, and she just shrugged in defeat.


      “Some patients are simply beyond saving, I suppose.”


      She didn’t sound angry, or even exasperated. In fact, there was a smile on her face as she said that.


      Is it really okay for a doctor to not be more insistent about those things?


      Just then, another patient called out to her from the bed on the other side.


      “Kiriko-chan, wanna have some tea with me later? My family brought me some really good cake. You’ve gotta try it!”


      “Sorry, but there’s someone I’m meeting after— Oh.” As Kiriko turned around, she saw Shizuku standing in the doorway. “I see you’ve already arrived, Shizuku-san.”


      “I got here just now, actually. I must say, this is a very lively hospital ward. For a moment, I thought I’d wandered into the staff dorm building or something.”


      “Heh, sorry about all the noise.” She gave Shizuku a mildly apologetic look and added, “I know you came all the way from Tokyo, but could you wait just a while longer? My rounds took longer than expected, and I’m still not done yet. This is the last room, so it shouldn’t take too long.”


      Shizuku nodded.


      “Take as much time as you need. I’m the one who’s interrupting your busy schedule.”


      Shizuku stepped into the room and leaned against the wall where she’d be out of the way. There was a lot she’d be able to learn just by observing Kiriko. One thing she noticed was that her patients were always calling out to her, even if she wasn’t treating them.


      “Sensei! Did you hear? Mommy and Daddy are taking me to the fireworks show tomorrow!”


      “Oh, that’s great. Will you be wearing that yukata next to your bed when you go?”


      “Yep! Oh, could you come too, Sensei?! It’ll be even more fun if you’re there!”


      “Hmm... Yeah, I guess I could. I don’t have any plans tomorrow night.”


      “Yay!”


      “Would it be all right if I brought some other kids as well?”


      “Yeah!”


      Everyone from young children to the elderly greeted Kiriko with a smile, and it was clear that they had a great deal of faith in her. It was heartwarming to see, but suddenly, a conversation happened that threw Shizuku off.


      “Sensei...thank you so much for everything... It’s because of you that I’ll be able to see my grandchild’s face before I pass on. I have no other regrets now, so...”


      “Hmm?”


      The way the middle-aged woman had said that gave Shizuku pause.


      “No other regrets”? She sounds like she’s going to pass on, even though she’s not that old yet.


      Seeing Shizuku’s confused expression, an older woman who’d been reading a book turned to face her.


      “Oh, are you not aware of what goes on here, miss?” She closed her book and explained, “Everyone here is suffering from a terminal illness that has no known cure.”


      “What?!” Shizuku was understandably shocked by that. “Y-You mean even that little kid doesn’t have long to live?!”


      The old woman nodded solemnly.


      “None of the illnesses people here are suffering from are treatable, and most have only a few months left at best. Under normal circumstances, we’d all be lying in agony in our beds, simply waiting to die. But Kiriko-sensei uses her powers to ensure we can at least live normal, pain-free lives until our diseases finally claim us. Thanks to her, we can eat with our families, dress up if we want to, and even go out to have fun. We’re able to enjoy the last months of our lives instead of wishing for the pain to end. That’s why everyone here is so grateful to her.”


      I see...


      Shizuku now understood why Kiriko hadn’t really told that man off earlier for drinking too much. His body was so far beyond saving that cutting down on alcohol wouldn’t help.


      “Most people only care about how strong or weak Blazers are, but that’s not the only way to live as a knight. To us, the Doctor Knight is more of a hero than any fighter in the KOK league. There’s a lot you could learn from her, Lorelei-san.”


      “You know about me?”


      “I was once an active Blazer in the national league. I watched the Seven Stars Battle Festival on TV too. I must say, kids these days really push themselves too hard.”


      Just then, Kiriko finished treating her final patient and jogged over to Shizuku.


      “Sorry about that. Everyone just has so much to say that my rounds end up taking longer than scheduled.”


      “It’s fine. If anything, I’m grateful you took time out of your busy schedule for me.”


      Kiriko waved away Shizuku’s thanks.


      “It’s fine, don’t mention it. Besides, I’ve been wanting to speak with you too, Shizuku-san.”


      Shizuku raised her eyebrows in surprise.


      “Really? You have?”


      “Yep. Let’s go somewhere we can relax. I suspect this is going to be a long meeting.”


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Shizuku followed Kiriko to the elevator, which they took all the way down to the basement of the special treatment ward. They stepped out into a dimly lit room about twelve tatami mats wide. Bookshelves filled with foreign books lined the concrete walls, and in the center of the room was a very basic bed made out of an iron plate, four iron pipes, and minimal padding. At first glance, it seemed like an operating room.


      “Where are we?” Shizuku asked.


      “My laboratory. It also doubles as my bedroom here.” Kiriko walked over to a table in the corner holding a coffee machine. “Sit down wherever. Would you like some coffee?”


      “No thank you. I didn’t come here to make small talk.”


      “You mentioned you had a request of me.”


      Shizuku nodded and took a step toward Kiriko.


      “Please...teach me your water-based healing techniques!”


      “I figured that might be it...” Kiriko said, taking a sip of her coffee. “The only thing we have in common is that we’re both water users.”


      “Of course, I wouldn’t be so shameless as to ask you to teach me for free. I’ll do anything you ask of me, including be a test subject for any treatments you might still be working on!”


      “Oho, I see you’ve come resolved. Then I suppose I’ll take you up on that offer and have you be my test subject for the newest therapy I’m working on. It involves draining all of a person’s lymph fluids so that I can see which areas are affected by cancerous growths, then surgically removing them before putting the lymph fluid back into the host’s body.”


      “That’s fine with me,” Shizuku replied instantly. She was dead serious about participating in any experiment, no matter how insane.


      As a knight, she knew how big a favor it was to ask a fellow knight to teach her their secrets. It was one thing to study under Blazers who were actively looking for disciples to teach, and another entirely to ask for guidance from a peer and rival. Since she was asking anyway, Shizuku knew she’d have to give up a lot in return.


      Seeing her resolve, Kiriko snickered.


      “Ha ha ha, I was just kidding. I’ve already learned after my time with Moroboshi-kun to do all of my experiments on myself. So sorry, but I don’t need any lab rats. In fact, there’s nothing I really want from you, Shizuku-san.” She narrowed her gaze, and her tone turned serious. “I won’t ask for anything in return. I’m willing to teach you my techniques for free.”


      “Wha— T-Truly?!”


      Shizuku’s jaw dropped open.


      “Is it really that surprising?”


      “M-Most knights hate teaching anyone else their techniques.”


      “I don’t really consider myself a knight,” Kiriko replied bluntly. Medical knowledge was something that deserved to be shared, and from her perspective, only good things could come from teaching more people how to heal better. “You’ve got potential too, so I’ll gladly teach you.”


      That was more than Shizuku could have ever hoped for. She bowed her head low and said, “Th-Thank you very much!”


      “However,” Kiriko began, narrowing her eyes. She placed her coffee mug onto the table and said, “It’s not exactly repayment, but I do have one condition for teaching you.”


      “What is it?”


      “There’s a specific treatment I want you to undergo. That’s actually why I was thinking of reaching out to you in the first place.”


      Kiriko stepped forward and ever so lightly poked Shizuku in the solar plexus.


      “Ngh?!”


      A jolt of lightning ran through Shizuku’s body, stunning her from the top of her head to the tips of her toes.


      “Aaaaaaagh!”


      A second later, pain shot through her stomach, quickly spreading to every inch of her body. It was so intense that a garbled scream was all that could escape her mouth. Unable to stay standing, she slumped to her knees.


      “What...did you do...to me?!”


      Shizuku glared up at Kiriko in confusion.


      “Nothing much,” Kiriko replied in a casual voice. “I just poked you. And yet you’re in tremendous pain. That’s because there’s a distortion in your body.”


      “A dis...tortion?”


      “‘Crack’ might be a better word for it. You possess a Noble Art that allows you to turn your body into water vapor and then reform it, don’t you? A skill that allows you to revive yourself from beyond the boundary of death. Successfully using a skill like that requires absurdly precise mana control and a deep understanding of the human body. Unfortunately, you’re lacking in both respects. That’s why when you revived yourself, your restored body was defective. I simply poked you in one of those defective locations. You probably didn’t notice anything until I did that, but if you let this go untreated, your body will eventually begin falling apart. No, not eventually. Very soon.”


      “Ngh...”


      “If you want to learn my techniques, you have to start by letting me treat you. I won’t budge on that. Though of course, even if you weren’t interested in learning from me, I’d never let a patient walk out of my doors without curing them first.”


      Kiriko pulled a small device out of her lab coat pocket and pressed a button on it. A wall rose up from the ground, blocking off the elevator. Shizuku could tell she was dead serious about this. If she tried to tell Kiriko she didn’t need healing, the doctor would restrain her by force. Naturally, though, Shizuku had no reason to refuse treatment now that she knew something was wrong.


      “Understood... I’ll be in your care, then.”


      “I like obedient patients. Take off everything but your underwear and lie face up on that operating table.”


      Shizuku dutifully took off her clothes and lay down. Kiriko turned on the surgical lamp above the table, and Shizuku squinted as the bright light assailed her eyes.


      “Incidentally, how long will this operation take?” she asked.


      “About half a day. Don’t worry, though. I’ll be anesthetizing you, so from your perspective, it’ll only take an instant.”


      In a firm voice, Shizuku replied, “I appreciate your consideration, but I’d prefer not to be anesthetized if possible.”


      “Huh?”


      Kiriko’s jaw dropped open. She was normally calm and composed, but even her vast intellect couldn’t have predicted that response. There was no reason for a patient to refuse anesthesia. None of her other patients ever had. But of course, Shizuku had her reasons.


      “I have the opportunity to experience treatment from Japan’s greatest doctor firsthand. It would be a waste not to use this as a learning opportunity.”


      “Now look here,” Kiriko said, frowning. “Remember how much it hurt when I poked you? I’m about to stick a lot more than a finger in there and rearrange your innards. Your stomach isn’t the only place I need to fix either. This isn’t the kind of pain you’ll be able to withstand. And I can’t have you thrashing around while I’m working, so I’m afraid you’ll have to go under.”


      In the same way that no surgeon would perform abdominal surgery without first sedating their patient, Kiriko could hardly operate on Shizuku if the girl was conscious.


      “I can handle it,” Shizuku said doggedly. “What I can’t handle is...being powerless when someone important to me is on the verge of death!”


      Kiriko knew what incident Shizuku was referring to. Even though Shizuku had dedicated her life to being there for Ikki, when he’d needed her most, she’d just sat there crying outside the operating room. Luckily, Kiriko had been able to return in time to save his life, but if she hadn’t, Ikki would have died. A world without Ikki wasn’t a world worth living in. Shizuku had to make sure such a world never came to be. And the only way to do that was to grow stronger.


      “I have to...get stronger! Strong enough to heal any wound! Strong enough to save Onii-sama from any predicament! I don’t have time to waste!”


      As the only person with healing powers among their circle of friends, this was something only she could do. It was her duty, and she wouldn’t shirk from it. Seeing the determination in her eyes, Kiriko was reminded of when Moroboshi had first come to her.


      “Haaah... Why are you knights all like this? No one ever listens to the doctor’s advice.” She let out a long sigh. “But I suppose part of what makes life so beautiful is that everyone is free to use theirs how they please.”


      She took out a series of belts meant for restraining patients and started tying Shizuku up. While she was willing to forgo the anesthesia, she still couldn’t have Shizuku squirming and getting in the way.


      “Thank you, Sensei.”


      “Don’t thank me. You’ll be regretting your choice in a few minutes. Here, bite down on this.” Kiriko gave Shizuku a mouth gag so she wouldn’t bite her tongue. Finally, she looked the girl in the eyes and said, “If it looks like you really can’t handle it, I will just sedate you, so if you don’t want that to happen, you better hold on to your wits.”


      Her right hand began to glow sky blue as she gathered mana around it. Then, she plunged her fingers into Shizuku’s abdomen, right where she’d poked her earlier.
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      Chapter 3: The Vermillion Kingdom


      A few days after Alisuin and Shizuku had left for their respective destinations, Ikki and Stella began their long journey to the Vermillion Kingdom. They took a train to the airport, checked their bags, went through security, and were led to a charter plane that had been reserved for them. Ikki was already a little put off when the entire plane staff came out and bowed to them before rolling out a red carpet leading to the stairs up to the plane, but that was nothing compared to the shock of seeing the plane’s interior. It was outfitted with a bar, a salon, a theater room, and a bedroom with two king beds in it. The bathroom was a big, fully furnished space as well, not the tiny cubicle Ikki had expected. It was hard to imagine all of it fit into a plane.


      Apparently, Stella hadn’t ridden in such a fancy plane before either, as she was just as surprised as him. She giddily explored the various rooms, pointing out every new find to Ikki. It seemed that Tsukikage had chartered the plane for the two of them as an apology for not stopping the Black Knight from attacking them. Of course, knowing how crafty he was, Ikki suspected he was giving the two of them this luxurious, romantic flight because he knew that if they got married, Japan’s ties to the Vermillion Kingdom would be strengthened. Fortunately, neither of them had any obligation to care about his goals. Stella was more than happy to avail herself of the amenities, and she spent the flight watching movies, relaxing in the jacuzzi, and even getting an aroma massage.


      Ikki, however, was in no mood to have fun. The movie he watched with Stella didn’t stick with him at all, and the fancy, traditional Kyoto-style kaiseki dinner they were served tasted like nothing to him. Right now, his mind was focused on one thing and one thing only: how he’d handle the meeting with Stella’s parents the next day. He’d spent hours agonizing over potential first greetings, as well as what questions he might be asked and how he should answer. From what Stella had told him, her mother respected her choice and would probably be accepting of him, but her father, the king of Vermillion, would be quite difficult to win over.


      What the hell can I even say?


      Ikki cradled his head in his hands as he slumped into the salon’s sofa. He had no experience with this kind of thing, so he didn’t even know what would be good to say or not.


      I guess if nothing else, the lines I came up with while I was locked away in the Federation building cell probably won’t work.


      He was referring to his initial plan of being as manly as possible and just getting on his knees and begging Stella’s dad to let him marry her. His own dad had walked in on him practicing that, and he’d said flat out that he’d never give Shizuku away. In his mind, getting on his knees was a sign of sincerity, but it clearly hadn’t worked.


      I guess that kind of display just doesn’t get conveyed well? That, and I guess I have to work my way up to it?


      If the other party wasn’t interested in hearing just how sincere Ikki was, simply throwing his feelings at him would be nothing but a nuisance. The last thing Ikki wanted was to rub his future father-in-law the wrong way.


      First things first, I need to get to a point where they’re actually interested in hearing just how serious I am about their daughter.


      Only then could he say he’d reached the start line. The problem was, how was he going to get there?


      “Hoo.” Just then, Stella blew a soft breath into Ikki’s ear.


      “Awaaagh?!” He scrambled away in surprise, then calmed down when he saw it was just Stella. “S-Stella?! Wh-What did you do that for?!”


      Pouting, Stella poked him and said, “It’s your fault for ignoring me! Every time I say something, you just give me a ‘Hmm’ or a ‘Yeah.’ Why are you so spaced out?!”
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      Ikki looked at her apologetically. He honestly didn’t even realize she’d been talking to him, and it seemed he’d unconsciously been brushing her off.


      “S-Sorry... I was lost in thought.”


      “Are you nervous about meeting my parents?”


      Stella sat down next to him, and he nodded.


      “Y-Yeah. When I think about how I’ll finally be meeting them once I get off this plane, I...”


      “Well, I can’t blame you for being nervous. It’ll be your first time meeting your girlfriend’s parents and all. When I first met your dad, I was a wreck too. Just thinking back to what I said makes me embarrassed...”


      “Ha ha, I guess it was pretty rough for you too, huh?”


      Stella hadn’t even had the benefit of knowing the meeting was coming ahead of time. She’d just happened to visit Ikki’s infirmary room at the same time as his dad. He smiled as he thought back to how awkward she’d been at the time.


      “You did your best back then, and now it’s my turn,” he continued. “I get that, but I still don’t even know what I should say.”


      “As long as you don’t get on your knees and beg, I think it’ll work out.”


      “I had a feeling that would be a bad choice.”


      The problem was that Ikki couldn’t think of any other potential choices. He didn’t know enough about Stella’s parents, and he was sorely lacking in experience in this department. But then he realized, even if he couldn’t cover for his lack of experience, he could at least glean some more information. For starters, he could try finding out what kinds of things her dad liked.


      “Hey, Stella. Is there anything your dad really likes?”


      “Like, in general?”


      “Yeah. I figure going straight into talking about marriage is... Well, the thought terrifies me, so I don’t want to do it. But maybe I could discuss one of his hobbies with him first to get to know him a little better or something.”


      Stella lapsed into thought for a few seconds before finally saying, “Hmm... I guess his favorite thing would be me?”


      “Okay, yeah, that’s not gonna work...”


      Ikki hung his head in despair.


      “Don’t think so hard about it,” Stella said, wanting to cheer him up. “Mom and Big Sis aren’t even against our relationship to begin with, and my dad’s just a whiny baby who can’t let his children go. Also, his feet stink and his beard’s scratchy.”


      I see Stella’s got a lot of beef with her dad.


      “But he does care about me a lot, and he’s not stupid. I’m sure he’ll come to see why I love you so much. All you need to do is talk things out with him. After all, there’s no one for me except you, Ikki. I’ll do my best to help persuade him too, so let’s work through this together.”


      She then gently patted her thighs, inviting Ikki to rest his head on them. He appreciated that she was trying to cheer him up as best she could.


      “Thank you.”


      He stretched out his legs and laid his head on Stella’s plump thighs. They were exceedingly comfortable, and he closed his eyes, relaxing for the first time in hours. She gently patted his head and played with his bangs, smiling contentedly. It was a smile she only ever showed him.


      When Ikki opened his eyes, he could see the love overflowing from her gaze. It made him feel truly blessed to know all of that love was for him. He couldn’t bear to live without her love now. A future without Stella by his side was one he couldn’t accept. In the same way that Ikki was the only one for her, she was the only one for him. That meant he had no choice but to win her parents over.


      But it won’t be easy to get through to her dad...


      Stella might have said it would be all right, but Ikki knew it wouldn’t go so smoothly. The biggest problem was the huge gap in social status between them. She was the second princess of a whole country, while he was the exiled son of a moderately famous family in Japan. There was the ability gap to consider as well. She was a Rank A Blazer with the largest mana pool in the world, and though his mana pool had grown after his Brute Soul awakening, it was still in the realm of a Rank F Blazer. From an outsider’s perspective, he didn’t match up to Stella at all.


      Of course, Stella didn’t care about social status or the rankings imposed on people by the Mage-Knight Federation, but she was in the minority there. Her father would almost certainly expect more from Ikki precisely because he cared so much about her. And unfortunately, he had nothing more to give. That fact weighed heavily on him.


      How will I ever live up to her father’s expectations? Will I be able to show him I’m worth entrusting one of his greatest treasures to?


      Because of how important the looming meeting was, Ikki couldn’t completely wipe away his worries. But no matter how much he worried, the plane still sped toward Vermillion at close to the speed of sound. At the time, he was unaware that the trials that awaited him in Stella’s homeland were far greater than he could have ever anticipated.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Right around when Ikki and Stella were finishing up their late breakfast the next morning, the plane crossed into Vermillion airspace.


      “Ikki, look! That’s Vermillion, my homeland!”


      Stella excitedly pointed out the window, and Ikki looked down at the land of the proud Vermillion Kingdom. Green fields spread out as far as the eye could see, occasionally broken up by streams and rivers. From this height, the windmills and villages that dotted the landscape looked smaller than his finger, and they were surprisingly few and far between. It was a very different sight from Japan, with its numerous mountains and large urban centers.


      As he looked down at the idyllic pastoral fields of Vermillion, Ikki thought back to what he’d learned about the country. The Vermillion Kingdom was a small European nation that bordered the North Sea. It was one of the few remaining monarchies in the world. Originally, it had been a part of the Cradleland Kingdom, but it had won its independence a few hundred years ago. A majority of its population were herders, and its main exports were flowers and livestock. It also had a burgeoning tourism economy, as it boasted a lot of natural beauty. There were a few natural gas deposits around the country as well, so it was a net exporter of fuel.


      For the most part, it was a very stereotypical European nation. However, it did have one distinctive feature that set it apart. Namely, just how loyal the populace was to the royal family. There was a famous story that highlighted the zealous loyalty of Vermillion’s citizens. During World War II, the rise of Nazi Germany had embroiled all of Europe in the flames of war. Vermillion had been invaded as well, and the royal capital, Flarewerk, had fallen to German forces. At that point, Vermillion had been reduced to a vassal state of the short-lived Nazi regime.


      After conquering Vermillion, the Nazis had attempted to wipe out the Vermillion royal line, but the citizens had banded together to protect their rulers. No matter how many civilians were tortured, no matter how many harsh penalties were levied against them, they had refused to give up Vermillion’s royalty. Eventually, the Nazis had been beaten back, and the Second World War had finally come to an end. While the rest of the world had started trending toward democracy, the people of Vermillion had gladly restored their royalty to the throne, more than willing to return to living under a monarchy.


      The details surrounding the founding of the Vermillion Kingdom had a lot to do with why its people were so loyal to their rulers. Back when Vermillion was still a part of Cradleland, the king had required every influential noble to send some of their family members over to the capital to be used as hostages in case any of them tried to revolt. At the same time, his oppressive policies had kept the common people living in poverty. The reigning Duke Vermillion of the time, sympathetic to their cause, had spearheaded a revolt to try to save his people. Naturally, the king of Cradleland had threatened the duke, saying that if he didn’t end his rebellion, his family would be executed. But the duke hadn’t backed down. Despite having been sent a new body part belonging to one of his loved ones every week, he’d persisted in his rebellion, all for the sake of his people. It had cost him the lives of his entire family, but ultimately, he’d been able to win their independence.


      Duke Vermillion’s unwavering devotion to his citizens was the reason they had immediately accepted him as their new king, and why their loyalty to the Vermillion line was unwavering. Of course, the story had been embellished over the years, but it was still grounded in fact. Moreover, it was an undeniable fact that the rulers of Vermillion had striven to serve their people for generations, so their citizens’ loyalty was by no means unfounded. In fact, whenever Stella told Ikki stories about Vermillion while they were hanging out, she’d always mention the country’s motto: “We are all one people, and one family.” It was clear that Vermillion royalty didn’t see themselves as above the citizens. They genuinely loved the people, and the people loved them back, hence Vermillion was able to thrive as a monarchy.


      Ikki always enjoyed hearing those stories. They helped him understand the foundation of Stella’s ideals, as well as why she cared so deeply about national defense and protecting her people. But while he intellectually understood that the bond between royalty and citizenry was a lot stronger in Vermillion than it was elsewhere, he was about to experience firsthand just how powerful that bond was in practice.


      “Whoooooooooo!”


      The moment Ikki and Stella stepped off the plane, a crowd of hundreds of thousands of people cheered Stella’s return. The sound shocked Ikki stiff, and he stared out over the tarmac.


      “Welcome home, Lady Stella!”


      “I hope you learned a lot in Japan!”


      “Squee! Stella! You looked so cool during your matches!”


      The group was so large that it filled the entire airstrip. Ikki couldn’t even see where the sea of people ended.


      “I’m home, everyone!” Stella shouted, waving casually to her people. That got everyone even more excited, and they cheered so loudly that the earth shook. It seemed their excitement wasn’t just focused on Stella either.


      “Ah, that’s the boy who was on TV!”


      “He’s the one who beat Princess Stella!”


      “Apparently, he’s Stella’s fiancé!”


      “Wow, he’s pretty hot.”


      “He looks surprisingly kind. I didn’t get that impression at all when he was fighting.”


      “He actually came to pay his respects to Vermillion like he promised he would!”


      “Welcome to the Vermillion Kingdom!”


      “Welcome!”


      The pressure of being welcomed by hundreds of thousands of people at once was far greater than anything Ikki had experienced during the Seven Stars Battle Festival. Unsure of what to do, he decided to copy Stella and waved at everyone.


      “Whoooooooooo!”


      Everyone cheered and clapped in response.


      H-Holy crap, this...is really embarrassing...


      Though he’d been born to a prestigious family, he’d always been treated as an eyesore, so he wasn’t used to this much attention. Whenever strangers praised him, he couldn’t help but feel like he was unworthy of their respect.


      “Stella-sama, Kurogane-sama, there’s a car waiting for you below. Watch your step as you descend the stairs,” one of the flight attendants said, bowing to the pair.


      “Thank you. We had a very pleasant flight over,” Stella said, and the two of them walked down the staircase. Like when they’d departed Japan, there was a red carpet waiting for them, leading all the way to a luxury car that had clearly been prepared for them.


      Ikki was dying to get out of the spotlight, so he was glad to see that the windows were tinted. But before they even reached the bottom of the stairs, the passenger-side door opened, and a short woman with long, wavy, peach-blonde hair stepped out.


      “Welcome home, Stella,” she said with a gentle smile, looking up at Stella.
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      “You came to get us?!”


      Stella leaped down the last few steps and grabbed both of the woman’s hands.


      “Of course!” the woman replied, squeezing Stella’s hands back. “I haven’t seen you in months!”


      “Thank you! I missed you too!”


      While the woman’s hair was nothing like Stella’s, their smiles were identical. The woman looked quite young too, so Ikki assumed she had to be Stella’s older sister, the crown princess. He just stood awkwardly at the bottom of the stairs, unsure of what to do. Sensing his hesitation, Stella turned back to him and waved him forward.


      “Ah, sorry, let me introduce you, Ikki! This is my mom!”


      “Wait, what?!”


      Maybe she just looks so young because she has the same weird genes that Saikyou-sensei does? It took a surprising amount of self-control to not say that aloud.


      “You must be Kurogane Ikki. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I am Stella Vermillion’s mother, Astrea Vermillion.”


      She curtsied to Ikki, and Ikki hurriedly bowed back, mentally kicking himself for not having bowed first.


      “Th-The pleasure is all mine! I’m Kurogane Ikki! Thank you so very much for inviting me to your wonderful country! I look forward to spending a fulfilling summer break here!”


      “Hee hee hee. You seemed like such a ferocious fighter on TV. I’m glad to see you’re a polite young man as well. I’m fond of people who know their manners.”


      “Oh, did you watch the tournament broadcast too, Mom?”


      “Of course, dear. I would never miss my daughter’s big fight. To be perfectly honest, I was shocked you lost. Your boyfriend’s a very strong knight.”


      “Oh, um...it was a really close match. I’m not as strong as you think.”


      “Regardless of whether it’s a close victory or an overwhelming one, a win is a win.” As she said that, Astrea grabbed Ikki’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. In a truly grateful voice, she added, “Ikki, thank you so very much. It’s because you became Stella’s rival that she’s managed to grow this much. And that match was the first time I’ve ever seen her have so much fun while fighting. There was no one in Vermillion or even the neighboring Cradleland who could keep up with Stella’s strength. I was worried about sending my daughter abroad alone, but seeing as she’s found such a wonderful lover and rival, it’s clear that letting her go to Japan was the right choice.”


      Ikki could tell from both her expression and her tone that Astrea meant every word she’d said. It seemed Stella hadn’t been exaggerating when she’d told Ikki that her mother supported her wholeheartedly.


      Relieved, Ikki smiled back and said, “I’m just as thankful that Stella’s my rival. If I hadn’t met her, if I hadn’t fallen in love with her, I don’t think I would have been able to fight that well.”


      “Hee hee, I suppose that means for both of you, the price was just right.”


      For someone who looks so young, she sure references old shows...


      “Hey, Mom, if you were watching the broadcast, does that mean Dad was too?”


      “Of course. Luna was watching it too, we were all cheering you on as a family!”


      “That’s great! That means Dad knows just how strong Ikki is too! Lucky you, Ikki. Now your Blazer rank won’t be an issue with him after all.”


      “About that...” Astrea began, looking away awkwardly. “That might still be a bit of a problem...”


      “What? Why?”


      “Because your father didn’t watch all the way to the end of the match.”


      “Wh-Why not?! Was there an emergency he had to handle halfway through?”


      “No, it’s not that. Remember how Ikki sliced open your stomach at one point? He fainted after seeing that and didn’t wake up for three days. And when he finally did wake up, he started raving about how he’d mobilize the military and declare war on Japan. It took a lot of effort for Dandalion and me to calm him down.”


      Ikki turned pale, his smile vanishing.


      “Oh, come on, it was just a little cut,” Stella said, pouting. It had been far more than a little cut, though, and if she hadn’t had her draconic regenerative powers, it might have decided the match then and there. Ikki could totally see someone fainting after seeing their beloved daughter get nearly disemboweled like that.


      “Oh, that reminds me. Your father wants to have a family meeting before he meets Ikki.”


      “He does? What for?”


      “He said he wants to hear about Ikki directly from you, and that he won’t be able to act rationally if he meets him without getting an idea of who he is first. What do you say? This will be to your benefit too, Ikki. Do you mind waiting a while in the foyer for us?”


      “Not at all!” Ikki replied immediately. He didn’t want to die here, so anything that improved Stella’s dad’s mood was a plus in his book.


      “Sorry, Ikki. Dad’s always been like this.”


      “It’s fine, don’t worry about it. If anything, it’ll be easier for me, too, if you tell him some things about me before we meet.”


      “Got it! I’ll talk you up like never before!”


      “J-Just don’t raise his expectations too high, all right?”


      With that settled, Astrea opened the rear door and ushered the two of them into the back seats. The audience had kept quiet while Stella and Astrea talked, but now that the conversation was over, a well-built, middle-aged woman stepped forward.


      “I couldn’t help but overhear your earlier conversation,” she said. “If Stella’s fiancé is free for a bit, why don’t we show him around the capital? We’d all like to show him the country that she’s fighting so hard to protect. We’ve actually planned out a whole tour, since we figured he might want to explore at some point. Of course, if you’d rather not, I won’t force you, but...”


      The other people in the crowd voiced their approval for the woman’s suggestion, and it sounded like a good idea to Stella too.


      “That’s a great idea, Yana! You should let her show you around, Ikki!”


      Seeing as Stella knew her by name, Ikki figured Yana was someone she was close to. That meant he could probably trust her as well.


      “Sure. I’ll gladly take you up on that offer.”


      It beat waiting around at the castle for sure, and Ikki was certainly curious about the city Stella had grown up in.


      “In that case, Stella can call you once the family meeting is over, and we’ll meet back up then. Enjoy your tour, Ikki!” Astrea said.


      “Take good care of Ikki, all right, guys?” Stella said to the crowd.


      “All right!” the crowd shouted in unison.


      Stella and Astrea drove off, and once the car was out of sight, Ikki turned to Yana.


      “Your name is Yana-san, right? Thank you very much for offering to show me around. I would have felt weird waiting in an unfamiliar castle all by myself, so the tour is much appreciated.”


      “Oh, no. No need to thank me. In fact, I don’t want to hear thanks from you,” Yana replied with a grin. Her voice was suddenly as cold as ice.


      “Huh?”


      He looked around and saw that the people in the crowd were pulling out hoes, shovels, sticks of lumber, shears, and other makeshift weapons.


      What?


      He couldn’t even begin to parse what was going on.


      “All right, Mr. Fiancé, it’s time we took you on your tour. I hope you’re looking forward to seeing the bottom of the ocean!”


      “Whoooa?!”


      Yana swung a studded metal bat at Ikki’s head, and his reflexes kicked in as he leaped out of the way. The bat slammed into the tarmac with a resounding crash, making it clear that the swing had been a serious attempt on his life.


      Wh-What the heck?!


      For some reason, it seemed everyone here genuinely wanted him dead.


      “H-Hold on a second! What’s going on here?!” he asked in a panicked voice.


      “This is all your fault, you man-whore!”


      “You’ve got some nerve, pretending to be our angel’s boyfriend! We’ve heard the news, you know! Even a backwater country like this has internet!”


      “You’re a notorious womanizer that everyone in Japan hates!”


      “You probably tricked Stella since all she knows is how to fight! I heard you even made her into your slave!”


      “How dare you defile our beloved princess!”


      “You’re not leaving Vermillion alive, you bastard!”


      The citizens rushed at Ikki from all directions, brandishing their weapons. At least now, though, he understood what was going on.


      P-People still believe those bogus news articles here?!


      All of those articles were full of false information that Akaza had published to try to defame Ikki. He was the one who’d claimed that Ikki was a dirty womanizer who’d tricked Stella, and that he secretly had a harem of girls. In Japan, no one really believed that anymore, mostly thanks to the efforts of his friends and his own outstanding character speaking for itself. But it was clear that the misunderstanding still persisted here, half a world away.


      Considering that none of these people had met Ikki in person, it was understandable that they wouldn’t doubt the news. The mass media loved sensations and scandals, but they never published apologies when it turned out their articles were mistaken. They never wanted to be the ones at fault, after all. As a result, fake news and slander spread all over the internet, but the truth was often buried. Ikki would have to resolve the misunderstanding through his own power.


      But they’re completely overtaken by bloodlust right now! They won’t listen to anything I have to say!


      First things first, Ikki needed to escape. He crouched low and searched for a way out.


      Sensing that he was trying to run, Yana turned to her comrades and shouted, “Don’t let him get away!”


      “Raaaaah!”


      The crowd bellowed in response and started huddling together to close the gaps. But then, Ikki suddenly vanished from sight.


      “What the?!”


      Everyone looked around in confusion, trying to see where he’d gone. They’d all been staring right at him, and yet they’d lost sight of him. It was understandably confusing.


      “Eeeek!”


      “Whoa! Wh-What’s he doing here?!”


      Upon hearing new screams, the group turned around. They looked on in awe as Ikki zipped his way through the smallest possible gaps in the crowd, slinking so low that he was practically slithering across the ground like a snake. He hadn’t disappeared; he’d just used Twin Wings’s special acceleration technique to make it appear that way to everyone attacking him.


      Obviously, a regular person with no martial arts training wouldn’t be able to follow his movements. Besides, with how packed the crowd was, even if he weren’t using slippery movement techniques, most people would have a hard time keeping an eye on him. They had numbers, but that was all, and no amount of untrained civilians would be able to stop him.


      While the attackers milled around in a panic, Ikki deftly weaved his way through the crowd and got into one of the cars parked at the edge of the tarmac. Luckily, the key was still in the ignition, so he was able to drive off.


      “I-I don’t believe it. What’s with that guy?”


      “How’s he able to run so fast through such a big crowd?”


      Yana clicked her tongue and said, “Don’t forget, he’s the guy who beat Stella in a duel! But don’t worry! We knew he wouldn’t be easy to take down!” She pulled out an old flip phone and punched in a number. “Signard! The target’s stolen a car and is headed into the city! I saw its plates! Keep an eye out for...”


      Since everyone in the capital had come to the airport to greet Stella, Ikki was able to zoom through the deserted city streets without issue. He was heading toward the large castle that sat on the other end of Flarewerk. Right now, nothing he said would reach the people’s ears. His only hope was to get Stella to clear up the misunderstanding herself. But as he drove, he spotted multiple objects approaching in the distance.


      “Hmm?”


      As they drew closer, he realized that it was a fleet of tanks that filled up every lane of the highway. They were completely ignoring all traffic laws, and they had their guns pointed directly at his car.


      “Seriously?”


      There was a deafening bang as the tanks fired on him.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Oh, I wonder what that’s all about,” Astrea muttered, cocking her head when she heard explosions in the distance. Naturally, she had no way of knowing it was a fleet of tanks trying to eradicate Ikki.


      “Yana mentioned that she’d prepared a special tour. Maybe they’re putting on a fireworks show for Ikki or something?”


      “Hee hee hee, we’ll have to thank everyone for their kind hospitality later.”


      Stella, too, had no way of knowing that Ikki’s life was currently in danger.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Meanwhile, Kurogane Ikki was using the full extent of his abilities just to survive. He summoned Intetsu right as the tanks fired, cut open the roof of his stolen car, and leaped out of it. Using the square of metal he’d cut out as a shield, he protected himself from the shock wave while allowing it to quickly propel him backward. He landed safely on the roof of a nearby building and started leaping from rooftop to rooftop.


      “Th-That could have killed me!” he shouted.


      “If you die, you die. Anyone who can’t handle this doesn’t deserve Lady Stella in the first place. That’s what we, the citizens of Vermillion, have decided,” a person stationed on the rooftops said.


      Having expected Ikki to escape this way, a net of soldiers in crimson uniforms had been preemptively set up to trap him. He was surrounded, with guns pointed at him from every direction. One of the soldiers, a young woman with glasses and numerous medals pinned to her uniform, glared sharply at him.


      “My name is Signard Ilhorn,” she declared. “I am a Vermillion Army general. Ikki Kurogane, you’re surrounded by our crack troops.”


      “Is this really something worth mobilizing the army over?” He’d heard how loyal the citizens were to their monarchs, but he hadn’t expected this. However, these were problems his own family had caused, so it was his job to solve them. “Look, I’ll stop running around if you just listen to me for a second. This is all a misunderstanding.”


      “How so?”


      Fortunately, it seemed Signard was a rational officer, as she was more willing to talk than the citizens at the airport had been. Taking that as a good sign, Ikki tried to explain himself.


      “Back during the scandal before the Seven Stars Battle Festival, there were a lot of news articles written about me, but most of them were lies. My family doesn’t like me, so they made up a bunch of stuff to slander me!”


      “Oh? So it’s a lie that you’re a delinquent who barges your way into other people’s homes and inflicts violence upon them?”


      “Of course it— Wait, hmm...”


      Ikki trailed off as he realized that back in middle school, he had run around to various dojos and challenged their leaders to duels. Does that count as barging my way into people’s homes and inflicting violence on them?


      “It’s a lie that you barged into Lady Stella’s room while she was changing, and then tried to strip yourself because you’re a pervert?”


      “W-Well, that has some extenuating—”


      “It’s a lie that when you first dueled Lady Stella, you made her agree to the heinous terms that the loser must serve the winner for the rest of their life? And that you made her into your slave after beating her?!”


      “...”


      Wh-What now?! All of that is technically kind of true!


      Ikki couldn’t help but be impressed by Akaza’s crafty manipulation of information. He hadn’t published any outright lies, which meant Ikki couldn’t flat-out deny the allegations. He’d taken advantage of Ikki’s serious nature to hamstring him.


      “Look, it’s more nuanced than that,” Ikki said with an awkward smile.


      “Nuanced, my ass.” Signard glared at him as if he were worse than scum, and he sensed that the soldiers were about to pull their triggers. But to his surprise, she held out a hand to stop them and said, “Well, I understand that there’s always a bias when it comes to news. And it’s certainly possible that misinformation got mixed in as this particular news made it halfway across the globe to us. It’s clear that Lady Stella herself is quite fond of you, and it’s obvious having watched your duel at the finals that you’re not just some scumbag. I understand that the rumors probably exaggerated your negative traits and downplayed your positive ones, but that’s not important right now.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “If you truly are Lady Stella’s boyfriend, then I’m sure you must know how much suffering she had to go through to learn how to control her powers.”


      “Yeah, I’ve heard...”


      Stella had told him the story before, of course. When she’d first awoken to her powers, she hadn’t been able to control her dragon’s flames, so she’d burned herself on numerous occasions. But even at a young age, she’d understood how valuable her powers were to a small, weak nation like Vermillion. Blazers were one of a nation’s greatest assets. So despite the protests of those close to her, she’d run herself ragged learning how to control her enormous strength, all for the sake of her people. And that had been back when she was just five years old.


      “I was truly moved by her sense of duty and obligation,” Ikki said.


      “It seems you are a kind man after all...” Signard chewed on that for a few seconds, then added, “But in the same way that Lady Stella cares deeply about all of us, we, too, wish to protect her in any way we can.”


      “Ah!”


      “Every single person here loves Lady Stella like she’s their own daughter or sister. Which is why none of us will allow you to marry her without our approval!” She glared at Ikki again, but this time, there was a deep respect in her eyes. “Ikki Kurogane! The people of Vermillion challenge you to a duel! If you wish to make Lady Stella yours, prove your worth as a knight and defeat us! Prove to all of us that you’re worthy of the kindest, noblest, and most beautiful woman in the world!”


      “That’s right! You gotta get past us first, or we’ll never let you marry her!” the soldiers shouted in unison with all the civilians that had somehow already managed to make their way to the streets below.


      At long last, Ikki realized just how crazy this whole country was.


      Everyone’s as overprotective as Stella’s dad!


      He’d been a fool to think he only had one hurdle to get past. But at the same time, he’d had no way to predict a hurdle like this. To him, royalty was a distant thing he saw maybe occasionally on TV. No matter how much Stella told him that Vermillion was all one big family, he could never have truly wrapped his head around what that meant until he’d experienced it firsthand. No regular Japanese person would care enough about their princes and princesses to try to judge their marriage partners for themselves.


      “I see. I suppose that’s fair,” Ikki said, accepting his fate.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Signard gasped in surprise as she watched a small smile appear on Ikki’s face.


      “Stella told me before that everyone in Vermillion is one big family. In that case, I suppose your anger is warranted. If I need all of your approval to marry Stella, then I have no reason to refuse this duel.”


      Ikki raised his gleaming black blade toward Signard and accepted the duel without hesitation.


      “Hmph. You talk a big game, but let’s see—”


      “However!” Before Signard could order her soldiers to fire, Ikki interrupted her. “I do have one condition of my own.”


      “And that is?”


      “To consider it my victory if I can shake all of you off and reach Stella in the castle.”


      “You want to make things easier for yourself?”


      Ikki shook his head.


      “No, defeating all of you would be easier. But the woman we both love wouldn’t want to see you get hurt.”


      Signard was at a loss for words. Mostly because his statement showed just how deeply he understood Stella. Anyone who refused his condition wasn’t worthy of saying they loved her.


      “Very well. If you think you can slip past us, let’s see you try!”


      With that, Signard finally swung her arm down, giving everyone the signal to fire. There was a series of bangs as hundreds of bullets shot toward Ikki from all directions. But he’d been prepared to deal with that since the moment he’d lifted Intetsu and accepted Signard’s duel. At a speed faster than anyone could follow, he’d cut a small hole in the roof where he’d been standing. A simple stamp of his foot was enough to make it crumble away completely, and he fell safely into the building below.


      “He ran into that building!”


      “Tch! Keep an eye on all the windows and doors! We can’t afford to lose him!”


      Signard immediately had everyone surround the building and watch all the exits, but that proved to be a grievous mistake. Ikki hadn’t actually fallen into the building. Instead, he’d grabbed the edge of the ceiling with his fingers as he fell, keeping himself hanging.


      “Up we go.”


      As soon as he sensed that everyone had left the nearby rooftops, he climbed back up and started running.


      “General Signard, up there!”


      By the time a soldier spotted him, he was already a few rooftops away. Signard ground her teeth in frustration.


      “B-Blast it all! He got us good! We’re giving chase, men! Don’t let him escape!”


      “Roger!”


      As they chased after Ikki, the soldiers kept on firing their rifles. But Ikki easily sidestepped the spray of bullets without even looking back. He was able to hear where the gunshots were coming from and calculate the angles of the bullets that way. That alone was insanely impressive, but so was the fact that he was able to sidestep effectively on such uneven terrain without losing speed. He made it seem like he was running across flat tarmac instead of leaping across rooftops of different heights and angles.


      Thanks to Signard’s words, Ikki was in top form. He knew they’d be coming at him seriously, because for them, this was a serious matter. And that meant he could match their sincerity and fight back just as seriously. He understood now that in the same way he loved Stella so much that he would never give her up no matter what, the people of Vermillion loved her just as strongly. It had been foolish to think they’d just step aside without a fight. After all, they were no different from him. It was impossible to come to an understanding through words alone. Everyone loved Stella, so the only way he could win her from them was to prove both that he was stronger and that his desire to have her was much greater.


      If nothing else, I know I love her more than anyone else! More than everyone here, and more than her dad too!


      All of Ikki’s nervousness was gone now. He knew what he had to do. For so long, he’d been worried Stella’s father or the people of Vermillion wouldn’t accept his feelings, but now he knew there was no way they would. However, that simply meant that he had to overcome them by force and make them accept his feelings. That was, after all, the way of life Kurogane Ikki had chosen, and it was that very way of life that had led Stella to fall in love with him. His eyes burning with determination, he dashed straight toward the castle.


      “Wh-What’s with that guy?! He’s not even turning back to look at us!”


      “How’s he able to run so fast on uneven terrain like that?!”


      “It’s no good, General! We can’t catch up to him!”


      “Tch!”


      There was no way regular soldiers would ever be able to catch up to Ikki when he was in top form. He sailed from rooftop to rooftop, and within less than a minute, he’d shaken off his pursuers. The soldiers still kept firing at him, but at this distance, he barely even had to move to dodge. They weren’t bad shots by any means, but given that he’d been able to dodge without looking back while at close range, it was impossible for them to hit him now that he was farther away. He had even memorized the speed of their bullets at this point, as well as their rate of fire, so he could tell when the next barrage would come. That let him be a bit looser with his dodges too, since he knew when he needed to leap out of the way each time.


      Signard clicked her tongue in frustration. She’d seen how fast he was while watching the tournament broadcasts, of course, but that had been on a flat, even ring. Furthermore, the things most people paid attention to were his exemplary swordplay and the dramatic power-up he got when he used Ittou Shura. But now, she was forced to accept that his true strength lay in the fundamentals that supported his swordsmanship. He had exceptional focus, physical strength, and reaction speed. He also possessed good spatial awareness, allowing him to fight effectively on every terrain and deal with any kind of surprise attacks. Ikki was constantly thinking and analyzing, choosing the optimal course of action every time the situation changed. His persistence and ability to use anything and everything available to him truly impressed her.


      He’s more suited to the battlefield than the tournament ring!


      There was no way an army comprised of non-Blazers would be able to touch him. Indeed, if he wanted, Ikki could easily double back and take Signard’s head without any trouble. Though he didn’t possess the kind of destructive power Stella did, his ability to break through enemy ranks and take out key targets with pinpoint precision was unmatched.


      We underestimated him. But it’s not over yet! He might have given us the slip, but he won’t be able to get past those girls!


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Hmm, that’s strange.


      As he ran across the rooftops, Ikki sensed something odd. He’d already shaken off the regular soldiers, but he knew the trial wasn’t over yet.


      I can tell there’s two people watching me.


      One of them was close enough that he should have been able to hear their breath. But they weren’t to his right, to his left, above him, in front of him, or behind him.


      “Then it’s gotta be below!”


      Just then, there was a splash of water, and a trident appeared from the bit of roof directly underneath him. He deftly parried the thrust with Intetsu, but that forced him to stop for a second.


      “Hah! Now’s your chance, Milly!” A brown-skinned girl appeared from within the roof and shouted to her partner while Ikki was stuck in place. “Guess you don’t need me to tell you that, though.”


      A second later, Ikki heard a gunshot, and his legs moved on instinct.


      There’s a sniper!


      “Hmph!”


      “Whoa?!”


      He kicked off of the girl’s trident, pushing her away and getting him into position.


      “Hiyaaah!”


      Next, he sliced the bullet heading toward him in half with Intetsu. The two halves of the bullet sailed harmlessly past him, and he crouched low, preparing for the next attack.


      “Aha ha ha!”


      “What?!”


      Much to his surprise, the two bullet halves turned around in midair and shot straight toward his feet. He leaped back to avoid them, his years of fighting battles at a disadvantage once again giving him the experience he needed to avoid ever thinking he was in the clear. The bullet halves slammed into the rooftop and came to a stop.


      “Dang, this guy’s hella fast. I didn’t think anyone’d be able to dodge that follow-up.”


      “Heh heh. He wouldn’t be worth fighting if he couldn’t handle at least this much.”


      The girl Ikki had kicked away flipped around in the air and landed on a red-tiled roof. There was another girl on that roof holding a small musket in one hand. It was obvious from the supernatural abilities they’d displayed that these were no normal people.


      “Blazers, huh?”


      “Nice to meet you, Stella’s boyfriend! I’m a first-year at Vermillion’s Mage-Knight academy, Thermite Gracie! You’ve got good reflexes!”


      “Oh, is it intro time now? Welp, guess I’ll join in. Sup? I’m also a first-year at Vermillion’s Mage-Knight academy, Millaria Reizi. Stella and I have been besties since we were kids.”
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      “Kurogane Ikki. Are you two also fighting on Stella’s behalf for this trial?”


      Thermite laughed and shook her head.


      “Oh, no. We’re fine with whoever Stella decides she wants to marry. We respect her autonomy and all that.”


      “We just want a piece of this!”


      Millaria took a piece of paper out of her pocket and showed it to Ikki. It was a picture of him, with a number and the words “DEAD OR ALIVE” written underneath.


      “There’s a bounty on my head now?!”


      “Yep. If we beat you, the army’ll give us a whopping one million yuris!”


      “I found this super cute bag last week, and I really need the money to buy it. Won’t you help a girl out and let us capture you?”


      It appeared the army had already started distributing wanted posters for Ikki all across the city. Incidentally, a million yuris was roughly equivalent to a hundred million yen. Ikki knew enough about foreign currencies to know that the price on his head was exorbitant. Signard and the others were pulling out all the stops. That also meant that there was someone backing them.


      At first, I thought Signard might have mobilized the military without authorization, but...


      In a monarchy like Vermillion, there was only one person with the authority to move that much public money at once. Stella’s father was involved in this little test. Ikki didn’t know if he was the one who’d come up with it or if he was just cooperating with others, but either way, this was happening with his blessing.


      He really wants me dead, huh? I guess I can’t blame him since I did hurt Stella pretty badly during our duel.


      Ikki smiled sadly to himself.


      “There he is! Get him, and a million yuris is ours!”


      “Damn! Those two problem children have already reached him!”


      “They only ever take work seriously when money’s involved!”


      “Hurry up, or they’ll steal our prize!”


      Other bounty hunters started climbing the nearby buildings, trying to be the first to get to Ikki.


      “Looks like the hyenas are here,” Thermite said, looking around.


      “Let’s get this done quick, then,” Millaria replied.


      “Stone Dive!” Thermite shouted, brandishing her trident-shaped Device, Triana. She dove into the stone roof beneath her like it were water and started swimming around. At the same time, Millaria got down on one knee and took aim at Ikki.


      “Calamity Bullet!”


      This time, she fired three bullets in a row out of her Device. Though it was shaped like a musket, it seemed she didn’t need to reload it at all. Ikki already knew she could freely control her bullets, so he didn’t bother trying to go for a close dodge this time and instead immediately started running. As he expected, the bullets curved to chase after him.


      That was the power of Millaria’s Device, Caspar. Any bullet she shot was fated to hit its target, and so chased after them until it did. It made her attacks quite troublesome to deal with. Even so, Ikki had already figured out how to circumvent her power. As he weaved through the bullets circling around him, he started leaping up to the top of the roof’s chimney.


      I’ll lead them into the wall and stop them that way!


      But he’d underestimated the duo’s coordination.


      “Hold up!” Thermite shouted, coming out of the side of the chimney with a splash, Triana shooting out toward Ikki’s chest. He managed to just barely twist out of the way, but he was forced to drop back down to the roof.


      If I get too close to those walls, Thermite-san’ll attack me!


      “I’m not done yet!”


      “Ngh!”


      As he landed back on the rooftop, Thermite came back out from below with another trident thrust. Ikki was forced to keep moving and was unable to get anywhere close to a wall to neutralize Millaria’s bullets with. The two of them were covering for each other’s weaknesses magnificently.


      “You guys have a good combination there!”


      “Course we do! There’s only three Rank C Blazers in Vermillion, and we’re two of ’em!”


      “You can praise us all you want, but we’re still gonna capture you!”


      Millaria released her control on the Calamity Bullets currently flying around Ikki, as they’d started to slow down from air resistance, and fired off another three bullets. Meanwhile, Thermite kept using Triana to force Ikki to jump away every time he landed somewhere. He had to focus purely on defense, which meant it was only a matter of time until he’d get caught, so he leaped to the edge of the roof, then off of it.


      Thermite and Millaria figured he was trying to lose Thermite by moving to a different building. Most people who had to deal with their combo attacks tried that exact strategy. The moment he jumped off the building, Millaria grinned.


      “Aha ha! I was waiting for that!”


      She stopped controlling her second set of Calamity Bullets and fired a third volley at Ikki. This was the exact situation she’d been hoping for, since it left him with no way to maneuver. Only a few Blazers had the ability to change their momentum in midair, and they knew he wasn’t one of them. As the three bullets sped toward him, he flipped around in the air, ready to cut the shots down with Intetsu.


      That won’t work!


      Millaria’s Calamity Bullets couldn’t be stopped by cutting them apart. She’d just control the individual pieces separately. And if Ikki tried to deflect them instead, she’d just use that extra force to speed them up and turn them back around at him. Millaria and Thermite were both confident they’d managed to trap him.


      “Haaah!”


      As the three bullets homed in on him from different directions, Ikki slashed in a circle around him, faster than the eye could see. When he did, the Calamity Bullets stopped in their tracks and fell harmlessly to the ground, pulled down by gravity. Meanwhile, Ikki landed safely on the next building over.


      “Huh?”


      Millaria looked over at him in confusion. She knew his Blazer power was body strengthening, so how had he managed to neutralize her Noble Art? Thermite, on the other hand, had more martial training, so she was able to figure it out pretty quickly. She shivered in awe as she stared at him from the safety of her stone sea.


      He completely matched the force of the bullets and killed their inertia!


      Having seen that Millaria needed to regularly fire new rounds, Ikki had figured out that she could only control the trajectory of her bullets, not their speed. Thus, he’d simply offset the kinetic energy propelling them as they’d approached him, rendering them powerless.


      Milly’s got Calamity Bullets, not Calamity Missiles, so there’s nothing she can do if their velocity is gone. Indeed, Calamity Bullet was useless against an enemy with such fine control over the force of their attacks. Guess that means I’ve gotta do it alone!


      Thermite swam over to the edge of the building and surfaced out of the wall.


      “Dolphin Crash!”


      She leaped out of the building and easily crossed the ten-meter gap separating her from the building Ikki was on. She aimed her trident down at his head as she fell toward him, and he reacted immediately. He held Intetsu up to block her thrust, having ample time to read the angle of her attack. But little did he know that he was playing right into her hands.


      He fell for it!


      Using her very first attack, which Ikki had blocked, Thermite had set up a trap just in case Calamity Bullet wasn’t enough to take him down. She’d purposely let him block his attack to make him think Triana was a physical object that could be blocked.


      It’s not just buildings this trident can dive into!


      It could pass through other Blazers’ Devices just as easily. This was the trump card she’d prepared in case their combination attack didn’t work. Triana passed through Intetsu with the whoosh of flowing water, headed straight for Ikki’s face.


      I’ve got you now!


      But of course, Ikki had read her trap too.


      “You were a bit too obvious about that.”


      The moment Triana touched Ikki’s forehead, it slid to the side and passed harmlessly by him. He’d used the ultimate Ayatsuji technique, Celestial Counter, to parry the thrust with his body. That left Thermite wide open for a counterattack.


      “Hah!”


      He swapped Intetsu to phantom form and sliced right through her.


      “Gah!”


      “Thrusting from that far away makes it clear you’ve got something up your sleeve. Considering that your power lets you dive into stone, it’s easy to imagine you can dive through other objects too, and if your surprise attack fails, it leaves you completely open. I wouldn’t recommend trying something like that again. It’s too risky.”


      If this had been a real battlefield, Ikki would have taken Thermite’s life with that slash, hence he was taking the opportunity to educate her. But she didn’t have much time to think about that. The slash had drained all of her energy, and she blacked out onto the roof. As she started rolling down it, Ikki turned to Millaria.


      “I’ll leave her to you!”


      Flashing her a smile, he turned and started running back to the castle.


      “Aaah! Ther!”


      Without a mana coating to protect them, Blazers were no sturdier than regular people. If Thermite hit the ground from that height, she’d be grievously wounded. Millaria immediately jumped over to the other roof and caught her as she fell. By the time she looked back up to see where Ikki had gone, he was well out of sight.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Around the time Ikki had defeated Thermite and Millaria, Stella and Astrea had reached the castle.


      “There’s really no place like home!” Stella said, taking a deep breath as she walked down the wide, marble-tiled hallway.


      The castle was cleaned thoroughly every day, but it still had a scent about it that Stella found nostalgic. But she could relax later. While she was sure Ikki was having a fun time exploring the capital, she didn’t want to keep him waiting too long.


      “So where’s Dad?” she asked.


      “He said to bring you to the dining hall, so I assume that’s where he’ll be.”


      Stella handed her luggage off to one of the servants and started walking to the dining hall with her mother. As she opened the massive double doors, a thickly bearded, middle-aged man ran straight toward her at light speed.


      “Stellaaaaa! I missed you so muuuuuch!”


      “Get off meee!”


      Naturally, Stella punched him in the face, sending him flying.


      Nursing his broken nose, the man struggled to his feet and said, “Why? I just wanted to give you a welcome home kiss...”


      “That’s exactly why!”


      The man she’d punched was none other than the king of Vermillion and her father, Sirius Vermillion.


      “I’m fifteen now, Dad! Do you really think I want welcome home kisses?! You’ve gotta stop!”


      “Heh. That doesn’t sound very convincing with how much you’re blushing.”


      “I’m not blushing, I’m mad! You have no tact at all!”


      Stella let out a long sigh. She hadn’t seen her dad in months, it really was a shame their reunion had to happen like this.


      “Dear?” Astrea said in a quiet, deadly voice.


      Uh-oh...


      Stella turned around to see Astrea walk up to Sirius, cup his cheeks with both hands, and look him dead in the eye.


      “Why are you trying to kiss your daughter when you already have a splendid wife right here?”


      There was a growing darkness in her eyes, and Sirius stared back at her in fear.


      “A-Are you okay, dear?” he asked timidly.


      “Are you cheating on me? Is that what’s happening here? Am I about to be cucked by my own daughter? Did you realize that you love her more than me after she left?”


      “Eek! N-No, that’s not it! You’re the only one I’ve ever loved for twelve thousand years!”


      “Oh, do you mean that?”


      She brought her face so close that their eyeballs were nearly touching and stared deep into his soul. Sirius didn’t dare to even blink. He knew what horrors awaited him if he averted his gaze for so much as a millisecond. After a minute of careful observation, Astrea finally released Sirius.


      “Good. Because I’ve loved you for a hundred million and two thousand years.” She smiled gently at him. “But the next time you try and make a move on Stella, I’m going to have to punish you.”


      “Y-Yes, ma’am.”


      “Jeez! This is all your fault, Dad! Every time you get weird, Mom gets weird too!”


      “Y-Yes, I also prefer Regular Mom to Weird Mom...” Sirius coughed and straightened out his clothes. “At any rate, welcome home, Stella.”


      A genuine smile appeared on his rugged face, and he hugged her normally.


      “Yeah. Glad to be back, Dad.”


      She hugged him back.


      See, if you’d just done that from the start, I wouldn’t have had to punch you.


      He was definitely overprotective, but that just showed how much he loved her.


      As they pulled apart, Stella asked, “By the way, Dad, where’s Luna?”


      Glancing around, she didn’t see her sister anywhere in the dining hall. Since this was meant to be a family meeting, she’d assumed everyone would be here.


      “Luna said she’s already made up her mind, so we can have the meeting without her. She’s holed up in her room right now... Doesn’t she understand how important family matters are?” Sirius said with a frown.


      “Don’t be too hard on her, dear. We are making her handle this year’s war preparations all on her own to prepare her for when she formally takes the throne. She’s been busy all month, and she has to visit Cradleland again tomorrow.”


      Stella nodded in understanding. The war her mother was talking about was an important diplomatic event that happened once every five years. It was a big deal, and if Lunaeyes Vermillion was handling it all on her own, she probably had little time to rest. Besides, Stella knew that her sister respected her decision, so she probably didn’t need to take part in this meeting anyway.


      “All right, then I guess we’ll start the meeting without her.”


      Taking a seat in one of the chairs, Stella gestured for her parents to do the same.


      “There’s no need to be in such a rush, is there? We haven’t seen each other in months. Wouldn’t you like to hear how things have been back home?” Sirius asked.


      “Later. I don’t want to keep Ikki waiting too long.”


      “You don’t need to worry about that. He won’t be able to make it here—” Sirius suddenly clapped a hand to his mouth, cutting himself off.


      “Dad?”


      “Nothing! Never mind! Y-You’re right, we shouldn’t keep him waiting too long, so let’s get this meeting started!”


      “Huh...”


      Stella gave her dad a quizzical look, but she was used to him acting weird all the time, so she didn’t spend long dwelling on it. Astrea, however, was more perceptive.


      “Dear? You aren’t up to no good again, are you? How many times will it take before you learn your lesson?”


      Sirius hurriedly shook his head.


      “D-Don’t be ridiculous! I’m the fair and just king of Vermillion! I would never do anything untoward! Wah ha ha ha ha!”
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      Cold sweat beaded on his forehead, for he was, in fact, up to no good. He’d spent a long time preparing for this day. Ever since he’d told Ikki to come meet him after the Seven Stars Battle Festival, he’d secretly been in contact with Signard and his former head maid, Yana, to ensure that the boy was dealt with. He’d even managed to squirrel away state funds from under Astrea’s and Lunaeyes’s noses to pay for the bounty he’d put on Ikki’s head.


      Right now, the entirety of the Vermillion Kingdom was working together to capture Kurogane Ikki. Sirius was confident that he would never make it to the castle.


      I’ve mobilized my strongest troops as well!


      It was possible that the civilians, the army, which was comprised of non-Blazers, and the people after the bounty wouldn’t be enough to stop Ikki. After all, he had defeated Stella, a Rank A Blazer, twice now. But there was a group of beasts so loyal to the royal family that they would gladly die for Stella, and they were waiting near the castle in case Ikki got that far. Sirius was confident they wouldn’t let him anywhere near Stella.


      I’m counting on you, Vermillion Royal Guard!


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      Just as Sirius was praying for his guards’ success, Ikki reached the bridge that led to the nobles’ district, which was right next to the castle. And it was none other than the Royal Guard that was blocking his path forward.


      “I’m impressed you made it this far, Ikki Kurogane! I see it was no fluke that you defeated Princess Stella! But I’m afraid your advance stops here! We’ve destroyed all the other bridges leading into the nobles’ district! If you want to reach the castle, you’ll have to make it through us! And we are the elite guards who’ve sworn to protect the Vermillion family from any and all threats, the Vermillion Royal Guard! Behold our undying loyalty to Princess Stella!”


      “L-O-V-E! We love Stella!”


      “L-O-V-E! We love Stella!”


      “Our lovely, lovely Stella!”


      “Whoooooooo!”


      Wh-What the heck’s with these guys?!


      The Vermillion Royal Guardsmen were all wearing red happi coats and waving glowsticks around in some choreographed dance. There were fifty of them in total, but they were in perfect sync. As a fellow martial artist, Ikki could tell their polished movements were the result of years of intense training.


      But these motions are completely useless in battle... He couldn’t figure out what purpose this strange dance served.


      Seeing Ikki standing there in shock, the captain of the Royal Guard smirked.


      “Heh. I see you’re stunned speechless by our unwavering display of loyalty. But it’s too late to surrender now! This sword of mine will pass judgment down upon you, for you have committed the grave sin of seducing our beloved Princess Stella! I will now read out your charges!”


      As he said that, the guards behind him stopped dancing, and everyone’s expressions turned serious. The charges that were about to be read out would greatly impact their future. They waited with bated breath for their captain to compose himself.


      “Is it true that you sh-sh-sh-share a room with Stella?!” he asked after a few deep breaths.


      “Um...yes. It’s true. The director told us to.”


      “Gaaah!”


      Half of the guards started coughing up blood and collapsed onto the bridge.


      “Captain! All of the privates have collapsed!”


      “Curse those weaklings! I told them to play more NTR games to mentally prepare themselves! It’s their fault for being negligent!”


      “B-But Captain, you’re bleeding too! Look, you’re squeezing your fists so tight that they’re bleeding!”


      “Calm yourself! A-A-All we’ve confirmed is that they live together! Maybe that’s all there is to it! That has to be it! From what I’ve heard, a lot of those articles that were published during the scandal were fake, meant to slander this man because he’s on bad terms with his family! So what about this, Ikki Kurogane?! Is this picture fake?!”


      The captain pulled out a magazine and flipped the pages to a certain picture. Ikki was honestly impressed by the quality of it. Whoever had taken it was a real pro.


      “No...that picture is real. Stella and I are dating, so it’s only natural that we’d kiss,” Ikki said, blushing slightly.


      “Gyaaaaah!”


      Screaming like stuck pigs, most of the remaining guards collapsed as well. The ones who were already unconscious twitched erratically, as if his answer had somehow wormed its way into their subconscious.


      “D-Do not falteeer! He’s trying to deshtroy ush with mental warfare! Hold shtrong, men!”


      “Captain, you’re slurring your words! Get a hold of yourself!”


      “H-Hang on! I haven’t done—”


      “Answer me this!” one of the guards shouted, cutting Ikki off while crawling weakly forward from the back row. “If you really are Stella’s boyfriend, does that mean you two have...had s-s-s-s-s—”


      “Don’t aaaaask!”


      “Bwagh?!”


      Before he could finish his question, the captain stepped on his head to shut him up.


      “Y-You can’t just ask that out of the blue! Don’t you see?! I-If the answer to that question is yes, or even if it’s a no after a brief silence as he considers whether or not what they’ve done counts, what do you think will happen to us?! Are you trying to wipe out the Royal Guard?!”


      “I-I’m sorry, sir! I was careless!”


      The captain wiped away his tears, took a huge breath, and shouted to his men, “Get it together, you louts! We haven’t learned anything for sure yet! Perhaps this man is lying to us! Don’t give up hope! All we’ve learned from this trial is this: Regardless of whether he speaks truth or lies, we have to make him pay! Draw your swords, men! Turn him into mincemeat!”


      “Raaaaaaaaah!”


      The guards all got back to their feet and started summoning their Devices. All fifty of them were Blazers, and they charged at Ikki in unison. But Ikki knew that fighting in an open area would leave him at a huge disadvantage.


      I’ll take out their fastest members and retreat to a nearby alley!


      Their numbers wouldn’t be of much help in a confined space. If he played his cards right, he might even be able to slip past them without having to defeat too many. In less than a second, he analyzed the situation and formulated a plan.


      “Haaah!”


      “Gah!”


      Ikki took out the three guards at the front of the pack with his Device, still in phantom form, and turned to run.


      “Raaaaargh!”


      “What the?!”


      But to his surprise, the guards he’d cut down kept going even as their mana and stamina spilled out of them in a stream of red that resembled blood. He managed to block their desperate, last-ditch attacks, but he was so shocked that he stopped for a moment.


      They won’t go down if I cut them with just phantom form!


      Slashing someone with a Device in phantom form only drained their mana and stamina; it caused no physical damage. A cut arm would be unable to move because it would lose all its energy, but it wouldn’t actually fall off. Furthermore, rather than truly depleting the human body’s energy, the stamina drain just made the affected person’s brain think they’d become exhausted.


      The psychological impact was meant to be absolute. If someone had their neck sliced through, they were meant to fall unconscious because of the signals the slash sent to the brain. Rarely, however, there were people capable of overcoming that mental suggestion through willpower alone. Those who were prepared not just for death but for any possible fate could theoretically force their brains to ignore the signals created by being hit with a Device in phantom form.


      Against enemies like that, phantom form wasn’t nearly as effective. They were few and far between, though, which was why Ikki had been so shocked. The Royal Guardsmen might have been acting like a ridiculous bunch a few minutes ago, but he understood now that their mental fortitude was on a different level.


      No wonder they called themselves elites!


      If he wasn’t careful, he’d be overwhelmed by their determination alone. Steeling himself, he pushed the three guards back.


      “Hmm?”


      As he did so, a piece of paper slipped out of one of the guard’s pockets. It landed at Ikki’s feet, and he reflexively reached out for it.


      “Is this...”


      “Ah! D-Don’t touch that!” the guard screamed, struggling to get back to his feet. Ikki was faster though, and he picked up the scrap to see that it was a picture of Stella adjusting her swimsuit.


      “...”


      “That picture is a medal awarded only to those who’ve sworn their fealty to the royal family! Give it baaack!”


      These were the treasures the Royal Guardsmen were bestowed in exchange for their undying loyalty. The man whose picture Ikki had picked up charged at him, his broadsword held high. It was the worst mistake he’d ever made.


      “If the Royal Guard gets pictures like this as medals, does that mean all of you have your own?”


      Ikki grinned, but there was no mirth in his eyes. He was truly angry now, and by choosing to keep attacking, the Royal Guardsmen had lost their one chance to escape his wrath.


      Years later, they would still tell stories of the demon from Japan who’d stolen their princess away and his monstrous strength.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      That’s strange...


      Sirius was starting to feel uneasy. A good amount of time had passed since Ikki had entered the city of Flarewerk, but no one had called to report that the boy had been captured. He knew Ikki was a strong fighter, but ultimately, he was still a Rank F Blazer. Sirius had even mobilized the military and his Royal Guard, so they should have been able to capture him by now.


      “Dad!”


      “O-Oh, is something wrong, Stella?”


      “Yes! I’m telling you what kind of person Ikki is because you asked, so what are you just sitting there spacing out for?!”


      “I-I wasn’t spacing out!”


      “Really? You were really paying attention?”


      Naturally, Sirius hadn’t been listening at all. In fact, the last thing he wanted to hear was how much Stella loved Ikki. But he knew he’d get badly burned if he said that.


      “Y-Yeah, I was. The more I hear, the more impressive this boy seems. A true modern-day samurai. You chose wisely, o daughter of mine.”


      Sirius figured Stella had just been talking about how cool Ikki was, so he expected he’d be able to convince her he’d been listening just by giving some generic praise. And indeed, Stella’s face lit up in a smile.


      “R-Right?! Ikki’s super cool! I’m glad you finally understand, Dad!”


      However, at that point, Sirius realized he’d made a mistake.


      Oh no. At this rate, the family meeting will end, and she’ll start looking for her boyfriend. If Ikki truly was still running around, Stella would almost certainly go help him. I need to buy time!


      “All right, then I’ll go call Yana and tell her that—”


      “W-Wait a moment, Stella!”


      “Huh? Why?”


      Sirius held out a hand to stop her from dialing Yana’s number.


      “I understand now that he’s a splendid young man, but marriage is a big deal, you know!”


      “S-So what else do you want?”


      “More importantly, you’re the second princess of the Vermillion Kingdom. There’ll be political implications to your marriage and all that. With that in mind, I think it’s important for the future ruler of Vermillion, Luna, to weigh in on this as well.”


      Stella furrowed her brow.


      “Oh, come on!” she shouted. If Lunaeyes’s presence mattered that much, he should have said so at the start. “We can just ask her after I call Ikki back. Luna isn’t against this to begin with.”


      “She didn’t say she supported your marriage either, though.” Sirius refused to back down. He knew he was contradicting himself since he was the one who’d said Lunaeyes didn’t need to come, but he couldn’t think of any other way to stall. “This marriage will have consequences for Vermillion as a whole. We need to be sure every member of the royal family is on the same page here. Sorry, Stella, but could you go get her? I don’t want to make a public announcement without her approval!”


      “Mrr...”


      Sirius was bringing this up so late that Stella really hated how much more time it would waste. She’d kept Ikki waiting for long enough already and didn’t want to leave him hanging any longer. But at the same time, what her father had said did make sense. If he and Lunaeyes weren’t in agreement, it would create friction when she took over as the new queen. With a sigh, she acquiesced.


      “Fine, fine. I’ll go get Luna. But once she’s here, you better stop fighting me on this and meet Ikki like you promised. You’re so stubborn!”


      Stella dashed out of the dining hall, determined to get this over with as quickly as possible. Once she was out of sight, Astrea sighed and turned to glare at Sirius.


      “You really don’t know when to give up, do you, dear?”


      “I-I have no idea what you’re referring to!”


      Sirius looked away awkwardly and got to his feet.


      “Where are you going?”


      “Th-The bathroom. I’ll be back soon.”


      As he hurried to the bathroom, he took out his cell phone and tried to call his Royal Guard. But he got no reply from any of the numbers he tried. Every single one went to voicemail after ringing for a few seconds. Feeling even more scared, he wiped away the cold sweat beading on his forehead.


      What on earth is going on out there...


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      At roughly the same time, Ikki had finally made his way to the outer castle walls.


      I might have gone too far... he thought as he hid in the shadow of the front wall. He’d spent so long thoroughly trouncing every single one of the Royal Guardsmen and destroying their pictures that he’d given Signard’s troops and Yana’s civilians time to gather at the front gate of the castle. They’d used their superior numbers to erect an extremely dense defensive net. He would have a tough time accomplishing a head-on breakthrough, at least without hurting far more people than he wanted to.


      Cutting someone down with your Device in phantom form still caused pain. While Ikki hadn’t minded hurting those Royal Guardsmen for what they’d done, the soldiers and civilians were all non-Blazers who’d done nothing to earn his ire. He wanted to avoid clashing with them if possible. After examining his surroundings, he spotted a blue-roofed church that had been built right up against the castle wall.


      I can probably jump to the top of the walls from there.


      Fortunately, none of the soldiers or civilians were looking up right now. They probably didn’t think he could scale the twenty-meter-tall castle walls. He was easily able to climb up to the church roof, but as he alighted on the slanted blue tiles, he found someone waiting for him.


      “Ho ho ho. I thought you might choose this route.”


      “Whoa!”


      “I see you’re as kind as everyone said.”


      The truly surprising thing was that Ikki hadn’t sensed the bald old man’s presence until he’d reached the roof himself.


      “How did you like your tour of Vermillion’s capital?” the man, staring intently at Ikki, asked in a joking voice.


      “Who are you?”


      “Ho ho, my apologies, I should have introduced myself first. I am the head of the Vermillion branch of the Mage-Knight Federation, as well as the royal court swordsmanship instructor, Daniel Dandalion. I have been waiting for you, Sir Kurogane Ikki, the Seven Stars Sovereign.”


      Dandalion summoned his Device, a slim silver rapier with a gold guard that had a carving of a lion’s face in it, and pointed it at Ikki. The bladelust he emanated made Ikki’s hair stand on end.


      He’s strong.


      Ikki immediately realized that he was at a disadvantage. His opponent’s Device was a rapier, a sword with a much longer blade than his katana. On top of that, Dandalion’s stance made it clear that he was a master of thrusting techniques, which would be far more effective than slashes if they stayed on the church’s slanted rooftop. And it was clear this opponent was on a completely different level from anyone Ikki had faced thus far in Vermillion.


      Ikki would have a hard time beating Dandalion while on unfavorable terrain. He tried to jump back and move to a better battlefield, but he felt an invisible wall against his back that kept him from moving.


      “Huh?! I see...”


      Dandalion smiled and stroked his long, white beard.


      “Ho ho, I’m afraid you’re trapped within my prison.”


      “A Noble Art, huh?”


      “Correct. This is my Noble Art, Blood Circle. I can take anyone I meet the gaze of into a special battlefield where no one else can interfere. Even in a crowded melee, I can find opportunities to devour my foes with my prized Device, Lionheart. The only way to escape this cage is to defeat me.” It wasn’t a particularly versatile ability, but it was extremely convenient for forcing an opponent into a one-on-one battle. “Now draw your blade. I’ve been looking after Lady Stella since she was a baby. I won’t let her marry someone who can’t even fight his way past a wizened old man like me.”


      Seeing that he had no other choice, Ikki nodded.


      “Very well. Come to me, Intetsu.”


      No matter how strong Ikki’s core muscles were, he wouldn’t be able to do much sideways maneuvering on a tilted rooftop. The two of them would have to fight on the narrow strip at the top that was the only flat part of the roof. His opponent had greater reach and was a master of thrusting techniques, making this the worst possible situation for him to be facing off against Dandalion in. Even so, he would have to win in order to reach Stella.


      “Let us begin,” Dandalion said, signaling the start of their duel.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      It was Ikki who made the first move. He dropped into the same thrusting stance as Dandalion—allonger le bras, with his dominant hand extended and his body turned sideways toward his opponent. It still didn’t give him as much reach as Dandalion, but it helped cover the difference a little. Moreover, all of the Japanese stances he could use would expose his vitals to his foe, which was a bad idea. Instead of dashing toward Dandalion, he slowly shuffled his way forward.


      I need to accurately gauge his skill level first!


      Dandalion stayed where he was, patiently waiting for Ikki to reach him. The moment Intetsu’s tip was within reach, he struck.


      “Shaa!”


      “Kh!”


      He launched a series of thrusts at Ikki, who was forced to parry them with his own series of thrusts. Sparks flew as silver and black clashed, and both parties knew that if they missed even a single thrust, they’d have their heart pierced. Despite the danger, Ikki remained calm as he analyzed his foe.


      His thrusts are fast and sharp, that’s for sure. It was impressive he was in such good fighting shape considering his age. Ikki couldn’t find a single opening to exploit. But I know plenty of swordsmen who are faster and sharper!


      Sword Eater’s Yamata no Orochi and Naniwa’s Star’s Triple Star were both faster and deadlier than Dandalion’s thrusts. Furthermore, Ikki had crossed swords with Twin Wings and experienced the world’s fastest slashes firsthand. Compared to that, Dandalion’s speed wasn’t an issue.


      “Tch!”


      Dandalion clicked his tongue as Ikki’s thrusts started speeding up. His were being parried before he was able to finish fully extending his arm, allowing Ikki to slowly but surely advance forward. Intetsu was moving so fast that it was just a blur of black streaks, and Dandalion was forced to keep backing up until he was finally at the edge of the roof.


      One more step!


      If Ikki could take one more step forward, he’d be able to reach Dandalion’s vitals. Alternatively, if Dandalion backed off by leaping off the roof, Ikki would be freed from his cage. Then, he’d be able to scale the castle walls well before Dandalion could lock eyes with him again. He moved in for the kill, but a second later, there was a flash of silver, and blood spurted from his pierced shoulder.


      “Ngh?!”


      Ikki grimaced in surprise, confused as to how Dandalion had managed to strike him.


      Wh-What was that just now?!


      As Ikki staggered back, Dandalion pressed his advantage.


      “Haaah!”


      He took a large step forward and started pushing Ikki back with a flurry of thrusts. Ikki tried to parry them with Intetsu, but the same series of events that had led him to getting stabbed in the shoulder happened once more. As he knocked Lionheart aside, its tip bent like a snake and came right back at him.


      Again!


      He just barely twisted out of the way in time to avoid getting stabbed through the cheek, but this time, he was able to figure out what was going on. Standard fencing parries wouldn’t work against Dandalion because of how flexible his blade was. He needed to rethink his strategy. But just as he attempted to backstep to safety, Dandalion leaped forward as if he’d predicted Ikki’s moves.


      “Ah?!”


      This isn’t good! He’s at the ideal range now!


      “Croix du Sud!”


      Dandalion launched a lightning-fast thrust from the perfect range. It was much faster than his other thrusts, and Ikki’s sixth sense, honed through numerous brushes with death, warned him that the man was aiming for both of his lungs, his throat, his heart, and his navel with a series of five thrusts that drew the shape of the Southern Cross—Croix du Sud.


      Not good!


      Ikki couldn’t afford to let even a single one of those land. But even if he parried them, the tip of the rapier would bend right back. It was a gruelingly difficult attack to block, but if he didn’t block it, he’d lose. So he chose to do something even Dandalion couldn’t predict.


      “Whoa?!”


      Dandalion froze in shock. Ikki pushed off with the foot he’d drawn back to run away and instead charged forward. He blocked the first thrust, aimed at his right lung, with Intetsu’s hilt, then shoved as hard as he could. The resulting force pushed the two fighters away from each other, giving Ikki the space he needed to regroup.


      “Phew...”


      Dandalion was truly awed by Ikki’s boldness.


      “I see now how you managed to defeat Lady Stella despite being a Rank F knight.”


      Ikki had spent so much time observing his opponents that he could glean a massive amount of information from even the most minute movements, and he had the experience necessary to immediately decide how to deal with whatever was about to come at him. If it looked like he wouldn’t be able to fully block an attack, he found a way to seal it instead. It took a combination of observational skills, inventiveness, and absolute trust in his own decisions to continually escape the jaws of death that way.


      “And to think you used your hilt as a shield,” Dandalion continued. “You’re as unorthodox a swordsman as the rumors claim.”


      “Your sword style is pretty unorthodox too,” Ikki replied with a small smile. “Your Device might look like a rapier, but the blade is actually far more flexible than a rapier’s. It’s closer to a true fencing foil. That’s why you can whip it back and forth so easily.”


      Indeed, fencing foils were made out of a metal soft and pliable enough to bend like a whip. That meant that if you knocked a thrust aside, the tip would whip right back from the recoil. Those who had mastered the foil were capable of bending their weapon so far that they hit their opponents from behind. In fencing, it was a technique known as the flick.


      “This is my first time seeing anyone use a flick in real combat, though. I’m shocked you can make it work.”


      “Ho ho ho, it’s as you say. My Lionheart is a very flexible blade. And these techniques are ones even you can’t copy with your Blade Steal, are they not?”


      “I see you’ve investigated me...”


      “‘If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. Seeing as my ability lets me force duels, it’s only natural that I’d thoroughly research all of my opponents beforehand if possible. That’s why I know exactly what you’ll attempt next, Ikki. There isn’t enough space for you to use Flicker Mirage, and Venomscale Cut won’t work on a blade as flexible as my Lionheart. There’s only one of your techniques you can use here.” Dandalion held his foil out, once again settling into the allonger le bras stance. “Go on. Go ahead and see if your Rampage Thrust can free you from this impasse.”


      Ikki gasped in surprise. Dandalion had read him perfectly. He had, in fact, been planning on trying Rampage Thrust next. Foils were rather quirky weapons that boasted more flexibility than any other sword. But not all of their quirks were positive ones. Because they were so soft, it was difficult to put too much force into one’s thrusts. Ikki had figured he’d be able to overpower Lionheart with his strongest thrust and reach Dandalion that way, but Dandalion had already predicted that.


      He really has researched me thoroughly...


      But even though he knew he’d been read, Ikki still bent his knees and drew his arm back in preparation to use Rampage Thrust. Even if Dandalion knew it was coming, the fact remained that Rampage Thrust was effective against weapons like foils.


      There’s no need to hesitate!


      “As you wish!”


      He leaped forward with so much force that it cracked the tiles under his feet and thrust Intetsu out at Dandalion. In the past, he’d needed to activate Ittou Shura to get enough force behind his thrust to make it effective, but after absorbing Edelweiss’s techniques, he was capable of achieving the same amount of force without it. There was no way a soft blade like Lionheart would be able to parry something with so much kinetic energy behind it.


      “What?!”


      But Ikki was surprised once again, as Dandalion did just that, and he did so in the same way that Edelweiss had once before. He’d read the angle of Ikki’s thrust perfectly and placed the tip of his blade against Intetsu. Ikki shivered in awe at Dandalion’s immense display of skill. Edelweiss had done so with a large broadsword; it was infinitely harder to do the same with a needle-thin blade like a foil. Not only that, but he’d matched his counterthrust to Ikki’s thrust so perfectly that his blade wasn’t bending in the slightest.


      What a technique!


      “I spent years facing off against Lady Stella’s massive blade when I was teaching her, you know. I’m confident I know more about neutralizing force than anyone else!” Dandalion exclaimed.


      Indeed, Ikki’s Rampage Thrust was nothing compared to the weight of Stella’s swings. All Dandalion had needed to do was read the angle of his attack and use some mana to boost the force of his own counterparry, and he’d stopped Ikki’s charge with ease.


      “Harrumph!”


      Dandalion put even more mana into his arms and pushed Ikki back. The two of them were now standing in the same spots they had been at the start of their duel. But while their positions had been reset, the tide of battle was clearly in Dandalion’s favor now. With his strongest attack sealed, Ikki was in trouble. Despite that, he smiled.


      “Heh heh heh...”


      Dandalion raised an eyebrow in surprise.


      “Yeah, I guess it makes sense that someone who spent years dueling with Stella wouldn’t have any trouble handling my meager strength. I’m honestly jealous of Stella. I would’ve loved to have learned swordsmanship from someone as skilled as you. If we get the chance later, would you be willing to spar with me again?”


      “There’s no need to wait until next time. I’ll be showing you all of my techniques here and now.”


      Though he said that, Dandalion felt a wave of unease as he raised his foil. Ikki seemed far too calm for someone who’d just had his trump card sealed. There was only one explanation he could think of for that.


      I guess he’s planning on using Ittou Shura, hmm? Either that, or he’s going to use some of his scant mana to power up his next Rampage Thrust.


      Dandalion had researched Ikki so thoroughly that he’d seen his battle against Ayatsuji Ayase as well, so he knew Ikki was capable of using mana as propulsion like regular Blazers to speed himself up or power up his attacks.


      “Sorry, but I’m afraid I don’t have time to see them all right now,” Ikki said. “I need to meet with Stella’s father, and I can’t keep him waiting. Besides, if I let you use all of your techniques, I might end up looking like a pretty sorry sight, and I wouldn’t want his first impression of me to be a bad one.” He shrugged his shoulders lightly, bent low, and drew Intetsu back once more. “I’m afraid I’ll be ending our duel with this next attack, Daniel Dandalion!”


      Leaping forward, he unleashed another Rampage Thrust. Dandalion could tell he hadn’t used mana to boost himself or activated Ittou Shura. It was the exact same Rampage Thrust as before.


      Do you really think a reckless attack like that will work against me?!


      Dandalion had already figured out the speed, timing, and distance of Ikki’s thrust from his last attack. He wouldn’t even bother parrying this one. Instead, he’d dodge at the last second and pierce Ikki with a perfectly timed counterattack.


      “What?!”


      Dandalion froze in shock. Intetsu was right in front of him, and much sooner than it should have been. Everything started moving in slow motion as he realized his life was in danger. Somehow, despite being a shorter blade, Intetsu had reached him well before Ikki had stepped into Lionheart’s range. The thrust was too fast to be a Rampage Thrust too.


      There can be only one explanation—he threw his sword!


      Indeed, Ikki had taken the stance for Rampage Thrust, but he’d thrown Intetsu forward well before stepping into range. He’d read that Dandalion would go for a counter and countered that counter. And since Dandalion had already stepped forward for his counter, it was too late for him to pull back. There was only one thing he could do.


      “Hrrrngh!”


      Putting all of his muscles to work, he stopped his forward momentum and used Lionheart’s flexibility to whip the blade back and knock Intetsu aside.


      That was an impressive surprise attack, but it wasn’t quite enough to— Wait?!


      Dandalion’s eyes clouded over in despair. Because as he knocked Intetsu aside, he saw that there was a black thread running from the edge of the hilt to Ikki’s hand.


      He used the cord wrapped around the sheath to keep hold of his blade!


      Ikki pulled back on the cord, yo-yoing Intetsu back into his hand.


      “Haaaaah!”


      Dandalion had swung his foil to knock Intetsu aside, so he was wide open, and Ikki was able to effortlessly cut him down. He slumped to his knees, blood spurting from his shoulder. Lionheart fell out of his hand and disappeared, as did the power keeping Ikki trapped.


      “I’ve never met such a sneaky fighter...” Dandalion muttered, mustering up just enough strength to look up at Ikki.


      “The essence of martial arts is overcoming your foe by any means necessary, after all,” Ikki replied with a proud smile.


      Dandalion couldn’t help but smile back, even as blood dripped from his lips and stained his beard. Ikki was right. Martial arts had been developed by the weak to defeat those stronger than them. At its core, martial arts was about finding underhanded ways to overcome your foes.


      I wanted to at least force him to use Ittou Shura, but I guess that won’t be happening...


      Ikki simply had too many tricks up his sleeve. He’d even come up with a tactic to use Dandalion’s superior reach against him.


      How many battlefields must he have survived to come up with so many crafty ploys?


      Dandalion knew he couldn’t stop Ikki anymore, and he bowed his head in defeat.


      “I surrender. Please take good care of Lady Stella.”


      He’d loved Stella like his own daughter, but he knew he could entrust her future to Ikki.


      “Of course,” Ikki said firmly. He then jumped past Dandalion up onto the castle walls. From there, he vanished from sight.


      “I’m sorry, Sirius,” Dandalion whispered as his vision started to blur. That boy is simply too strong for me.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      After defeating Dandalion, Ikki successfully managed to infiltrate the palace grounds. There were guards on patrol, but with his speed and reflexes, he knew he’d have no trouble avoiding them. He leaped from protruding brick to protruding brick to make his way halfway down the inner side of the castle wall, then slipped into an open window.


      “Phew, I finally made it into the—”


      “Ah...”


      Before he could even step off the windowsill, he locked eyes with a woman in her underwear, who was staring up at him in shock.


      O-Oh god?!


      He’d been in such a rush to enter the castle that he’d failed to check if anyone was in the room before he’d jumped. The woman blushed slightly and covered her fancy lace bra with her hand as she glared at Ikki.


      “I-I’m sorry! I didn’t think there’d be anyone in here, so I forgot to check! I promise this wasn’t on purpose! I know that sounds suspicious since I just jumped in through your window, but I promise I—”


      The woman strode over to Ikki, cutting him off. As she reached him, she raised her free hand up high.


      Is she gonna slap me?!


      If so, he knew he had to accept his punishment. The circumstantial evidence was not in his favor, and even if it were, he deserved to be slapped ten times over for intruding on a woman while she was changing. He closed his eyes, preparing his cheeks for the sting.


      “What are you doing? Hurry up and get inside before someone spots you, idiot.”


      “Whoa?!”


      The slap he was expecting never came. Instead, the woman grabbed him by the collar and pulled him into the room. He was so shocked that he didn’t resist, tumbling awkwardly onto the carpet. Stunned, he looked up in surprise to see the woman looking out the window to make sure no one had seen before shutting it and pulling the curtains closed.


      “I, uh...”


      Ikki looked up at her in confusion, and she grinned at him.


      “Aha ha ha ha ha! I must say, I’m floored. I was honestly curious about the caliber of the man Stella had chosen, so I pretended I didn’t realize what Father was up to, but I didn’t think you’d be able to shake off the army, the citizens, and the Royal Guard to make it all the way to the castle on your own. You really are something else, kid. No wonder that musclehead fell for you. I guess there’s no need for the national broadcast I was preparing to help you out, then. Aha ha, I can’t believe you managed to sneak into my room just as I was changing too. I heard the same thing happened to you and Stella right after she first arrived in Japan. Is that true?”


      Huh...


      Based on what the woman was saying and the fact that she had the same pinkish hair as Stella’s mother, Astrea, Ikki had a good idea of who she must be.


      “Um, are you...Princess Lunaeyes?!”


      She wiped tears of laughter out of her eyes and nodded.


      “Indeed. I am your girlfriend’s older sister and the future ruler of Vermillion, First Princess Lunaeyes Vermillion. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Ikki Kurogane.”


      She held her right hand out for a handshake, and Ikki hurriedly scrambled to his feet.


      “Th-The pleasure is all mine. Th-Thank you so much for inviting me to Vermillion!”


      He shook her hand, but he kept his gaze averted, mostly because she was still in her underwear. His hesitation did not go unnoticed.


      “Why do you keep looking away... Oh?” Lunaeyes cocked her head for a second before looking at him in surprise and grabbing him by the shoulders. “You’re injured!”


      She was staring at his left shoulder, where Dandalion had stabbed him earlier. Though the hole was small, it was still a deep puncture wound. There was a good bit of blood staining his white uniform, and some of it had dripped down his arm and onto the floor. He realized his mistake too late.


      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to ruin your carpet—”


      “As if I care about that! Hurry up and take your clothes off so I can treat you!”


      Lunaeyes glared angrily at him and started unbuttoning his shirt.


      “Wh-What the?! Wait, hold on a sec! This is no big deal! I can—”


      “It’s very clearly a big deal! I can’t believe Dan went all out against you! Whenever it comes to Stella, he just can’t hold himself back, but— Hey! Stop squirming! You’re not a child! Stand still so I can help you!”


      “Okay, okay! I’ll let you treat me, but at least put on some clothes first, please!”


      “That can wait! It’s not like I’ll die just because you’re seeing some of my skin!”


      “Y-You’re not wrong, but still!”


      Lunaeyes was being surprisingly stubborn about this, and Ikki was at a loss for what to do. If he used his full strength, he could easily shake her off, but he didn’t want to hurt her by accident. In the end, he decided to give up and let her take off his shirt.


      “Luna! Sorry to interrupt you when you’re so busy, but we need you in the— Wh-What the hell are you two doiiiiing?!”


      Stella’s screams resounded throughout the entire castle. Considering she’d just run into her sister and her boyfriend half naked and with their limbs tangled together, it was hardly surprising.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      It was in perhaps the worst way possible, but Ikki had finally managed to rendezvous with Stella. At first, Stella looked like she might blow her top, but Lunaeyes quickly resolved the misunderstanding by showing her a single piece of paper. It was one of the wanted posters that had been distributed all over the capital. She then led Ikki and Stella to the dining hall and unveiled all of her father’s misdeeds to the family. That put an end to the chase for Kurogane Ikki, and Sirius was forced to sit down on the cold marble floor while the rest of his family grilled him.


      “I see. So what you’re saying is that my husband spoke to Signard and Yana behind my back, mobilized the army to terrorize Ikki, and even put a bounty on his head?”


      “That’s right. The whole reason he proposed this family meeting was so that he could buy time while everyone else tried to capture Ikki.”


      “Is that true, dear?”


      Astrea glared coldly down at him, and in that moment, Sirius looked so pathetic that it was hard to believe he was the king of a nation.


      “Urgh... I-It’s not my fault! Why do I have to give up the daughter I so lovingly raised to some random boy I’ve never even met?!”


      “So you threw a tantrum, tried to remove Ikki by force, and failed so miserably that he made it here anyway. You really are beyond saving, Father.”


      “I must say, I’m quite disappointed in you as well, dear.”


      “Mrrrr...”


      Unable to meet Astrea’s and Lunaeyes’s disparaging gazes, Sirius turned to glare angrily at Ikki instead. It was clear from his expression that he blamed the boy for his own mistakes. Naturally, Ikki could do nothing but smile awkwardly and hope he didn’t get grilled too badly.


      “Dad...is all of that true?” Stella asked, speaking for the first time since she’d returned to the dining hall. Her voice was surprisingly calm, but her eyes were hidden by her bangs, and Ikki could tell this wasn’t going to end well for her father. Though she had sounded calm, the fuse had been lit, and the slightest thing might cause her to explode.


      “S-Stella, please listen. I just wanted to protect you, that’s all...”


      “I can’t believe you...”


      Stella brushed aside Sirius’s pathetic excuse.


      “You’re horrible!” she shouted so loudly that the entire dining hall shook. The explosion had come. Embers started coming off of her crimson hair, and her eyes burned with rage. “I was so happy when you told me you wanted to learn more about Ikki! I thought you were finally taking our relationship seriously! Do you have any idea how wonderful that made me feel?! So why?! Why did you have to go and do this?! How can you be such a horrible person?!”


      Stella bore down on Sirius, her body shimmering like a mirage because the air around her had heated up so much.


      This isn’t good. Stella’s so angry that she’s not thinking straight.


      At this rate, Ikki was worried Stella might actually hurt her dad. Astrea seemed to be thinking the same thing, so she stepped forward.


      “Stella, you have every right to be mad, but please calm down a little.”


      “I won’t calm down!” Stella shouted, turning to glare at her mom. Tears started spilling from her eyes.
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      “S-Stella?”


      “Because... Because...this is the cruelest thing he could have done! He made everyone gang up on Ikki the moment he landed in Vermillion! What if that made Ikki hate everyone?! What if that made Ikki hate Vermillion?! I-I love everyone here, even Dad! And I wanted Ikki to love everyone just as much! But... But... Waaaaaaah!”


      Stella’s emotions boiled over, and she covered her face and crumpled to the ground, sobbing helplessly like a child. Her anger and sadness had blended together and become so great that her brain couldn’t properly process what she was feeling. Sirius looked down at her in confusion. He’d been prepared to get punched, but not for this.


      “S-Stella... Dear, what should I do?!” Sirius looked helplessly over at Astrea.


      “I’m afraid there’s nothing you can do, dear.”


      “B-But!”


      Sirius had truly done the worst thing possible to Stella since she’d specifically wanted to get Ikki to love everyone as much as she did. He had trampled all over her feelings, so anything he said would only make her feel worse. However, Stella was mistaken about what his actions had done to Ikki.


      “Stella.”


      He gently hugged her from behind.


      “Hey, what do you think you’re—”


      “Shut up, Father.”


      Lunaeyes slammed her heel down on Sirius’s head, preventing him from getting up and interrupting the couple’s moment. Ikki gave her a look of thanks before bringing his face close to Stella’s ear.


      “It’s okay,” he whispered. “There’s no way I’d ever come to hate this country or the people in it. If anything, fighting everyone on my way here just made me fall in love with it.”


      “Ikki?” She turned to him, her eyes puffy from crying. She’d been with him long enough to know he wouldn’t just say that to make her feel better. He wasn’t the kind of man to lie about these things. But that was precisely why she couldn’t understand why he genuinely liked everyone. “Why...”


      How could anyone come to like a nation that had ganged up on him seconds after he’d landed there?


      Ikki gently wiped away her tears and said, “Because I saw just how desperate everyone was to protect the woman I love.”


      He was speaking from the heart, of course. He did think they’d gone too far, but that just meant they’d cared that much about testing the man who would marry Stella. Because they, too, loved her from the bottom of their hearts, and they were worried about her future. They had to be sure the man she’d chosen was capable of making her happy. Ikki would never come to hate those pure feelings of theirs. The man Stella had chosen wasn’t such a petty guy.


      “It’s a very warm, kind country,” he continued. “I can see why you want to protect it so deeply. At the same time, I truly feel like I want to be a part of this huge family as well!”


      Ikki let go of Stella and got back to his feet. Taking a deep breath, he looked over at Astrea, Lunaeyes, and Sirius.


      “Onee-san, Mother, Father—”


      “I never said you could call me—”


      “Shut up, dear.”


      This time, Astrea pulled on Sirius’s ear to shut him up. At long last, it was time for Ikki to say the words he’d been ruminating over ever since he’d gotten on the plane.


      “Allow me to introduce myself once more. I’m Kurogane Ikki, the man who’s dating Stella-san. You may have already heard, but I don’t have much. My natural talent as a Blazer is sorely lacking, and while I am technically the second son of the Kurogane family, my relationship with the family proper is quite rocky, and I’ve been all but exiled. Socially, my standing is no different from a regular commoner’s. I’m aware that I don’t match up to Stella in family prestige or in Blazer ability. I can understand why you’re all so worried about letting me marry her. But let me just say this: I’m confident I love her more than anyone in this country, including you, Onee-san, Mother, Father! I’m willing to prove that as many times as it takes, so feel free to test me all you like. I’ll clear whatever trials you put before me. Judge me as you please. I’ll do everything in my power to win your approval!”


      If it was strength they wanted, Ikki would defeat anyone to have Stella. If status was their desire, Ikki would do whatever it took to increase his social standing. He wouldn’t compromise even once, and he’d be sure to clear whatever trials anyone in Vermillion chose to put him through.


      “And once I do finally have it, please allow me to marry Stella!”


      Ikki bowed so low that even Sirius, who was still sitting on the floor, was looking at the back of it. Stella wiped away her tears and bowed as well.


      “Please, for my sake too!”


      With that, she’d made it clear that she also wished for the two of them to spend the rest of their lives together. Astrea smiled kindly at her daughter, then turned to Sirius.


      “What do you say, dear?”


      “Wh-Why are you asking me?! I refuse to accept this! No matter what you do, I won’t ever let you marry Stella!”


      “Well, there you have it. What do you say, Stella?”


      “Did I ever have a dad?” Stella said flatly.


      “I’m not sure, honestly. Do we have a father, Mother?” Lunaeyes added, also turning to Astrea.


      “It’s possible I never married anyone...”


      “Okay, fine! I’m a man too! If Ikki’s that determined, then I’ll at least consider it!”


      “Th-Thank you very much!”


      While Ikki appreciated all of the girls taking his side in this instance, he did feel a bit of pity for Sirius, as he knew he was about to enter a family where the women outnumbered the men. After marrying Stella, there would probably come a time when he was sitting there getting ganged up on. Either way, he’d finally accomplished his initial goal.


      Now I just have to show them how serious I am.


      He’d meant it when he’d said he was willing to do anything asked of him to prove his devotion. He’d talked a big game, but he was determined to back those words up. To his surprise, it was Lunaeyes who presented him with his first trial.


      “In that case, I’ll take you up on your offer and test you first, Ikki.”


      “L-Luna?!” Stella shouted in surprise. “I thought you weren’t against me marrying Ikki!”


      “I’m not, but I never said I was in support of it either.”


      “Urk.”


      She hadn’t expected Sirius’s words to actually come back to bite her like this. But Lunaeyes smiled at her and said, “Don’t look so worried. My trial isn’t outlandish, I promise. Especially considering Ikki’s skills.”


      “I take it this has something to do with my fighting prowess, then?”


      Lunaeyes nodded.


      “That’s right. Ikki, I want you to participate in our upcoming war against Cradleland.”


      “A-A war?!”


      Ikki looked up at her in shock, but she quickly reassured him.


      “It’s not the kind of war you’re thinking of. Cradleland and Vermillion are both member states of the International Mage-Knight Federation.”


      International Mage-Knight Federation member states had to provide funds and troops to the organization in times of emergency so that they could band together and protect one another from invasions by larger nations. But that wasn’t all. There were strict rules governing strife between member nations. If two member states went to war with each other, they weren’t allowed to use conventional troops or weaponry. Instead, both parties had to select representative Mage-Knights to fight duels on their behalf. The side that won the most duels would be declared the winner. This was in line with the Federation’s tenet that Blazers existed to protect those without strength, and it also kept animosity between member states to a minimum. After all, if stronger nations could bully weaker ones into submission, it would defeat the purpose of the weaker ones joining the Federation in the first place. With that rule in place, however, even the weaker nations could potentially defeat the stronger ones if their Blazers proved stronger.


      So long as member states were individual nations, it was inevitable that there would be some political strife between them, and trying to force total unity would simply make the entire Federation brittle and prone to internal collapse. To prevent that, a system of rules to make conflict between member states as fair and bloodless as possible had been created. The leader of the Federation, Whitebeard, had laid out those rules during the organization’s formation, and while not every member nation agreed with them, it was their existence that had allowed the Federation to grow large enough to be a real threat to the major nations of the world.


      “Naturally, the war between Vermillion and Cradleland will follow Federation rules. Ikki, you’re familiar with the history between Vermillion and Cradleland, correct?”


      “Yes. I’ve studied both of their histories.”


      “Then I’m sure you can understand why we’ve had longstanding territorial disputes since our nation’s founding. There are rich gas fields straddling the border between Vermillion and Cradleland, and every five years, we fight a war over who gets to control them. The exact rules of the war change each time, but this year it will be a team competition, with each side sending five Mage-Knights to fight in a series of one-on-one matches. Whichever side scores three wins will be declared the overall victor. I assume you can guess what my request will be now?”


      “You want me to be one of your representatives and win my match?”


      “Not quite. I doubt you yourself will have any trouble winning. My request is that you not only win, but that you lead Vermillion to victory as a whole. That is my condition as crown princess for allowing you to marry Vermillion’s second princess, Stella Vermillion.” She gave Ikki a knowing smile. “Not a bad deal for you, right? After all, this is your chance to contribute to Vermillion’s well-being. Incidentally, our country hasn’t won a single war against Cradleland in the past thirty years. If you prove yourself as the man who snapped Vermillion’s string of defeats, I doubt anyone will object to you marrying Stella. Including my excessively stubborn father.”


      Sirius turned to her in shock.


      “What?! H-Hold on, Luna, I never said I’d—”


      “Hey, Luna?” Stella began, ignoring Sirius completely. “Who’s that old man blubbering on the floor there? Did we ever have a king?”


      “But of course! If you can show that you’re a brave samurai who can lead our nation to victory, then as Vermillion’s king, I’ll gladly accept you into the family! Wah ha ha ha ha ha!”


      Sirius changed his tune immediately with just a few words from Stella. He knew just how badly he’d hurt her earlier, and he also knew that if he pissed her off any further, she might disown him. Worse, she might literally scrub him from her memory if he pushed her too far. Of course, it was all his own doing. With him cowed, Lunaeyes turned back to Ikki.


      “What do you say? Will you accept my trial?”


      Ikki nodded immediately.


      “Of course. If that’s what it takes to marry Stella, I’ll make sure Vermillion wins.”


      He’d been taken aback at first when Lunaeyes had mentioned a war, but in retrospect, it suited him to carve out his path with the sword. There was no reason for him to refuse.


      “Good.”


      Lunaeyes turned on her heel, walked over to the glass doors on the opposite side of the dining hall, and flung them open.


      “There you have it, everyone! Are you all fine with that?!” she shouted, walking onto the balcony outside.


      “Yeaaaaaaaaah!”


      She was met with a resounding chorus of cheers. Confused, everyone else walked over to the balcony as well and saw that the residents of the capital were gathered in the courtyard outside the castle.


      “Wh-What’s going on?!” Stella asked, confused.


      “Exactly what it looks like.”


      Lunaeyes pulled an object out of the sleeve of her dress. It was a small microphone that she’d linked to all of the radio stations across the country to broadcast the conversation going on in the dining room. While she’d turned a blind eye to Sirius’s machinations, she’d still prepared a little something to help Ikki out in case he’d needed it.


      “I’ve been broadcasting our conversation to the whole country,” she explained. “This should save you the trouble of convincing everyone one by one, Ikki.”


      “Wait...”


      Ikki’s face went pale as he realized that meant the extremely embarrassing things he’d said to Stella’s parents had been broadcast to everyone too. But Lunaeyes ignored him and addressed the citizens outside.


      “It’s as you all heard, everyone! Ikki Kurogane promised to lead Vermillion to victory in our upcoming war! Once he does, our king, Sirius Vermillion, will allow him to marry Second Princess Stella Vermillion! Does anyone have any objections?!”


      Everyone shook their heads.


      “No objections here!”


      “He beat all of us fair and square!”


      “And he even said he loves us!”


      “I’ve never met such a strong and gentle man before!”


      “You’re the only one we can entrust Stella to! If His Majesty still throws a fit after all this, we’ll band together and overthrow him! We’re on your side, Ikki!”


      Since he’d fulfilled his promise and fought his way through everyone to reach the castle, the citizens were now fully on his side. Like true knights, they always abided by the terms of a duel. Ikki was overjoyed to see such sincerity from them.


      “It looks like everyone’s expecting great things from you, Ikki,” Lunaeyes said, turning back to him.


      “Right!” he replied, nodding resolutely. “I promise I’ll lead us to victory!”


      To win meant to carry on the hopes and dreams of those you defeated. As the victor, it was now his responsibility to show the citizens of Vermillion that he was as good as his word. He wouldn’t betray their trust, no matter what.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Tragedy’s Advent


      The capital of Cradleland, Luchaire, was considered a UNESCO World Heritage Site because of its beautiful art nouveau buildings that gave the entire city a picturesque, fairy-tale look. Its Mage-Knight training facility, despite also being quite ostentatious due to having been modeled after an opera house, sat off to the side, a ways away from the capital so as to not mar the beautiful scenery. Right now, Cradleland’s five representatives were training diligently in preparation for the upcoming war with Vermillion.


      “Hrrrngh!”


      “Raaah!”


      A short, slender, red-haired man and a taller man built like a barrel were each pushing up against an industrial machine press piston with all their might. They were training to increase the amount of mana they could emit in a single burst. The goal was to shoot out pressurized mana just as the piston came down on them to push it back and avoid getting crushed.


      It was a very simple exercise, but an effective one. Both men were pushing back against more than two tons of force every time their piston came down, but they were pushing the pistons back farther and farther with every cycle. The average Blazer could only push back about five hundred kilograms of force, so these two men were quite strong. There was a reason they’d been chosen as two of the nation’s representatives, after all. Meanwhile, in another corner of the training room, two other representatives were training in the pool.


      “Mira, it huuurts...”


      “You can’t give up yet! We’ve got another ten rounds to go!”


      “Nooo... I-I won’t last!”


      “You suck at controlling your mana, Ena, and our captain said to fix that before the war starts, so no grumbling! If you run too slow, it’ll just be harder to maintain proper mana control!”


      “Waaaaah!”


      The water in the fifty-meter-long pool was rushing downstream like a flooded river, and two women in their early twenties were running against the flow. Not swimming, running, using mana to create footholds for themselves on the water’s surface. It was a training exercise that helped hone one’s mana control. There were other ways to train the same skill, such as shaping clay without using one’s hands or making water float with the power of one’s mana alone, but this particular exercise was one of the more advanced ones. The fact that both women were managing to keep a steady pace against the flow meant that they were quite adept Blazers as well.


      A tall, blond man walked into the training room a few minutes later. He was quite young, and he clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention.


      “Guys, sorry to interrupt your training, but I need you all to come here for a second! We just received the lineup of Vermillion’s fighters, and what order they’ll be fighting in!”


      “Finally...”


      The four of them paused their training. They gathered around the young man, who happened to be the captain of Cradleland’s Blazer team and the nation’s crown prince, Johan.


      “We had our lineup ready a month ago. I can’t believe it took them this long to figure out theirs,” the red-haired man said with a frown.


      “They certainly did submit it later than usual,” the larger man replied with a thoughtful nod.


      Johan passed out copies of the paper containing Vermillion’s lineup, and the four Blazers stared intently at it.


      “Let’s see what we’ve got here... Whoa. Looks like Princess Stella’s joining this time after all.”


      “The two we heard reports about are in the lineup as well. The girl who can dive through concrete, and the one who can control her bullets.”


      “They’re two of the only three Rank C Blazers in Vermillion, so it makes sense.”


      “Their fourth fighter’s their final Rank C Blazer, the king himself. I wonder why they took so long to submit their team when they’re going for obvious choices like these... Hmm? Hold up.” The lively woman, Mira, cocked her head to one side. “Who’s their fifth guy? Never heard of him.”


      “‘Ikki Kurogane’? That’s a Japanese name, isn’t it? Why’s a Japanese guy fighting for Vermillion?” the red-haired man, Luke, mused.


      “Look at his stats, Luke. He’s Rank F. Why’d they decide on a guy like this after taking so long to deliberate?”


      The large man, Ridd, and the more reserved woman, Enaris, shook their heads at their partners.


      “Wait, I’m pretty sure I’ve seen this boy’s face before.”


      “Ah! I-I recognize him from one of the news programs I watched! He’s Princess Stella’s boyfriend!”


      “Oh, that’s why I thought I’d seen him before! I saw him dueling the princess at some tournament in Japan!”


      “That’s right,” Johan said, taking charge of the conversation once more. “That’s the Seven Stars Sovereign, Ikki Kurogane. Going by mana pool alone, he’s Rank F, but he’s a master of the blade and used his superior technique to defeat the Crimson Princess in a legitimate duel. Don’t underestimate him.”


      Luke and Mira turned pale. While they hadn’t been watching the Seven Stars Battle Festival broadcast, even they’d heard the rumors that the Crimson Princess had lost to a low-ranked Japanese knight.


      “S-So those rumors were true?”


      “I thought that was all bullshit...”


      “Nope. I watched the stream, so I can tell you for a fact, that boy is something else.”


      “B-But Johan, he’s not even a citizen of Vermillion. Is he allowed to take part in this war?”


      Federation regulations forbade foreigners from fighting in other nations’ wars.


      “Normally, he wouldn’t be,” Johan answered with a nod. “But my father, the king, agreed to let Vermillion bring one foreigner into their team as a guest fighter.”


      “Whaaat?! Why would he allow something that puts us at a disadvantage?”


      “Princess Lunaeyes spent the last month negotiating the terms with him. She offered even more favorable terms for us if we won this war, so long as we let her use it as a way to test whether or not Mr. Kurogane is worthy of being Princess Stella’s husband.”


      “That sounds like some kinda crazy coming-of-age ceremony old barbarian tribes used to do.”


      “Apparently, they have to be that strict with who they let marry Stella because of how stubborn Vermillion’s king is when it comes to his children. Lunaeyes sure has it rough,” Johan said with a dry laugh.


      Mira and Enaris burst out laughing.


      “Aha ha! Yeah, I could see their king saying that!”


      “My father was like that as well... I wonder if fathers everywhere are all the same? What do you think, Ridd?”


      “Ha ha ha, probably...” Ridd let out a long sigh. After months of persistence, he’d finally gotten Enaris’s parents’ permission to marry her. Honestly, I have a feeling I’ll be the same way if we have a daughter.


      “Johan, is this guy really as strong as the rumors claim? He didn’t win because the Crimson Princess was in bad shape or anything, did he?”


      “If you want my honest opinion, I don’t think any of us can beat him.”


      “But it says he’s Rank F. Did they mess up when they evaluated him or something?”


      “No, his ranking is accurate based on Federation standards. From watching his match, I could tell that he doesn’t have more than a Rank F knight’s magical abilities. But he’s strong despite that... In particular, he’s well-suited to real combat. It pains me to admit this, but we’re no match for him.”


      Mira puffed out her cheeks in protest.


      “Doesn’t that mean we’re guaranteed to lose two of our matches already? That sucks.”


      “Your Highness, can’t you use your authority to get that special rule allowing Kurogane’s participation revoked?”


      “No way,” Johan replied, shaking his head. “Lunaeyes has already given us quite a few things in exchange for allowing this rule. If we go back on our word, we’ll owe her a huge debt.”


      In truth, Johan and Lunaeyes were childhood friends who had spent a lot of time together as the future rulers of their respective nations. They’d even studied at Cambridge together, and Lunaeyes had helped him out a great deal when they were students. Without her, he might have accepted the invitation of his unscrupulous friends and made a terrible mistake that would have haunted him for the rest of his life. He would never forget the way his cheek had stung when she’d slapped him back then. She was one year older than him, and he looked up to her as a mentor and a friend. Even now, he held a great deal of respect for her. As a result, he was never able to refuse a request of hers.


      “When it comes to Lunaeyes, you just can’t say no, huh, Johan?”


      “Sorry, guys, but once you get used to listening to someone, it’s hard to break out of that habit. And she’s been guiding me since we were kids. Anyway, that’s why I’m relying on all of you. Two guaranteed losses isn’t a great start, but that just means we have to win our three other matches. Thermite Gracie and Millaria Reizi are dangerous when fighting together, but on their own, they aren’t exceptionally powerful knights. And while Crimson Lion Sirius Vermillion was a force to be reckoned with in his heyday, he’s well past his prime now. I’m confident any of us here can beat any of them.”


      Johan’s expression softened, and he smiled.


      “Besides, even if we lose it’s not like we stand to lose all that much,” he added.


      He wasn’t trying to downplay his fears; there really wasn’t very much at stake. Thanks to a treaty Cradleland had signed with Vermillion a few decades back, whoever won the war was responsible for funding new infrastructure projects for the losing country. About half of the gas field profits ended up being reparation money for the losing side, so in the grand scheme of things, the war had very little impact on either nation’s economy. These wars were more of a friendly rivalry between two allied nations, and an excuse for each country to show off their best fighters.


      The citizens of both nations preferred this arrangement as well, since it meant they didn’t have to worry about war tearing apart their homes and villages. That was why Cradleland’s king had so easily agreed to unfavorable terms and let Ikki join the competition. Neither side was desperate to win. Indeed, even if Johan’s team lost, no one in Cradleland would care that much.


      “Fair enough,” Luke said. “I guess in that case, we may as well take this as an opportunity to see how a knight from the fabled land of samurai fights.”


      He summoned his Device, a scarlet knife, and started tossing it from hand to hand.


      “Man, I can’t believe that tomboy princess has a fiancé now. When I fought her at the last swordsmanship tournament, she seemed like a martial artist through and through. The kind of girl who’d dedicated her life to the blade,” Mira said.


      “When girls like her fall for someone, they fall hard, and they move fast. Just watch, they’re gonna have a bunch of kids before long. Ena, Ridd, you better not fall behind,” Luke teased.


      Enaris blushed and looked away.


      “L-Luke! You don’t have to phrase it like that!” Ridd said, blushing just as brightly.


      Luke and Mira, the two single people in the group, laughed heartily. Eventually, the blushing couple smiled as well. Johan was proud to have been blessed with such a harmonious team. Even if the fate of the country didn’t rest on the outcome, he still wanted to win. For their sakes. And he was confident these Blazers would be able to beat Vermillion’s other knights. Just then, an unfamiliar voice joined the chorus of laughter.


      “Aha ha ha ha ha.”


      “Huh?”


      This new laugh was harsh and derisive, as if whoever it was coming from looked down on everyone and everything. Johan and the others exchanged glances, then turned in the direction of the newcomer’s voice.


      “You know, I’d heard stories, but I guess wars between Federation nations really are just games. What a joke. A war where it doesn’t matter who wins or loses? Hell, it’s not even funny enough to be called a joke.” There was a person wearing a black hoodie sitting on one of the catwalks crisscrossing the training facility’s ceiling. They had mismatched eyes, one a deep blue that resembled a will-o’-the-wisp, and the other the vivid crimson of blood. “Watching ants march would be funnier.”
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      “What an absolute waste. You were all born with power, and yet because you follow the stupid rules of society, you can’t even go wild and wield your strength as you please. If you ask me, that’s no way to spend your limited time on this earth.”


      Who is this kid?


      A shiver of fear ran down Johan’s spine as he looked up at the boy. He had speckled white hair that looked almost like soot, and his blue and red eyes had an ominous gleam to them. Whoever he was, he was dangerous. Johan’s teammates could feel it as well.


      “Wh-Who the hell are you?! How’d you get in here?!”


      “No one except Cradleland’s representatives is allowed to use this training facility for the next week. I kindly ask that you leave. Now.”


      Neither Luke nor Ridd spoke to the newcomer as if they were a mere child. They each shifted their center of gravity lower, ready to fight if the need arose. But the intruder just playfully swung his legs back and forth.


      “Well, I guess I can’t blame you. You’re all ignorant of how enjoyable slaughter can be, of the ecstasy that pillaging brings.” There was a hint of pity in his voice, and he smiled at Johan and the others. “Here, let me show you. A practical demonstration always works best.”


      In that instant, the only Rank B knight among them, Johan, realized that every inch of the training facility was within the intruder’s reach already. At the same time, he also realized that they were no match for him. He was far beyond anything they could possibly handle.


      “Everyone, ruuun!” he shouted, louder than he’d ever shouted before.


      Unfortunately, his warning came too late. But in fairness, it had been too late from the moment the boy had entered the room.


      “What?”


      A spray of blood covered Johan from head to toe. It was coming from Ridd, who’d had his heart pierced. Looking over, Johan saw that it was his own Device that was poking out Ridd’s chest. He couldn’t recall having summoned it into his left hand, though.


      “Ah... Huh?” Ridd stared at Johan in confusion. He was in so much shock that the pain didn’t even register. “Johan...why...”


      A second later, Johan’s hand moved on its own, pulling the spear out of Ridd’s chest. Ridd collapsed, blood continuing to spill out of the giant hole in his chest as he helplessly reached his hand out toward his wife. But he died before his hand could go more than a few inches, and it fell limp onto the ground.


      “A-Aaaaaaaaah!”


      “C-Come on, Ridd... This has to be a joke, right?!”


      “R-Ridd?! Wh-What are you doing, Johan?!”


      Mira summoned her own Device, a set of dual pistols, and pointed them at Johan. But of course, Johan hadn’t done it on purpose.


      I’m being controlled!


      He figured it out quickly enough, but he couldn’t figure out how. All he knew was that his opponent was controlling him like a puppet. And his abilities weren’t sufficient to break free.


      “Everyone, get away from me! Now! Run!”


      He knew he was beyond saving, so he entreated his comrades to flee. The panic in his voice made Luke suddenly realize what was going on.


      “I see now! That brat did something to Johan!”


      Luke immediately flipped his knife into a reverse grip and shot toward the boy as fast as he could. True to his moniker of Swift Gale, he was able to reach the catwalk in seconds.


      “Hold on, Johan! I’ll save—”


      “Luke?!”


      But Luke’s jump stopped in midair, his blade inches away from the boy’s face. He looked like a butterfly caught in a spider’s web.


      “What...the... I can’t move!”


      Meanwhile, against his will, Johan’s legs brought him closer to Luke.


      “Shit,” Luke cursed. “Wait, don’t do this, Captain! Stooop!”


      “S-Stop! Don’t make me do this!”


      But both of their screams were in vain, as Johan stopped directly under Luke and thrust up at him from below.


      “Gaaah!”


      Luke convulsed in pain as Johan’s golden spear shot through him. A few seconds later, his body went slack, and he died as well. When Johan pulled his spear out, Luke’s innards spilled all over his beautiful blond hair. He was on the verge of breaking due to the mental strain of knowing he was killing his best friends one by one, but he hung on to his last shred of sanity in the hopes of at least saving the ones who were still alive.


      “Please...Mira... Run!” he shouted, tears streaming down his face.


      Seeing the desperation in his eyes, Mira knew what she had to do. She ran over to Enaris, who was futilely shaking her dead husband’s body, and grabbed her by the arm.


      “Get up, Ena! We have to run!”


      “Ridd! Ridd, say something!”


      “Not now!”


      “Nooooooo! Ridd! Ridd!”


      Mira pulled Enaris off by force and started hauling her to the exit as fast as she could.


      “Oh, so you can use these kinds of techniques too, huh? I guess I’ll let you kill those two that way, then,” the boy said, sounding excited to have found a new toy to play with. A second later, golden light filled the training room.


      “M-Mira!” Enaris shouted, and Mira turned around.


      No...


      Mira and Enaris both knew what that light signified, and they both despaired.


      “Dodge iiiiit!”


      This was Johan’s Noble Art, Circus Maximus. It transformed his Device, Chariot, into its true form of a golden horse and lengthened his spear into a jousting lance. He then charged forward, trampling over everything in his path. It was an incredibly destructive Noble Art, and faster even than Luke’s top speed. No one in Cradleland boasted more destructive power than him. Unfortunately, neither Mira nor Enaris was capable of evading or blocking it.


      There was a flash of light as his horse dashed forth. The speed of his charge broke the sound barrier, and the shock wave that accompanied it sent all of the equipment in the training facility flying against the wall, shattering all the lights as well. Once the charge finished and the golden glow faded away, the room fell into darkness.


      “Ah... Aaah...” Johan muttered weakly as he looked back at the trail of destruction he’d left in his wake. There was just enough light to make out the burned, mangled bodies of the two women he’d been proud to call his friends.


      The boy grinned and clapped his hands as he watched Johan.


      “What do you think, Prince? Pretty stimulating, right? Nothing quite beats the thrill of mercilessly slaughtering your own companions.”


      “I’ll kill you... I’ll fucking kill you, you bastaaaaard!” Furious, Johan desperately tried to move his body. Straining his muscles so hard that they ripped apart and started bleeding, he managed to tug the reins of his golden horse and turn it around. “Circus Maximus!”


      He didn’t care if the strain of it killed him. All that mattered was slaughtering that boy who delighted in the suffering of others.


      Johan’s Blazer power was rooted in the very concept of “paths.” Bad terrain, obstacles, and even the air itself could be trod over to create a path to his target. His golden horse flew effortlessly through the air, charting a straight line toward the intruder. But just as his spear was about to reach the boy’s face, his body and his horse froze.


      “I see, I see. Slaughter wasn’t to your liking. A shame you can’t enjoy the rush of killing, especially since you’re a man. What a pathetic prince.”


      The boy hadn’t moved from his perch on the catwalk even once during the fight. He hadn’t had to so much as lift a finger to get Johan to kill his comrades. Johan was so powerless that he couldn’t scratch his foe even then.


      He’s just too strong...


      The gap in power was so massive that he couldn’t even measure it accurately. The realization broke his spirit, and his horse and spear disintegrated into motes of gold dust. Since a Blazer’s Device was a manifestation of their soul, when their soul was beaten down, so too was their Device.


      “Wait, I’ve got it. I bet a pretty boy like you prefers women more. You should have just said so.”


      The boy gave Johan his widest smile yet. Johan stiffened up in fear, dreading whatever fresh hell might have been come up with for him. Unfortunately, his body was already under his enemy’s control, so no matter how he felt, there was nothing he could do. The boy let him down, lifted up Enaris’s corpse, and made him rip her clothes off.


      “No...” Johan said in a terrified voice, realizing what the boy was planning.


      The boy, Puppet King Or Gol, grinned, his fanged teeth looking just like a shark’s.


      “She’s already dead, but her body’s still warm, so I’m sure it’ll feel good.”


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      “Aha ha ha ha.”


      The moonlight filtering through the broken windows was the only illumination left in the devastated training room. The Puppet King laughed again as he watched Johan mechanically thrust into Enaris’s corpse. At first, Johan had begged Or Gol for mercy, but now he wasn’t even sobbing. His eyes were unfocused, and he kept repeating “I’m sorry” over and over in a broken voice.


      Through the steel wires of Or Gol’s Device, Black Widow, he had acutely felt the moment Johan had broken, as the tension in his body had leaked out. Nothing brought him greater joy than destroying the lives of others and treating them like puppets to be toyed with. Knowing that they loved others and were loved in turn made crushing their spirits and drowning them in the depths of despair a uniquely ecstatic experience. Having discovered that pleasure, there was no turning back. He couldn’t live without the high that came from destruction. And just like an addict, he needed more each time to feel something.


      “I can’t wait.” He was so looking forward to seeing what kind of face Stella would make when he destroyed everything she loved right in front of her. Her citizens, her family, and her beloved boyfriend. “I bet in that moment, you’ll be the cutest girl in the world...”


      Just thinking about it made him shiver with pleasure. He was sure that crushing Stella’s spirit would bring him greater joy than anything he’d done before. He couldn’t wait to play with Stella, to toy with her. But since he wanted to enjoy his time playing with her, he wanted to have some more toys around.


      For the first time since appearing before Johan, the Puppet King moved his arms, lifting them until they were parallel with the ground. His fingers twitched, manipulating threads so fine that they were invisible to the naked eye. He sent them out of the open window, through the forest, and into the city, twining them around soldiers, pregnant women, children—anyone he could find. Slowly but surely, he started transforming Cradleland into his very own Wonderland, a puppet kingdom just for him.


      None of the people he’d wrapped his threads around knew what had happened to them yet. They were all becoming his puppets without even realizing it. He set up a number of hub stations for his threads as he spread them out, and before long, he’d captured all of Cradleland in his web. He’d put down the roots needed to turn the country into his seedbed. Once those seeds bore fruit, he’d finally be able to start the war that would later go down in history as the Great Vermillion Campaign.


      ◆◇◆◇◆


      The Mage-Knight Federation’s main branch in Great Britain. Within it was a room only the heads of the respective country branch offices and the top nine ranked Blazers in the world were allowed to enter. Right now, there were just two people in that room.


      “You’ve heard that France’s foreign minister, Mr. Alexis, fainted on a trip recently, right? He collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut in the middle of a dinner with other dignitaries. He regained consciousness soon after, so everyone thinks he was just stressed from overwork, but...the same thing happened to over five hundred influential politicians and businessmen at exactly the same time all over the world.”


      The one speaking was a young man standing in front of a large monitor. The light from the monitor was the only illumination in the dark room. The other person in the room stood in a corner, blending into the darkness as they listened quietly. The young man tapped the display to move it to a new slide as he continued his explanation.


      “Having combed through all the police reports and news articles that I could, I found that a thousand other, less important people collapsed at the same time as well. Their cases were all treated as heatstroke or something similar, but you and I know that can’t be coincidence. Our suspicions were confirmed when two days later, we received this picture from Cradleland.”


      The picture he was referring to appeared on the monitor. It showed a young boy wearing a hood over his face. The figure in the corner shifted slightly, and the sound of metal scraping against metal echoed in the dark room. The young man noticed the figure’s unease but kept talking.


      “Using our connections, we got in touch with Rebellion, but it seems even they’re shocked by his recent actions. It’s not that uncommon for any one of the Numbers to act on their own, especially since Rebellion isn’t a particularly structured organization to begin with. What makes it so shocking is that he’s chosen to come out in person rather than sending one of his puppets. He also stopped controlling all of his other puppets, which used to serve as the eyes and ears of Rebellion. We have no way of knowing what he’s planning, or if he’s just acting on a whim, but now that the Puppet King Or Gol is on the move, we can’t sit idly by. In some ways, he’s even more of a threat to society than the Tyrant. Especially since he’s a Desperado. We need to be prepared for the worst-case scenario.”


      The young man stared directly into the tiny eye slits in the figure’s black helmet.


      “Black Knight Ascrid, we need you to head to Vermillion. There’s no one in the Federation more suited to dealing with him than you. Only you fully understand just how terrifying he can be.”


      The Black Knight turned on his heel, his cape billowing behind him, and strode out of the room. Though he said nothing, his fists were clenched so tightly that blood dripped from the gaps in his gauntlets.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello everyone, Riku Misora here. I’ve been playing with my cat’s paws so much that he kicks me every time I try now.


      That aside, thank you so much for reading through volume 10! I can’t believe the Chivalry of a Failed Knight series has hit double digit volumes now! It’s all thanks to the unwavering support of readers like you. From this volume onward, we’ll be in the Vermillion Kingdom arc. The Seven Stars Battle Festival is over, and all of the fighters are heading down their respective paths. Meanwhile, Ikki and Stella will have to deal with an unprecedented threat to her homeland. The scale and scope of the story is going to get a lot bigger from this point on, but the focus is still going to be on Ikki and Stella.


      The astute reader will have noticed that I introduced a bunch of new characters in this volume. That’s because I didn’t have the chance to during the tournament. Hopefully now I’ll be able to bring back Kagamin’s “Hagun Academy Bulletin,” which has been absent for the last two volumes.


      With that, I’d like to move on to the acknowledgments. I’d like to thank my editor and everyone in the whole editing department for letting me move the publishing schedule around so much after I got sick this winter. Thank you to Won-san for his wonderful illustrations as well. I’m so glad you were willing to make a full-color bath page for me just because I wanted to see everyone’s boobs. Last but not least, a big thank-you to all of my readers. Without you, I wouldn’t be here.


      Let us meet again in volume 11.
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