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  Prologue


   


  ON THE CAPITAL PLANET, the center of the Intergalactic Algrand Empire, an entire continent served as the emperor’s palace. Within that vast space, one location was top-secret even among the continent’s residents: the personal quarters of the emperor, Bagrada Noah Albareto. Only a select few knew where those quarters were, and to reach them, one had to pass through several layers of tight security. The Empire’s top knights and soldiers were assigned to defend that location and had permission to execute intruders without hesitation.


  Visiting that extremely secure location was the current crown prince: Cleo Noah Albareto. His previous youthful innocence all but gone, Cleo stood before a heavy door, looking somewhat self-conscious about his short red hair. Since Cleo formally assumed the position of crown prince, his garments had become more heavily ornamented, and the man himself almost seemed to sparkle.


  When the door slowly opened, Bagrada awaited Cleo inside, dressed in casual clothes. Very few people ever saw the emperor like that—in slacks and a sweater.


  “Come in, come in.” Bagrada smiled warmly at Cleo’s arrival. “So, why are you visiting me today?”


  Bagrada didn’t look like anything more than a gentle young man, and he’d merely asked Cleo why he had come to visit. Still, this man was the Empire’s ruler—even now, as crown prince, Cleo couldn’t drop his guard around him. And Bagrada’s status wasn’t the only reason Cleo was wary. First and foremost, he feared the sinister aura the man sometimes gave off.


  “I apologize for requesting an audience when you’re so busy, Your Majesty. I’ve come to discuss my elder sister Cecilia’s marriage. Please offer this fool your wise counsel, sir.”


  Bagrada touched his chin, amused by Cleo’s self-deprecation. “Cecilia. She would be your elder sister from the same mother?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  Cleo felt closer to Cecilia Noah Albareto than his other siblings, since they shared a mother. And Cecilia was in a different position than Cleo and their other sister, Lysithea Noah Albareto. 


  Cleo, the youngest of the three, was now crown prince—but originally he’d been a prince in name only, participating in the succession conflict but incapable of gaining ground. Lysithea, the middle sibling, had become a knight to protect Cleo. But Cecilia, the eldest, was different. She had received an Imperial princess’s education, and her personality was naturally quiet and serene. She was a kind and accepting person, and even her appearance was well-balanced; her blonde hair and blue eyes gave her a picture-perfect “rich noblewoman” look. It was somewhat miraculous that she’d grown into a nice, normal girl in the den of venomous creatures that was the palace.


  But it was this miraculous sister who presently troubled Cleo. “Back when I was still close with Count Banfield…no, it’s Duke Banfield now, isn’t it…? I entrusted him with the matter of Cecilia’s marriage.”


  Cleo wanted to have the resulting arrangements rescinded now that he’d betrayed Liam Sera Banfield—now a duke. At the time he was describing, he hadn’t considered betraying Liam at all, so he’d been happy to leave the matter of his sister’s marriage to Liam if it meant that Cleo wouldn’t have to worry about it anymore himself. Now that he had betrayed Liam, though, the marriage was no more than a thorn in Cleo’s side.


  “Cecilia is betrothed to a member of a recently promoted noble house—that of Baron Exner. Thinking about it now, I’m infuriated that Liam suggested someone from an upstart noble house like that to marry my sister, but at the time I was willing to accept anything.”


  Even worse than Liam suggesting the match was Cecilia’s groom himself: Kurt Sera Exner. Kurt was Baron Exner’s heir and a good friend of Liam’s, which was a major problem. There were issues with the man himself, but the main issue was the status of his household. The Exners had become nobles only after the current baron distinguished himself through military service. Noble society spurned the Exners as upstarts, since they’d only been granted peerage recently.


  Personally, Cleo felt that the Exners were of more use than most nobles; still, they clearly weren’t of sufficient rank for a member of the house to wed Cleo’s sister by blood.


  I’m less weak than before. I’ve risen to the rank of crown prince of the Algrand Empire. If I veto the marriage entirely, even Liam shouldn’t be able to defy me.


  At some point, Cleo had clenched his fists. Bagrada watched him, smiling, and confirmed Cleo’s feelings. “You adore Cecilia, and this match worries you—both emotionally and in terms of the bloodlines. Is that about the measure of things?”


  “Y-yes! I want Cecilia to marry someone of higher status. That’s why I’ve come today—to ask for your advice on this matter, Your Majesty.”


  Although he claimed he was only asking for advice, inside, Cleo fervently hoped that the emperor would use his authority to simply cancel the arrangement.


  Bagrada didn’t give Cleo the answer he wanted, however. “Before coming to me, I imagine you went to the prime minister. You visited me after he gave you an answer you didn’t like, I assume?”


  Cleo was caught off guard. “…I-I apologize.” He hung his head, afraid now that the emperor had seen through him.


  “It’s no wonder the prime minister was against canceling,” Bagrada gently scolded. “Royal marriages must be considered very carefully. If the palace prevented one for insufficient reason, many nobles would consider that damaging of the trust they placed in it. Court nobles, in particular, would likely object.”


  “…I intended to reject the marriage based on House Exner’s personal connection to Liam, as well as their inadequate status. But the prime minister said those weren’t good enough reasons, and therefore wouldn’t support my objection.”


  “I’m guessing that the wedding has already been ­officially announced and that it will be held soon? I can see why the prime minister wouldn’t want to call it off at that stage.”


  As Bagrada weighed the prime minister’s opinion, Cleo looked up at him and continued to argue his point. “Is that grounds to steal Cecilia’s happiness?! My sister is irreplaceable to me!”


  Cleo had raised his voice louder than he intended, surprising even himself. 


  Bagrada just stared at him, gaze level. “The trust of the nation comes first; it takes priority over your own feelings. That is what being emperor means. In reality, there isn’t a good reason to cancel Cecilia’s marriage.”


  “Then is there nothing I can do but let it happen?” Cleo’s expression twisted into one of despair.


  Meanwhile, a smile formed on Bagrada’s face that didn’t suit his “pleasant young man” veneer one bit. “If you want the prime minister and other nobles to agree with you, simply find grounds to object to their union after the wedding,” he said, wearing that sinister, creepy smile. “Then you can rescue Cecilia from her circumstances and find a more suitable match for her.”


  When Bagrada’s demeanor changed, Cleo began to tremble in fear of him. “Gr-grounds to object? I tried to look into House Exner on my own, but they’re shockingly diligent. That’s probably because of the support they get from Liam, in part. But there’s no real reason to reject them.” 


  Bagrada shook his head in disappointment over Cleo’s assertion about House Exner. “You lack malice, Cleo.”


  “Malice, Your Majesty?”


  “Your field of vision has narrowed to saving Cecilia. But I’m sure her marriage is under much scrutiny within the Empire, given your status and Liam’s.”


  “The prime minister said the same thing and urged me to refrain from any carelessness for that reason.”


  “You should do the opposite.” As Cleo’s eyes went wide, Bagrada suggested a strategy. “You just need to make a fool of Liam while the whole Empire is watching. If you do that, you can not only get Cecilia back but harm Liam’s reputation at the same time.”


  Bagrada was claiming that this was an opportunity, and Cleo listened with great interest. “Please tell me what to do.”


  Seeing Cleo’s determined expression, Bagrada smiled. “Very well. It’s a father’s duty to impart upon his son the wisdom of his elders.”


  Though Bagrada pretended to act like a father, he didn’t seem to consider Cecilia his daughter at all, even if he did think of Cleo as his son. He had so many children; those he acknowledged were outnumbered by those he didn’t. That made Cleo a bit angry, but he was too frightened of his father to say anything. And when Bagrada mentioned making a fool of Liam, that was enough to put any thoughts of Cecilia’s happiness out of Cleo’s mind.


  Don’t think that things will continue going exactly as you want them to, Liam. To begin with, I’ll disgrace you at this wedding.


   


  ***


   


  Several weeks later, Cleo visited a prison, several knights in tow. 


  This facility housed noble criminals. The Empire afforded nobles overwhelmingly preferential treatment. When they committed crimes too great to ignore, though, they ended up here.


  Still, this was more or less a prison in name only. The facility more closely resembled a high-class hotel—simply one with doors and windows the occupants couldn’t open themselves, since they weren’t allowed to leave. Any normal criminal would have found this facility quite comfortable, but for its noble tenants, it was the height of inconvenience.


  Agonized pleas came from the small windows in the cell doors as Cleo passed.


  “You’re the crown prince, aren’t you?! You are, right?!”


  “Help me, please! I’m innocent, I swear! I don’t want to end my life trapped in this tiny little rooom!”


  “The crown prince would only be here to grant pardons, right?! Pardon me! Save me! I’ll work for you, I swear!”


  As Cleo grew sick of the prisoners’ shouting, his guide—the warden—apologized to him. “Please forgive their insolence, Your Imperial Highness. After long isolation, those who reside here have forgotten how to behave like proper nobles.”


  “I’m not concerned with the rabble,” Cleo replied. “Is it this way?”


  “Yes, Your Highness.”


  The warden had guided Cleo deep into the prison. He now stood before a door much fancier than those he’d seen on the way here.


  “I’m told that the man I’m looking for was born to a poor court-noble family,” Cleo said suspiciously. “What’s he doing in this prison in the first place?”


  “He’s here because of his particular circumstances,” the warden answered, touching the door.


  “Circumstances?”


  When the warden touched the fancy door, the door and even the wall around it became transparent, letting them see inside the room beyond. It was quite spacious and had been furnished with expensive fixtures, almost allowing one to forget that it was indeed a prison cell.


  Inside the room, a tall man sat at a large table, eating a steak. Unlike the other prisoners, he was the very picture of calm. He was also dressed differently from the rest; he wore what looked like a brand-new black suit. Of course, the other inmates were well-dressed too, but most had been incarcerated so long that they no longer put much effort into their appearance. This man was ­different. He clearly cared intensely about his looks, but he had a suspicious quality beyond that that set him apart from others—probably the look in his eyes.


  Those wide, sharp eyes glanced Cleo’s way. Cleo wondered for a moment whether the prisoner simply hadn’t noticed him before. Then the man wiped his mouth with a paper napkin and rose from his chair.


  “Well, if it isn’t His Highness the crown prince. Being seen in a place like this will affect your reputation, you know.”


  The man’s blasé attitude irritated Cleo a little. He didn’t like that his presence didn’t unnerve the prisoner. Still, this did somewhat raise his expectations of the impudent man.


  “I heard that someone here possesses certain skills and a grudge against Liam. Is that you?” Cleo asked.


  “Liam…Liam Sera Banfield?” the man smiled faintly. “It’s true, I do bear him a grudge. I built myself a vast fortune, yet because of him, I’ve found myself confined in a place like this.”


  The man’s tone was polite, but as he recalled Liam, his eyes grew even sharper.


  “I’d like to use you in my conflict with Liam,” Cleo proposed.


  The man covered his mouth with his hand. “So you’ve truly cut ties with House Banfield? It’s rumored that you’re just using the appearance of a strained relationship with Liam Sera Banfield to smoke out opposition within your ranks.”


  “I won’t get a good night’s sleep until that man’s life has ended,” Cleo assured the suspicious prisoner. “So what will you do, Billy Sera Sines?” Will you accept my proposal?


  Billy Sera Sines smirked at Cleo’s question. He was tall and thin, with dark tanned skin. His gray hair was long, with shaggy layers, but his facial hair was trimmed neatly.


  There was something sinister about the man as he knelt before Cleo. “Very well. If I can be useful to you, then by all means, make use of me.”


  “I will. But it seems you’re treated awfully well at this prison, aren’t you?”


  When Cleo asked that, Billy smirked in the warden’s direction. “Money has its uses, even in a place like this. Since I had nowhere to spend the money I earned through my evil deeds, I shared some of it with the ­wardens, and look what I got in return.” Billy spread his arms wide, indicating the room around him. 


  This all made sense to Cleo. He glanced at the warden too. “I see. Bribes…?”


  The warden hurried to defend himself. “That’s certainly not all there is to it, Your Imperial Highness! Even from in here, this man can manipulate his subordinates on the outside, so who knows what could happen to us if we defied him!”


  Cleo moved his gaze from the nervous warden to Billy, giving him an expectant look. “You seem like the man to know.”


  “I’m nothing but a small-time crook,” Billy responded. “But it seems I have some talent in that area, since I’ve made great progress since I left my household.”


  Cleo directed the warden to open the door, and Billy stepped out of his cell.


  “Before I get started, there’s a knight I’d like you to free as well,” he suggested.


  “You’d like me to free him? Is he another inmate? If he’s a friend of yours, it can wait.”


  “No, he and I aren’t acquainted. He’s just rather famous in our profession.”


  Hearing that, Cleo did express interest. “What sort of man is he?”


  “He’s a so-called pirate knight, but this man is even more villainous than other criminals of that type. He’s also a swordsman connected to the Way of the Flash.”


  Cleo showed an immediate reaction to those words. “So he knows Liam.”


  That remark made Billy smile wryly. “I’m sure they’re connected in some respect, but I don’t believe they’ve actually met. It’s Liam’s master, the Sword God, that this knight is connected to.”


  The Sword God. The man Liam revered as his master: Yasushi. Cleo’s understanding was that the man was a swordsman of otherworldly skill who had one day appeared in the Empire out of nowhere. The crown prince was very interested in a knight connected to someone like that.


  “I’ll meet this man. Take me to him.”


  Curious about the knight Billy sought, Cleo decided to go recruit him as well.


   


  ***


   


  This prison didn’t house nobility. Here, former knights wore prison uniforms in an eye-catching color. Since knights were stronger than regular people, the inmates also wore arm and leg weights that could restrict their movements. They weren’t normally hampered while resting or working, but if they tried to escape or defied the guards, those weights bound their arms and legs to their bodies.


  These prisoners performed mining work on resource-rich planets. They gathered rare, difficult-to-excavate metal in environments so harsh that the work sometimes proved fatal. No normal person would’ve lasted more than a few months in those environments, but these were superhuman knights, albeit criminals. That meant they’d last years.


  Once Cleo arrived, the warden led him through the facility, looking around nervously. The guards who ­accompanied them were armed and ready to respond to any incident at a moment’s notice.


  As he guided Cleo, the warden explained the facilities. “This is the harshest prison a knight can be sent to. Even these superhuman knights almost all die, or damage their bodies beyond repair, after only a few years here.”


  That fact made Cleo a bit nervous. Could a knight locked up in a place like this really be of any use?


  “He was imprisoned here several years ago, wasn’t he?” he asked Billy, who was respectfully hanging back behind him.


  Billy smiled with confidence. “There’s no way this man would die so easily someplace like this. Well—I suppose there was always a chance that he’d be unlucky enough to be caught in a mining accident. I saw his name on the list of inmates, though, so he’s still alive.”


  Cleo sighed and looked away from the confident Billy. “Let’s hope so.”


  After leading the group to the deepest part of the mining site, the warden shouted, “Everyone, stop working!”


  The prisoners all ceased their labor at once and glared toward Cleo, Billy, and the warden. The deepest part of the mine was the most dangerous, so the criminals who’d received the heaviest sentences were sent here. Among them was a man whose back remained turned to them. Shaggy black hair streaked with white hung down to his waist.


  “That man is the Sword Devil,” Billy said.


  “Is that his real name?” Cleo asked.


  “It’s an alias,” Billy explained. “He threw away his original name and strove to master the sword. Of course, he pursued serious battles to the death…which is frowned upon in polite society, so you can see how he ended up in the underworld.”


  The Sword Devil couldn’t have been called “tall,” but his muscular physique hadn’t withered under these harsh conditions.


  He turned his head to look back at them. “Do you need something from me…?”


  Pierced by the Sword Devil’s icy gaze, Cleo saw his own death for just a split second. His eyes widened, and cold sweat burst from his pores. The knights who served as his guards leaped at the man, sensing the bloodlust he’d directed at their master.


  “How dare you behave in such a way toward His Highness the crown prince, you mere criminal?!”


  The warden and Billy both addressed Cleo’s guards at the same time.


  “Pl-please wait! That man is dangerous—”


  “I wouldn’t recommend fighting him. The guy’s a famous swordsman among pirates and mercenaries both. Guess it’s a bit late to say that, though.”


  The knights who’d lunged at the Sword Devil already lay on the ground; he’d defeated their blades with his bare hands.


  When the Sword Devil picked up a fallen sword, the warden hurriedly pushed a button on the remote control he held. That bound all the prisoners in the vicinity hand and foot. The Sword Devil alone resisted his bonds. With stiff movements, he held his sword at the ready.


  “Don’t let it end here. Let me finish it. They drew their swords, so this is a battle… It doesn’t end until they, or I, perish.”


  Cleo shuddered at the sight of the man’s dark eyes: There were heavy bags under them, and no light reflected within them.


  An unarmed Billy stood before the intimidating inmate. “I suppose I should say that it’s nice to meet you,” he began. “I’m Billy Sera Sines.”


  “I recall hearing that name some time ago… I believe I cut down several people at your request.”


  “Yeah. I liked you, since you worked quickly and thoroughly. I can’t say you were very cautious, though.”


  “I cut down anyone who got in my way. That’s all there is to it.”


  “I have a new request for you now.”


  “For a prisoner like me? You’ve brought quite the silver spoon with you. Is that what this is about?”


  Cleo held his head high, putting on a brave face, as the Sword Devil looked him over appraisingly. “I am Cleo Noah Albareto. Has that name not reached this prison?”


  Billy covered his face with his hand. “It’s too early to introduce yourself, Crown Prince.”


  At the words “crown prince,” the Sword Devil snickered. “The crown prince must be in real trouble to visit a prison like this. But since discarding the path of chivalry and taking up the way of the sword instead, I’ve become determined not to bow to any authority. If you have a request, let some other common swordsman handle it.”


  After the Sword Devil said that, Billy spoke a single name. “Sword God Yasushi.”


  “Geh—?!” The Sword Devil’s expression instantly changed. His free hand tousled his hair madly. “Yasushi… Yasushi… That worse-than-third-rate garbage swordsman… What the hell is the Way of the Flash?! What the hell is a Sword God?! How could I lose to his student…?!”


  Muttering to himself, the Sword Devil was no longer the imposing figure he’d been just a moment earlier.


  “Is there something between this man and the Sword God?” Cleo asked Billy.


  “I don’t know the details, but evidently he went to the same dojo as students of that school for a while.”


  “But…the Sword God uses the Way of the Flash, right?”


  “I’ve looked into it a bit, and it seems certain that the man studied at several dojos,” Billy replied. “But each one I contacted said that he was an awful swordsman. He stood out among the students—but in a bad way. So they all remembered him.”


  For a while, there had been rumors that the Way of the Flash was a made-up style cobbled together from aspects of other sword styles. Those rumors were dispelled not by Liam but by other students of the Way of the Flash. At that time, the Ahlen style and the Kurdan mixed fighting style were considered the Empire’s two top sword schools. Yasushi’s students raided both styles’ headquarters and defeated their masters, deploying overwhelming power. That silenced anyone who claimed that the Way of the Flash was a phony style, and everyone stopped worrying about Yasushi’s dubious background.


  “I’m surprised to hear that the Sword God has a past like that,” said Cleo.


  Quietly enough that the Sword Devil couldn’t hear, Billy told him, “Yasushi—who the Sword Devil once looked down upon—ended up surpassing him in the way of the sword. On top of that, the Sword Devil turned his back and fled from Liam. Those two things drove him to this point.”


  “Fled from Liam?”


  “I guess he ran into Liam while working as a guard for some pirates. Liam’s strength caught him so off guard that he ran without facing the boy himself.”


  “Will he really be any help, then?”


  “He has a firm grasp of what he’ll be up against, and we can improve his odds of winning by creating the right circumstances for him.”


  The Sword Devil was still muttering to himself, his former threatening aura all but abandoned. “No way could I lose. Not to one of his students. I couldn’t lose to Yasushi. And I was in an outdated mobile knight back then—its specs didn’t compare to the mobile knight Liam was piloting. That’s right. It’s obvious—that means I didn’t actually lose.”


  The heavy bags under the Sword Devil’s eyes proved that he’d spent many sleepless nights stewing in frustration after losing to Liam, though his loss to Liam seemed to torment him less than his loss to Yasushi on the path of the sword.


  “If we said that we could give you an opportunity for a rematch against a Way of the Flash swordsman, would that motivate you?” Billy asked the Sword Devil.


  The Sword Devil froze, then turned his face to Billy. “Really…? I can really fight him?” His eyes shone with anticipation.


  “I can’t promise that it’ll be very soon…but the crown prince here needs to settle things with Liam eventually,” Billy replied. “You’ll have ample opportunity to face him then.”


  When the Sword Devil heard that, his mouth curled into a crude smile. “Finally… I can at last settle things with Yasushi.”




  Chapter 1:
An Evil Lord’s Work?


   


  FAR FROM THE EMPIRE’S CAPITAL, in a remote region of space, was a specific planet. It was habitable, with the perfect conditions to support human life. Still, although it was under Imperial rule, it hadn’t seen any immigrants for a long while, and it wasn’t very developed.


  It was the only livable planet in a single-star system, but that system also boasted numerous planets and ­asteroids that could be mined for resources. Such a territory would normally have belonged to, and been developed by, a magistrate or lord.


  “Who was it that said, ‘The sand on the beach may disappear, but the makings of thieves never shall’? I didn’t ever think that would start to hit home for me now, after all this time.”


  On the bridge of the Argos, my three-thousand-meter superdreadnought, I—Liam Sera Banfield—reclined in my chair, observing the battle.


  That chair also functioned as an escape pod and shelter; in an emergency, it was capable of enclosing me in a protective sphere. Of course, it would only protect me.


  With my legs crossed, my chin resting in my hand, and my elbow propped on the armrest beside me, I probably looked bored out of my mind—because I was.


  The Argos’s bridge was fully staffed, and the crew had their noses to the grindstone. They called to one another urgently every so often, since we were in the midst of battle; still, there was no actual worry in their voices.


  “‘There will always be thieves, even if the sand on the beach runs out’? I think I’ve heard a similar saying, but I don’t remember the exact phrase, sir.”


  Beside me stood Lieutenant General Cordelia Seager, who’d recently been appointed captain of the Argos. She was talented enough to hold a higher rank than merely “ship’s captain,” but commanding a ship this massive took considerable skill. Besides, it was my personal battleship, so it needed to be commanded by someone impressive.


  If Cordelia didn’t know the quote, I must have recalled it from my previous life. Already the distinction between that life and this one was hazy in my mind. I didn’t think that was a bad thing, necessarily; when I considered the fact that it had taken me over a hundred years to get used to my life here, I actually felt like it had taken a little too long.


  “Well, no matter where we go, it’s nothing but space pirates,” I said. “I just want to focus on planetary development, but they keep coming out of the woodwork.”


  Heaving a sigh, I watched the battle play out before me. My allies were some attacking space pirates and mercenaries who’d made this star system their lair because it was too remote for the Empire to defend. Those enemies weren’t divided clearly into two groups: They normally earned their money as pirates, but they called themselves mercenaries when there was a war happening.


  They must’ve been pretty comfortable living in this star system, since quite a few were mounting a fierce resistance against us.


  “Captain, we’re receiving a call from an enemy ship,” a bridge operator reported to Cordelia. “They’re requesting a truce.”


  Cordelia sighed, vexed. “They may be living in Imperial territory, but they must be active in other intergalactic nations too. It seems they aren’t aware of our reputation.”


  She’d only sighed, but the way she looked and moved made the gesture rather bewitching. For a moment, her charm captivated all the nearby knights and soldiers—some of them women, of course.


  Cordelia was fair-skinned and well-proportioned, with just enough muscle and fat in the right places. She had long, fluffy orange hair, and her rather heavy-lidded eyes gave her an open-minded air. If I had to describe her, I would have said that she had the vibe of a sexy housewife—and she was married with kids. She’d apparently received this position after her ­children became independent, and she could focus on her ­military career.


  As she wore that seductive expression, I cautioned her, “Be a little more careful. You’re married, aren’t you? If I hear about any adultery occurring aboard this ship, I’ll demote you.”


  My former wife in my past life—the one who’d pushed me to my death—cheated on me, so I hated adultery. Still, Cordelia was so talented that it would be hard to expel her from the military or punish her easily.


  I wasn’t looking out for my troops or anything. Having climbed my way to the position of duke, I was House Banfield’s absolute ruler. No one could say a word against me, so I didn’t care who I pissed off. Despite that, though, House Banfield was critically low on personnel right now.


  Cordelia turned to me with an awkward smile. “I think it would be pretty difficult for me to commit adultery as a widow.”


  At that statement, several men in my field of vision pumped their fists; they no doubt planned to be the lady’s new paramour now that they’d heard that her husband was dead. Those guys were pretty laid-back, considering that we were in the middle of a fight. But if it would just be plain romance going on, with no cheating, I figured I had no reason to interfere. A widow with strange sex appeal, huh?


  “O-oh… In a way, I feel like that’s even worse,” I responded. “But I guess that’s not important right now.”


  I leaped down from my chair to the floor and stretched. “It seems like my reputation’s fading from memory. I think it’s about time I get out there and make a scene. Prepare the Avid for launch.”


  When I issued that order, Cordelia’s eyes momentarily flickered with hesitance, but she quickly made up her mind and doled out commands. She hadn’t risen to the role of captain of the Argos for no reason.


  “Prep Lord Liam’s personal craft for launch immediately. Ready the Royal Guard’s craft as well. We’ll send out the mobile knight squad that’s on standby too.”


  Cordelia couldn’t defy the absolute ruler of House Banfield, but apparently that didn’t mean she would allow me to sortie on my own either.


  The knight waiting at my side, Ethel Sera Granger, had begun to issue commands to her subordinates on her personal tablet. Ethel was part of my Royal Guard—a force established to protect the members of my household. She was tall for a woman, and slender, her glasses giving her a serious look. She used a glasses-style tablet, and I believed a commander in the Royal Guard did the same.


  Ethel wore the special uniform of Royal Guard knights; its design used lots of black to differentiate it from the uniforms of other knights. On top of that, the Royal Guard was made up of the cream of the crop, so its members were a rather intimidating presence even among other knights.


  Ethel had tied her long black hair into a bun from which a side ponytail dangled. When she finished issuing commands to her subordinates, she came to my side and knelt.


  “Lord Liam, the Royal Guard will accompany you.”


  I would’ve been fine on my own, but my increased importance meant that more people were concerned about my well-being. That was annoying in its own regard. I didn’t intend to cease my quest for power, of course, but it was a bit of a double-edged sword if success would eventually reduce my freedom even further.


  “Do what you want.”


   


  ***


   


  “Ah ha ha ha! The Avid’s back in action! Don’t think any of you will make it home alive now!”


  The Avid had finally been repaired after being thoroughly trashed in its last battle during the proxy war over Calvin and Cleo’s succession conflict. In the cockpit, I could feel the faint sound and vibration of the engine; that told me just how well the Avid was running. It was tough to pilot a mobile knight with no assist functions, but my long years of experience meant that I could now manipulate the Avid as easily as my own arms and legs, performing delicate movements exactly as I wished, even with the craft’s fingers and toes.


  Wielding beam swords in both the Avid’s hands, I slashed at the pirates, bisecting their mobile knights and ships one after another. The Avid surpassed all other mobile knights in power, speed, and every other aspect.


  My opponents must’ve panicked, because they were broadcasting on all frequencies. I supposed that that showed that the pirates weren’t a monolith but an amalgamation of several different gangs that usually communicated on different frequencies. Now they were all confused, and some were even starting to flee; there was probably no way for them to put everyone in action other than to broadcast to anybody in range.


  “Target that huge mobile knight!” one pilot shouted, panicked. “It’s an enemy ace!”


  In response, the pirate knights these guys had hired all swarmed the Avid. I assumed the pilot who addressed them was a pretty skilled member of that group.


  “You must be some hired muscle for them,” I remarked.


  He was probably quite a reliable mercenary.


  I opened my own communications to all channels, continuing to slash at the enemy. All the pirate knights fell easily to my blade, scattering to the proverbial winds in my wake, except for the one who’d given the order I heard. 


  The one knight who’d managed—just barely—to block my attack finally seemed to realize who I was. “I heard that there was a knight in the Empire who called himself the Pirate Hunter. You couldn’t be—”


  “Took you a little too long to realize. Also, I don’t remember ever calling myself the Pirate Hunter. You pirates gave me that name.” 


  The Avid kicked the enemy craft away. It went flying, spinning as it sped away. 


  The pirate knight quickly righted himself, however, and took up his weapon. “Fool! We’re all ready now. There’s nowhere for you to run!”


  Just as he said, before I knew it, I was surrounded not just by mobile knights but by pirate ships with their cannons all pointed my way. There was no escape either vertically or horizontally. The pirates formed a complete sphere around the Avid…but so what?


  “You monster… You’ll die here! All units, fire!” At the pirate knight’s command, fire from all directions bathed the Avid: beams, solid ammo, missiles, whatever the enemy had at its disposal. 


  All I felt, though, was a slight shaking in my cockpit. I tapped a control stick with my right hand, counting out the duration of the enemy’s attack. Seconds, half a minute, a minute… They were using everything they had in their effort to destroy the Avid.


  Eventually the pirates ran out of missiles and bullets, and their beam weapons’ barrels grew too hot to withstand the strain of their bombardment.


  “That all you got…?” I asked when the attacks finally ceased. From the pirates’ perspective, they’d unloaded everything they had, only for the Avid to emerge unscathed. I figured their reaction could only have been dumbfounded.


  That pirate knight was panicking. “Impossible! Do you know how much ammo we used in that attack?!”


  I stood in my cockpit and picked up the sword I’d left close at hand. “You really thought that peons like you could take me and my Avid out?”


  The movements of the enemy mobile knights and pirate ships in my vicinity clearly indicated their terror of me.


  “Yes, fear me! Tremble in my presence! Let the name Liam Sera Banfield echo all the way down into the underworld itself!” I cried, then reflected, I should probably wrap things up soon. “For good measure, I’ll send you off with my greatest technique.”


  I stood at the ready in my cockpit. Of course, all that meant was that I had my sword sheathed at my waist, my hand on its hilt.


  The Flash was the ultimate move of the Way of the Flash, but when I’d last tried to reproduce it with the Avid, I’d discovered a critical weakness in it—and my craft consequently destroyed itself from the inside out. The problem was that my Flash had improved so much that the Avid could no longer keep up with it.


  Was I incapable of using the Flash while piloting the Avid, then? No… I simply needed to change my strategy. My current Flash could pass through a mobile knight or an entire ship with ease. I just had to perform the technique myself. I couldn’t go out onto the battlefield in the flesh, of course, so I’d simply release my Flash from inside the Avid’s cockpit. That was possible because, when I used the move, it was no longer merely an extension of a sword slash: It was a Flash in the truest sense.


  “Here’s a parting gift on your way to hell. Take it… Flash.”


  The pleasant sound of my katana clicking into its scabbard rang through my cockpit. A moment later, the Flash cut through all the mobile knights and ships surrounding the Avid, and they exploded simultaneously.


  The pirate knight’s craft was now immobilized, its lower half gone. “Monster…” he muttered.


  The man really must have been first-class. He’d only survived just now because he reacted before I even ­unleashed my Flash, moving his craft upward.


  “I’ll take that as a compliment…” I unleashed a second Flash, destroying the pirate knight’s craft, but I couldn’t delight in my victory. “Huh?”


  When the enemy mobile knight exploded, alarms began to blare. My cockpit shook, and before I knew it, parts of the Avid were floating in space around me.


  The Avid had seemingly been destroyed from the inside out. In other words, its destruction was my fault.


  “Not again!”


   


  ***


   


  “So you dragged me out to the middle of nowhere?”


  Before me was Engineering Major Nias Carlin, whom I’d summoned from the Seventh Weapons Factory. It had been a while since she became a senior officer, but since then, I’d seen no sign of her rising in the ranks at all. That was probably due to a mix of Nias herself having no ambition and someone else deciding that if they gave her a higher rank, they couldn’t expect her to do any of the work that befit it.


  Nias had development skills, but she was fundamentally an engineer. I wouldn’t say that she was completely talentless when it came to managing a team or directing others, but her abilities in those areas were average. If anything, it was impressive that the Seventh had promoted her all the way to major.


  In the looks department, Nias had hardly changed at all since I first met her. She wore her black hair in a bob that hovered right around shoulder-length, and she had those same old glasses. She still wore the same kind of orange coveralls too. Her figure hadn’t changed either… Actually, she looked a bit thin, so maybe she’d screwed up again recently. She should’ve been making bank, but she seemed to pour a lot of her personal funds into buying new tools for her work and acquiring new knowledge. That meant she lived a rather frugal life, so I occasionally felt a little bad for her.


  Our long-term working relationship meant that Nias didn’t fear me in the slightest. Even now, her cheeks twitched in anger as she stood before me, although her face clearly said that she was doing everything she could to control her rage.


  “You know, anyone but me might have you executed for an expression like that,” I told her.


  Reaching her boiling point, Nias exploded, her hair flying this way and that as she shrieked, “Do you know how long it took me to get here from the Seventh Weapons Factory?! I had to use so many long-distance warp gates—the tolls I had to pay were crazy!”


  “I’m the one paying the tolls, aren’t I?”


  “I’m asking you to please not summon me to places like this! What was wrong with Hydra?! House Banfield’s home planet has facilities for my work—that would have been fine, wouldn’t it?!”


  I understood why Nias would prefer being on my home base to being out here, but I couldn’t leave this place. “I’m busy,” I told her. “I bought this star system from the Empire, you know, and I don’t even have enough manpower to develop it. That’s why I’m out here myself.”


  When she heard that I’d obtained a new star system, Nias’s eyes went wide. “You bought another one?! If you’ve got that much cash to throw around, purchase our products!”


  “I’ve bought plenty from you already this year! Tens of thousands of things, if I recall! Just how dependent on me is the Seventh Weapons Factory?!”


  “For the record, I know you order from the Third and Sixth too…cheater!”


  “Who’s a cheater?! I’ll kill you! I hate cheating and adultery more than anything!”


  I’d answered her more aggressively than usual, and Nias crouched in fear, covering her head. “Eep!”


  It seemed that I’d finally scared her. Still, we needed to start talking business. “Well…that’s enough joking around. Anyway, I want you to improve the Avid, on the double.”


  Nias looked up, relieved that she wasn’t going to die just yet. “Improve?”


  The dumb look on her face just pissed me off all over again, but I’d scared her a moment earlier, so I kept my anger in check. “Yeah. It breaks every time I go all out. It’d be best to strengthen it so that won’t happen anymore, right?”


  Nias slowly shook her head at my rather obvious ­suggestion. She looked a little pale. “That’s not happening.”


  “What…trying to haggle? I’ll pay whatever price you name. Just—”


  “No, I mean it—that’s not happening anymore!”


  “What…?”


  “We’ve already enhanced the Avid so thoroughly that it’s made up of the best possible rare metals and technology. You can add more rare metals and invest more money, but the basics of engineering won’t let it be improved any further.”


  Apparently, the Avid was already as strong as it could possibly get.


  “I don’t recommend adding new weapons or functions, either,” Nias continued. “Adding anything else at this point would just throw off the craft’s balance and impede its performance.”


  So, I couldn’t even make more adjustments. “Review its control mechanism, then. The thing moves on its own when I’m not even piloting it. It gets like this ’cause it tries to copy my Flash.” I glanced at the trashed Avid in the hangar.


  Nias took out her tablet with a baffled expression. “That’s not happening, either.”


  “Why not…?”


  “Well, the Avid does use all the latest tech, but its actual control mechanism is exceedingly simple.”


  The craft was made from top-notch materials, and all the on-board tech was as advanced as it could be, but the Avid’s controls were simple and old-fashioned, without any fancy assist functions. Master Yasushi had advised me to use that old control system because it would benefit me as a swordsman, and I’d done what he suggested.


  On her tablet, Nias was looking over my piloting records. “As far as the craft malfunctioning, you may have the wrong idea about that, Coun—Duke.”


  “Are you saying the problem’s with me?” I glared at her.


  Nias just stared back at me, evidently not intending to change her opinion. She was probably trying to say that as the Avid’s primary mechanic, she understood these matters better than anyone. “Your piloting skills are better than first-rate, my lord. You could honestly call them divine…”


  “Now you’re complimenting me?”


  “…but that means you pilot the Avid without even realizing it—unconsciously.”


  “Huh?”


  “Piloting a craft like this would normally require constant focus on exactly how you want to move. But you can perform those delicate movements without conscious thought, my lord. Maybe you’ve simply surpassed the skills of a first-class pilot and reached the ultimate technique.”


  “Big deal! So the problem isn’t just my swordsmanship, but my piloting too? I’ve gotten so good at it that I can’t even do it anymore?!”


  “If you’ll let me be frank…that’s possible. Isn’t it great, though? You’re now truly the cream of the cream of the crop among knights,” Nias teased.


  I had no idea how to react. “What’s the point in me getting stronger if it weakens the Avid?! Doesn’t a craft usually get stronger when its pilot does?!”


  I was happy to have reached the pinnacle not just of swordsmanship, but of piloting. Still, doing so was pointless if it ended up making me weaker in practice.


  Apparently Nias agreed with my feelings. “I could never have predicted anything like this either,” she said in a consoling voice. “The only other factor I think could be affecting things is…the Machine Heart,” she hypothesized. “We can’t rule out the possibility that the Avid is extra sensitive because it itself is trying to emulate your movements.”


  “The Avid using its own will, eh…? Any countermeasures you can think of?”


  At this rate, I’d never be able to use the Flash inside the Avid. Part of me was okay with that, but another part of me stubbornly wanted the Avid to be stronger than anything else. After all, the Avid was my partner; ever since my first battle, it had always fought beside me.


  Nias furrowed her brow. “Personally, all I can think of is to seal off the Flash. What even is the Flash, anyway? It’s unquantifiable. It’s paranormal!”


  “Don’t reduce the Way of the Flash’s ultimate move to a magic trick! At any rate…if even you can’t think of an answer, there won’t be much I can do, will there?”


  In terms of her personality, Nias was a bit of a problem child, but I did rate her skills highly. If she said that there was nothing she could do, then a technical solution probably was out of reach for the time being.


  She cradled her head in her hands. “This is frustrating for me, too. Maybe I should just take the whole craft apart and look everything over one more time. No, that won’t…”


  She was desperately trying to solve the problem I’d presented her with, and I did appreciate that.


  “So…you’ve hit a wall too, Avid.” I wanted the Avid to overcome its hurdle, just as I had in my swordsmanship. It was a mobile knight, though. I couldn’t expect it to advance like a human being.


  Once I’d turned toward the Avid and muttered my thoughts, Nias looked up with a gasp. At first, I thought she’d gotten an idea, but it was seemingly something else. “Come to think of it, what are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere when you’re a newlywed, Duke?! Wouldn’t you normally leave something like this to a vassal?”


  “You’re just starting to wonder that now…?”


  I was focusing on expanding my territory and improving the territory I already possessed, in order to prepare to battle my true enemy. House Banfield was expending all its power on that mission, and I’d been working Tia, Marie, and even Claus to the bone.


  “I’d leave everything to my vassals if I had any I could count on,” I added. “Right now, though, we’re short-staffed.”


  “You’ve got so many talented people working for you, and you still want more? You really are greedy, my lord.”
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  “Well, greed is essential to an evil lord, after all.”


  “Uh-huh,” Nias said vaguely. She must’ve thought that I was joking. “Anyway, fully repairing the Avid won’t be possible out here. I’d only be able to patch up the basics.”


  “Even with the Argos’s facilities?”


  “The Avid requires special facilities. I’d have to take it back to the Seventh. I’ll repair what I can here, but please bring it by the factory. And if you could drop me off while you’re at it, that’d be great.”


  When she asked me to take the Avid all the way to the Seventh, I looked away. “Not happening.”


  “Huh?” 


  Nias’s eyes had gone wide, so I explained just how critical the situation was right now. “The Argos serves as this star system’s central development hub. None of the other ships I brought can abandon their work either.” My fleet simply couldn’t transport the Avid—or Nias—at this time.


  Tears sprang to Nias’s eyes. “But the ship that brought me out here already left! I told them they could go ­because I assumed you’d bring me back, Lord Liam!”


  “Becoming a duke was a lot of work, so address me as Duke Liam! Anyway, you’ll just have to wait until ships from the home planet arrive here to resupply and relieve the ships in this area.”


  “And when are those coming?!”


  “…Three months from now.”


  “Th-three months…?” Nias cradled her head again.


  For that period, Nias and I would remain buried in work in this developing star system, so my plan to ­improve the Avid had hit a roadblock.




  Chapter 2:
The Devil of the Underground


   


  THE CAPITAL PLANET clearly differed from other worlds. For one thing, a man-made shell around the planet could completely control its climate. Then there was the fact that many people gathered on the planet each day—not just the Empire’s citizens, but people from other intergalactic nations as well. Any attempt at an ­accurate count had been abandoned as impossible; however, the total population was estimated to be around thirty billion.


  How could the planet support so many people? That had to do with its tiered construction. Since the planet was encased in a shell, many buildings literally reached from the ground to the upper limit of the sky. The planet was covered with buildings that formed layers upon layers of space in which people could live. Then there was the “underground”—a sprawling, city-sized community built by those who’d been driven from aboveground and those with shady histories.


  The Capital Planet’s population was too great for any one world. The only reason it could support that population was that supplies were delivered almost daily. To function, the Capital Planet required a constant supply of food, resources, and people coming in from all over the rest of the Empire. It was a twisted system that only worked because the Capital Planet was the Empire’s center.


  “It’s been a while since I visited here. I just can’t get used to this place,” remarked Kurt, who had come to the Capital Planet ahead of his royal wedding.


  Being an attractive man—tall and lean, but with considerable muscle as well—Kurt turned heads as he walked through town, and not just women’s heads. His blond hair was mostly short, but a longer section on the right side was tied into a small braid. His purple eyes shone like gems, and any woman who happened to meet his gaze ended up staring back at him absentmindedly, blushing.


  His charm was significantly more polished than it had been in his younger days, but it wasn’t just his appearance that had matured. Kurt was now accomplished enough to succeed his father, Baron Exner, as both a knight and as a soldier.


  There were several reasons why Kurt was visiting the Capital Planet before his wedding. The first was to submit to the palace all the reports and paperwork concerning the wedding. The second was to invite a friend who resided on the planet. The reason Kurt hadn’t sent the invitation by mail was that, since he was making the trip to the Capital Planet anyway, he figured he could see his friend in person while he was there.


  Entering the underground, Kurt turned toward a building that immediately came into view. It was a government office for monitoring the underground. The area was a hotbed for crime, so the Empire needed an organization to look after oversight and prevent as much of that crime as possible. The underground had grown much less lawless in recent years, and that was actually thanks to the friend Kurt was here to visit.


  Entering the building, Kurt headed for his friend’s work area.


  “Long time no see, Eila,” Kurt called out when he spotted Eila Sera Berman.


  “Kurt! It really has been a long time! How have you been?” Eila responded to Kurt’s greeting.


  Her nearby subordinates reacted with utter shock to her cheerful tone.


  “That demon Chief Berman is greeting someone with a smile?!”


  “He’s hot! Is that why?!”


  “No way. Chief Berman’s not the type to fall for a honeytrap. There’s no way. I’m sure their connection is much darker!”


  Eila’s subordinates were highly trained professionals who kept the peace in the underground, yet they were clearly terrified of her. She gave them a single smile, and they all shut up.


  Eila turned back to Kurt, guessing the reason for his visit. “Are you here to invite me to the wedding ceremony? You’re such a standup guy, as always. You could have just mailed me an invitation.”


  “I wanted to see you, since we haven’t met in a while. You’re really looking good in those black clothes, aren’t you?”


  Eila spun around in her work uniform, a black suit, before Kurt. “You think so? I’ve definitely gotten comfortable in these, whether they look good on me or not. I’ve been here since my training days.”


  “Ever since graduating college, right? You didn’t have to stay this whole time, though, did you?”


  Kurt gestured for Eila to join him outside, thinking that they might get in the way if they kept chatting at her workplace. Eila led him to a nearby café; there, they began to reminisce.


  “Man, we’ve known each other since our days studying under Viscount Razel, haven’t we?” Eila remarked. “What is that—like, half a century now? That time feels so long ago at this point.”


  “Yeah. And I took a different path than the rest of you after primary school, so I feel a little like I missed out on a lot of time we could’ve spent together.”


  “And now you’re getting married… Liam’s married too, so I’ll be the only one left, huh?”


  “Huh? Wallace isn’t married yet either, is he?”


  “Ugh—now I’ll have to drink all alone at home more and more, since I won’t have close friends like you and Liam. I’m guessing the three of us won’t be able to hang out anymore, since you two will be busy with your loving wives.”


  “D-don’t worry. I’m sure we’ll be able to hang out together again in no time. Besides, there’s still Wallace, isn’t there?”


  Kurt did his best to bring up another friend of theirs, Wallace Noah Albareto, but for some reason Eila ­doggedly ignored it. It was enough to make a cold sweat drip down Kurt’s back; he started to wonder whether Wallace was someone he’d simply imagined or something.


  “A-anyway, here’s your invitation,” he said. “I hope you’ll come and celebrate the journey Princess Cecilia and I are setting out on, as our friend.”


  Eila accepted the invitation, giving Kurt a wry smile. “Of course I’ll come—I want to celebrate with you. Still…first Liam and now you… Time really does fly,” she said wistfully.


  Kurt agreed. “Yeah… I guess Liam beat me to the punch there.” Then he joked, “Think I should ask him for advice?”


  Eila’s face twitched a bit. “I wouldn’t recommend it,” she replied. “Apparently, right after his wedding, he started developing some entirely new star system. He’s barely been home at all.”


  “You think he’s working a little too hard…?”


  That was when one of Eila’s subordinates dashed into the café. “Apologies, Chief, but I’ve got a report!”


  The man had interrupted Eila’s break, but that could only mean this was an emergency. “Has something happened?”


  “A couple dozen kilos of dried gemini were just brought into the underground.”


  At the word “gemini,” Kurt raised his eyebrows slightly, which didn’t escape Eila’s notice.


  “Do a thorough investigation, and make sure we haven’t missed any,” she ordered her subordinate. “I don’t want a single gram getting past us.”


  “Yes, ma’am!” The man—who was also dressed in black—straightened up, then dashed out of the café.


  “What a pain,” Eila said to Kurt. “We still get illegally grown gemini down here. I swear I’ll eradicate it one day.”


  “Y-yeah? Keep up the good work, Eila.”


  “I will! I’m so glad you’re cheering me on, Kurt.”


  Gemini should simply have been a plant that bore beautiful flowers, but ever since the discovery that it could be processed into illicit drugs, the Empire had begun to strictly regulate its cultivation. Even nobles were punished if they were caught growing it illegally.


  Kurt rose from his seat. “I should get going. I’ll be on the Capital Planet for a little while, though, so let’s get a drink soon.”


  “Yeah—I’ll see you then,” Eila said sunnily. She waved at Kurt as he left.


   


  ***


   


  After Kurt left, Eila heaved a sigh. “Looks like he’s still agonizing about that sex-change thing. Kurt just doesn’t get it. He should stay male!”


  Eila hadn’t missed Kurt’s reaction to the mention of dried gemini. One of that plant’s uses was as an ingredient in a sex-change drug. The other ingredients were easy to get hold of, and synthesizing the drug was simple enough with some decent equipment, so sex-change drugs weren’t hard to make or acquire in the underground. Here, such a drug wasn’t used for much more than simple amusement—but to Eila, it was more problematic than countless other illegal substances. After all, Eila was…


  “Yes—boys should only be with boys! Liam and Kurt…LiaKur is still a precious pairing, even if they’ll both be married now!”


  …a woman who loved male-male couples.


  Eila had met Liam and Kurt while they were training under House Razel, then a viscount’s household. At the time, Liam and Kurt were roommates, and they hadn’t gotten along well at first. They’d started out hardly even talking to one another. As they got to know each other, though, they became friends, then best friends.


  Eila had enjoyed imagining how that might’ve come to pass. Eventually, though, simply imagining was no longer enough for her. She and some comrades had started producing content with the pair as its subject, and they’d put that content out into the world.


  Eila hadn’t stopped at just that. When Kurt used a sex-change drug to become a woman and approach Liam, Eila went so far as to join the division responsible for monitoring the underground in order to eradicate the drug she felt had caused the situation. As a result, crime in the underground plummeted, and Eila’s thorough methods led its denizens to fear her as the “queen of the underground.”


  “Haaah…” Eila sighed. “They’re both getting married, though, huh? I know they’re both heirs, so that’s something they have to do, but I can’t help feeling like they’re leaving me behind.”


  Returning to reality from her delusions, Eila began to think about the preparations she needed to make before the wedding. 


  That was when a resident of the underground approached her—a man in a heavy coat, a hat and sunglasses obscuring his face. He sat down across from Eila.


  As Eila’s gaze sharpened, the man said, “You looked like you were having fun.”


  “I was, and you’ve ruined my mood. So, what do you have for me, Mr. Information Dealer?”


  “It’s about the crown prince. I don’t have any details yet, but he appears to be making moves again.”


  “I see. How about getting some of those details, then?”


  The information dealer stood up without comment and left the café.


  While Eila enjoyed her hobby fully as she ruled the underground, she also worked to gather information like this for the sake of her friend Liam.


  She sighed quietly. “The crown prince sure doesn’t learn either. This will lead to more trouble, won’t it? Guess I’ll have Wallace tell Liam to be careful.”




  Chapter 3:
A Brother-in-Law


   


  WHAT AWAITED KURT after he finished his ceremonial greeting at the palace was a warm welcome from Crown Prince Cleo himself.


  Cleo had left the safety of the palace specifically to throw a party for Kurt. Nobles from what might be called the new “Cleo faction” lined the large party hall, all congratulating Kurt on his marriage to Cecilia.


  However, Liam—who’d supported Cleo all the way to his appointment as crown prince—was absent from this party. Not only that, all the other key figures who’d contributed significantly to Cleo’s rise to power were likewise missing.


  I’ve never seen any of these people before, Cleo reflected. No—that’s not true. But it does look like almost everyone who was trying to get close to Liam for their own gain has switched over to this side.


  Some had betrayed Liam to join this new faction in support of the crown prince. They likely felt some guilt over that betrayal, but they must also have felt that they’d picked the winning horse in Cleo. Thus, each time one approached Kurt, they invited him to join them like this: “I truly congratulate you on your marriage to Princess Cecilia! Why not switch to the crown prince’s faction yourself, Lord Kurt? If you join the fold now, I’m sure you could net yourself a very important role within it.”


  Kurt didn’t let his smile falter as he responded to these blatant attempts to recruit him. “I’m afraid that House Exner is quite indebted to House Banfield; our connection isn’t easily broken,” he demurred, then added, “I’m also personal friends with Duke Liam.”


  After this answer, the other noble would leave in ­irritation, probably thinking something along the lines of I went out of my way to talk to you, you peon!


  Apparently having watched these interactions, Cleo sidled up to Kurt and wrapped an arm around his shoulder in a familiar way. “Enjoying yourself, Brother?”


  “Your Highness…? Yes—I very much appreciate your hospitality. It’s an honor beyond what I deserve,” Kurt responded, somehow hiding his disgust at the other man.


  “Cecilia’s a precious family member of mine, just like Lysithea. And since I’m entrusting my sister to you, I’d love it if you worked for me as well,” Cleo said, now extending his own invitation.


  “…Your sentiments are more than enough for me, Your Highness.”


  “What if I said I could entrust you with a fleet of thirty thousand Imperial Army ships? I’d guarantee you the rank of general. Hell, when I’m emperor, I’ll make you a marshal.”


  Part of Kurt wanted to erupt at the man and ask him what the hell he thought military ranks and offices were for. Another part of him understood the offer, though. From Cleo’s perspective, it made sense to have people he knew serve in important positions, rather than strangers. The man he would entrust his dear sister to in marriage could serve as a strong foundation for his faction. After all, Cecilia and Lysithea were practically Cleo’s only family. Wallace was closely related to the crown prince too, but they probably didn’t think of each other as family.


  “If I accepted that, I’d incur the army’s wrath,” Kurt responded. “They’d call me a marshal in name only, and I’m sure no one would listen to me.”


  When Kurt refused, Cleo backed off. “…I’m sorry to hear you decline.”


  With that, Cleo left to converse with some nobles. In his place appeared Lysithea, Cleo’s older sister and Cecilia’s junior. Lysithea wore a knight’s dress uniform, and she appeared uneasy at the party. “Lord Kurt.”


  “It’s been a while, Princess Lysithea,” he said stiffly.


  Lysithea smiled awkwardly in response. “We’re going to be family, so let’s not stand on ceremony.”


  “I…suppose you’re right. I won’t, then.”


  “Did Cecilia not come with you to the Capital Planet? I was looking forward to seeing her.” Lysithea sounded disappointed.


  Kurt returned her awkward smile. “She wanted to see you two as well, but there are things to prepare back there too. The problem is, Lady Cecilia’s the only one who can take charge of a formal ceremony like this.”


  House Exner had only become a noble house during its current generation, so its members didn’t have the knowledge or experience to prepare a formal event like a royal wedding. That was why Cecilia wasn’t able to come to the Capital Planet herself. If she had left, preparations for the wedding would have ground to a halt.


  “I’m sorry for complaining when I know your circumstances,” Lysithea said, apologetic that she’d put Kurt on the spot.


  “Don’t worry about it. But is it all right for you to have left the crown prince’s side? You’re his personal knight, are you not, Your Highness?”


  Lysithea normally served as Cleo’s bodyguard, but now she merely looked over at the crown prince sadly as he chatted merrily with some nobles. “He doesn’t ask me to watch over him as much lately. Given his current status, he hardly needs to do anything, and he’s already surrounded by much more talented knights than me.”


  “Is that so…?” He doesn’t want his most trustworthy guard—a member of his own family—at his side? I wonder what that’s about. He was trying to recruit me earlier…


  Just a moment before, Cleo had emphasized the ­importance of having family close by, so it seemed strange to Kurt that the crown prince would remove Lysithea from his protection detail.


  Maybe it’s just for her own sake? Guarding Cleo is a dangerous job. He might not want to endanger his sister if he doesn’t have to.


  As Kurt tried to convince himself of that, he felt a strange presence in the party hall. Turning in that direction, he spotted a tall man looking his way. The man gave him a nod, then turned to a nearby noble and began to chat with him.


  That man… There’s something different about him. Who is he?


  The stranger didn’t strike Kurt as especially dangerous or anything; still, he felt strangely drawn to him.


   


  ***


   


  After the party, Cleo entered a lounge and sat down irritably. “That man has no sense, continuing to wag his tail for Liam after I personally invited him to join me.”


  In the lounge alongside Cleo were the Sword Devil—who now served as Cleo’s bodyguard—and Billy, who’d been keeping an eye on things at the party. Lysithea wasn’t there; Cleo couldn’t allow her to find out about his plans.


  “He lives life on the up and up,” Billy advised Cleo. “And I might add that he has a spotless record. He’s just the sort of by-the-books nobleman the citizenry reveres. I think he’d be very handy to have at your side, Your Highness. Will it really be all right to do away with him?”


  Having listened to Billy’s appraisal of the man, Cleo glanced at the Sword Devil. “How did he seem to you, Sword Devil?”


  Cross-legged on the floor, the Sword Devil looked up with a bored expression. “It’s likely true that he’s mastered the Ahlen sword style. He seemed a master swordsman to me. And it’s clear he’s experienced in battle… Yet he’s boring. He’d be no match for me.” Kurt was strong, but not enough to draw the man’s attention.


  Leaning back in his chair, Cleo brought up their future plans. “He may be talented himself, but his house is too weak. I can’t allow an upstart barony like that to have my sister Cecilia.”


  Hearing that their plans hadn’t changed, Billy shrugged…then smirked. “I’ll carry on with things as planned, then.”


  The man’s expression was full of confidence, but Cleo didn’t share that feeling. He’d already come up with several plans to take Liam down, but each and every one had ended in failure. Everyone he’d relied on before this point had failed, so he found it difficult to trust that Billy wouldn’t do the same.


  “Just to be sure, you’re absolutely confident in this plan?”


  Billy smiled wryly, sensing Cleo’s apprehension. “Though we won’t engage Liam directly, we’ll still be ­opposing him, so we’ll need to make sure we’re more than prepared in advance. Still, this is a favorable position for us to be in.”


  “Favorable? How so?”


  Billy took a remote from his pocket and pointed it at the wall. He pressed a button, and the wall displayed House Banfield’s current circumstances. Pointing out the relevant data, Billy explained, “Ever since attaining the rank of duke, Liam’s been quite busy. He purchased an undeveloped star system from the Empire, and he’s been throwing himself into its cultivation.”


  “I don’t like that he’s trying to build up power,” Cleo said, frustrated.


  Billy smiled as if he’d expected that reaction. “He is making some bold moves, and all his skilled pawns are hard at work in different locations. Claus is the only one back on Liam’s home planet. Liam probably won’t move that pawn.”


  The Sword Devil had been sitting with his head bowed, but he heard the name “Claus” and looked up. “People mentioned that name even in prison. The man himself isn’t all that strong, apparently, but the Bloody Devil is said to be among the knights who work for him. I’d like to fight her once if I get the chance.”


  The Bloody Devil was a knight who belonged to House Banfield: Chengsi Sera Tohrei. The Sword Devil was aware of her reputation, and his expression was ecstatic as he spoke of facing her one day. He soon wiped the look from his face, though, and resumed discussing Claus.


  “If this Claus can handle a knight as troublesome and frightening as the Bloody Devil, he must be quite the knight himself, no…?”


  As the Sword Devil appraised Claus, Cleo scowled. “If Claus shows up, this will be trouble.”


  Billy, however, claimed that there was no need to worry about that. “He won’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “He’s needed on the home planet to coordinate House Banfield’s expansion. Liam himself has gone to a remote region to personally supervise its development, but he hasn’t let Claus leave their home planet.”


  The hardest part of expanding House Banfield was managing everything from Hydra. Liam must’ve determined that Claus was the best man for the job, even more so than Liam himself.


  Billy sighed quietly. “Their positions would normally be the other way around; the bond between the two must be rock-solid. Those may just be the best roles for their respective skills, but still, you wouldn’t normally go so far.”


  Billy assumed that, since Liam had gotten involved in developing his domain at a very young age, he simply figured that overseeing the star system’s development himself would yield the most returns. But any other noble would’ve remained on his home planet and left such a task to a retainer, even if that wasn’t the most efficient way to do things. Liam was unusual in that he trusted Claus enough to leave Hydra in the man’s hands for an extended period of time while he was away.


  “Now, this information I got hold of personally—House Banfield is evidently operating at capacity right now, and it has almost no manpower to spare for unforeseen situations at the moment. Furthermore, Liam just recently broke his personal craft. He summoned an engineer from the Seventh Weapons Factory to come repair it.”


  The Sword Devil was the first to react to the news that Liam had damaged his personal craft. “How?!” he demanded, leaping to his feet. “How? How did he break it?! Was he facing someone that powerful?!”


  Billy consulted his documents, then responded calmly, “My information isn’t that detailed, but I’m at least sure of the report that it’s broken. It’s my understanding that he won’t be able to use the craft for some time—or, if he is able to use it, he won’t be able to exercise its full strength for the time being.”


  The Sword Devil sat back down, unsatisfied.


  “You seem very well-informed,” Cleo remarked. “How exactly did you come by this information?”


  Billy returned the remote to his pocket with a knowing smile. “Villains have their own information networks.”


  “Is that right…? So you’re saying that now is the perfect time to put our plan in motion?”


  “Yes.”


  Cleo stood. “Get ready to move out, you two,” he commanded. “As we planned, we’ll wear Liam’s forces down and do some damage to him.”


  Billy bowed his head respectfully. “As you wish.”


  The Sword Devil, on the other hand, got to his feet as if he’d been asked to do something troublesome. “I have no interest whatsoever in power struggles or petty squabbles…but if this lets me settle things with Yasushi and the Way of the Flash, then I’ll help you as much as you need.”


  Looking at the pair, Cleo felt that he’d somewhat improved the quality of his pawns. Now, this will be my first bout with Liam after severing ties with him. Of course, I have something of an edge right now… Don’t think too badly of me, Liam.


  Having dissolved their partnership, Cleo was excited to finally challenge the man.


   


  ***


   


  Kurt’s ship had returned to the spaceport on House Exner’s home planet. 


  The ship—purchased by House Banfield from the Sixth Weapons Factory—was exceptional not only in terms of its performance, but also in its elegance. Flowing gold embellishments decorated the red exterior, making the ship look more like a luxury cruiser than a military vessel that excelled only in performance and ease of maintenance.


  Upon receiving this elegant warship, Kurt had named it the Gullveig. The craft should probably have been House Exner’s flagship; since becoming engaged to Cecilia, however, Kurt had been making use of the Gullveig himself for the sake of convenience.


  In the spaceport, two people awaited Kurt’s return: Cecilia, his fiancée, and Lily, whom he’d saved on the battlefield.


  Ladylike Cecilia greeted Kurt with restraint. “Welcome home, Lord Kurt.”


  Meanwhile, Lily jumped on him. “Welcome back, Kurt!”


  Cecilia wore a light-blue dress. Lily must’ve picked a dress that would match; hers was the same color, but had a much more casual style.


  “I’m back,” Kurt announced to the pair. Greeting Cecilia as he embraced Lily, he asked whether everything was well in his domain. “Was there any trouble while I was away, Lady Cecilia?”


  “Well, we’ve been busy with the preparations. But no… There hasn’t been anything unexpected. You’re such a worrywart, Lord Kurt.” Cecilia giggled.


  Kurt scratched his head in embarrassment. “Well, our house’s history is so short—and we’re so unfamiliar with noble customs—that I’m worried we’ll mess something up.”


  “No need to worry. That’s why I stayed behind here: to help ensure everything goes smoothly.”


  “I really appreciate it.”


  With Lily in Kurt’s arms, Kurt and Cecilia looked like the very picture of a happy couple.


  As the three chatted, someone addressed them. It was a man in a striped suit, his hair fixed precisely in place with product. “It’s been a long time, Lord Kurt.”


  As the man bowed deeply, Kurt recognized him. “You’re from the Sixth…”


  “Yes! The Sixth Weapons Factory’s sales representative, Mason, at your service… Oh, but isn’t this our first time meeting in person?”


  It was Liam who’d purchased the Vanadís and its ­additional parts, so Kurt had never met Mason—as himself.


  Kurt smiled awkwardly at the bewildered Mason. “I heard about you from Liam.”


  “Is that right?! Well, I’m very grateful that you’d remember a mere salesman like myself! And it appears that you’ve been making ample use of the Sixth Weapons Factory’s products! Would you say that you’re satisfied with your craft’s performance? Please let me know if you think anything about them could be improved.”


  “R-right. I’ll be sure to do so if I think of anything.” Mason’s pushiness made Kurt hesitant, and a question came to his mind before any complaints about the Sixth’s products. “What are you doing here, though? If you’re after sales, I feel like you’d have more luck with House Banfield.”


  When Kurt asked this, Mason straightened up and thrust out his chest. “Duke Banfield is indeed a valued customer, but those of House Exner are esteemed users of our products as well. And I’m also here to attend the wedding ceremony—though I admit I’ve arrived a bit early.”


  Now that he thought about it, Kurt remembered that they had sent invitations to the weapons factories they did business with. “Well, thank you for coming all this way.”


  “And since I have the opportunity…!” Immediately after receiving Kurt’s thanks, Mason launched into a sales pitch. “I’ve brought some additional equipment for the Vanadís to go along with our gift for the lovely couple. We’d be delighted if you’d use it in actual combat and tell us how the experience was. If you’d like, I can have the items in question equipped immediately!”


  A hologram of the Vanadís equipped with the parts Mason brought with him appeared next to the man. 


  When she saw it, Cecilia put a hand to her cheek. “My… It looks awfully feminine, doesn’t it?”


  Lily reached toward the hologram. “It’s like a bunny rabbit!”


  Kurt was a bit baffled by the sight of the Vanadís outfitted with this new equipment. “Er, well…”


  “It’s a great deal, and you’ll get some new technology along with it. So what would you say to trying out the equipment and purchasing it only if you’re happy with how it feels? I also have plenty of other new equipment options to explore—”


  So Kurt could try out the equipment for free. No doubt this was partly a gift to him from Mason and the Sixth Weapons Factory, but it wouldn’t hurt the factory if he showcased a mobile knight crafted by the Sixth while doing battle as a knight of the Empire. The more Kurt accomplished, the more advertising he’d do for the Sixth Weapons Factory. This was also a valuable opportunity for the Sixth to gather real combat data.


  Kurt saw straight through Mason’s attempt to advertise the Sixth Weapons Factory’s new technology. But since he knew that he’d never be free of the man otherwise, he decided to let Mason do as he liked. “Very well. I understand. Go ahead and equip those new parts.”


  “Thank you so much! We’ll just load them all onto the Gullveig, then!”


  Kurt sighed as he watched Mason lead his waiting staff aboard the Gullveig. “He’s just as unique as I remember.”


  Cecilia didn’t miss that muttered comment. “Wasn’t this your first time meeting him?”


  “Huh? Oh, um…I heard about him from Liam, and I was just thinking that he’s exactly the way he sounded.”


  “Is that right…? Well, we should get back down to the surface. Your parents are waiting to see you too, Lord Kurt.” Cecilia hadn’t seemed entirely convinced, but she smiled and changed the subject.


  Kurt let out a short sigh of relief.




  Chapter 4:
House Exner


   


  IT OCCURRED EARLY IN THE MORNING.


  Having returned home the previous day, Kurt sat down with his family for breakfast. Cecilia, Lily, and Kurt’s mother sat with him at the long table, servants standing by at their sides.


  In this universe, with its advanced science and magic, people in general—not just citizens of the Empire—disliked leaving tasks to machines. They had an aversion to artificial intelligence of any kind. On top of that, Imperial nobles disliked magic being used for quick food preparation, and they went out of their way to hire people to handle menial tasks around their mansions. Since that was the custom among the nobility, House Exner—which had only just achieved the rank of barony—followed this custom as well.


  Baron Exner entered the room and sat down, then turned to Kurt to show his appreciation for his son, who’d just returned from the Capital Planet. “Good morning! Did you sleep well last night, Kurt?”


  “Yes, Father. It’s always a comfort to be back home.”


  “Good, good. I would’ve liked it if we could have sent Lady Cecilia with you, but…”


  Cecilia smiled. “It’s fine.”


  “I truly am sorry. Once things settle down some, we’ll be sure to find an opportunity for you to join Kurt on the Capital Planet. And there’s one more thing…”


  The head of House Exner showed such consideration for Cecilia because she was an Imperial princess. It would normally have been unthinkable for her to marry into a family like House Exner. This impossible wedding was only going ahead thanks to Liam’s whim. The fact that he could make his whims reality this way was a show of his authority.


  “I’m truly sorry for the awkward position you’ve now found yourself in with your family, Lady Cecilia,” Baron Exner continued apologetically. “I wish that we could support the crown prince, but under these circumstances, there’s just nothing we can do…”


  House Exner owed House Banfield a debt that they could never repay, so the baron simply couldn’t betray Duke Banfield by joining the crown prince’s faction. Yet Cecilia—who would be joining the Exner family—was a close relative of Cleo, who loved her dearly. Thus, House Exner found itself in a rather awkward position.


  “No need to keep apologizing. I understand. At the time the arrangement was made, no one could have anticipated that Cleo and the duke would come into conflict… So, no, there’s simply nothing we can do about this.” Though she agreed that there was nothing they could do about the situation, Cecilia didn’t seem completely satisfied with it. She likely couldn’t fathom why Cleo betrayed Liam as he had.


  An uncomfortable silence descended upon the table, so Kurt changed the subject. “Sp-speaking of ­homecomings… Ciel will be back soon too, won’t she? I’m relieved that she graduated primary school without any issues.”


  When Kurt brought up his absent sister, Baron Exner smiled awkwardly. He must’ve noticed his son’s attempt to improve the mood. “Once she’s home, the whole family will be together.”


  It was a relaxing breakfast for House Exner…it should’ve been, at least. However, the peaceful conversation was interrupted when the door burst open and a knight rushed in. “Please excuse the interruption! A fleet carrying wedding gifts from His Highness the crown prince has arrived at the spaceport!”


  This announcement made Kurt frown. There shouldn’t be anything wrong with that; it’s no reason to be so panicked. Has something happened?


  Baron Exner rose from his seat. “Calm yourself. That’s no reason for this rushed report, is there?”


  “I-I apologize, my lord. The issue is the size of the fleet.”


  Hearing this, Baron Exner asked cautiously, “How many ships did they send…?”


  House Exner had a limited capacity to receive large numbers of ships, particularly ships carrying gifts. Therefore, they’d be reluctant to charge the fleet the standard amount for resupply and maintenance.


  Kurt also hoped the fleet wouldn’t be too large, but the knight replied, “We estimate thirty thousand. And what’s worse is that the ships are in a battle formation.”


  “What?!” When he heard this, Baron Exner raced out of the room. 


  Kurt stood and made to follow his father, but Cecilia grabbed his arm to stop him. “Lord Kurt, this couldn’t be some kind of mistake, could it?”


  “…Let’s hope it is, but we’ll have to make sure. For now, please go somewhere safe with Mother and Lily.”


  With that, Kurt left the room and followed Baron Exner.


   


  ***


   


  When Kurt and Baron Exner reached the spaceport, a gruesome sight awaited. Soldiers and even knights lay scattered—cut down. The invaders were the only ones standing.


  “It looks like those we’re after have finally arrived, Mr. Sword Devil.”


  “I hope that these ones entertain me a little.”


  “They look awfully fancy for upstarts.”


  The invaders wore knight uniforms, but the garments looked as if they were freshly issued, and they were all customized in unique ways. Those wearing them looked as though they might’ve been pirates until just recently, but one man stood out among the rest. His drawn sword rested on his shoulder, glistening with blood, and he had long, shaggy hair. The man turned to Kurt and the baron, revealing a scruffy face. His eyes were dark as pitch, and there were heavy bags under them.


  Kurt hesitated for a moment, wondering what one had to do to end up with eyes like that. Baron Exner ended up acting first. He drew his sword and stepped in front of Kurt, shielding his son. The knights and soldiers who served as their guards also drew their weapons.


  “Stay back, Kurt.”


  “But…!”


  “Look at the man! He’s stronger than me…than both of us.”


  At a glance, Baron Exner surmised that this man was more powerful than him or his son. And in fact, that wasn’t just true of this kimono-clad man. All the invaders around him were clearly so strong that an average knight would stand no chance against them.


  Looking back at Baron Exner, the scruffy man sighed deeply…and then held his sword at the ready. “Since you’ve challenged me to battle, you must be ready to die. I like you, though. I thought that you’d simply learned boring, by-the-book swordplay, yet standing across from you now I see that you’ve polished your skills in actual combat. You have the stench of blood and entrails about you.” The man who’d been called “Sword Devil” raised his blade, the corners of his mouth pulling into a grin.


  Cold sweat dripped down Baron Exner’s back. “Kurt…you must escape,” he commanded.


  “Huh?!”


  “You have to escape and get the word out. Inform our allies that we’ve been attacked!”


  With that, Baron Exner lunged at the Sword Devil. His attack was worthy of a master swordsman, but the Sword Devil simply avoided it; he didn’t even need to use his own slender blade. Then he returned Baron Exner’s attack with several shallow slashes of his own.


  As they fought, the Sword Devil sneered, clearly toying with the baron. “Let me have a little more fun! This isn’t nearly enough to slake my thirst!”


  Disgusted by the Sword Devil’s excitement, Kurt fled.


  The knights and soldiers guarding Kurt and his father had already engaged the men under the Sword Devil’s command. Kurt felt awful about abandoning them all, but if he and the others all fell here, there would be no meaning to their deaths.


  Kurt tried to board the Gullveig, which was also docked at the spaceport, but the enemies who’d defeated his guards got in his way. 


  Two knights who looked like pirates stood blocking him. “Where do you think you’re going, silver spoon?!”


  Drawing his sword, Kurt slipped past them. “Out of my way!”


  When he saw Kurt cut down the two men in an instant, the Sword Devil—still fighting Baron Exner—looked disappointed.


  “He’s still young, but his swordplay is nice… It has momentum. I’d love to kill him.”


  “I won’t let you!” Baron Exner slashed at the Sword Devil to stop him from going after Kurt.


  Deflecting the baron’s blow with his own sword, the Sword Devil turned his bloodshot eyes on his opponent. “Oh, don’t worry. I won’t ignore you to go after him—so just do your best to entertain me!”


   


  ***


   


  As soon as he boarded the Gullveig, Kurt raced for the hangar. Mason and his technicians from the Sixth Weapons Factory had been there since yesterday, outfitting the Vanadís with its new equipment.


  When he saw how panicked Kurt was, Mason jogged over. “Is something the matter, my lord?”


  Those inside the Gullveig hadn’t yet realized what was occurring outside. And since most of the crew wasn’t even on board anymore, fleeing in the Gullveig didn’t seem possible.


  “Enemies have invaded the spaceport,” Kurt replied.


  “Enemies? Enemies?! How?!” Mason was shocked. How had House Exner allowed foes to get all the way to the spaceport and not dealt with them earlier?


  Kurt shook his head. “I’m not sure what’s happening yet either. But a fleet using the crown prince’s name approached, and they’ve now surrounded the planet in a battle formation. They definitely have the Imperial Army’s signature…” Still, Kurt didn’t know why ships registered with the Imperial Army were acting like pirates. “I need to escape from here and summon our allies,” he told Mason, whose eyes were wide. “Please, help me prepare a shuttle with warp capabilities.”


  Mason called out to the staff he’d brought from the Sixth Weapons Factory. “Have you finished outfitting the Vanadís?”


  “Y-yes, but we aren’t finished testing the new systems.”


  When he heard that all the Vanadís’s new equipment had been installed, Mason urged, “In that case, Lord Kurt, please board the Vanadís Bunny.”


  This time, it was Kurt’s turn to be surprised. “No—there’s no time for me to get into a mobile knight right now.”


  Then Mason explained, “The Bunny Hopper the Sixth Weapons Factory developed is an auxiliary part for the Vanadís that provides warping capabilities.”


  “A warp device for a mobile knight? I-is it stable?”


  “Not unless several conditions are met, unfortunately. But you’ll be able to use it to escape from here. Our test pin is fortunately set on a planet far from this one. It was on our route here, and if you send out a distress signal, help should come for you.”


  From what Mason said, it sounded like the craft was ready to perform a long-distance warp. It would need a paired device set up at its destination, but in this case, one had already been prepared.


  Kurt looked up at his trusty Vanadís, which now lacked the optional armor he usually equipped it with. Without that additional armor, the mobile knight had a feminine figure. Kurt usually hid that with additional equipment, but the new tech attached to the craft now emphasized its feminine shape, if anything. Ample crystals for warping dotted the mobile knight’s body. The added armor on its back looked like a tail, and two bunny-ear-like prongs were fitted on its head to amplify its sensors. That was why Lily said that the reconfigured craft looked like a bunny. Kurt had viewed the whole setup on Mason’s hologram earlier, but seeing it before him in real life now made him a bit hesitant. “I have to pilot this…?”


  “Hurry! The enemy is closing in, right?”


  “Well…what about all of you?”


  “If these foes are really part of the same Imperial Army we are, they won’t do something as stupid as attacking weapons factory personnel. But you need to get out of here as soon as you can, Lord Kurt…and you need to continue to patronize the Sixth Weapons Factory.” Mason bowed his head.


  Kurt smiled wryly, then headed for the craft’s cockpit. The right side of the Vanadís’s chest opened up, allowing him in.


  “I appreciate this.”


  When Kurt entered the mobile knight, he found that the startup sequence was different from usual. “Is this the new system? It’s slower than before.”


  An electronic voice informed him of the craft’s difficulties booting the new system. “Booting twin system… Error. Retrying… Success.” Within thirty seconds, though, the system finally started.


  As Kurt moved the Vanadís, trying to leave the Gullveig through the hatch intended for mobile knights, an armed group stormed the hangar.


  “Oh—could you just stop there?” one member of the group asked, looking up at the Vanadís. “I really don’t want to go to any more trouble than I already have.”


  It was the strange man whom Kurt had noticed at the party.


  As the invaders aimed their weapons at the Sixth Weapons Factory’s workers, Mason raised his hands. “D-d-d-d-do you think you should do this?!” he shouted. “We’re staff of the Sixth Weapons Factory!”


  Ignoring that threat, the strange man told Kurt, “The name’s Billy Sera Sines. To explain, I’ve been dispatched to this planet as its magistrate. And I’d like the transfer of power to be peaceful if possible.”


  When he heard the word “magistrate,” Kurt frowned. “My family governs this planet by the will of the Empire! Under whose authority do you act as—”


  “I guess this is politics,” Billy said, sounding as if it was nonetheless a huge imposition. “It’s better for me if you surrender sooner rather than later, so I hope you won’t mind if I get a little forceful.” Pulling out a gun, he pointed it at Mason and fired.


  “Eep!” The bullet had sped past Mason’s cheek, and the man—still standing—passed out from fright. 


  Billy then pressed the gun to Mason’s forehead. His message was clear: “Next time, I won’t miss.” “You’ll ­surrender, won’t you?” he asked Kurt. “Oh, don’t worry… Your family’s safe. The Sword Devil seems to have greeted you a bit violently, but we do need you all alive for now, you see.”


  Next time, Billy would shoot Mason—Kurt was sure of that. Thus, he opened the Vanadís’s hatch and emerged. Raising his hands, he leaped down from the cockpit and landed on the hangar floor. At that point, armed soldiers surrounded him, pointing their weapons his way.


  Billy tucked away his gun and applauded, stepping toward Kurt. “You really are just who I expected—a kind, pure boy with a spotless record. If none of this happened, I’m sure you would’ve gone on to become a wise lord, beloved by your subjects.”


  Kurt’s gaze sharpened at Billy’s words. “So you are going to kill us.” He’d practically told Kurt that he had no future. 


  Billy smiled wryly. “You should’ve taken the crown prince’s offer.”


  “Sorry… But if I have to join him to survive, then I choose death.” The normally mild-mannered Kurt said that with all the disgust he could muster, remembering Lily’s origins.


  For a moment, Billy looked surprised. Still, he apparently had more work to attend to. “That’s too bad. Men, take him away.”


  “Sir!”


  As the soldiers moved to apprehend Kurt, the hangar shook.


  “What?!” 


  Kurt turned toward the source of the shaking and saw the Vanadís there.


  Meanwhile, Billy hurriedly began to evacuate the hangar. “There’s another pilot? Everybody, get out of the hangar—and don’t leave the staff from the Sixth behind either! They’d be a real nuisance.”


  But from Kurt’s perspective, this couldn’t be. “That’s not possible,” he muttered in surprise as he was taken away. “No one’s in the Vanadís.”


  He was the only person who’d entered the craft; there couldn’t be another pilot inside it.


  As Kurt and the soldiers left, the unmanned Vanadís forced open the hangar’s hatch and fled out into space.


  “We’ve fulfilled our goal. I don’t know who’s in that mobile knight, but tell the fleet to take it down,” Billy ordered his subordinates.


  “Yes, sir!”


  Kurt had been their objective, and now they had him. It didn’t matter who was piloting the Vanadís; they could just go ahead and destroy it.


   


  ***


   


  Enemy ships surrounded the planet, so when the unmanned Vanadís left the Gullveig, it too was surrounded. The craft’s almond-shaped twin eyes flashed green as it took in all the information around it, instantly calculating the optimal escape route.


  From the Vanadís’s left breast came a woman’s voice. “Course confirmed… Prepping for warp. Now I just need to buy enough time.”


  As the Vanadís accelerated, the enemy fleet launched mobile knights, intent on shooting down the escaping craft. The enemy knights were Wilders, a model in the running to become the main next-gen mobile knight model. The distinctive craft, which looked as if they had buckets on their heads, were the pride of the First Weapons Factory.


  If this fleet possessed so many cutting-edge mobile knights, its caliber couldn’t be underestimated.


  The mobile knights’ commander addressed his subordinates.


  “Cute little thing, isn’t it?” he said, then instructed, “All units, you’re free to destroy that enemy mobile knight. We’ve got all the VIPs in custody already, so if you wish, shoot to kill.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Enemy craft dispersed to surround the Vanadís. They were using the Imperial Army’s communication lines, so when they sent transmissions, the Vanadís was looped in automatically.


  “So there is someone piloting it,” the enemy commander remarked, still looking surprised. “A woman…?”


  He’d been told that the craft might be unoccupied, and when he determined that a woman was piloting it, his expression suggested he had more or less expected that.


  The Vanadís accelerated further, and the Wilders began shooting at it. Their target was bathed in fire from all directions, but it dodged the shots with the agility one might expect from its lithe frame.


  The craft’s movements suggested that an ace knight was piloting it, which once again surprised the enemy commander. “You’re good,” he acknowledged. “All units—if you go easy on her, she’s going to kick your asses! So take her down with everything you’ve got!”


  The enemy fire intensified, and the Vanadís couldn’t keep dodging; it took a few hits. Once it had been hit for the first time, another shot struck the craft soon after, and then a third. Holes appeared one after another in the Vanadís’s exterior, but its pilot still hadn’t given up.


  “Gah! It’s not over yet!” The woman’s voice rang out. The crystals on the Vanadís’s additional armor began to glow.


  The enemy commander’s eyes widened. “A jump signal?! It’s going to warp on its own?! All units, retreat, before you’re sucked in!”


  The Wilders backed off so they wouldn’t be caught in the Vanadís’s warp. As they did, a magic circle larger than a mobile knight appeared before the Vanadís. The circle began to suck the craft in, space distorting around it.


  The enemy craft were thrown into disarray.


  “There’s no way a mobile knight could withstand warping!”


  “Even if it could, it’d only be short-distance, right? Does this chick want to die?”


  “If you want to die, at least let me add you to my takedown score!”


  As the Vanadís was pulled into the magic circle, there was a creak in the craft’s cockpit.


  “I got hit too many times. The craft might not be able to take this. Still…I need to go get help!” The woman pictured the craft breaking apart mid-warp, unable to handle the strain. Then, however, she put on a brave face. “I’ll…I’ll save everyone!”


  The magic circle vanished from the battlefield, the Vanadís disappearing along with it.


   


  ***
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  A fleet of ships sailed along a route through space. Among them was a large transport vessel belonging to a merchant; the craft was surrounded by military ships that served as its escort. The military vessels were labeled with a family crest that marked them as belonging to the ducal House Banfield.


  In a VIP room aboard that transport vessel, the merchant sat on a couch across from his guest. The pair were on either side of a low table on which rested the tea and snacks prepared for them.


  The guest this merchant was treating so well was a recent primary school graduate—Ciel. She wore her own clothes rather than her school uniform, and she looked a bit more grown-up than she had before beginning her studies.


  “Thank you sincerely for going out of your way to pick me up, Mr. Henfrey,” she said. “Are you sure that bringing me all the way back home won’t be too big a detour?”


  It was House Banfield’s personal merchant, Thomas Henfrey, entertaining Ciel. Thomas—the head of the Henfrey Company—looked like a small, round, unscrupulous merchant, but he had done business with Liam since the latter assumed leadership of House Banfield. He was dressed just like the sort of evil merchant Liam might’ve encountered in his old world’s fiction, but the man was really an earnest businessperson whose motto was “trust and sincerity.”


  In Thomas’s case, “merchant” meant someone who engaged in interplanetary trade. Most of the Empire’s merchants traveled between planets under a patron noble’s protection, as Thomas did. That type of trade was massively profitable, and many merchants possessed wealth that dwarfed that of the average noble.


  From Thomas’s perspective, House Exner was only a small family, but that didn’t mean the man looked down on Ciel. “It won’t be a detour at all. We have gifts to deliver to House Exner anyway. This’ll be your first time home in a long while, won’t it? I heard that you didn’t return once during your six-year stay at your primary school.”


  Thomas sounded worried, and Ciel struggled a bit to respond. That’s just because I screwed up so badly that they told me not to come home for a while. I can only come back now because of my brother’s wedding.


  Not long ago, Ciel had interfered with House Banfield’s military, attempting to make changes that suited her own purposes. That earned her House Banfield’s ire, forcing House Exner to apologize to the duke profusely. For some reason, Liam had fervently advocated for lenient treatment for Ciel. Still, she had betrayed her family’s trust, so they couldn’t just act as though nothing happened.


  “Well… If I’d gone back home, I think I would’ve lazed around too much.”


  “Is that so? You will have to go right back to House Banfield for more training after Lord Kurt’s wedding, though, won’t you? So it might be good to take some time to rest now, while you can.” Thomas made the suggestion without a hint of ill will. 


  Ciel turned her head away and covered her mouth, unable to meet his eyes. I can’t tell him! I just know that all this goodwill would be gone if I told him that I needed to stay by Liam’s side to expose his evil deeds! Everyone trusts him way too much. I don’t know why everybody loves him the way they do when he’s so rotten on the inside.


  At House Banfield, Ciel had been working to expose Liam’s malfeasance. She was also trying to keep her beloved brother from becoming her sister. Ciel didn’t want to admit it, but her cherished, ideal brother was in love with Liam and considering a sex change. Since Ciel couldn’t accept that fact, she burned with hostility toward Liam.


  “Yes, I suppose a short break would be a good idea,” she replied. “My brother will be married soon, after all.”


  “Hmm? Well, yes, that’s right.” Thomas seemed curious about what her brother’s marriage had to do with Ciel taking a break, but to Ciel’s relief, he didn’t ask any further questions.


  I really am pleased about this, though. If my brother marries an Imperial princess, he’ll have to give up on the sex change, right? He’ll have some self-control? Although part of her was still worried, she told herself Kurt would need to settle down.


  Just then, a woman who appeared to belong to the Henfrey Company’s upper management appeared on a screen in the VIP room, looking nervous.


  “What is it?” Thomas asked her, sensing that there was an emergency.


  “We’ve picked up a distress signal.”


  “Then let’s go assist right away. I’m sure it’s terrible to drift through harsh space.” Floating through space, not knowing whether help would come, was a fear all sailors, Thomas included, had to face. As a merchant and a sailor, Thomas’s first inclination was to help. 


  His subordinate’s attitude was strange, however. “Yes, sir… We’ve already arranged a rescue. The problem is the craft sending out the distress signal.” Thomas’s subordinate displayed an onscreen image of the half-destroyed Vanadís. “It’s the Vanadís made by the Sixth Weapons Factory. Not many people use that craft, and the unit number makes it highly likely that this one belongs to Lord Kurt of House Exner. But…”


  When she heard her family and brother mentioned, Ciel leaped up from her seat. “My brother’s in trouble?! I’ll help with his rescue, Mr. Henfrey. I’ve finished my basic education at primary school, so I should be able to at least lend assistance!”


  Thomas knew that Ciel was worried about her brother, but he declined her offer of help; he didn’t want to risk her involvement causing any new problems. “No… I couldn’t face Lord Liam if I let anything happen to you in my care, Lady Ciel. Please leave this to us.”


  Ciel was about to argue, but Thomas’s subordinate on the monitor spoke up first. “For the moment, I believe it would be best if you two listened to the rest of my report. For one thing, the individual aboard the Vanadís isn’t a man but a woman. I spoke with her directly, so I’m sure of that.”


  Hearing that the craft’s pilot was female, Ciel let out a strange shriek. “Huh?!” She had a horrible premonition. 


  That wasn’t the end of the woman’s report, though. “However,” she continued, “We’ve detected no sign of life on the craft.”


  This time it was Thomas who responded with consternation. “What do you mean? You say you spoke to the pilot, but the craft isn’t manned? Was she badly injured, so that her signal disappeared?”


  The woman onscreen looked entirely unsure how to respond. “We don’t have a full grasp of the situation ourselves. But there’s a bigger problem than any of that. According to this woman, House Exner was overrun.”


  Ciel clutched her head. “What is going ooon?! My family’s been overrun? What do you mean the Vanadís is being piloted by a woman, but no one’s on board? Is this a riddle? Somebody tell me what’s going ooooon!” As the situation surpassed her ability to process it, she could do nothing but shriek.


  “Lady Ciel?! Please, calm down! S-someone take Lady Ciel to the infiiiiirmary!”




  Chapter 5:
A Villain’s Ethos


   


  HAVING SUCCESSFULLY OCCUPIED House Exner, Billy gathered all the important individuals of the baron’s mansion. Kurt stood in shackles beside the injured Baron Exner, whose wife was tending to his wounds.


  “How about you explain what’s going on here?”


  The mansion was utterly silent. It was no wonder, since Billy had used his authority as magistrate to give all the servants leave. Only Billy’s own subordinates remained.


  “Please don’t be so angry. I have no confidence in my own martial abilities, so if a master swordsman like you tries to intimidate me, I’ll be too frightened to speak.”


  Of course, though he said this, Billy showed no sign of fearing Kurt. After all, the Sword Devil who had bested Baron Exner was right by his side.


  The Sword Devil looked disgusted at his ally. “You’re full of it. You may not be able to fight, but you’re clearly in charge here.”


  “Well, that’s where my strengths lie, you see. Anyway, let’s lay some blame on House Exner here.”


  At the word “blame,” the baron straightened his wounded body. “Blame? What are we being blamed for? Rejecting the crown prince’s invitation?”


  Billy gave a slight nod. “I suppose that’s ultimately what’s to blame for this situation, but it’s not important at the moment. What we must do right now is paint the lot of you as unscrupulous nobles.”


  Kurt began to move, but the Sword Devil beside Billy reached for the hilt of his sword. His eyes made his meaning very clear: “Do anything stupid, and I’ll cut you down.”


  Kurt ground his teeth. This man’s the best of the best when it comes to swordplay. I’m sure he could’ve risen to the rank of Swordmaster, given the opportunity.


  If the Way of the Flash had never emerged, this man might now have been one of the Empire’s Swordmasters. That wouldn’t have surprised Kurt at all; by his estimate, the Sword Devil was just that talented. Still, that didn’t mean that Kurt wanted to accept the way he did things.


  “If you’re guilty of any crime, it’s weakness,” Billy said. “Don’t think that House Banfield’s support will carry you forever.” He seemed utterly confident.


  “Do you really think you’ll get away with this?” Kurt asked him.


  “Under normal circumstances, I’m sure I wouldn’t…but I think you’ll find that I am, in fact, getting away with it. Or rather, I already have. You don’t seem to fully grasp the situation you find yourselves in.” For the benefit of all present, Billy launched into an explanation of what would happen next. “We, the crown prince’s faction, will handle the ceremony for you and Princess Cecilia. Those in House Banfield’s faction will be excluded. That’ll be one strike against you—that you apparently betrayed your comrades.” He raised his pointer finger, then his middle. “Afterward, we of the crown prince’s faction will discover all the illicit substances House Exner has been cultivating. Following that, you’ll lose your noble status, and I imagine you’ll all be executed rather shamefully.”


  Kurt scowled at Billy’s nefarious plot. “This is absurd.”


  “Yet this absurd plan will proceed without issue. After all, once you’ve ‘betrayed’ House Banfield, there will be no nobles who will come to your aid.”


  If House Exner seemed to betray House Banfield, which had supported them all this time, they’d be completely isolated. And they couldn’t switch sides to the crown prince’s faction, so even knowing their plan, there was nothing House Exner could do to defy them.


  Billy grinned. “It’s only incidental, but this will serve as a bit of revenge for us. If you betray House Banfield, that will surely harm Liam’s reputation. After all, House Exner has supported House Banfield as it is now from the very start. You’re but a small barony, but I’m sure your defection will injure Liam, since you were previously so loyal to him.”


  It was like he was saying they were carrying out this whole plan just for some petty revenge against Liam.


  “That’s all you’re doing this for?” Kurt was utterly baffled by the man.


  “Villains take their reputation very seriously. If we’re taken lightly, it’s over for us. I’m very glad to have the chance to get back at Liam this way by working with the crown prince.” Billy seemed to be heartily enjoying himself.


  Meanwhile, the Sword Devil stood at his side, looking bored. “I only care about cutting down Yasushi’s student,” he grumbled.


  “The time will come to settle that grudge. Now, ­everyone… I’m afraid you’ll have to remain alive until the disgraceful execution that awaits you.”


  Having said that, Billy left the room, taking the Sword Devil with him.


   


  ***


   


  In a communications room belonging to House Exner, Cecilia placed a long-range call to the Capital Planet. Several female knights in the room with her served as her guards and lookouts.


  Unlike Kurt and his family, Cecilia was being treated with respect. That, among many other things, upset her. But the main thing she couldn’t forgive was…


  “Why have you done this, Cleo?”


  …that the instigator of all this was a member of her own family.


  On the other end of the call, Cleo sighed quietly. Lysithea stood beside him; she looked nervous, but she didn’t get involved in the conversation.


  “It’s for your sake, sister,” Cleo replied.


  “For me? Then stop it immediately!” Cecilia was usually quiet, but now her voice shook with strain.


  Cleo paid no heed to her wishes, however. “Sister, you are the closest family the crown prince has now. If you are to marry, there is such a thing as a suitable family for you to join.”


  Cecilia’s eyes widened at Cleo’s words. “You’ve become almost unrecognizable in the short time since we last saw each other, dear brother. Just where did the old you go?” 


  Cleo didn’t respond.


  “Back when we spent each day uncertain whether our lives would continue to the next day, Duke Banfield was the only one who reached out a hand to help us. Yet you betrayed him, and now you’ve betrayed me and my husband. The old you could never even have conceived of such a thing.”


  “People change. I’m the crown prince now, you know. And if you weren’t my sister, you couldn’t get away with speaking to me like this.”


  Her brother had changed utterly, yet Cecilia could do nothing but continue to plead with him. “I love Lord Kurt, and I’m satisfied with my situation. So if any part of you really still cares for me, you’ll recall your…”


  As Cecilia bowed her head deeply, Cleo interrupted in a cold voice. “I wish you understood a little just how kind I’m being here… Lysithea, I’ll leave the rest to you.”


  Leaving his seat irritably, Cleo handed the call to Lysithea. She took over apologetically. “I-I’m sorry, sister. I told him several times not to do this, but he wouldn’t listen. He just kept saying that it was an important political maneuver…”


  It seemed that explanation had been enough to convince Lysithea, who was rather ignorant of politics.


  Tears spilled from Cecilia’s eyes. “He used to be so sweet…but now…”


   


  ***


   


  Troops from the mustered Imperial Army ships had descended into House Exner’s territory, where they were intimidating the residents.


  “From now on, this planet will be ruled by a magistrate dispatched by the Empire! House Exner’s policies will no longer be in effect here!” a soldier called out to the citizens. 


  There was a line of armed men behind the soldier, and the insignia on his uniform marked him as a colonel. It wasn’t just soldiers under his command either: Ground weapons were lowering from the ships, one after another, and mobile knights flew through the skies. Battleships hovered above cities. It was a clear display of force meant to cow the citizenry.


  Of course, House Exner’s subjects couldn’t simply remain quiet about all this.


  “This force was dispatched by the Empire?”


  “Why did they send a magistrate?”


  “They’re kind of scary.”


  “Resisting us is tantamount to resisting the Empire!” the colonel barked at the anxious citizenry. “Anyone who opposes us will be interrogated, then executed!”


  The colonel was aware that the citizens didn’t accept the invaders, so he was determined to subjugate them through force. That simply scared the citizens more, and they shot defiant looks at the soldiers.


  One group—the knights and soldiers who’d served House Exner—beheld all this unfolding from inside a building. They’d been dismissed from their positions during the takeover, but they’d remained on the planet.


  The soldiers bitterly watched the scene play out.


  “Now that our cities are finally starting to develop, these guys are throwing their weight around in them…” a young soldier complained.


  An experienced knight chided him. “I understand how you feel, son, but calm down. If you try something now, they’ll just capture and kill you.”


  “But…!” The soldier couldn’t seem to bear it. He’d been born and raised here in House Exner territory. It was agonizing to watch invaders overrun his homeland like this.


  Just then, there was an explosion. Everyone turned their heads toward the source of the sound. In the distance, smoke was rising into the sky.


  “What happened?!” Peering through a pair of binoculars, the older knight spotted some mobile knights laying waste to the city.


  The young soldier looked through his own binoculars. “They’re destroying the city?!”


  The knight looked back at the citizenry, who were panicked after the explosion.


  “Worry not,” the colonel said imperiously. “We’re just removing some buildings in the way of the new base we’ll be building. We’ll be removing more too, so we can operate more easily in the future. And anyone who interferes with us will be seen as resisting and thus arrested. Be aware of that.”


  The colonel’s conceited attitude made anger rise in the veteran knight as well. “Do they have any idea how long it took us to develop this planet to its current state? They destroy things so easily…”


  The forces dispatched here were from the Imperial Army, so the level of development on House Exner’s planet wouldn’t affect their income at all. Thus, they had no reason not to use such forceful methods.


  “If House Banfield acts…” one soldier muttered.


  Every one of them wished for the same thing. Still, the knight looked conflicted. “Even if they do act, will they make it here in time…? We don’t know what the enemy is after yet, so at this point, all we can do is try to find out. Everyone…gather what information you can, no matter how trivial.”


  Why had a magistrate and an army been dispatched to occupy House Exner’s territory? The knights and soldiers had been told nothing, so they had no idea what to do.


   


  ***


   


  While I was still busy developing the backwater planet, I received a series of reports in my office aboard the Argos, delivered by holograms of Claus, Tia, and Marie.


  Tia reported first. She was full of confidence, as if she was bragging about her achievements. “Development of Baron Noden’s onetime territory is proceeding as planned. House Banfield already managed parts of the domain, and further development has sped up recently. We’ve begun building a large spaceport, and construction of a military base on a nearby asteroid is slated to begin next year.”


  Baron Noden had been a vassal of mine; just think of him as a fellow Imperial noble who’d owed me a lot, and hence had basically been my lackey. He’d risen up against me, though, so his barony was destroyed and absorbed into my territory. Since then, we’d managed his domain. Now we were developing it more seriously, which was going faster than expected. That was good news.


  Tia’s bragging tone seemed to strike a nerve with Marie, though. “If you couldn’t make any advances with a planet that was already halfway developed, it’d be the height of incompetence. I envy your ability to take such pride in so little work, really.”


  When Marie insulted her in the haughty tone she always used, Tia’s hologram inched toward Marie’s to glare at her. “Well, you sound confident. You’ve achieved stunning success on your own planet, then, I take it?”


  Marie responded with her own report, her expression sour. “Lord Liam, development of Planet Charlot is proving more difficult than we’d have liked, considering that we basically have to start from scratch here. We’ve finished settling the planet, but I’m sorry to say we’re currently behind schedule.”


  Looking at the detailed data, I saw that they were almost 20 percent behind. That wasn’t because Marie was unskilled, though; if anything, she was extremely talented. The reason her achievements didn’t stand out more was simply that Tia possessed phenomenal prowess in management.


  These two were always doing stupid things, but when it came to ability, they were pretty evenly matched. Their areas of expertise differed slightly, though. Tia was an all-rounder who could achieve impressive results no matter what I told her to do, whereas Marie was more a specialist in battle. Tia would do best commanding a huge army, but Marie could achieve more with a force of under a hundred thousand. Actually, considering the nature of Marie’s talents, her progress was ­arguably commendable.


  “Well, I’m rather fond of Planet Charlot, so I told Marie to develop it carefully. And given that she’s dealing with the former Baron Glynn’s ruined wastes, I’d say she’s doing well.” Then I addressed Marie. “I would like it if you could make up for the time loss, though. I’ll send you some additional personnel, so catch up.”


  I told Marie this with neither joy nor anger, and she responded with a stern face herself. “Thank you, Lord Liam, but won’t that leave you with depleted forces?”


  I was already operating here with as few people as I could manage—not enough, frankly. Looking at the big picture, though, it would probably be best to prioritize the territory Marie was handling. “Don’t worry about that.” I turned to Claus. “And what about you, Claus?”


  Up till now, Claus had just been listening silently to the rest of us. He launched into his report without any pointless chatter. “Sir, supplies are being sent out without issue. We’ve also opened several new military schools and knight academies, so we should see results from those in a few years.”


  I checked the data against Claus’s report and found no contradictions with what he said. None of the three had falsified anything. I didn’t think that they’d lie to me, but I’d suspected that they might inflate their reports somewhat. It seemed I was wrong, however.


  “Good work, as always,” I responded. “Nothing gets past you.” Claus was a bit too serious, in my opinion, but I was satisfied with his results.


  Tia and Marie gave Claus jealous looks. He didn’t react to their glares, instead responding only to my words. “It’s due to the hard work of my subordinates, sir. I believe they’d love to hear your praise directly, if possible, even if only via long-range communication.”


  See? Tia and Marie were always preoccupied with their own results, but Claus took pride in his subordinates’ work rather than claiming his achievements as his own. He was always trying to show off his skilled subordinates to me, even though there was a chance I might recruit them right out from under him for my own work. Claus always looked at the big picture, and if he felt that a talented subordinate could be used better elsewhere, he was willing to share. House Banfield had a major personnel shortage, so Claus’s support in that area was invaluable as well.


  That’s my head knight. Actually, Claus was so reliable that, to my mind, his achievements overshadowed even Tia and Marie’s. “If you’re requesting that, I’ll send them word immediately.”


  “Thank you very much, sir. They’re all extremely talented. I’m sure they’ll be a great boon to House Banfield in the future.”


  “Since you have that much to say about them, I’ll expect a lot from them,” I replied. “That should be it for today’s meeting.”


  When the meeting was over, I ended the call and leaned back in my chair. “Now, how can I make up these numbers…?”


  Looking up at the ceiling, I considered the future, and for some reason Kurt’s face came to mind. Now that I thought about it, his wedding was right around the corner.


  “Can’t really skip Kurt’s wedding, can I? I should plan things so that I can take a short vacation around then.”


  As I mulled things over, an operative of mine entered my office, her head slowly emerging from the floor. Once her whole body had appeared, she knelt before me, her head bowed.


  This individual was part of an assassin squad led by Kukuri that handled intelligence-gathering, and all sorts of other illicit work, for me. Actually, I had them handle so many things that I was kind of terrified they’d go on strike sooner or later. If they rose up against me, I wouldn’t lose, but House Banfield would doubtless suffer pretty serious damage.


  I wanted to lessen that squad’s burden somehow, but for the moment, I just couldn’t come up with a way to do that. After all, there was a mountain of tasks I wanted them to take care of for me. Still, considering the battles House Banfield was fighting, I had to avoid losing any of my talented subordinates.


  “Kunai, what’s up?” I asked my visitor.


  I’d dubbed this operative “Kunai” myself. Due to the mask she wore, I couldn’t see her face, but I recognized her slender figure and ponytail.


  “I apologize for interrupting you when you’re so busy, but we’ve received an urgent message from another operative. I believe you’ll want to hear it. A fleet dispatched by the Empire has invaded House Exner.”


  “What…?”


   


  ***


   


  In my office aboard the Argos, I sat on my couch, my legs crossed. “What’s the situation?”


  On the other end of this call was Brian Beaumont, who was back on my home planet. Brian was the butler who managed House Banfield’s mansion; along with Amagi, he was one of the people who’d served longest. He was no use at all in battle, and it wasn’t as if he had the latest intelligence either, but that wasn’t why I’d called him.


  The holographic Brian displayed in midair in front of me wiped his brow with a white handkerchief. “We’re unsure of the situation ourselves. Mr. Henfrey picked up Lady Ciel and the Vanadís, but his personnel haven’t finished their investigation yet, so it’s hard to say exactly what’s going on.”


  “I’ve got other people investigating that. What I want to know from you is the effect this situation will have on noble society.”


  I had lived a previous life, and my values from that life got in the way sometimes, making it hard for me to get used to what was considered “common sense” in this universe. I constantly found that what I thought was common sense was totally off the mark to people here. When I wanted to learn this universe’s “common sense,” particularly when it came to noble society, Brian was the best person to ask.


  Brian thought for a moment, then slowly began to speak. “That’s hard to say, sir. If you like, I could hypothesize based on information we currently possess. Would that be all right?”


  “Yes. I want to know what you think.”


  “From the sounds of things, the crown prince has used his men to take over Baron Exner’s territory. If that’s the case, the nobility would look upon it with significant disapproval. After all, the Empire would be infringing on the rights of a noble they themselves previously approved of.”


  “Let me guess. This won’t just end with the crown prince doing something stupid and suffering the consequences, will it?” Cleo himself might be an idiot, but I couldn’t assume that all the people serving him were the same.


  “No, sir… I imagine that he’s targeting the wedding ceremony between Lord Kurt and Lady Cecilia.”


  “The ceremony? How come?”


  “Well, it’s possible he’s using military force to try to pressure House Exner into cutting ties with our household. He’ll soon be related to the members of House Exner, so it wouldn’t be strange for him to attempt to recruit them to his cause.”


  “So he’s pointing a gun at people he’s supposed to become family with?” It was insane to do that and go, “We’ll be family soon, so let’s buddy up!”


  Brian seemed confused too, but he explained what he thought Cleo might gain from this. “Putting aside the crown prince’s methods, if he could make it look as though House Exner betrayed us and joined him, that would damage your reputation, Master Liam.”


  If the members of House Exner turned their backs on me and sided with Cleo… Sure, that would seemingly hurt my reputation, but…


  “Is that all…?” I asked.


  I thought maybe there’d be more, but from what Brian was saying, it didn’t seem like it.


  Brian mopped his brow. “Well, I don’t know why he’s resorting to such extreme methods. Thus, all I can do is guess at his motives. But what seems certain to me at present is that something incredibly abnormal is occurring.”


  “He’s doing this stupid crap just to damage my reputation a little?” I was confident that I could recover from a measly blow like that. “Cleo and the people around him must be complete fools.”


  When Amagi heard me disparage my enemies, she suddenly froze in the middle of preparing my tea and turned her red eyes my way. “I cannot imagine that that is the only reason the crown prince has acted. We should assume there is some additional strategy at play here. I implore you not to drop your guard too much, Master.”


  When he heard Amagi advise caution, Brian added, “According to Serena, many individuals in the palace excel at these sorts of political maneuvers, so it’s not uncommon for a strange gambit like this to succeed. I agree that it’s best to assume there’s a broader strategy here.”


  “It’s a rotten time for Cleo to pull this,” I complained. “But if Kurt’s in trouble, I guess I’ll go save him.”


  Brian cautioned me as I rose from the couch, asking, “Are you sure that’s wise, Master Liam?”


  “What do you mean?” It sounded like he was advising me not to help House Exner.


  “Our household is so focused on developing its territory that we lack sufficient forces to spare at the moment. Challenging our foe under these circumstances won’t be particularly advantageous, and I’m sure you understand that we don’t stand to gain much from this.”


  So that was what he meant. I smiled at Brian. “Are you testing me?”


  “…I apologize.” Brian bowed his head deeply, so he must not have been all that intent on cutting House Exner off from assistance.


  “Listen. I’m not a good person, nor a virtuous ruler. I’m not going to pick the best option for my house after careful consideration. I’m going to do what I want, when I want to!”


  In my past life, I’d constantly worried about what other people thought of me, and I always felt it was better not to be selfish. But at the end of that life I’d learned that living for other people was stupid…that I should’ve prioritized what I wanted. I was determined to do whatever I wished in this life, so I wouldn’t have such regrets again.


  I thrust my fist toward Brian. “Did you think that Duke Liam Sera Banfield would abandon an evil lord buddy of his just because he wouldn’t profit from rescuing him? I’m saving him. I’ll promise you that,” I declared.


  “As long as you understand, I have nothing else to say, Master Liam. Do as you wish.” Brian ended the call.


  I turned to Amagi. “Sorry, but our plans have changed. Gather whatever fighting power you can, and we’ll head to House Exner’s territory.”


  “Immediately, Master? I suggest taking time to muster as much strength as possible.”


  “I don’t know what Cleo’s scheming, but we just need to beat his forces down as quickly as possible. We’ll mop them up before Kurt’s wedding, then show up in front of Cleo as if nothing happened.” I was curious about why Cleo had gone to such drastic lengths, but whatever his reasons, I wouldn’t let things go his way.


  Amagi bowed her head. “If that is what you wish, I will endeavor to carry out your orders.”


  “We’ll be apart for a little while… Sorry.”


  Amagi raised her head and gave me a slightly cold look. “You are aware that you recently married and are separated from Mistress Rosetta right now as well, are you not? You have not forgotten, have you?”


  “I-I’ll fix that at some point too.”


  “I look forward to it. Incidentally, I notice you have been using the word ‘duke’ much more often lately, Master. Is there a reason for that?”


  Well…’cause I’m a duke. That rank’s higher than “count,” you know. Of course I want to say it. “I-it’s cool, isn’t it?”


  “Is it? That part of you has not changed since long ago, I see.” Amagi smiled—slightly, but enough for anyone to tell.


  I looked away from her. “Don’t talk about the past. It makes me feel awkward.”




  Chapter 6:
House Banfield’s Bonds


   


  HAVING LEARNED OF HOUSE EXNER’S ­circumstances after collecting the Vanadís, the Henfrey Company’s fleet changed its plans, heading for House Banfield’s territory. They set a course for Hydra, House Banfield’s home planet.


  The half-destroyed Vanadís sat in the space that had been hastily prepared for it in the transport vessel’s hangar. They’d collected as much of the mobile knight’s wreckage as they could, but it seemed unlikely that the mangled parts could be reused.


  Ciel opened the Vanadís’s hatch, a grim expression on her face.


  “I won’t accept it. I just don’t accept it!” she said, climbing into the cockpit. Strangely, it contained a second pilot’s seat beside the original one.


  As Ciel approached the second seat, she extended her hand and found that an invisible wall separated it from the first. In fact, that “wall” was a monitor that showed a girl with long, distinctive blue hair sitting in the second seat. The girl wore a simple white pilot suit that revealed all her curves; the garment was so thin and unadorned that it was difficult to say whether it would even function as a pilot suit.


  What upset Ciel most was that the girl wore the distinctive braid that all members of House Exner sported. The small braid on the left side of her head mirrored the one her brother Kurt wore on the right.


  In the pilot seat, the girl sat with her arms around her knees.


  “What are you doing in the Vanadís, Lillie?!” Ciel demanded.


  The blue-haired pilot was Lillie, but not the Lillie who was actually Kurt, disguised through a sex change. It was a virtual Lillie generated from the mobile knight’s data. The reason she and Ciel had to interact through this monitor was that Lillie was no more than an image it displayed.


  Lillie stood and approached the monitor, placing her hand on its surface so that it rested against Ciel’s hand on the other side. “It’s as I explained to you several times already, Ciel. House Exner was attacked and is now occupied. Father, Mother, Cecilia, Lily, and the real me were all captured. That’s why I came to get help.”


  After Lillie had repeated the explanation she’d already given, Ciel snapped in response, “Don’t act like you and I are family! If you’re not my real brother, then we’re not family! And who’s ‘Lily,’ anyway?”


  As far as Ciel was concerned, she wasn’t speaking to Kurt, but to a stranger who merely looked like her brother after a sex change—and on top of that, to a being composed only of data. As far as Ciel was concerned, this “person” didn’t deserve any respect.


  “My brother is finally marrying and settling down, so someone like you showing up now will only bother him!” Ciel added.


  Kurt’s marriage to Cecilia was so close that Lillie manifesting in reality like this was nothing but a nightmare for Ciel. In the worst-case scenario, it could not only endanger the wedding, but even create friction between Houses Exner and Banfield.


  Pointing at Lillie, Ciel said commandingly, “At any rate, don’t you dare show yourself to anyone else—all right?! Your very existence is nothing but a problem for us. Do you hear me?!”


  When Ciel denied her very existence, Lillie looked sad for a moment…then quickly frowned. “Don’t I exist here solely because ‘Lillie’ still exists somewhere inside Kurt himself?”


  “What? Of course not. My brother’s getting married!”


  “So what? Even if he gets married, my feelings for Liam won’t disappear. If anything, the more Kurt tries to hide them, the more they’ll flare up, making my sense of self stronger.”


  Hearing about the secret feelings in her brother’s heart, Ciel blushed, and the hand she’d pointed at Lillie with swung around hysterically. “My brother would never say that!”


  “You’ve just forced your own ideal on the brother you love, haven’t you?”


  “What do you know?! You’re just data this system made up!”


  “So what?” Lillie retorted. “And can you not barge into the Vanadís this way? I don’t like other people intruding in my cockpit like this.”


  Being addressed in such a way infuriated Ciel. “This is my brother’s mobile knight, and I’m his sister!”


  “What does blood have to do with anything? In fact, I’m sorry, but I think…I might not like you very much,” Lillie declared with a sunny smile.


  Ciel’s hands trembled as she clenched them into fists. They weren’t shaking with sadness, but with anger. “Well, I hate you!”


   


  ***


   


  “Now, where can I scrape some forces together from?”


  It was all well and good that I’d decided to set out and save House Exner, but I had no idea where I’d get the troops to do it. House Banfield simply didn’t have the manpower right now.


  I knew that I should’ve left some people in reserve during all this development work, but when I focused on my goals, it was hard not to devote everything I had to them at all times.


  As I leaned back in my chair to think, Amagi approached with some green tea and yokan.


  “The Argos is indispensable to this star system’s development,” she told me. “I would not advise moving it at this point in time.”


  If I took the Argos away now, it could ruin things for this star system I’d just acquired. There was also a chance that space pirates would return if the Argos left.


  “What forces are available to me right now?” I asked Amagi.


  She answered right away. “Only the Royal Guard—who are charged with your safety—your Special Landing Force, and a small fleet of a few hundred ships. Using any more would affect development here.”


  “I guess I’m paying now for overextending myself.”


  Tia and Marie were too busy to summon as well. If I really wanted to, I could pull them from their current tasks, but delaying my work could lead to fatal problems for me in the future.


  As I mused, Amagi offered some advice. “Why not summon your sister apprentices from the home planet?”


  “Yeah… It seems like they’re just hanging around Master’s house back on there. Might not be a bad idea to make them do a little work now and then.”


  “What about Miss Ellen, Master?”


  “Not this time. She’s not an adult yet. But I really have to start thinking about her future seriously, don’t I…?”


  Ellen was already a full-fledged Way of the Flash swordsman. Considering House Banfield’s current situation, leaving her idle would be too wasteful. If I put her through knight training, she’d no doubt become a valuably strong fighter for House Banfield. Her own will was a factor in this too, though, so it wasn’t a choice I could make easily.


  “I can’t make any decisions about Ellen’s future right now,” I said. “Getting my rescue forces together takes priority.”


  “You could recruit forces from the home planet.”


  “I’ve already borrowed too many people from Claus. It wouldn’t be a good idea to burden him any more, in more ways than one.”


  In the worst case, I could pull Tia and Marie from their current work, but I couldn’t move Claus. If I removed him from the home planet, that would affect work everywhere else.


  Apparently that wasn’t what Amagi had referred to, however. “I did not mean Sir Claus. Do we not have several small fleets operating independently?”


  “The security force, eh…? Guess I could use however many of them we could spare.”


  Sometimes situations arose that required an immediate response, so we had some fleets operating as a security force that could act without orders from me or Claus.


  Talking to Amagi was giving me an idea of what I could work. “Well, I’ll take whoever I can with me, but I’ll have to talk to Claus about anything else.”


  “Are you sure, Master? If you order it, everyone will help without hesitation.”


  “Yeah, I’m sure they’d push themselves to do it. Tia and Marie would probably volunteer to come themselves. But that’d affect everything going on right now, right? We’re going to be picking a fight with the Empire, so we don’t have time to neglect our preparations.”


  At this point, the Empire was no more to me than an enemy I had to take down. Still, although I’d now made it to the rank of duke, House Banfield alone couldn’t possibly put up a fight against the massive Algrand Empire. For now, I needed to work on building up my influence.


  I glanced over at Amagi. She was giving me a worried look. “Master, I urge you not to push yourself. It is true that our relationship with the Empire has worsened, but there is still the option of diplomacy. Is it not too early to focus solely on war?”


  Even if Amagi was the one asking, I couldn’t entertain this request to attempt to maintain peace. After all, to me, the Empire was…the emperor was the true enemy the Guide had warned me of. “We’ll fight them and beat them. I’ve already decided. Call Claus.”


  “…Yes, Master.” When she recognized that I wouldn’t listen, Amagi bowed her head, though she looked a bit sad.


   


  ***


   


  In his office, Claus clutched his head in despair after hearing from Liam about the current circumstances.


  At some point, that office had become overly spacious and full of lavish furnishings. It terrified Claus the way he grew more renowned day by day for reasons he couldn’t understand.


  At the moment, he was all alone, so he voiced his true thoughts. “Everyone’s expectations of me are way too high! Now Lord Liam’s going into battle, and he wants my advice on his forces? Why couldn’t he ask Lady Christiana instead?”


  In Claus’s opinion, Christiana was the most reliable individual in House Banfield. After all, she succeeded at any task she received. Marie was reliable too, but she specialized in fighting, so it was Christiana who Liam should rely on now. 


  Still, Liam was also right not to want to overburden those two at this time. They were both handling a considerable quantity of work, even from Claus’s perspective. He couldn’t deny the possibility that, if they had too much on their plates, something would go awry.


  “What should I do? What do I do?!” Claus lamented. “I thought that people would start expecting less of me if I pushed my talented subordinates to this degree. It hasn’t worked, though!”


  Claus had been arranging meetings between those subordinates and Liam in an attempt to win them better positions. He knew that, if Liam liked them, he’d would pluck them out from under Claus, and Claus hoped that some of the expectations of him would then shift onto other people instead. He held out a faint hope that if enough talented people appeared, a knight like himself would naturally fade into obscurity. Yet…


  “And what does ‘scrape together forces within reason’ even mean anyway? If you really want it to be ‘within reason,’ it’ll only be a few thousand ships, you know!”


  Pangs shot through his stomach at the thought of trying to fulfill Liam’s request. He took his stomach medicine from a desk drawer and swallowed a dose with practiced speed.


  Then, exhaling, he calmed down. “He said that he doesn’t want any development to stop, so we won’t be able to muster anything over ten thousand ships. In that case, he’ll really have to manage with just a few thousand. And we estimate the enemy forces at House Exner to comprise thirty thousand vessels, so if we want to stand against them…I suppose it’ll come down to the commanders.”


  The enemy had the overwhelming advantage in numbers, so to overcome them, House Banfield would need not numbers of their own, but comparatively better forces. If he could have, Claus would’ve counseled Liam not to fight at all under those circumstances, but he couldn’t very well do that.


  “Even with skilled troops, the question will be who can command the full force. If anything happened, I’m sure Lord Liam could go out there himself in a mobile knight, but…”


  Liam’s vassals would really prefer for him not to fight personally in a mobile knight, but none had the strength or influence to actually stop him.


  “If I went with them, I’d only get in their way. Maybe I should leave this to someone younger?”


  Claus mulled the matter over for a few minutes, then called a certain person to his office.


   


  ***


   


  A few minutes later, that person appeared, seemingly in a great hurry.


  “What could the great head knight Sir Claus want with a man like me?”


  Not only did this knight show no fear of Claus—who was technically his superior—but he also had a bit of a nasty attitude.


  This knight was Adelbert Sera Furnivall. He was tall and thin, yet muscular, and his long brown hair fell to the middle of his back. He must’ve been particular about his hair, because it was coiffed on top of his head to create a voluminous look.


  Adelbert was confident and ambitious…and he made those around him wary.


  “Lord Liam needs a flagship for his operation,” Claus told him. “The fleet it leads won’t likely be more than five thousand ships. We estimate the enemy’s forces to comprise around thirty thousand. Adelbert…”


  Before Claus could finish, Adelbert grinned and said, “You want me to play the leading role, eh? Sure, I don’t mind.”


  “You’re not surprised by the numbers?”


  “I’ll overcome those odds through ability. That said, if Lord Liam is participating, I assume everyone else involved will be elite. That will give us better than good odds.”


  Adelbert was cocky, but Claus was confident in the man’s abilities. His attitude’s a little worrying, but his skills are the real deal. And what I like most about him is…


  “Plus, once I succeed in this mission, I’ll be a step closer to your position,” Adelbert declared in front of Claus. “I’ll steal the seat of head knight right out from under you.” He was insisting that he would attain the role of head knight to Claus’s face. 


  Adelbert was confident and ambitious, but his skill was genuine. Those around him were wary of him, but that didn’t mean anything to Claus. Yes! This is it! I’ve been waiting for someone like you to appear!


  Though inside he was overjoyed, Claus maintained his cool demeanor externally. “If you’re motivated, I couldn’t ask for more. I’ll recommend you to Lord Liam for the position. Get ready to depart at any time.”


  “You don’t need to tell me that. After all, I’m the man who’s going to be head knight one day.” 


  Adelbert moved to leave the room, so Claus called to his back, “I expect a lot from you.”


  “Appreciate it. I’ll surpass your expectations.”


  When Adelbert left, Claus heaved a sigh of relief. He didn’t believe the lessening of his stomach pain was entirely due to the medicine he’d taken.


  “He’s a little too confident and proud, but he’s definitely talented,” Claus mused. “What I like most about him is that he’s gunning for my position, and he’s completely sure he’ll get it. He’s much more talented than I am, and he’s a hard worker, so I’m sure Lord Liam will like him.”


  Adelbert’s cockiness was a negative, but it didn’t bother Claus. In fact, he liked that the man interacted with him as he had earlier, not worrying about Claus’s overinflated reputation. Still, Claus did think that if Adelbert kept some of his confidence to himself, he would already have gotten further in life.


  “I really am expecting a lot from you, Adelbert. Hurry and move up the ranks so you surpass me.”


   


  ***


   


  House Banfield had established an outfit known as the Special Landing Force. This group was formed thanks to Liam’s hobby; they served as his guards when he went searching for treasure in the bases of space pirates he wiped out.


  If Liam could simply waltz in and claim the treasures these villains amassed, it would’ve been great, but those places were often full of booby traps. To protect Liam from such traps, the Special Landing Force was made up of elite soldiers with all sorts of special skills. No matter what sort of battlefield they were thrown into, they came back alive, always returning with riches procured from their enemies. The group’s allies had nicknamed them Treasure.


  In the Special Landing Force’s base, the unit was preparing to set out, having been informed that Liam was seeking allies for a fight. Wearing a powered suit modified for both space and ground use, the force’s brawny commander spoke to the three battalions lined up before him. “These are special orders from Lord Liam. We’re to rescue the hostages taken by the idiots who picked a fight with Lord Liam’s friends; we’re not to let any harm come to them. There’s no need to tell you at this point, but the fact that we’re participating in this mission means it won’t be an easy one.”


  Treasure had expanded over the years as Liam dragged them around on his various escapades, and by now they’d reached the size of a division.


  “There’s bad news as well,” the commander continued. “Given the nature of this mission, it won’t include a treasure hunt this time.”


  The men laughed at the commander’s words.


  “Just do what you always do,” the commander directed. “Carry out Lord Liam’s orders with everything you’ve got!”


  “Sir!” The men all saluted at once.


  The commander donned his helmet. “Now, what sort of chaos will we be thrown into this time?” he muttered, quietly enough that his men couldn’t hear him. “Our lord hasn’t changed a bit since back then, has he?”


  The veteran soldiers who’d been in Treasure since the first space pirate ship the group raided were all smiling, showing a hint of their happiness.


   


  ***


   


  It was dark here. Not much was visible in the darkness except for the faint shapes of masks. A number of those floated in this creepy place, arranged in a circle.


  One mask belonged to Kunai. 


  “…That concludes my report on Master Liam,” she said. “Your orders, Chief?”


  Now that Kunai had delivered her report on Liam’s movements, all the other masks turned to face one: the mask of Kukuri, who led this organization.


  “I would like to counsel him that he is overextending himself.”


  There were several whispers among the masks.


  “He’s missing the forest for the trees. We should suggest cutting ties with House Exner.”


  “They’re a necessary sacrifice toward his grand goal of overthrowing the Empire.”


  “Our master desires too much. You should advise moderation, Chief.”


  Kukuri’s group nursed a grudge against the Empire for turning them to stone over two thousand years ago. When they were petrified, they’d simultaneously been given a blessing that prevented their minds from breaking down over their two thousand years in stone. That had caused them suffering that was hard to imagine. Consequently, the whole organization despised not just the emperor at that time, but the Empire as a whole. It was the organization’s enemy…one that chewed them up and spit them out after many long years of service.


  Although there were many critical voices at the meeting, all of its members remained loyal to Liam. They were simply having a hard time serving him as he wished, since they were anxious to realize his goal of overthrowing the Empire.


  Kunai interjected. “Apologies for interrupting, but Master Liam has not given up on overthrowing the Empire. That is why he is taking only the fewest forces possible with him on this assault.”


  The other masked members were all dismissive of Kunai.


  “Who asked your opinion?”


  “You’ve grown arrogant since receiving a name. You don’t have the authority to speak up here.”


  “Do you speak up out of untoward feelings for our Master? Chief, this individual should be disposed of, and someone else should take over the name Kunai.”


  The meeting grew noisy, but when Kukuri indicated that he was going to speak, everyone else naturally quieted down.


  “Hmm. It’s not the most admirable of actions, but if Master Liam wishes to save his friend, we will have to help him.”


  “Are you sure, sir?” one mask asked, baffled by Kukuri’s decision.


  He was confused because, though this organization’s members were highly skilled, there were few of them. And House Banfield had been making quite a few big moves, so naturally Kukuri’s organization was very busy too. They had a mountain of tasks to complete; removing any of their number from those tasks would just cause further stress to those still working on them.


  Kukuri chuckled. “Well, Master Liam is awfully busy as well. We can’t simply stand by and watch him stretch himself thin.”


  Even to these operatives, busy as they were, Liam seemed to be shouldering a huge amount of work.


  At Kukuri’s words, the other masks went silent. Their master was proactively moving toward the destruction of their most hated enemy, so they all wanted to aid him.


  “We’ll manage to find two individuals to help back up Master Liam,” Kukuri told Kunai. “Kunai, you will command them. Do not be upstaged.” He spoke that last part in an intimidating growl that Kunai took to mean “succeed at all costs.” 


  She bowed her head deeply. “It will be done.”


   


  ***


   


  On House Banfield’s home planet, there was a base for Liam’s Royal Guard. That force was funded quite lavishly, since it had the vital job of protecting the duke. Of course, it wasn’t a large force, since conditions for joining were very strict. Members naturally had to be talented knights; they also had to be deeply loyal to the duke.


  Leading the Royal Guard was the organization’s first commander, Liz Sera Fegan. She wore her beautiful red hair in a single thick braid over her shoulder and made use of a glasses-style tablet. Her voluptuous figure and calm demeanor gave her an accepting air. Of course, the woman who led the Royal Guard couldn’t only be kind.


  “Oh my…Lord Liam isn’t using Christiana or Marie for this operation? What a wise decision.” Liz’s tone was gentle, but her words were distinctly antagonistic toward Tia and Marie.


  Ethel Sera Granger was reporting to Liz from a faraway star system. “He’s wise enough to understand that, if he let those two know about this operation, they’d likely abandon their missions to rush to his side.”


  “That’s the problem with them, isn’t it?” Liz put a hand to her cheek and sighed.


  The very reason the Royal Guard had been established was Christiana and Marie’s frequent rampages. It was Liz who’d stood up to form a new knight’s order, unable to leave House Banfield’s knights in the hands of such individuals. Right now, the Royal Guard was a small but elite force. Liz had planned to take control of more of House Banfield’s knights in the future, but unfortunately, those plans had been on hold ever since Claus was appointed head knight.


  “Sir Claus appears to be working on this as well,” Liz added, “but he’s struggling to find personnel he can spare. People and mobile knights are both in such demand right now that they’re being fought over.”


  Ethel grimaced at Liz’s words. “We can’t send any squads with him?”


  The Royal Guard had four squads. Ethel led the first.


  “We’ll send the Second Squad; they’re on standby right now. It seems we’ll be able to use the special unit for this too. When you receive it, can you calibrate it?”


  “The special unit? Y-you don’t mean…?”


  “We don’t want it out in public, but we’ve got no choice this time. I had to beg, but I got permission to send it along with the ship.” For a moment, Liz frowned, but then she looked right at Ethel and ordered, “Win Lord Liam’s trust, Ethel. Prove to him that House Banfield’s knights aren’t useless.”


  “Of course. I won’t lose to those idiots.”


   


  ***


   


  Liam’s wife, Rosetta Sereh Banfield, was visiting Eulisia Morisille’s office in House Banfield’s mansion.


  Following the wedding, Rosetta had continued to wear her voluminous blonde hair in thick ringlets. Lately she looked a little slimmer, though. Perhaps she had lost weight out of loneliness, since she was unable to see her husband so soon after their wedding. According to Rosetta, weight never seemed to leave her chest and behind; only her waist ever grew slimmer. Of course, in a universe of intergalactic nations, appearances could be freely modified, so few people envied her when she spoke of her figure.


  Rosetta was visiting Eulisia for a reason: the mission Liam was going to embark on. Hearing that her husband was in need of fighting strength, Rosetta came to ask whether Eulisia had any idea where he could find more forces.


  “Miss Eulisia, I have some questions about manpower… Wait! What are you doing?!” Rosetta shrieked after getting permission to enter and opening the door.


  The knights who served as her guards peeked into the room to see what the commotion was about. They were all struck speechless.


  Eulisia sat at her desk, evidently working, with several holographic screens floating around her. She was processing them all simultaneously, each screen changing rapidly as she went through them. Eulisia’s hair had been in the way, so she’d bundled it into a messy ponytail. She seemed awfully busy, but that was no reason for Rosetta to shriek.


  She’d shrieked because Eulisia was in her underwear as she sat in her chair cross-legged, slurping down instant noodles.


  “Oh, sorry. I forgot I was still eating as I let you in,” Eulisia apologized, looking a little haggard as she worked busily.


  Rosetta strode up to Eulisia and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Get a hold of yourself! I wasn’t surprised that you’re eating. And your outfit is one thing, but your room’s a mess! When was the last time you had this room cleaned?!”


  “Well, some of this stuff is top-secret, so I couldn’t let anyone in. U-uh… Wait, what day is it today?”


  Rosetta sighed heavily. “For now, you just need to rest a bit. But a quick scrub won’t be enough for you to relax, will it?” She addressed her knights. “Would someone take Miss Eulisia to the bath?”


  “Yes, ma’am!” The knights pulled Eulisia out of the filthy room.


   


  ***


   


  “I’m…hic! I’m trying really hard, you know! But Lord Liam just ignores me…hic! Doing all this work, I think at some point I started to feel like I’m just a machine that processes data…”


  Having relaxed somewhat in a nice bath, Eulisia was now wrapped in a blanket, crying. Liam had foisted tons of work on her, and she’d done nothing but that work for a long, long time now.


  Rosetta sympathized. “It’s all right. Let it all out. I’ll have words with Darling later.”


  “Please! Really—please talk to him for me! Please tell him to be nice to meeeee…” As Eulisia sobbed, Rosetta stroked her back. Once she got it all out, and was feeling a little better, she spoke up again. “Hic…so you wanted to talk about manpower?”


  “Y-yes! I have quite a few people in my security force, so I thought I could lend him ten thousand ships or so. Do you think that would work?”


  Most of House Banfield was exceptionally busy; Rosetta’s security force was the only part of it that was functioning as usual. There was a reason for that, though, which Eulisia was about to explain.


  “No.”


  “Wh-why not?”


  “The quality of the organizations is simply too different. Trying to coordinate your security force and all the other participants would be impossible.”


  Liam had put tons of work into cultivating House Banfield’s military, and his army had a thoroughly unique way of doing things, whereas Rosetta’s security force was more traditionally trained. If the two groups tried to work together, they’d struggle even to communicate.


  “Really? Well, what should I do with my security force, then?”


  “Just keep using it to defend Hydra. A fleet of twenty thousand ships is a good defense.”


  “I suppose you’re right. I shouldn’t move them.” Still, it was a bit of a shock to Rosetta that she couldn’t be of any help to Liam.


  Eulisia gave Rosetta some advice that incorporated a trace of the grudge she held. “Well, it would be a problem to send the whole fleet, but a small group shouldn’t be an issue. Maybe a few hundred ships? I mean, isn’t there a knight in your security force who’s holed up all the time, doing no work?”


  Eulisia was so busy that she couldn’t forgive a knight holed up in her room, not working at all. That was why she suggested sending the individual in question.


  Rosetta clapped her hands, realizing right away who Eulisia meant. “Oh, Vivian! I was just wondering what to do with her, since she spends so much time in her room. You’re right—I should send her to help Darling!”


  Rosetta’s knights were tasked with the critical job of keeping her safe, but she wouldn’t hesitate to send them to help Liam.


   


  ***


   


  “Nooooo! I don’t want to leave my rooooom! I just want to laze arouuuuund!”


  So said Rosetta’s knight Vivian Sera Sanders. The tall woman with messy green hair clung to the door of her room, devoid of shame or dignity. Some of her fellow knights in Rosetta’s security force were attempting to peel her from the door.


  “We have to work now because you keep locking yourself in your room!”


  “Aren’t you supposed to be commander?! What are you even doing?! We’re being sent to the front line now because of you!”


  “It’s all ’cause of our useless Captain Slouch… We’ll bring you with us and make you earn your keep!”


  Vivian’s knights dragged her away, airing their grievances with her as they went. The other knights who watched were left with one thought… That Rosetta’s security force was a terrifying unit.


   


  ***


   


  On House Banfield’s home planet was a mansion where Yasushi resided. It was a large building with a yard and several servants. Liam had wanted to give Yasushi and his family an even larger house, but Yasushi’s wife Nina requested one small enough to maintain herself. It was her desire to support Yasushi on the money she earned.


  Liam’s apprentice Ellen Tyler was visiting that mansion. She walked through the halls as servants guided her to the room where Yasushi would be.


  “Pardon me,” she said. “Master ordered me to bring Miss Riho and Miss Fuka to him, so I’m here to fetch them.”


  Ellen was another student of the Way of the Flash, but Liam was her teacher, and she didn’t have a direct connection to Yasushi; if anything, she doubted his prowess. She made an effort to be polite when she ­interacted with him, but she couldn’t help looking at him somewhat sharply.


  Ellen entered the room to find the two women she’d been asked to collect, Riho Satsuki and Fuka Shishigami, fighting over a young boy positioned between them.


  “Yasuyukiii, you like your big sister Riho more, right? Come on, let’s play together!”


  “Yasuyuki, two-sword style is cool! I’ll teach you!”


  The boy was Yasushi and Nina’s son, Yasuyuki. When he noticed Ellen, he straightened up and greeted her. “Miss Ellen! It’s nice to see you again.”


  “Yes, it’s nice to see you too,” Ellen said somewhat cautiously to the polite boy. Master said that he isn’t going to take Yasuyuki as a student, but…if he’s interested in learning, I wonder if he’ll become my brother apprentice one day.


  Ellen still felt a childish desire to be her master’s only apprentice—for him to pay attention only to her. Even though she knew it was tradition for a swordsman of the Way of the Flash to train three apprentices, she was young enough that she wanted to monopolize Liam.


  When Yasuyuki expressed interest in Ellen, Riho and Fuka walked over, looking unamused.


  “We don’t often see you here, Ellen,” Riho said. “Need something from Master? Well, sorry, but he’s out, and he won’t be back until tonight.”


  “…Like I said earlier, I was told to bring you two to Master. It seems that the rumor that you two have just been hanging out here—despite everything House Banfield’s doing lately—is true,” Ellen said with some exasperation.


  Fuka didn’t seem repentant at all. “Well, we’re not our brother apprentice’s vassals or anything. We can do what we want.”


  She wasn’t wrong. Still, Ellen sighed. “Well, my master wants you to do some work every so often, so he’s ­summoned you. Please get ready to leave right away.”


  “Summoned us?” Riho cocked her head. “Did something happen?”


  Apparently they’d been so cooped up here that they didn’t even know what was going on outside.


  Ellen raised her voice. “It’s an emergency! Just hurry!”


  Heaving a sigh as she tried to get them to prepare to leave, Ellen thought about how she’d need to conduct herself in the future.


  Master acknowledged me as a swordsman, but becoming a knight as well might be best… If I satisfy myself with just being a swordsman, like these two, I won’t be any help to Master. Seeing her master’s disgraceful sister apprentices this way, Ellen found herself growing determined to walk the path of a knight.


  Riho and Fuka exited the room to prepare to leave, and Yasuyuki spoke up. “Um, Miss Ellen?”


  “Yes…?”


  “How would I go about becoming a knight?”


  “Huh…?”




  Chapter 7:
Call Me “Sister”


   


  THOMAS WAS TELLING CIEL—still in the Henfrey Company’s care—about their plans for the time being.


  “House Banfield is coming to House Exner’s rescue? Really?!” Ciel exclaimed.


  Her face lit up when she heard that House Banfield would mobilize to save her home. She disliked Liam personally, but that didn’t change the fact that House Banfield was a reliable ally. That household was also home to many people Ciel loved, such as Rosetta, so she didn’t have a negative impression of it as a whole.


  Thomas didn’t look so excited, however. “At the moment, they’re gathering forces as fast as they can, and they’ve requested supplies from the Henfrey Company. But judging by the amount of supplies they’re asking for, I would guess that they couldn’t spare more than five thousand ships.”


  “Only five thousand?!”


  Ciel didn’t underestimate the usefulness of five thousand ships, but it wasn’t a very reassuring number when the enemy had at least thirty thousand. She’d just completed her military education at primary school, so she understood the hopelessness of the discrepancy in their forces all too well.


  “House Banfield is powerful, but from what I hear, the other side is quite strong as well. This might be a difficult fight,” Thomas said.


  “Y-you think so?” 


  All Ciel could do was put her hands together in prayer for her family’s safety.


   


  ***


   


  Ciel wasn’t the only one under the Henfrey Company’s care, since the broken Vanadís was in their hangar as well. She had entered the craft’s cockpit to explain the situation to Lillie, and now they were arguing about it.


  “If it’s going to be so dangerous, can’t we meet up with them? Can’t I join them?!” Lillie cried.


  “How? The Vanadís is trashed. What would you even do? Do you realize how much work it would take to repair this thing enough to put it back into service?” Ciel asked, utterly exasperated.


  Lillie wasn’t backing down, though. “I want to save everyone! I can’t just sit here in this warehouse doing nothing!”


  “Haaah… Don’t be so willful. You don’t even exist anyway! We can’t send an unmanned mobile knight into battle.”


  They were keeping Lillie’s presence secret from Liam, so for both Ciel and Lillie, the risks were simply too great.


  “…Then you pilot it.”


  “What? No way.” Ciel turned her down immediately.


  Lillie blinked at her. “Why not?! I’m trying to compromise with you here!”


  “What do you mean, compromise?! They’re not even taking me to the meetup point—it’s too dangerous! I’m stuck holding down the fort here, the same as you.”


  Hearing that she couldn’t participate in the plan to save House Exner, Lillie decided to take matters into her own hands. “Then, if you won’t bring me, I’ll find a way to go myself.”


  “What’s a clump of data like you going to do? Just so you know, struggling won’t accomplish anything. Even if the Vanadís weren’t completely broken, I had them secure it in here. It wouldn’t be able to move anyway.”


  When Ciel smirked at her as if to rub it in, Lillie put a hand to her chest and cried, “I love Liam!”


  “Whaaat?! Wh-what are you talking about?!”


  “I may only be a copy of Kurt, but I understand his feelings better than anyone. These are without a doubt Kurt’s…my feelings!”


  “Stop it! Don’t make up how my brother feels!” Ciel covered her ears, not wanting her own image of her brother ruined—which proved that, however often she told herself that the girl before her wasn’t her brother, part of her still considered them one and the same.


  Seeing Ciel like that only encouraged Lillie. She raised the volume in the cockpit so that her voice would reach Ciel even if her ears were covered. “Honestly, I might just live the rest of my life as a girl!” she cried.


  “How can you say that?! My brother is marrying the princess! He’s not that irresponsible!”


  “Also, frankly, I find you rather unpleasant.”


  “Kurt is a kind brother who loves his sister! Don’t try to tell me how he feels!”


  The two of them yowled at each other in the cockpit until Ciel finally gave in.


  “Fine! I get it, already! I’ll ask and see if we can meet up with them!”


  Lillie gave Ciel a dubious look, as if she didn’t fully believe her. “You’ll ask? It doesn’t sound like you tried very hard last time, if you’re just going to ask again. But, well, good, then… Still, I might get all hot and bothered when I see Liam.”


  “Stop it! My brother would never say something like that! He’s not becoming my sister! I-I get it already—I’ll make sure we can meet up with him. Just don’t ruin my image of my brother any more…” Ciel started to tear up.


  Lillie thrust her chest out victoriously. “It’s a century too soon for you to have a shot at beating me, little sister. Show me some respect and call me ‘sister’ from now on!”


  “Don’t call me your sister. And I’ll never call you my sister.” 


  Although Ciel had given in to Lillie’s pestering to meet up with Liam, she vowed never to acknowledge this woman as that.


   


  ***


   


  “Send the Avid into battle? There’s no way. Of course there isn’t!”


  Nias was rejecting my request with everything she had.


  The Argos had a special hangar just for the Avid. The mobile knight currently hung there from an arm affixed to one wall, its emergency repairs complete. One arm and one leg had been blown clean off, and the craft retained only one of its signature large shields. Thanks to the Machine Heart, though, its head was functioning. It stared at the two of us with its twin eyes.


  “There’s no way it can sortie in this condition,” Nias insisted. “Please use a different mobile knight.”


  “Its torso is fine. If you can figure out the arm and leg, I can make up for the rest with my piloting.”


  I wanted to use the Avid because, even in this condition, it was stronger than other mobile knights. I was sure Nias understood that too, but her pride as an ­engineer wouldn’t allow her to let me use it in such a state.


  “Sure, it can probably function after only emergency repairs, but it won’t be able to employ any of its usual capabilities. It can’t use spatial magic right now, and I don’t know whether it could manage even fifty percent of its usual output.”


  “That would still make it stronger than other mobile knights, though, right? I trust in the Avid as you’ve revived it, Nias.”


  Her personality was nothing but problems, but her abilities were impressive enough for me to ignore that. Time and time again, the Avid she’d brought back to life had met my expectations. It was precisely because this battle was so important that I wanted to fight it in the Avid. Especially because it might be the last chance I would get.


  Nias hesitated for some time before sighing deeply. “You really aren’t fair. Just so you know, I won’t have time to do anything but the bare minimum here. You’ll get an arm and a leg that move, and nothing else. I can’t give you anything more than that,” she emphasized.


  I grinned in return. “That’ll be enough.”


  Once that was sorted out, Amagi entered the hangar. She kicked off from the wall and slowly floated toward me in zero gravity, her skirt fluttering around her. “Master, the Schwarzvogel has arrived. Also, the Sixth Weapons Factory has volunteered their support.”


  I held my hand out to Amagi, and she caught it, stopping in midair. Her large hair ribbon and ponytail flowed behind her like a wave. Adjusting her posture as she alighted on the floor, she bowed to me and thanked me for my assistance.


  “What’s the Sixth have to do with this?”


  “They were sending sales and maintenance staff to House Exner to participate in the wedding ceremony.”


  Nias understood what Amagi was getting at before I did; she picked up on the situation immediately. “So they got caught up in this,” she said. “I bet they’re all pissed as hell over there, even the top brass. It’s an unwritten rule that weapons factories don’t get involved in conflicts in the Empire.”


  “Can you really say that when you got caught up in the succession conflict yourselves?”


  “I don’t think that situation really counted. If you want to know how I really felt about it, though, I was seething the whole time.”


  Not long ago, Nias had been dragged into Calvin and Cleo’s plans, and she’d just revealed to me that she indeed held a grudge over the incident. She seemed to trust me, but I decided that maybe I should be a bit more careful around her. I was a villain, after all.


  Anyway. “Well, I appreciate the assist from the Sixth, but our main firepower comes from the Third and Seventh. I’m not sure what they can really do to help.”


  Nias seemed suspicious of them. “Maybe they’re taking this opportunity to get House Banfield to owe them one, and that way you’ll buy their stuff. You shouldn’t get too friendly with them.”


  Amagi didn’t seem too keen on the idea of the Sixth’s involvement either. “The Henfrey Company has one of the Sixth’s mobile knights with them. However, that is the only one from that weapons factory. I believe adding mobile knights or ships crafted by the Sixth to this battle would likely only confuse things.”


  “Kurt’s Vanadís, huh…?” I mused. “Right—Thomas said that he has it. I guess we can ask them to repair it, then. I’ll want to give it back to Kurt in working condition when I rescue him.”


  Amagi bowed. “Very well. I will arrange that.”


  Just as the conversation was wrapping up, Nias said, “By the way, Lord Liam…”


  “Call me Duke.”


  “What’s the Schwarzvogel? From context, I’m guessing a shuttle or ship?” Nias seemed curious about my mothership. 


  “It’s an all-purpose ship I had the Third make for me,” I explained. “Amagi confiscated it, so I haven’t been able to use it until now.” I gave Amagi a reproachful look.


  She returned my gaze with a neutral expression. “You were the one who promised not to waste money, Master. I have only given you permission to utilize the craft in this instance due to the situation’s urgent nature.”


  She looked partly exasperated and maybe a little amused as well…as if she were scolding an incorrigible child. I know I promised! But still…


  “I can’t believe you’d order something so fun from the Third, you traitor!” Nias cried, interrupting my thoughts. “Why didn’t you ask me?!”


  “How many weapons do you think I’ve ordered from you guys? There’s such a thing as biting off more than you can chew.”


  I took Amagi’s hand and kicked off from the ground to leave the hangar.


  “Right back at you, Lord Liam!” Nias yelled after us.


  “Call me Duke!”


   


  ***


   


  Staff from the Sixth Weapons Factory arrived to repair the Vanadís while it was in the Henfrey Company’s care. 


  Their sudden appearance baffled Ciel. “Why…? I know I asked to come along, but wasn’t this too fast? How did they get here so quickly?”


  As she stood in shock before the Vanadís, a staff member from the Sixth walked up to her. The woman wore a striped suit, and her hair was slicked back with product. She held a woman’s pilot suit in her hands.


  “Are you the pilot?” she asked.


  “Huh? Uh, yes,” Ciel answered without thinking.


  The woman held out the pilot suit to her. “The Sixth Weapons Factory will support you with all we’ve got in this operation.”


  “Th-thank you?” Ciel took the pilot suit.


  The woman put a hand on her hip, striking a pose as she gazed up at the Vanadís. “We repaired the craft, of course, but we also equipped it fully with all its optional parts. Please save our colleagues from the Sixth from those villains!”


  Ciel looked between the woman and the pilot suit in confusion. Huh? Do I really have to pilot this thing? I mean, I guess that’s the best option, but…


  She couldn’t let anyone else find out about Lillie. She hadn’t even told Thomas who was aboard the Vanadís.


  Ciel looked up at the craft, which had now been repaired and outfitted with its additional parts. Those included that bunny-like armor with all the crystals, and additional boosters on the mobile knight’s back that resembled the petals of a flower in bloom. There was also more armor around the craft’s hips, accentuating its original design.


  “These optional parts…they’re like a dress for a mobile knight.”


  Ciel’s frank observation seemed to amuse the woman. “I suppose it does look that way, doesn’t it? I like that. Shall we call this configuration the dress form?”


  The woman went on to explain about the boosters on the craft’s back, which looked almost like a lily in bloom.


  “This version of the craft has equipment enabling it to perform short-distance warps on its own, unlike the warp device the bunny form is equipped with.”


  Ciel’s eyes widened. Now that she’d finished primary school, she knew exactly how impressive that technology was. “A mobile knight that can warp by itself?! That would be unbeatable, wouldn’t it?”


  A craft capable of that could warp right into an enemy’s headquarters and destroy their command center instantly. However well-defended the enemy was, the Vanadís would be able to take out their commander all on its own.


  It seemed that it wasn’t that simple, though. The woman crossed her arms thoughtfully; even that pose looked a little affected. “The craft warped successfully during testing, but it’s never done so with a pilot. The feature’s not stable yet, so you absolutely mustn’t use it.”


  So, although the Vanadís had warped on its own, that technology wasn’t reliable enough to make use of yet. Ciel’s cheek twitched. “Could you not push useless tech on me?”


  “You can’t warp, but I can guarantee the functionality of everything else in battle,” the woman assured her. “We’ve prepared a large rifle and shield for the craft as well. You can make ample use of those.”


  Ciel looked up at the Vanadís again. It looked as if it was wearing a pure-white dress. The implication was very unwelcome to Ciel.


  “How should I say this…? Is this good timing or bad?” Regardless, I bet she’ll be thrilled.


   


  ***


   


  In the virtual cockpit in the Vanadís’s left chest, Lillie gazed upon the Vanadís in its white dress, her cheeks flushing.


  The people Liam arranged to come from the Sixth put the Vanadís in a dress… Even if I know it doesn’t mean anything, it feels like it does!


  She couldn’t help getting her hopes up, even though she knew she shouldn’t. Of course, Kurt—Lillie—wasn’t one to simply space out and do nothing else. She quickly shook her head and began studying how to use the craft’s new parts.


  “Its main weapons are a large blade and rifle… Both require some care when maneuvering. I might appreciate the functionality of this additional armor too.”


  In addition to the warp equipment that also served as additional rudimentary plating, the extra parts had a few other uses as well. The crystals used for the warp function contained ample energy that could be redirected wherever it was needed, and the boosters on the craft’s back enhanced its propulsion, allowing for more precise maneuvering. The only problem was the big, powerful weapons that made up the mobile knight’s primary firepower; they would make such precise maneuvering more difficult.


  “I’ll need to fight in a different way than I usually do,” Lillie reflected. “But if I want to save everyone, I’ll just have to figure it out.”


  She considered how best to fight in the Vanadís’s dress form.




  [image: ]




  Chapter 8:
Rescue Mission


   


  CECILIA HAD BEEN CONFINED to a villa on House Exner’s home planet. At the moment, she was out in the building’s yard. Several female knights serving as both her guards and her keepers stood nearby.


  “That’s all the time you’ve been allowed for your walk, Your Highness. Please return inside.”


  The knights were polite to Cecilia and treated her well. After all, Cleo was crown prince now, and he treasured his sister; they couldn’t be rough with her. 


  Cecilia exploited this fact by raising her voice to them. “I can’t breathe with you crowding me all the time! If you won’t even allow me this much freedom, I’ll report to Cleo that you’re mistreating me! Would that be all right with you?”


  When she invoked Cleo’s name, the knights blanched and stepped back, not wanting to anger Cleo or earn his ire. They whispered among themselves.


  “Lord Billy said not to give her any freedom. What do we do?”


  “The crown prince is scarier than that criminal, isn’t he…? Let her have a little freedom.”


  The knights had all looked away from Cecilia for just a moment, and she took the opportunity to drop the recording device she’d hidden in her skirt and hide it in the grass beneath her. Then she sighed loudly, purposely drawing the knights’ attention.


  “Chatterboxes, aren’t you? I suppose this is better than you gossiping out of earshot, though.”


  Realizing that Cecilia overheard them, the knights hurriedly apologized. “Ex-excuse us!”


  “Whatever,” Cecilia said. “I’ll go back inside. Would you make me some tea? I’d like to take a bath as well, if you could prepare one for me.”


  Cecilia’s multiple orders made the knights frown. “We’re your security. Please leave such tasks to others.”


  “You don’t want to…?” Cecilia said with a pout, spurring several knights to reluctantly head back into the building.


  Cecilia was relieved that, when she played the part of the spoiled princess, the knights reacted just as she’d expected. As she headed back inside with her guards, she noticed the grass in the yard rustling. When she looked back at the spot where she’d just stood, the recording device was gone.


  Good girl.


   


  ***


   


  By the time the Schwarzvogel reached the rendezvous point, the rest of my forces had already gathered there. Luxuriating on the ship’s bridge for the first time in a long while, I checked the time just in case, but we still weren’t supposed to meet up for a bit.


  I let some grumbling slip. “I arrived last, eh? Feels like I’m late.”


  The knight beside me, Adelbert, gave a flourish like an actor onstage. “Arriving last is but a symbol of your grandeur, my lord. No need to worry.”


  This sycophant had been recommended by Claus. He was talented, and I didn’t mind a yes-man. Still, there were plenty of reasons why I shouldn’t be late to my own meetup. “Guess I should praise my men for being ready early.”


  “Your graciousness touches me deeply, my lord!”


  Adelbert made a big deal about everything, but I figured he was funny enough to watch. Besides, he affirmed my every word, and he was decently talented. He was no Claus, though. 


  Claus was the quiet type. He devoted himself to his work, but he wasn’t afraid to give me his unvarnished opinion. That did annoy me occasionally, yet he was always right, so he was a reliable guy to have on hand.


  Adelbert, on the other hand, was overly concerned with pleasing me. He wasn’t a bad type for an evil lord to keep around, but it was hard to feel that he was the right man for his current job.


  “Did Claus really recommend you?” I asked. “You’re way too different.” 


  Adelbert just gave me an undaunted smile. “Rest assured that I’ll surpass Sir Claus and reach the seat of head knight myself one day. Sir Claus’s high estimation of me is proof enough of that.”


  “You say you’ll take the seat of head knight from Claus?”


  “Of course, sir. I don’t mind waiting for him to retire, of course. Still, I think that position demands a man with the right talents, don’t you? I could take over for him immediately, as far as I’m concerned.”


  So he wanted me to dismiss Claus and appoint him head knight? I hadn’t expected this guy to say right to my face that he was more qualified for that position than the man I personally appointed. He was like…a cocky new hire? No, a cocky junior employee? In my last life, I’d always had trouble training new guys like this, and they’d caused me plenty of problems too.


  I felt my eyes narrowing as I watched Adelbert. “Confident, aren’t you? Sounds like you want to be demoted immediately if you don’t prove yourself in this operation.”


  Even when I told him that I wouldn’t allow him to fail, Adelbert remained undaunted. “No need to worry. I’ll show you exactly what I’m capable of, my lord.”


  This one’s strong-willed.


  Cocky, talented, and strong-willed—the type of junior employee I definitely didn’t want. Had Claus ­recommended Adelbert to me just to get him out of his way? For a moment, I suspected as much, but Claus’s typical behavior made that seem impossible. We were either ­really getting to the bottom of the barrel personnel-wise, or Claus had determined that this problem child was a fit for this particular mission.


  “We’ve confirmed that every ship that will take part in the mission is present,” a bridge operator reported to us. “A Henfrey Company transport vessel is requesting permission to approach to deliver supplies.”


  “Thomas is here early too, eh? Stand-up as always, that one. Give them permission.”


  As the ship approached, Adelbert checked the list of supplies they were providing us. “Lord Liam…the Vanadís is on the list of things they’re delivering to us.”


  I quickly checked the list myself and spotted the mobile knight, which we hadn’t planned on receiving. “It’s already been repaired? We’ve got room in the hangar, but I don’t see why we have to take it now.”


  The Sixth must really have busted their asses to repair it in such a short time.


  Adelbert was looking dubiously at the list. “Er…there’s a pilot registered to it already. It says ‘Ciel Sera Exner’ is aboard. That’s the young lady of House Exner, isn’t it? Should we still refuse the craft?”


  “…Call Thomas. Get Ciel here too.” What’s that idiot doing in a place like this?


   


  ***


   


  Having moved to the hangar, I now stood in front of the Vanadís, which had a very different vibe with all its new equipment attached. Meanwhile, I held Ciel by the cheek, pinching it between my fingers.


  “You idiot!” I admonished her. “We’re headed for a battlefield, so what are you doing here?!”


  “Ow! Ow! I learned to pilot a mobile knight in primary school, you know!”


  She thought she’d be useful simply because she graduated from primary school? I pinched her cheek harder, and Ciel’s eyes watered.


  “If you think you’ll be of any use just ’cause of that, you’ve got a lot of confidence,” I replied. “I’m fond of that stupid streak of yours, but coming to a battlefield is taking it a bit too far. Now get out of here!”


  “No! I won’t! If I go…” she began, but she didn’t finish her thought.


  As Ciel and I squabbled, a flustered Thomas tried to mediate. “Lord Liam, Lady Ciel wishes to deliver the Vanadís to Lord Kurt. She’s worried about her family as well.”


  “And what am I supposed to say to House Exner if their daughter, who’s in my care, goes out into battle and dies?!” I was not letting her fight in this battle.


  Slipping from my grasp, Ciel held her cheek. “I won’t be going out there just for fun! I have my own reasons for fighting!”


  The fire in her eyes surprised me a bit. Before she started primary school, she was still a little brat, but it did seem like she’d grown up a bit. And this was a fight to save her precious family.


  “…Do what you want,” I said dismissively, and left.


   


  ***


   


  When Liam left, Ciel heaved a sigh of relief.


  Thank goodness. I can participate in the operation now. Who knows what Lillie would’ve said if we’d come this far and then couldn’t go out there.


  Lillie was revealing Kurt’s inner feelings through words and an appearance that didn’t suit Ciel’s dear brother one bit. Every time she did, it wore Ciel down, and she wanted to avoid upsetting Lillie any more. She also genuinely wanted to save her family if she could.


  Thomas looked relieved that Liam had given her permission to fight. “He’s awfully harsh on you, considering how reckless he was in his own youth,” he remarked. “Well, maybe that’s because of everything he went through.”


  Thomas was another person with the wrong idea about Liam, Ciel reflected, then murmured, “I don’t think he gave it that much thought.”


  Thomas smiled wryly at her. “I’ve known Lord Liam since he was very young. He’s truly been through a lot. I’m sure he has much more on his mind than you might think.”


  Ciel couldn’t accept that. After all, Liam had declared himself a villain to her with his own words. “I can’t imagine that’s true.”


  Thomas wasn’t quite sure how to respond to Ciel’s obstinate denial. “You’re awfully distrustful of him, aren’t you? He’s undertaking something right now completely for House Exner’s sake, is he not?”


  “…I appreciate that. I do.” I’m grateful, but I still can’t accept him! That’s for my brother’s sake too!


  Ciel understood that Liam was pushing himself to save House Exner. She’d learned enough at primary school to know exactly how reckless a plan this was. No amount of gratitude toward him on her part would be enough, and she wanted to thank him honestly for it; she really did.


  That was a separate issue, though.


  Ciel’s beloved, ideal brother Kurt was considering a sex change for Liam’s sake. And no one would understand how Ciel felt about that, because she couldn’t say a thing to anyone.


   


  ***


   


  The Schwarzvogel was classed as a battleship, but at only six hundred meters, it wasn’t very large compared to most others. That was no reason to take it lightly, though. It had none of the wasted space or ornamentation most nobles loved; it had been designed as a small but high-spec all-purpose mothership.


  …Now that I thought about it, its functionality was way more in keeping with the Seventh Weapons Factory’s tastes than the Third’s. It was more stylish than anything the Seventh made, though. I was fond of its resemblance to a black bird.


  On the bridge of the Schwarzvogel, I looked out at my gathered forces as I delivered a speech for the commencement of the operation. My image was being projected aboard every other ship in the force, and I was sure that everyone—each officer down to each lowly soldier—was watching.


  “I’m proud of you for volunteering for such a harsh mission,” I told my forces. “This is a mission to come to the rescue of House Exner, which has long been friends with House Banfield. No… That’s just an excuse. I’ll be frank. My friend was captured, so I organized this mission to save him.”


  Our goal in this fight was to rescue House Exner, a household I had a personal relationship with. They were just a small barony, so cutting ties with them and leaving them to their fate wouldn’t have been an issue. It might’ve hurt us a little, but it likely wouldn’t have affected much in the long run. I really wanted everyone participating in this mission to understand that. After all, at the moment, House Banfield was working on all sorts of projects on my orders. And under those circumstances, I’d scraped together whatever forces I could for a fight I was only undertaking for my own personal reasons.


  If I’d been caught up in something like that, I would have been furious. But it wasn’t like I wanted to bully my vassals or anything, even if I was an evil lord. No…it was because I was an evil lord that I had to be sure I managed my vassals’ potential anger with me, so that it wouldn’t explode.


  “Everyone gathered here today is undoubtedly among House Banfield’s elite. You’ve endured harsh training, experienced real battle, and are now bravely facing a cruel mission. To all of you risking your lives for my friendship with House Exner, I’m most appreciative of your loyalty.”


  Ethel had dashed to the bridge to join Adelbert. The crew all stood at attention, watching me nervously. As she listened to my speech, Ethel clasped her hands in front of her as if praying. As she cried silent tears, Adelbert gaped in exasperation at her. He’d pretended to be touched by my words himself initially, but it must have taken him aback to see someone so genuinely moved right beside him. 


  Ethel was putting me off a little myself, so at that ­moment, I ended up empathizing a bit with Adelbert.


  “I believe that all the forces gathered here trust each other enough to pull off this mission, however difficult it might be. Until we make our triumphant return to Hydra…we’re now House Banfield’s strongest fleet!”


  I held up my fist, and the bridge crew all saluted in unison. The rest of the troops, displayed on the screens in front of me, saluted in much the same way.


  “Grasp victory! Commence the attack!” I ordered.


  The Schwarzvogel began to advance, and the rest of the fleet moved with it. The screens that showed the watching troops cut out, returning the bridge to its normal state, and Adelbert began to run over to me…only to immediately hit the floor as Ethel barreled past him.


  She flew to my side and dropped to her knees, bowing her head. “What an incredible speech! I’m sure your feelings reached all the troops!”


  “Y-yeah…?” I’d been making it up as I went along, but to Ethel, it apparently sounded like the kind of speech you cry over.


  Adelbert rose from the floor, shooting Ethel an annoyed look, and reported to me on our plans. “We’ll now use a long-distance warp gate to head to House Exner’s home planet. As for our strategy—”


  “I’ll leave that to you. I trust you, since Claus recommended you.”


  “Oh! Thank you so much for your trust, sir!”


  When he said that, I sighed. “It’s Claus I really have faith in.”


  Despite my words, Adelbert’s confidence remained unshakable. “You’ll also have faith in me soon, sir… I swear it.”


  “Hope so.”


  Adelbert was young and overconfident, but there was also something even more unreliable about him. Unless he figured that out himself, he’d never steal the position of head knight from Claus.


  One of the operators leaped up and rushed to my side. “Lord Liam, we received an emergency communication from Lady Berman.”


  “I’m going to the communication room,” I announced. “Adelbert, you’re in charge while I’m gone.”


  Adelbert gave me a picture-perfect salute. “Leave it to me, sir.”


  He seemed absolutely delighted to have a fleet to command.


   


  ***


   


  In the communication room, I was able to converse with Eila, who was on the Capital Planet, for the first time in ages. “It’s been a long time, Eila. I heard that this is urgent. Did you find something on the Capital Planet?”


  I’d been friends with Eila since our time training together under Viscount Razel. These days, she worked on the Capital Planet as a bureaucrat. Now and then she fed me information she found there, and since we were friends, she didn’t charge for it. Now that I thought about it, Eila was a good friend to have too.


  “I was surprised to hear that you’d begun the operation so soon,” Eila told me. “I can’t believe you’re moving in to save Kurt already.”


  I smiled wryly at the way Eila spoke, as if we were just making small talk despite the circumstances. “His wedding’s coming up, right? I just thought I’d take care of it before then,” I joked.


  From the screen in front of me, Eila gave me a serious look. “I think you’ve made the right decision. Actually, this might’ve been the best possible move.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I found out why the crown prince attacked House Exner. His side is basically just trying to get in your way. Or to make you look bad, really. Either way, House Exner is just collateral damage.”


  “…Give me the details.”


  “‘If we get House Exner to join us, that’ll show everyone how unpopular Liam is—and how amazing the crown prince is! After that, we’ll find out that House Exner was growing illegal plants! Can’t have that! We’ll dissolve Princess Cecilia’s marriage, dismantle House Exner, and execute everyone involved! And what if House Banfield was behind everything? Sounds like we’ll have to investigate them!’ Their plans are something like that.”


  Although she was fooling around, Eila had summarized our opponents’ thinking in an easy-to-understand way. The details were so awful that my cheek was twitching by the end.


  So Cleo wanted to tank my reputation and bolster his own? There was no way that House Exner would grow anything illegal, and I hadn’t instructed them to do so either. They were villains, just like I was, but they weren’t the type to do something that dangerous. Cleo probably planned on fabricating evidence; I’d wondered why he sent that whole fleet. Not only was his plot overly complicated, but it was incredibly stupid too.


  “Even if they went through with that idiotic plan, who’d believe them? They’d be embarrassing themselves.”


  In contrast to my disgusted grimace, Eila was the picture of solemnity. “Like you say, it’s a sloppy plan—but if you’re the crown prince, you can pull it off. The truth doesn’t matter. As long as you can carry the plan out, it’ll become the truth in the future. The brazenness of it is pretty funny, though.”


  However stupid the plan was, if Cleo and his allies pulled it off, they could make as many false accusations stick as they wished to. Now that Cleo had obtained real power, he could do whatever he wanted.


  “I hate to say it like this, but from the perspective of the Empire as a whole, this would just be the dissolution of a small barony,” Eila remarked. “No one would care about the truth. They’d just forget about it, and all they’d be left with was a vague notion that maybe you did something wrong.”


  The Empire was big. Too big. Big enough that a false charge could wipe a small barony like House Exner from the map, and it would simply be forgotten. Countless events were underway across the Empire every day; it was flooded with such information. Most of the Empire’s people would forget an incident like this almost immediately. On the other hand, for someone who stood out—like me—rumors of involvement in the cultivation of illegal plants would linger for a long time, staining the target’s reputation regardless of their veracity. It was sickening.


  “They’re destroying House Exner just to make a fool of me, huh? Cleo must’ve forgotten that Princess Cecilia is marrying into that family.”


  “This isn’t confirmed, but I heard that he said something like, ‘If my dear sister marries a mere baron, it’ll ruin my reputation!’”


  “I could see that.”


  “The crown prince does love his sister, after all. Even if this stains her reputation a bit, prominent nobles will still line up to marry her.”


  I was furious that Cleo’s petty harassment was causing me this much trouble. My irritation must’ve shown on my face, because Eila smiled on the other side of the screen.


  “But you won’t abandon Kurt, will you? That’s why I said that this is the best possible move. Oh…friendship between men is so beautiful, isn’t it? Nothing’s more important than a relationship that has nothing to do with personal gain!”


  It would no doubt have caused me problems in the future if I’d abandoned House Exner. Not big problems, but they still wouldn’t be something I could afford at such a busy time. “…I’ll make sure Cleo pays for this. Thanks for the information, Eila. You’ve given me just cause for my actions.”


  I was trying to end the conversation there, but Eila stopped me. “I know you’re busy, but I’ve got more to say. It sounds like the crown prince’s actions are unacceptable even to the palace. They’ve crossed the line just a bit.”


  So even palace nobles rejected this plan of Cleo’s. “I thought this would be par for the course with them. Isn’t the palace all about letting stupid stuff like this take place?”


  According to what Brian had heard from Serena, this kind of idiocy was common within the palace, and whatever false claims people made became reality. I hated false accusations!


  Eila gave me a smile that she’d never shown me when we were children. I supposed that she’d had enough experiences by now to wear an adult expression like that. “If you don’t lay the proper groundwork, this kind of thing can come back to bite you. It’ll cost you, but I can pull some strings for you if you want.”


  Eila had spent so long on the Capital Planet that she knew more about how things worked in the palace than I did. Serena knew a lot too, but I figured Eila must have her own connections. “In the palace? Well, you know I love bribes. Sure—I can promise you adequate payment for the work, with a bonus if it goes well.”


  “Whaaat? Wouldn’t I be a bit tasteless to accept pay when you’re doing so much for Kurt for free? I don’t need a reward like that; just make sure Kurt’s safe for me, okay? Oh, and one more thing. It sounds like the fleet they sent only recently finished training. I doubt they have much real experience.”


  I couldn’t help grinning at this new information. The fleet Cleo’s faction had sent to House Exner’s domain was probably one usually tasked with defending the Empire, rather than serving on the borders. One stationed near the Capital Planet, where they’d have gotten little experience fighting real battles.


  “That information alone is a big help. Thanks, Eila.”


  “I’m glad. Well, see you at the wedding!” 


  She ended the call, and my conversation with Eila was over.


  “At the wedding, eh? Guess I have more reason to get this over with quickly now.”


  Throughout the whole conversation, Eila had never asked for a reward of any kind. As always, she wasn’t the greedy sort.


  “Still, I think it’s better to have a little greed. But I really have nothing but great friends, don’t I? That must be thanks to the Guide too. Wait… What’s Wallace doing again?”


  I realized that, as I gave thanks for the friends I had, I’d completely forgotten about Wallace. I was so busy lately that I had no idea what he was even up to.


  “Well…whatever. It’s just Wallace.”




  Chapter 9:
Blitzkrieg


   


  HOUSE BANFIELD’S SHIPS EMERGED one after another from the long-distance warp gate in House Exner’s star system.


  “Doesn’t look like they were waiting here to ambush us,” I observed, sitting in my personal seat on the Schwarzvogel’s bridge. If possible, I wanted to avoid getting attacked as soon as we exited the warp gate.


  Adelbert responded to my mutterings. “If we fought here, this star system could end up cut off from the rest of the Empire, after all. However lacking in common sense our enemy may be, not even they would cut off their own route home.”


  There were some bare-minimum rules everyone on both sides observed as residents of the same intergalactic nation. Destroying long-distance warp gates would mean that those warp routes were unusable for a long while. House Exner’s territory might be fairly advanced technologically, but they had neither the money nor sufficient reason to rebuild several warp gates. Fighting near even one warp gate would be just as dangerous to our enemies as to us.


  “Well, if they want to hold a lavish wedding to humiliate me, destroying the warp gate would throw off their plans.”


  “A wedding? The enemy occupying House Exner intends to hold a wedding?” Adelbert asked, confused.


  I smiled. “A smart guy like you probably can’t understand how an idiot thinks, right? Don’t worry… I didn’t understand myself how stupid their plan was until I heard about it from someone else.”


  “I-is that so?” 


  Adelbert didn’t seem convinced, but I ignored him and dished out orders. “Begin the operation. We’ll end this quickly. If we don’t, we’ll be the ones at a disadvantage.”


  The enemy far outnumbered us, and they had an edge as the defending side too. If we didn’t finish things quickly, they’d chip away at us faster than we could take.


  Adelbert understood that as well. He proceeded to state our objectives loudly. “Our goals are to rescue Princess Cecilia and the members of House Exner. If we can do so and shed the light of day on our enemy’s misdeeds, this will be our victory!”


  The fleet’s ships all moved at once, preparing for a short-distance warp. We could get close to House Exner’s home planet that way, but we didn’t know how the enemy would be positioned there. As many magic circles as ships appeared in front of the fleet, and my allies warped through them one by one.


   


  ***


   


  The fleet in orbit around House Exner’s home planet detected enemy ships, and an operator on the bridge of the fleet’s flagship gave a surprised cry.


  “This signature is… An Imperial fleet just appeared from a short-distance warp! Their identification… It’s House Banfield!”


  A buzz went through those on the bridge. They must not have expected House Banfield to actually show up.


  The fleet commander, who was in the process of drinking some vacuum-packed coffee, gulped it down before grimacing. “Coffee is definitely best when you make it yourself… Everyone, just engage them as we trained! What are the enemy’s numbers?”


  This commander usually luxuriated in an office or his personal quarters, so being out on this mission was exhausting. Honestly…our job is just supposed to be mopping up any remnants of foes who make it into the Empire.


  Unlike fleets stationed on the border, this commander’s fleet was always surrounded by Imperial territory. They were a last line of defense, and normally, they only engaged in battle by taking part in training exercises. Unlike ships on the front lines, the vessels in this fleet had been provided by the Third Weapons Factory, and they were focused on design over functionality. The fleet was sent here on Cleo’s orders, but no one serving within it expected to fight an actual battle.


  The operator regained his calm. “About five thousand ships. I don’t see any reinforcements.”


  The commander let a smile slip. “Even the vaunted House Banfield can only spare five thousand ships, eh? They must’ve been in a hurry—or something else is going on. Well, no matter. Defeating them will make a good accomplishment for our record. Let’s show everyone how strong our fleet is—that we’re not just for show.”


  Once he heard the enemy numbers, the commander stopped worrying about the upcoming battle and focused instead on what he’d achieve by winning it. The Imperial Army often laughed at his fleet, calling it a useless unit that did nothing except train. But defeating the infamous House Banfield in battle would prove their strength—even if the enemy had far fewer vessels than they did.


  The commander extended his arm and swept it to one side. “Move to a spherical formation. We’ll be playing a long game with the enemy, starting now. Show them just how skilled we are.”


  The commander knew that when two fleets entered battle, a lot of maneuvering took place before either side actually opened fire. He’d participated in real battle himself, and he knew plenty about combat strategy.


  His adjutant complimented his calm demeanor. “You’re very relaxed, sir. Thanks to you, the bridge crew all calmed down too.”


  “You can’t become commander if you’ll flip out about something like this,” the commander replied pompously.


  The bridge crew’s calm didn’t last, however. They quickly grew nervous again, and someone shouted, “E-enemy ships approaching!”


  The commander sighed, fed up with this bridge crew that had much more experience with training than in fighting real battles. “Calm down. They’re just trying to rattle us. Expand the formation and surround them. That’ll spook them, and they’ll back off.” Their lack of training makes them panic at the slightest thing. When we get back, I’ll have to whip them into shape. The commander shook his head, still focused on the future rather than the present. 


  The approaching ships didn’t stop, though.


  “The enemy’s movements are strange. Why aren’t they backing off…?”


  The adjutant hurriedly checked his files, then reported on the foe’s fighting style. “House Banfield’s favorite tactic is a straightforward charge! They’re not seriously planning to open fire now, are they?!”


  “Don’t be ridiculous! What idiot would charge us with such inferior numbers?! A charge?! The risks of a charge are the most basic of the basics you learn at the officers’ academy! They’re just bluffing!”


  What the commander was so sure was a “bluff” became a real attack just before the enemy entered optimal firing range.


  “These idiots are seriously charging us?! Counterattack!” the commander yelled.


  A firefight in space had begun.


   


  ***


   


  On the Schwarzvogel’s bridge, I chuckled as I watched the enemy fleet move around in confusion.


  “Pathetic. A fleet that’s done nothing but train for ages, huh?”


  It warmed my heart to see House Banfield’s patented charge attack turning the enemy to space junk right before my eyes.


  Ethel was just as pleased by our success. “Where are our vanguard vessels from? They must be elites.”


  Adelbert answered for me. “They’re an independent fleet that mostly does border patrol. I think they’re called the Jager…”


  He stopped before finishing. He probably noticed the way Ethel glared at him with bloodshot eyes for interrupting her conversation with me. She looked as if she might draw her weapon and jump at him at any moment, which I supposed was too much even for Adelbert to take.


  The exchange was amusing enough, but this was no time to play around. “We’re the only ones who’ve got time to stand around and chat. Hurry up and prepare for the next phase.”


  As if to escape Ethel’s gaze, Adelbert turned to me and saluted. “Yes, sir! We’ll break through the enemy fleet and descend to House Exner’s home planet immediately!”


  As he fled to his work, I entered into thought. Even if our enemies were a useless fleet that did nothing but train, they’d figure out quickly enough that outnumbering us would allow them to muscle through. We wouldn’t be able to underestimate those who trained regularly once they overcame their bewilderment.


  “Well, guess I should get ready too.”


   


  ***


   


  On the planet’s surface, Billy was surprised to receive news of House Banfield’s attack, but he continued to eat. Dining on steak with a fork and knife, he wiped his mouth with a paper napkin.


  “How courageous of him to actually attack us,” he remarked.


  Beside Billy, the Sword Devil was restless. He trembled slightly as he paced around the room, grasping his sheathed sword. “He’s coming… He’s coming… He’s coming… It’s him… It’s him… It’s Yasushi’s apprentiiiiice!”


  His spirit had broken once, when he faced the Way of the Flash, and the Sword Devil was now losing his head over this potential opportunity for a rematch with Liam. He seemed too afraid to sit still.


  Billy stood. “Calm down,” he told the Sword Devil. “There are only five thousand enemy ships. There’s little chance they’ll break through our fleet.”


  “If it were that easy to kill that bastard, he wouldn’t be so much trouble! I’ve done my research on him. Not only has he overcome having the lower hand in a situation countless times, he’s grown stronger each time, getting even harder to deal with! If we don’t defeat him here, he’ll just come back as a bigger threat!” Though the Sword Devil did want his rematch, that desire was at war with his equally strong desire to flee, which made him rather emotionally unstable.


  “Even if he does make it down here to the surface, he’ll be trapped with no escape,” Billy assured the Sword Devil placatingly. “House Exner’s defenses are under our complete control.”


  “You think those will be enough?!” the Sword Devil shouted.


  Billy smiled wryly. “Even if this rescue mission succeeds, it’s not easy to discard family ties. Well, it was easy for me, but it wouldn’t be for most people.”


  Billy was alluding to Cecilia. He assumed her ties with Cleo would keep her from betraying them.


  When Billy brought up family ties, the Sword Devil stopped and frowned. “I discarded those ties long ago!”


  “I figured… But good people seem to have trouble doing that. It will likely be the same for the Imperial princess.”


  The Sword Devil didn’t immediately understand what Billy was saying. He began to pace around the room again.


  Just then, a soldier burst through the door. “Th-there’s a problem! The citizens are revolting! They’re demanding we release House Exner!”


  Billy frowned. A revolt would be a problem. “The timing’s too perfect. House Exner’s retainers must’ve taken advantage of the confusion.”


  The soldier gave him a desperate look. “What do we do?” Apparently, the troops dispatched here hadn’t anticipated this situation.


  “Well, it may only be until the wedding, but I am the magistrate here… Arm the knights and soldiers to suppress the revolt. You can kill a few people if necessary to teach them a lesson.”


  The soldier’s eyes went wide. “A-are you sure, sir?”


  “They’ve started trouble, and we have to stop it. That’s all there is to it.”


  “Y-yes, sir!” The soldier flew from the room.


  The Sword Devil glared at Billy. “Are you sure you haven’t been dropping your guard too much? As magistrate, you should’ve been able to prevent this.”


  Billy scratched his head, looking a bit embarrassed. “Guess I got too focused on my main gig.”


  “Growing illegal plants, isn’t it? I can’t understand your obsession with such a thing.”


  “Hey, the feeling is mutual. I could never dedicate my life to the sword. On the other hand, those flowers are great. Sell them, and you can earn unimaginable wealth.”


  Billy’s deal with Cleo was that, when all this was over, he was allowed to continue growing his illegal plants on House Exner’s home planet. Billy was excited to return to the underworld when the present situation was behind them. This revolt, however, threatened those plans of his.


  “Now, what will House Banfield do next?”




  Chapter 10:
The Hounds


   


  ON HOUSE EXNER’S HOME PLANET, the knights and soldiers who’d been dismissed—as well as former employees from the family’s mansion—had gathered in some ruins that now served as their safe house.


  Outside, the citizenry was protesting the new magistrate, and the commotion was audible all the way inside the safe house. Everyone was standing up against the invaders now because up till this point, House Exner had ruled benevolently. For their part, these knights, soldiers and even servants had stayed behind after being dismissed, and they were still working for House Exner’s benefit. They had a communicator and other equipment positioned atop a wooden box in the ruins, allowing them to investigate what was occurring outside. 


  One soldier informed the rest of the gathered people that they’d intercepted information indicating that the magistrate’s dispatched army had entered combat. “House Banfield has the advantage in the fight right now.”


  House Exner’s knights were delighted to hear it.


  “They brought a force large enough for that here?” one asked.


  “From what I hear, they only have five thousand ships. Still, they’re dealing considerable damage to the enemy.”


  The gathered people heaved a sigh of relief: The allies who’d rushed to House Exner’s aid were few in number, but they were putting up a fierce fight. 


  “Can we get them any information on the state of the mansion?” a knight asked.


  The soldier with the communicator gave him an apologetic look. “Not with the equipment I have here. It’d be another story if someone from House Exner were with them.”


  They were frustrated that they couldn’t share the information they’d managed to gather with their allies.


  Switching gears, the knight told the rest of those gathered to carry out the plan they’d devised. “If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to get in touch with someone from House Banfield and share the information we’ve acquired. But now it’s our turn. We can’t force the burden onto the citizenry while we just sit here and watch.”


  Everyone took up their weapons. Lily was among them. 


  The knight approached her, then knelt so that he was at eye level with her. “You’ve done well, Lady Lily. We can put our plan into action thanks to you.”


  Lily was forlorn. In House Exner, she’d finally obtained a family, but now they’d been taken captive and she couldn’t see them. She’d only escaped capture herself because Billy and the other invaders, unaware of her connection to House Exner, had chased her from the mansion with the servants and other workers.


  “I’ll be able to see everyone again, right?” Lily asked worriedly.


  The knight smiled. “Of course. I promise we’ll save them.”


  Just before he could stand up again, a soldier who’d been keeping watch outside dashed into the room. “This is bad! They’re quelling the people’s uprising with mobile knights!”


  “Send out all the hidden mobile knights we have!” the knight immediately ordered. “Don’t let any citizens get hurt!”


  As the knight gave his orders, Lily spoke up as well. “Please…let me fight too.”


   


  ***


   


  House Banfield’s fleet had dealt the enemy a heavy blow, but since they were massively outnumbered, there was no momentum behind that blow. We were almost immediately stopped in our tracks.


  On the Schwarzvogel’s bridge, Adelbert dished out orders. “The enemy’s starting to recover! Identify the ships leading others nearby and take them down systematically! We haven’t brought down the enemy flagship yet?!”


  An operator monitoring the battle reacted to Adelbert’s words. The ship shook every so often, and a lot of other people were speaking at once, so he had to raise his voice quite a bit to be heard. “We can’t! There are too many battleships and shield ships positioned around their flagship! The mobile knights around the flagship are elite too—we can’t break through them!”


  A fleet became confused if it lost its flagship, so such craft were naturally well-defended. Adelbert knew that, of course, but he gave a somewhat unreasonable order regardless. “Send out the mobile knight squadron we were keeping in reserve for the attack on the surface.”


  The members of the bridge crew blanched.


  “W-won’t that make the attack on the surface harder?”


  Adelbert had reprioritized, knowing that we’d fail if we didn’t take out the enemy flagship now. “Taking too much time here will be worse. Send them out now!”


  We needed one last push, and that was why Adelbert changed our plans. I sighed as I watched him. Ethel, who stood at my side, glared at Adelbert when she heard that sigh. She was probably mad that Adelbert wasn’t living up to my expectations. It wasn’t like I was disappointed in him, though. He was doing impressively well with the few forces we had.


  “It makes sense that Claus would recommend him… Still, he’s far from the seat of head knight,” I said, then instructed Ethel, “Send Riho and Fuka out.”


  When I uttered those two names, Ethel’s eyes went wide. “They were supposed to join the Special Landing Force, weren’t they?”


  We’d planned to send a small force, Riho and Fuka among them, to the planet’s surface. Those two weren’t trained as knights or soldiers, but as Way of the Flash swordsmen, they could pilot mobile knights as well as anyone. I couldn’t expect them to cooperate with the rest of the landing force, but I expected each of them to do the work of a thousand average soldiers.


  Ethel was asking whether it would be okay to send those two out already. They wouldn’t be piloting Avids, but customized Teumessas. And considering the way they fought, even if they didn’t use the Flash, I expected that Riho and Fuka would destroy those mobile knights in one battle, custom craft or not. If we used them to take out the flagship, we couldn’t expect them to sortie again later.


  I’d wanted to give the pair imitation Avids to pilot, but the Seventh Weapons Factory was busy repairing my Avid, so the imitations weren’t ready yet.


  “Adelbert’s right: we can’t waste time here. I’m sure Claus would have already acted by now.” Adelbert was talented, but no match for Claus—that was my assessment of him. Rising from my seat, I called out to him, “Adelbert, don’t send out the landing force yet.”


  “Huh? Er…but…!”


  As I watched Adelbert spin and protest, I couldn’t help lamenting that Claus would no doubt already have realized what I was thinking at this point. “I know it’s cruel to compare you to Claus, but you really do fall much too short to qualify for head knight.”


  “Ngh?!”


  “We’ll send out Riho and Fuka,” I told him as he reeled from my comparison.


  “W-well…I’d appreciate that, if you’re giving permission to do so…” Adelbert was hesitant too, but for a different reason than Ethel. He was hesitating because he didn’t fully believe in Riho’s and Fuka’s abilities.


  “Trust my sister apprentices,” I told him with a grin, and Adelbert reluctantly acknowledged my orders.


  “Very well… I’ll have them sortie at once.”


   


  ***


   


  The two Teumessas customized for Riho and Fuka launched from the Schwarzvogel. 


  Riho’s Teumessa wielded an unsheathed naginata. Spare blades were equipped on its back.


  “I heard that we were going to fight on the ground,” she remarked. “Our brother apprentice really is selfish to change things up on us like this.”


  She sat in her cockpit in a pilot suit, utterly calm. An intense battle played out all around her, but she wasn’t bothered.


  Fuka’s Teumessa, flying beside hers, wielded katana-like blades in both hands. As she bisected each enemy craft she flew past, she commented, “Pilot suits are so ­constricting. I hate them. The chest is especially uncomfortable. You agree, don’t you, Ri… Oh, sorry. Guess you couldn’t understand, huh?” she teased, ribbing Riho about the size of her bust.


  Riho’s eyes widened. “What? Why do you think my chest is comfortable? The whole suit’s constricting, so why do you need to focus on the chest anyway? Is it even fun to brag about a chest as big as yours? Those are just lumps of fat, aren’t they? I wouldn’t want a chest like that; it’d be hard to move. Besides, anyone can make their chest as big as they want these days, right? Why don’t you do something about that brain of yours, if you can’t even understand that much?”


  Fuka cracked up at the way Riho became so much more talkative when the subject turned to chests.


  At that moment, a group of enemy mobile knights approached the two Teumessas. It was a platoon of over thirty units. They stayed in a tight formation as they approached the pair, commenting:


  “These two are in a little too deep all on their own, aren’t they?”


  “Did they get lost? Too bad for them.”


  “Hey—those are cutting-edge craft. Once we take ’em down, we’ll be able to brag about it.”


  These mobile knights were all using Imperial Army systems, so their communications connected automatically. Riho and Fuka didn’t care, so they left their own communications open. They should probably have focused on the approaching enemies, but Fuka was still laughing at Riho.


  “The fact that you react to every little comment is proof that they bother you. Anyway, I know you pass yourself off as a cute little airhead on your streams. You can’t make your boobs bigger, because if you did, your fans would notice and flame you for being fake!”
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  Fuka’s Teumessa dodged the approaching enemies’ attacks, slicing their craft in two with her blades as she passed, but her focus was still on Riho.


  Bisecting some foes with her own weapon, Riho drew a throwing knife attached to her craft’s leg and hurled it. The knife struck an enemy craft and exploded, taking the craft down.


  “Well, even if my chest isn’t big, I’m cute—unlike you. You should spend the rest of your life taking pride in the size of your chest and nothing else.”


  “What was that?!”


  Satisfied that she’d gotten a rise out of Fuka, Riho finally focused on the enemy. By now, she and Fuka had already broken through the mobile knight unit defending the flagship. “Ah… There’s the flagship our brother apprentice wants destroyed! Ah ha ha! Hanging back here with all these defenses—it’s totally obvious that you’re terrified!” she mocked the vessel.


  Fuka beat Riho to the punch, rushing at the superdreadnought guarded by battleships and shield ships. “I’m first!”


  Bathed in concentrated fire from all the ships nearby, the pair wove through the onslaught, approaching the superdreadnought. 


  Someone on the flagship’s bridge was screaming something, reacting to the girls’ fearless charge. “This is crazy! What’re they going to do—ram us with mobile knights?! Hurry up and shoot them down!”


  He was shouting to his allies—who hadn’t yet managed to shoot the pair down as he urged—but the open communications meant that Riho and Fuka heard everything he said.


  Fuka’s Teumessa closed in on the superdreadnought, her twin blades gleaming. Beam blades extended from their grips now, giving the swords additional cutting power.


  “You think that’s enough to shoot me down?!”


  The Teumessa swung its dual swords, shooting out their beam blades, which sliced into the ship’s surface. The defensive weapons on the hull went flying, and a hole opened in the ship’s exterior exactly where they had been.


  Riho, of course, didn’t miss this opportunity. “Thanks for opening a path for me. I suppose you pass as an opening act.”


  Riho was frustrated that Fuka had gotten the jump on her, of course, but her job was also easier now. 


  Hearing Riho’s thanks—and her ridicule—Fuka barked, “What’d you say?!”


  Wielding her naginata, Riho split the ship’s hull, then forced her craft through the opening. “’Scuse meee! Ha ha! Now that I’m inside, it’s pretty much over, isn’t it? I can let loose all I want now!”


  The invasion of the two Teumessas produced chaos inside the flagship. Riho and Fuka heard voices on their communications, barking orders and yelling about escaping.


  Fuka’s Teumessa shredded the ship’s interior. “If I can blow this huge thing up before the commander gets away, I win, right?”


  Riho sighed quietly at Fuka’s sudden challenge. “You’re such a kid sometimes, you know that…? Well, I suppose I enjoy a contest now and then. I’ll be the one to bring down this ship and earn our brother apprentice’s praise.”


  The two Teumessas’ gleeful rampage destroyed the enemy superdreadnought from the inside out.


   


  ***


   


  Reports of that destruction reached the bridge of the Schwarzvogel.


  “We’ve confirmed the elimination of the enemy flagship! It sounds like the enemy commander didn’t escape in time, so the enemy fleet’s grown confused!”


  Adelbert was speechless for a moment at the operator’s delighted shout. “They really did it…? With just two craft…? Th-this’s a real achievement.”


  Either the enemy commander hadn’t managed to escape in time, or he had escaped, but the foe hadn’t recovered him yet. Either way, the enemy was in disarray. The second-in-command would no doubt take over soon, but with the commander gone, they still couldn’t avoid some degree of confusion.


  I wanted to confirm Riho and Fuka’s safety. “What state are their Teumessas in? Have you been able to confirm that?”


  I didn’t expect that they’d die in a situation like that, but I couldn’t help feeling concerned. After all, they never took anything seriously.


  As I worried, an operator turned toward me. “We’ve confirmed that they’re on their way back here.”


  “…Good. As soon as we recover them, we’ll move to the next stage of our plan. Gather all the ships we’re sending to the surface, Adelbert. We’ll head down first.”


  Although we were starting on the next phase of our strategy, Adelbert was cautious. “I’ll assemble the ships descending to the surface, but I would caution against you leading that charge,” he said. “Should anything happen to you, Lord Liam, it would be a loss to House Banfield as a whole. Please wait until we have at least partial control of the surface.”


  “Participating in this operation at all will mean that my safety isn’t guaranteed. We’re heading to the surface. Now.”


  “But…!”


  “Claus wouldn’t bat an eye at an order like that, you know.”


  When I made that unkind comment, Adelbert clenched his fists. I didn’t know whether he was angry at me, or feeling something complex toward Claus, whose position was his goal. 


  There was no time to think about that right now, though, so I issued the orders myself. “Everyone hear that? Prepare to land on the planet before we recover those two.”


  The bridge crew looked a little concerned about Adelbert, but they had no choice but to follow my orders. As they all began carrying those orders out, Adelbert alone stood silently, his head bowed in frustration.


  If that was all it took to make him useless, I guess he doesn’t amount to much… Now, how will the rest of this go?


   


  ***


   


  On the Schwarzvogel’s bridge, Adelbert clenched his fists in frustration. He heard something in his hands cracking.


  I can’t reach Sir Claus’s level? I do have what it takes. I’m going to become head knight.


  Liam had judged Adelbert inferior to Claus, and since he was House Banfield’s absolute ruler, whatever Liam said became true. However strongly Adelbert himself felt that Claus didn’t outshine him, no one would agree now.


  Just what am I missing?!


  As the ship began to prepare to land, everyone moved about busily, and Adelbert tried to switch gears himself.


  Just think about the mission, Adelbert! You’ve got what it takes. You can overturn Lord Liam’s mistaken impression of you. You can do it. You should be able to do it! Adelbert encouraged himself, then raised his voice. “I’m turning over command of this ship to Colonel Allison Baker as planned. The rest of this space battle will be fought under her command!”


  With that, Adelbert transferred command to the colonel, who was in charge of the largest number of ships within their force. The process went smoothly, with no confusion, since it had been decided on in advance. Someone who’d reached the rank of general would normally have been the best choice for this role; however, the force’s largest unit was an irregular one commanded by this colonel.


  “Colonel Allison Baker speaking. Assuming command.”


  “We’re counting on you, Colonel.” Adelbert spoke confidently, in his usual pompous way. “And if you do well in a battle Lord Liam is watching, you’re sure to go places.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  That quick transfer of command completed, Adelbert turned around to see Liam standing behind him, smiling. “Well, you recover quickly. I thought you’d be useless for at least a little while.”


  Adelbert was disgusted by his own pathetic display earlier, but proud of the way he’d speedily bounced back. “I recover quickly because I’m talented. Well? Have you thought any more about making me head knight?”


  Liam laughed loudly at that. “You’re something, all right! I’m not making you head knight, though. Just keep up the good work.”


  “…I’m sorry to hear that.”


  Once their conversation ended, an operator announced, “All the ships heading to the surface have gathered!”


  Adelbert faced forward and thrust an arm out. “We will now descend to the planet and carry out our mission!”




  Chapter 11:
Ground Battle


   


  WATCHING OVER THE BATTLE from House Exner’s mansion, Billy sat before a cube-shaped device that projected a 3D image atop a large table. Other data was displayed around him as well.


  When he finished checking over all the information, he sighed. “They bragged about being a powerful force with good equipment and training, but they crumble like this before House Banfield, eh?”


  The commander of the dispatched Imperial Army force had asserted that, as long as his fleet was there, it would be no problem even if House Banfield attacked. Now that that had happened, however, he’d been proven a liar. The superdreadnought serving as the fleet’s flagship had been destroyed, and the commander was missing. The second-in-command took over, but the fleet was still in chaos, unable to utilize their numbers to their advantage.


  The Sword Devil sat on the floor, clutching his sword to himself. He laughed at his allies’ confusion, although his own face was deathly pale. “You can’t expect anything from idiots who never fought a real battle.”


  “I can’t say I disagree, but there’s a chance that Banfield’s forces will descend to the surface now. You may have to fight too.”


  When he heard that he was being deployed, the Sword Devil gulped and stood up shakily. Still, he seemed to keep his fear under control for now. “I need to surpass him—surpass Yasushi—or I’ll never be able to move on. I decided to live the path of the sword, so I can’t let myself be stopped by some roadside pebble like him!”


  Billy looked over at the Sword Devil. “Well, as long as you’ll fight. I’ll be praying that you don’t flee the battlefield.”


  “…I won’t show my back to him again.”


  The Sword Devil left the room, and Billy looked back at the 3D image.


  “Now I suppose I should prepare for certain inevitabilities.”


   


  ***


   


  The Imperial Army group dispatched to quell the uprising of House Exner’s citizens was fighting a difficult battle. The ground forces had brought out Zoheis painted dark gray—next-gen mobile knights developed as successors to the Moheive. They looked distinctive, since their heads were joined to their torsos—which also meant that they consisted of fewer parts, making them easier to produce and maintain. The First and Second Weapons Factories had developed them jointly, and the nobility and Imperial Army were starting to adopt the units more widely.


  Among pilots, however, the units’ reputation was that they were “better coffins than Moheives.” Zoheis might have performed better than Moheives, but they still lost out to other next-gen craft. Nonetheless, the fact that they’d been deployed here proved that this model was well-regarded by the Imperial Army.


  The pilot of the commander’s craft—which bore a red stripe on its shoulder—wasn’t a knight but a regular soldier who held the rank of captain. He’d rushed to the site of the commotion with his squad to quell the uprising, but…


  “What’s going on?!”


  His Zohei platoon was struggling against a group of yellow-painted Moheives.


  The yellow Moheives looked battered. It was likely that they’d been decommissioned from military service and then sold to civilians for use as heavy machinery in harsh conditions. There was very little chance that they’d received maintenance that would allow them to withstand combat; in and of itself, their sale should’ve condemned them to use as heavy machinery and nothing more. In other words, these Moheives shouldn’t have been able to utilize their full functionality as offensive craft. Yet these units, glorified construction equipment, now had weapons in hand and were beating back the Zoheis.


  In his cockpit, the captain heard his subordinates yelling through the communications system.


  “Are there knights in these things or something?! Why are we losing to mobile knights that were scrapped and converted to construction equipment?!”


  “Quit complaining and just destroy them!”


  “I-I can’t! They’re too strong… Commander, requesting permission to fire!”


  The uprising had started in the city, and the commander initially forbidden his men to fire. A mobile knight was overkill against human beings, and there were soldiers on the ground as well. The mobile knights were just supposed to be an intimidating presence—the soldiers were supposed to be the ones to actually deal with the citizenry. That idea proved overly optimistic, however.


  If you open fire and destroy the city, I’ll have to write an apology letter! Are you trying to tank my career?!


  The real reason the captain didn’t want his forces to use their guns was that he wanted to avoid staining his reputation. As he waited for the situation to improve, however, the enemy Moheives took out one after another of his allies.


  “Permission to fire!” he eventually cried. “Don’t let a single one of them get away!”


  If we lose here, it’ll ruin my future completely!


  As the captain’s allies took up their rifles, one of their foes charged forward with a sword in hand. It approached a Zohei and—with its free hand—grabbed the unit’s rifle, pointing the gun up at the sky. 


  The Zohei’s rifle fired uselessly into the air, and its pilot was shocked by the enemy’s movements. “Wh-what is this guy?!”


  The Moheive thrust its blade into a gap in the Zohei’s armor, piercing its torso, before pulling the blade back out. Then it kicked away the now-immobilized Zohei. Those weren’t the movements of a mobile knight ­relegated to construction work at the end of its life. They were far too swift and accurate.


  The captain went pale. “Take that one down first!” he ordered his subordinates. “Concentrate your fire on it!”


  His instincts screamed at him that, if they left that specific Moheive alone, they’d all be taken down. His allies concentrated their fire on the troublesome unit, but it approached every one of them, destroying them each in turn.


  Finally, the enemy Moheive set its sights on the commander’s craft.


  “What’s an ace knight doing in a place like this?” the captain wondered. Closing his eyes, he waited for his demise…but the impact he expected never came. 


  Instead, he heard the voice of one of his allies. “Looks like you’re having trouble out here. Treat me to something later for saving you.”


  “An ally?! You have my thanks! I will, I swear it!”


  A group of Zohei piloted by knights had arrived, and the Moheive that attacked the captain lay on the ground with its legs shot off.


  Three fresh platoons had been dispatched to the site, and they quickly began overwhelming the enemy. These knights, the captain’s allies, laughed at the enemies they were fighting.


  “It’s a little reckless trying to fight us with mobile knights that haven’t even been maintained, isn’t it? Is this undying loyalty or whatever?”


  The enemy Moheives were undoubtedly piloted by House Exner’s former vassals. Their pluck in standing up for their onetime superiors was commendable, but that didn’t mean the captain’s allies would go easy on them.


  One of the newly arrived units approached the troublesome Moheive, aiming a rifle at it.


  “If you were that skilled, you should have quit and gone to serve another master. Unfortunately, it’s too late now. You’ll just have to contribute to my kill count.”


  The captain wiped his clammy brow. Kill him already! You’re making me sweat here.


  Just when the knight was about to pull the trigger, a feminine-looking mobile knight that appeared to be wearing a pure-white dress descended between the two craft. The knight in the “white dress” swung the greatsword in its hand, slicing the knight’s Zohei in two. To the captain, it looked as though the slash from the beam sword had flown from the weapon.


  “M-more enemies?” The captain’s eyes went wide.


  He heard the voice of this new craft’s pilot; they must’ve been using Imperial communication channels. “If you’re going to drop us down from high altitude, can you tell me first?! I thought we were going to crash into the ground!” The voice belonged to a woman who sounded as though she was still quite young.


  There was apparently another woman in the craft with her. “You don’t have to be embarrassed that you wet yourself in your first battle—it happens to everyone. Well, it didn’t happen to me, but…” This second voice also sounded somewhat young, but much more calm.


  “I didn’t wet myself!” the younger-sounding woman cried, then quickly yelled into their surroundings, “Anyone who’s able, follow me! Ciel Sera Exner commands you! We’ll save our lord from these villains and show them the justice of House Exner!”


  The captain was familiar with the name “Ciel Sera Exner.” She was the blood relative of House Exner that they hadn’t been able to apprehend, since she was away at primary school. “She’s joined House Banfield’s attack?”


  From the captain’s point of view, Ciel was just a child. Maybe she’d graduated primary school now, but her joining a battle to save her family was outlandish.


  The knights in Zoheis rushed Ciel.


  “You think a brat like you will survive a battlefield like this?!”


  The flower-like boosters on the back of Ciel’s mobile knight opened, and the craft began to speed over the ground. Its slender arm swung the greatsword it gripped, slicing through the Zoheis. The large sword’s phosphorescent crystal blade cut through the Zoheis like butter. The opposing mobile knights’ capabilities simply differed too much.


  The yellow Moheives raised their weapons and cheered the newly arrived mobile knight.


  “That’s our young lady of House Exner!”


  “Justice is on our side!”


  “Follow Lady Ciel!”


  Faced with House Exner’s former vassals and their regained momentum, the captain ordered his men, ­“Retreat!”


  He’d judged that they couldn’t halt that momentum.


   


  ***


   


  When the suppression forces retreated, Ciel heaved a heavy sigh of relief in her cockpit. Given a moment to relax, she realized she was covered in sweat.


  I didn’t realize mobile knight battles were this hard…


  She’d been around mobile knights ever since she was a child, so she’d thought that she would be okay inside one of the craft. Yet an actual battle had exhausted her—even though she’d left all the piloting to Lillie.


  Lillie wasn’t going to afford Ciel time to rest, though. “What are you doing? We’re only just getting started here. You’re so useless.”


  Looking left toward Lillie, Ciel spat back, “Don’t forget that you wouldn’t even be out here if it weren’t for me! You can’t even get tired—how would you know how I feel?!”


  “Something like this wouldn’t have tired out the real me either. You’re not cut out for this, dear.”


  As Lillie laughed scornfully at her, Ciel repeated in her mind, This isn’t my brother. This isn’t my brother. This isn’t my brother…


  Her brother would surely have comforted her in a situation like this!


  In the time the two had spent squabbling, the remainder of the yellow Moheives had gathered. They were presumbly piloted by knights of House Exner; still, they weren’t aware of Lillie’s existence, so it was Ciel they addressed.


  “That was fine work, Lady Ciel. You performed just like the baron and Lord Kurt. You took us all completely by surprise.”


  “Er…well…yes.” Lillie was the one piloting, so I didn’t actually do anything.


  As Ciel wrestled with her guilt, one of their allies lifted up the Moheive that had lost its legs, imploring, “Lady Ciel, please touch this girl’s craft to connect to its systems and download the data within it.”


  “‘This girl’?”


  “The pilot is Lady Lily, Lord Kurt and Lady Cecilia’s adopted daughter. She’s received data from the captured Lady Cecilia on the enemy’s positioning.”


  “Got it.” Huh…? I didn’t hear anything about this!


  Ciel hadn’t gotten wind of a thing about Kurt and Cecilia adopting a child. All of a sudden, she felt a ­distinct divide between her family and herself. She would never have imagined that her family would grow in the time she spent away from home.


  Reaching out with the Vanadís, Ciel touched the damaged craft. Then she heard Lily’s weak voice come from inside it.


  “Ciel…can I call you…sister? Um…please save…Kurt and Cecilia…okay?”


  Lily’s pained voice saddened Lillie. “How could you be so reckless…?”


  Lily was a clone created from Liam’s genetic material, but she’d been deemed a failure, since she could only operate at full capacity for a limited amount of time. Knowing that Lily pushed herself to try to protect her new family made Lillie tear up.


  Lily sounded confused. “Is someone else there? Kurt…is that you?”


  It seemed her instincts were a little too sharp.


  Once Lily’s Moheive shared the data with her, Ciel backed away from the craft quickly. “Thank you for your cooperation, everyone! I’ll provide this information to House Banfield right away.”


  As Ciel began conferring with the vassals about what to do next, Lillie looked over the data for herself. “This is…”


  When she saw the information Cecilia had sent them, Lillie’s eyes went wide.


   


  ***


   


  “Nooooooo! Entering the atmosphere and attacking right away isn’t a job for a security fooorce!” Vivian wailed inside her Valrhona’s cockpit.


  The Valrhona was a mobile knight type used by Rosetta’s security force; it was the model the next-gen Nemain were based on. In other words, it was a current-gen mobile knight. And the craft used by the security force were customized, although they were still inferior to next-gen craft in terms of specs.
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  Vivian’s Valrhona, in particular, featured upgraded defenses, given her specific role. It was more eye-catching than the other Valrhonas, with a lot of red in its color palette.


  After entering the planet’s atmosphere, the mobile knight unit from Rosetta’s security force had practically been shot from their mothership toward House Exner’s defense system. When the planet came under attack, several offensive batteries activated, and Vivian’s unit was tasked with destroying them.


  Vivian’s subordinates chided her.


  “Shut up, Captain Slouch!”


  “Come on—their defenses have activated!”


  “Captain Slouch, stop screaming and do your job!”


  All Vivian’s subordinates were female knights gathered for Rosetta’s protection, and none of them had any qualms about calling their commander “Captain Slouch.”


  The group’s Valrhonas confirmed the activation of the hostile defense system.


  Vivian wiped her tears away with her fingertips. “My subordinates are so mean to me…” she murmured, dodging the attacks coming at her from the ground. Then she pointed the beam machine gun in her unit’s hand at the missiles zooming her way.


  Superhuman knights piloted all these craft, and Vivian was talented enough to have been chosen to lead Rosetta’s security force. As she fired her beam machine gun, intercepting missiles, several explosions erupted in front of her. The other Valrhonas flew into the smoke from those explosions and utilized some of the additional gear they were equipped with.


  “Deploying anti-beam-weapon smokescreen!”


  Vivian’s allies fired a number of small missiles that spewed light pink smoke around them. That smoke reduced the efficacy of beam weapons fired at the craft from the surface. The beams still struck the mobile knights, but they couldn’t damage these Valrhonas, since they were specialized for defense. And the ample number of auxiliary parts a current-gen model like these could use was another of their strengths.


  One of Vivian’s subordinates determined the hostile defense system’s location. “Data signature…unchanged from House Exner’s original defense system. It doesn’t look like they modified it at all.”


  Maybe the invaders had thought that they had nothing to worry about. Either way, there was no sign that they’d added any defenses to the ones that were already present.


  “We’re almost at the surface… Prepare to land,” Vivian directed. “I think we’ll be heading right into a ground battle, so prepare for that too.”


  Her subordinates protested her lackadaisical orders. “Get it together, Captain!”


  As they approached the planet’s surface, the Valrhonas employed their thrusters to slow to an appropriate speed for landing. An enemy mobile knight squadron was stationed near the defense system, guarding it.


  Seeing them, Vivian groaned. “Ahh…those are the Zoheis everyone’s talking about lately, right? Next-gen craft, huh…?”


  Although Vivian stayed shut up in her room as often as she could, leading a self-indulgent life, she must’ve been curious enough about such things to do her own research on them.


  The Zoheis attacked the Valrhonas, but their shots were scattered. Part of that was thanks to the smokescreen the Valrhonas had deployed, but Vivian also attributed it to the Zohei pilots’ lack of real battle experience.


  “You can’t attack an enemy using a smokescreen with beam weapons… Dummies.”


  Vivian’s Valrhona landed successfully, and she tossed aside her beam machine gun, instead equipping a halberd with a beam blade.


  On the ground, the Zoheis surrounded the Valrhonas. Vivian knew that the smokescreen would make it less effective, but she swung her beam halberd anyway. She struck a Zohei’s cockpit and kicked away the now-unmoving enemy. Meanwhile, she accidentally picked up some enemy communications.


  “Calm down! Valrhonas are old models compared to our craft! If you just keep your head, we’ll be able to deal with them!”


  “That’s not really true, though,” Vivian muttered to herself in her cockpit, as if to show off her own knowledge. “Valrhonas are from the last generation, true, but they’re real mobile knights… Not cheap imitations like yours.”


  The Zoheis attacked her one after another, and Vivian cut them all down with her halberd. She was like a different person from her usual pathetic self.


  While Vivian took care of the Zoheis, her subordinates handled the hostile defense system, commenting on the change in their captain.


  “At least she’s strong when she fights…”


  “If only she’d do her other work too.”


  “Don’t you think that she should be battling on the front lines instead of in the security force?”


  Even when she was performing well, Vivian’s subordinates ridiculed her.


  “I want nicer subordinaaates,” she cried.


  Once they’d won control of the defense system, the squad prepared to face enemy reinforcements.


   


  ***


   


  House Banfield’s ships descended to the surface, sending out mobile knights, ground weapons, and a landing force. Among all these, a small craft launched from the Schwarzvogel and headed for House Exner’s mansion.


  Aboard the small craft was the Special Landing Force. Its members wore black powered suits bearing markers on their left shoulders; the color of the marker ­depending on their team.


  The commander opened a hatch and looked outside. “Enemies all over on the ground,” he scoffed. “Ah… I see a ship in the distance too. That’ll be a problem.”


  The craft he saw hovered a few hundred meters into the air; it seemed to be stationed there to protect House Exner’s mansion. It was a vessel meant for space, so its anti-craft weaponry covered all directions around it, as well as the ground beneath it.


  Solid bullets, beam weapons, and missiles flew on the battlefield; explosions and black smoke filled the air. “Sorry, but I can’t get any closer,” the small craft’s pilot announced over their communicator. “It’s not our planned landing point, but do you think you can descend from here?”


  The commander looked down at the city below them. It was in shambles from the battle, but its buildings were still tightly packed together. “No problem. We’ll head for our target and enjoy a picnic on the way there! Everybody keep up, okay? I don’t want any of you to be late!”


  The commander leaped from the craft. His subordinates followed one after another. The soldiers jumped without fear from several hundred meters in the air; as they reached the ground, their powered suits generated a field around them. They felt a bit of an impact, but the field reduced it to almost nothing, so they could all land safely.


  Having descended to the city, which was full of rubble and debris, the Special Landing Force took off for their destination right away, not waiting to meet up with their squads first. They ran faster than a hundred kilometers an hour, joining up with their squads casually along the way. Some leaped between rooftops, while others ran across walls.


  Their opponents on the ground—an enemy landing force—observed them.


  “That’s House Banfield’s landing force! Don’t let them past us!”


  From a temporary base thrown together from rubble and wrecked cars, the enemy launched an attack. A tank opened fire on the Special Landing Force with its cannon and machine gun, but they quickly leaped into buildings, concealing themselves.


  “You’re not getting away! Hurry up and locate the enemy!”


  Some of the defending foes carried equipment with strengthened sensors. That meant that the Special Landing Force could use all the methods at their disposal to hide, but they’d be found eventually.


  One soldier equipped with such a sensor had begun to search for enemies inside nearby buildings. Then there was a crack; struck by a single shot, the searching soldier collapsed to the ground, his head pierced by a bullet.


  The enemy commander spun to see the soldier who’d been gunned down, and that was when the Special Landing Force struck. They took the enemy out swiftly with knives and handguns, then captured the commander, binding his arms and legs.


  The Special Landing Force’s own commander complimented one of his subordinates—the sniper who’d taken out the enemy in one hit—on a job well done. “Nice work, kiddo. Actually, today you graduate from ‘kiddo’ to just plain ‘kid,” he praised the sniper.


  The sniper descended to the ground, frowning. “What exactly is the difference?” He spoke casually, but at the same time kept an eye on their surroundings, holding his heavy rifle in one hand.


  The commander grabbed hold of their captured ­enemy and pressed the muzzle of his gun against him. “Now, I suppose I should do my job too.”


  They’d taken this man alive because they were after his access codes. A member of the landing force who was skilled at electronic warfare came over and accessed the enemy’s powered suit, stripping it of the data they wanted. That would typically have taken longer, but the Special Landing Force’s members were speedy and efficient.


  The enemy quickly realized why he’d been captured alive. “Pl-please! I’ll give you the data! Just treat me as a prisoner of war! We’re all Empire soldiers, right?”


  As long as the soldier in the powered suit remained alive, he’d be able to access his allies’ information network. If he died, though, his suit would lock up so that enemies couldn’t access its data. Since they’d already extracted the data from his suit, the soldier realized, they no longer needed him alive.


  The commander tore the screaming enemy’s helmet off, then kicked him as hard as he could. The enemy went flying and landed just barely hanging on to life.


  “Sorry, but we don’t have time to take prisoners. Just wait there for someone to come collect you.”


  The sniper, his rifle now slung onto his back, sighed. “He can’t hear you anymore. You kicked him too hard. He could’ve died, you know.”


  “Well, if he’s still alive, it’s all good, right?” The commander laughed. “Come on. Let’s get back to work.”


  He raced away, and all his subordinates departed from the temporary base as well. As the commander’s legs pumped, he shared the information they’d gained from the enemy with his allies—the other landing force squads.


  “Well, now we just have to rescue the hostages… That ship’s going to be annoying, though.”


  He looked up at the ship hanging in the sky. It wasn’t as if they couldn’t take it down, but it would be way too much work. 


  As the commander considered what to do, one of their allies moved.


  “That’s an unusual craft,” the sniper commented. “Looks like those knights will handle the ship for us.”


  A group of Nemains was flying through the air toward the ship. Standard-model Nemains were gray, but these craft were mostly black. In addition, one of them had four rocket boosters on its back instead of the standard wings. That craft flew ahead of its allies, rapidly approaching the ship and launching an attack. The unit’s look was unusual, but it shared enough features with the standard Nemain that it was still identifiable as one.


  As the Nemains flew overhead, thunderous roars sounded, and the ground shook beneath them. 


  The commander looked away from the enemy ship and directed his gaze forward instead. “Let’s take them up on that, then. We should prioritize our own work.”


  The Special Landing Force sped up even more as it headed for House Exner’s mansion.


   


  ***


   


  House Banfield possessed a mobile knight, the Graf Nemain, that didn’t officially exist. It was a prototype developed by the Third Weapons Factory; they’d created it through trial and error in an attempt to make a more advanced Nemain. It should just have been an experiment and nothing more, but Liam had requested a fully developed model based on the prototype. That was the Graf Nemain.


  It didn’t have the standard Nemain’s winglike binder on its back; it sported four rocket boosters there instead.


  Ethel of the Royal Guard was piloting the Graf Nemain. She had been allowed to use it for this occasion only, and her excitement was at its peak. “With this craft Lord Liam entrusted to me… I cannot lose!”


  Mobile knights could fly in or out of a planet’s atmosphere, but the Graf Nemain in particular raced forward, leaving its fellow black Nemains, piloted by members of the Royal Guard, in the dust behind it.


  Using that speed, Ethel reached the ship. The Graf Nemain’s hand held a laser blade with a finger guard; that blade drew power from the mobile knight’s hand, making it much stronger than a normal laser blade. Surplus energy flowed from the craft’s reactor into the blade, and it grew to over thirty meters in length.


  Brandishing this blade, Ethel flew around the ship. She pierced its armor easily, carving through it. With each explosion that rocked the ship, it became less and less able to maintain its place in the sky, slowly sinking.


  The weapon’s blade disappeared, and from the Graf Nemain’s cockpit, Ethel cried out her impression of the craft. “It’s hard to handle, but I like it! It’s so much more destructive than a normal Nemain!”


  While Ethel admired the sight of the exploding ship, enemy mobile knights in the vicinity finally gathered around her. They rained fire on the Graf Nemain, their pilots furious over the destruction of their mothership.


  “Damn dogs of House Banfield!”


  Ethel was delighted by the insult; she thought it was a perfect descriptor. “That’s right; we’re Lord Liam’s loyal dogs! Don’t think we pose as little threat as mere dogs, though!”


  Drawing a handgun from a holster, the Graf Nemain began to shoot at its enemies. As the opposing craft were rising above her, they instead started to fall one by one.


  “How is a handgun-style weapon so powerful?!”


  Fooled by appearances, the enemy craft had come in too close and been shot down. They finally realized this mobile knight they faced was no ordinary model. The remaining enemy units backed off, then tried to surround the special craft.


  “I’ll compliment you for having the smarts to change your strategy facing me and this craft,” Ethel remarked, “but did you think I was alone?”


  As the enemy craft spread out around her, the other Royal Guards finally caught up and attacked with their Nemains. They brought down the enemy one unit after another.


  A Zohei with a machine gun fired randomly in the air, unable to even aim at any particular target. The enemy was in complete disarray.


  “Damn it! What are you people?! How can you—?!”


  Before the enemy could finish speaking, Ethel was already moving. The Graf Nemain rapidly approached the last remaining enemy and thrust the blade on the end of its handgun into the craft’s cockpit, then pulled the trigger once. The Zohei stopped moving. 


  Ethel kicked away the motionless enemy, and it crashed to the ground. As it did, she looked down at the vanquished craft and answered the enemy pilot’s question, though she knew he was no longer listening.


  “We may be dogs,” she said with a smile, “but we’re House Banfield’s very dangerous guard dogs.”


   


  ***


   


  The Imperial Army forces dispatched to the planet had constructed a simple base to serve as their ground command center; they’d destroyed all the buildings in the area to make room for it. The residents complained, but that meant nothing to the Imperial Army. They were only doing their job; why would they care what those living on House Exner’s territory felt?


  Now screams filled that base as reports came in from various locations. The colonel in charge of the command center was at a complete loss as his allies requested reinforcements from everywhere at once.
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  “What’s the main force doing?! Things are this crazy on the ground, and they’re not dispatching any reinforcements for us?!”


  He’d already sent several requests that ships be ­deployed to the surface, even if only a few, but each time, all he got back was, “Make do with the forces you have.”


  “We’re losing contact with more and more frontline squads!” a base operator reported with a pained expression.


  Consulting a simple 3D model of the battlefield, the colonel considered how best to mitigate the situation his allies found themselves in. They’d sent in all of their spare manpower.


  “W-we’ll withdraw all our forces temporarily and ­regroup. We know that the enemy has fewer forces than we do, so as long as we can maintain our defense, the main force should pull through eventually.”


  At this point, all they could do was buy time…or so he thought. The colonel’s order didn’t reach the operators, though: They’d all gone limp.


  “What’s going on?”


  The colonel looked around, confused, and then noticed a sweet scent he shouldn’t have detected in the command center. His eyes widened, and he hurriedly covered his mouth, realizing that they’d been infiltrated by the enemy.


  As the colonel went for his gun, someone stabbed him in the heart from behind. He tried to scream, but a woman’s hand covered his own, and no sound came from his mouth.


  “If you’d just gone to sleep, you could’ve lived,” she said. “Too bad.”


  To the dying colonel, the woman’s voice behind him sounded happy.


  The woman tossed the colonel aside. Mustering the last of his strength to raise his head, he saw a masked woman standing there. She wore an Imperial Army uniform, perhaps to sneak onto the base. There were two other masked individuals in black beside her…but that was when the colonel lost consciousness.


   


  ***


   


  Kunai gazed down at the colonel she’d taken out. “Now the enemy’s ground forces are isolated. They won’t be able to cooperate with each other any longer.”


  The two subordinates dispatched by their master, Kukuri, snickered as they watched Kunai.


  “Hey, Kunai, you deliberately left the colonel awake, didn’t you?”


  “I saw you manipulate the flow of the gas ever so slightly.”


  They were teasing her, since there was no reason she’d needed to kill the man.


  Kunai waved an arm, and her outfit altered like a quick-change costume. She was now dressed in her usual clothes rather than a military uniform, holding a tablet in one hand.


  “I just gave a taste of reality to someone deluded into thinking that he was one of the strong. If you’ve got time to make pointless observations, hurry up and carry out your next task.”


  The trio sank into the ground. The moment they disappeared fully, an explosion blew the base away.




  Chapter 12:
Repairs


   


  AFTER DESCENDING to the planet, Adelbert took command of the battle from the Schwarzvogel’s bridge.


  The operators conveyed reports from their allies to him.


  “The enemy’s ground base just exploded! Their ground forces are in disarray!”


  “The Special Landing Force successfully destroyed an enemy defense facility!”


  “The mobile knight squadron is eliminating the enemy’s ships!”


  The updates came in one after another.


  It’s taking longer than planned, Adelbert thought to himself, consulting a simple 3D model of the battlefield. Even if they eliminated the enemy, that would be meaningless if they couldn’t fulfill their actual goal. His face didn’t show it, but he was getting nervous. We don’t want to take so long that the enemy gives up. And if they manage to escape with Princess Cecilia, there’s a chance we’ll be in even more trouble…


  Their enemy had proven to use only rash, short-sighted strategies. From Adelbert’s perspective, this entire situation was unthinkable. If House Banfield didn’t achieve a perfect victory, he had no idea what the enemy might do, and that scared him.


  What Adelbert most feared was that the enemy would escape to the Capital Planet with Princess Cecilia. If they did, they could then fabricate rumors that House Banfield and House Exner had had a falling out, and they’d rescued Princess Cecilia from them, or some such nonsense. Whatever the truth was, such rumors would spread as truth regardless.


  So it’s this troublesome to make an enemy of the crown prince…


  Adelbert was furious with Cleo, who was still on the Capital Planet. What infuriated him most was that they…House Banfield…had handed the prince his position.


  He turned around and glanced at Liam, who was watching him. 


  Feeling that he was being tested, Adelbert issued commands to his allies. “Make Princess Cecilia’s rescue our top priority! Don’t let any ships escape into space, however large or small!”


  Liam didn’t seem to like that, however. He approached Adelbert; when he stood next to him, he placed his hand on Adelbert’s shoulder. “We’re taking too long. You’ve noticed that too, I assume?”


  Liam didn’t look angry, but something about his tone was intimidating.


  Just what have I done wrong? Adelbert wondered as he squeezed out the words, “I’ll tell them to hurry with the rescue.”


  “Your judgment is sound, but don’t you think we’re missing something that could improve this situation?”


  Adelbert knew that Liam wasn’t just asking; he was testing him. “I-I believe our greatest weakness is our low numbers.”


  “I guess so. And? How would you proceed in this ­situation? I’m here, and the Avid is ready to deploy… Now, what should we do?”


  Solely in terms of their fighting strength, Adelbert would in fact have been happy for Liam to deploy. Nonetheless, it would be unthinkable for a vassal like him to send his lord onto the front lines. “I’ll sortie myself—”


  Liam didn’t like that idea either. “No—you’re no Claus. Claus would have let me sortie.”


  “But…I can’t let my lord fight while I’m in command!” Adelbert didn’t feel he could permit that as a knight or as a vassal.


  Liam looked a bit surprised at his reaction, but he quickly smiled. “I thought you were arrogant and ambitious, but you’ve still got principles, huh?”


  “Yes, people often call me arrogant, but I’m aiming for the seat of head knight! I won’t slip up when it comes to what’s important to me!”


  Liam laughed when he heard that. “Good! You’re good. It makes sense that Claus recommended you… But be that as it may, this is an order from Duke Liam Sera Banfield. Let me deploy to the fiercest battlefield—the one most integral to this conflict’s outcome.” There was now no longer a joking tone to Liam’s voice.


  “Are you…serious?”


  “Of course. I’m here to save my friend and his family. Why would I hesitate to join the fight?”


  Though he didn’t want to let Liam fight, Adelbert couldn’t help considering how the tide of battle might turn if he did deploy him. Eventually, he concluded that it would be too risky not to send him.


  “…The fiercest battlefield would probably be the mansion, where we believe the members of House Exner are confined. The enemy is concentrated there, so it’s where we need the most help.”


  Liam left Adelbert’s side and began to exit the bridge. As he did so, he called back, “Maintain command, Adelbert. I’m expecting a lot of you.”


  “Y-yes, sir!”


   


  ***


   


  Arriving in the hangar, I stood before the Avid, which had undergone emergency repairs.


  The large shields that were so distinctive to the craft’s design had been damaged, so the craft had a new shield to replace them. Due to a lack of materials, though, they could only create one shield, and it was only about half as big as the old ones.


  The Avid’s left auxiliary arm now held a longsword and the scabbard that housed it. The craft’s main arms, which had been lost, had been replaced with a pair from a standard twenty-four-meter mobile knight. Their joints were reinforced, but I’d been warned that the replacement limbs were still more fragile than the original arms. The left shoulder had also been missing, so they’d hastily crafted some new armor for that area.


  The Avid’s legs looked as if they’d just had their knee armor removed for use elsewhere. Most of their internal mechanisms were also replacements from an average mobile knight, though.


  The Avid’s torso and head appeared to be the only parts that survived unscathed. According to Nias, though, both had sustained quite a bit of internal damage. That said, by a stroke of luck, a lot of the torso was apparently fine. If it had ruptured in battle, I would’ve been thrown out into space. Nias speculated that, in order to protect me, the Avid might have skillfully controlled where it sustained damage.


  Nias had done a good job finishing these emergency repairs in time, but at this point, the Avid was really just slightly better than a normal mobile knight. I couldn’t use even half of its normal power. I couldn’t use spatial magic either, and the cockpit was its normal physical size.


  This was still better than a standard mobile knight, though, which was why the Avid was so reliable.


  As I began to board the craft, Riho and Fuka—who’d just returned—called out to me.


  “You sure that thing won’t break down mid-fight?” Fuka asked. She seemed to doubt that the beat-up Avid could withstand a battle. “Makes me nervous just looking at it.”


  “The Avid’s a hunk of rare metal from its frame to its armor. However trashed it looks, it’s sturdier than a regular mobile knight.”


  The craft’s weapon disgusted Riho. “You’ve got a longsword, I see. Are you even going to be able to swing that around with the craft in that state?”


  Even with the joints in both arms reinforced, the Avid wouldn’t be able to muster as much strength as usual. I’d been told that the left arm’s internal frame survived, so it would be harder to break than the right, but I still couldn’t be too reckless.


  “The left arm should be able to swing it, and I’ll have a firearm in the right hand, so I’ll be fine.”


  “But you’re right-handed, aren’t you? And you’re going out to fight like that?”


  “There’s no other choice. Well…that’s not strictly true, but I’ve decided to do this.” I’d lent Ethel the Graf Nemain, and besides, this might be the last chance I got to use the Avid.


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “Even like this, the Avid will always be easier for me to pilot than any other mobile knight. So? What about you two?”


  It was a vague question, but they both seemed to understand what I meant. They looked over at the corner of the hangar where their two Teumessas were secured. Although Riho and Fuka had destroyed the superdreadnought, the Teumessas I lent them were on their last legs. They’d lost limbs and destroyed their weapons, which there were no spares for. The craft could still just barely move, but they were certainly in no shape to send into battle.


  Fuka looked disappointed. “If I could, I’d like to go out and help you. I asked, though, and they said they already sent out all the craft we brought, including the spares.”


  Fuka and Riho themselves still looked plenty healthy, so I asked the pair for something else instead. “Well, the ground forces are struggling. And I bet there are knights out there too. If you can still fight, please help them.” It wasn’t an order, but a request.


  Riho and Fuka exchanged a glance, then grinned.


  “Sounds fun,” Riho said, stretching. “I’ve never fought in a battle this big in the flesh, so it should be a good experience.”


  Fuka grasped the hilt of the sword on her hip. “Yeah, there’re a bunch of enemy knights down there on the ground, right? Sounds like a good opportunity to wreak some havoc and let everyone know that Fuka Shishigami and the Way of the Flash are here!”


  I was grateful from the bottom of my heart to my dependable sister apprentices. “I appreciate it. Ellen tells me that you’ve been hanging around Master’s house lately, neglecting your training, so I was getting a little worried. It sounds like I needn’t have been, though.”


  In most things, I acted like a villain, but I’d decided to be sincere when it came to the Way of the Flash. Thus, I did feel gratitude toward my sister apprentices, as well as concern about whether they were keeping up with their training.


  The pair were acting a little strange, though. When I brought up those casual musings of mine, they suddenly couldn’t maintain eye contact with me.


  “It’s, you know, ’cause…” Fuka began haltingly. “Yeah, I might go to Master’s house a lot, but it’s to get him to look at my training, or like, how I’m doing now, or like…um, you know… Same for you, right, Riho?!”


  “You’re asking me?! No, it’s, um… Well, I like to see Yasuyuki, but it’s not as if that’s the only reason I go or anything. It had just been so long since we saw Master that we wanted him to check in on our training, you know? Master’s always out, though, so when we watch the house for him, we’re kind of like, ‘Guess there’s nothing for us to do…’ But, like, yeah! Keeping an eye on Yasuyuki while we watch the house is part of our duties in the Way of the Flash, right?”


  Seeing how talkative Riho had gotten, I caught on to the fact that they were definitely neglecting to train. Even I, with my busy schedule, found time for that, so when I found out that these two had so much free time that they used it to play with Yasuyuki… Well, could you blame me for feeling a little jealous? 


  “…You two are helping me out this time around, so I won’t say much now. When we get back, though, you should rethink your lives a little.”


  When I offered them my opinion as their brother apprentice, Riho and Fuka shrank in on themselves, as if their earlier enthusiasm was feigned.


  “Y-yes…” they said in unison.


  They seemed to be reflecting on their actions, so I donned my helmet.


   


  ***


   


  When I entered the Avid’s cockpit, I noticed some onscreen noise in the image on the right side of the monitors surrounding me. The Avid’s right-eye camera must’ve been damaged. Though it had other cameras elsewhere to supplement its field of vision, those were the main cameras, and the damage was clearly affecting the picture.


  “This really might be the last time I fight in you…” I stroked the Avid’s control sticks fondly.


  I’d been so insistent on fighting this battle in the Avid because the idea of switching to a new craft was becoming more and more practical. Even Nias had told me, “If you’re going to keep piloting a mobile knight, it’d probably be best to design you a personal craft from the ground up.”


  So how many times after this would I pilot the Avid? I was very fond of the mobile knight; I’d inherited it from my great-grandfather Alistair and spent tons of money modernizing it. And after using the uncanny Machine Heart on the Avid, which granted it a soul, I became even more attached to it.


  Still, the Avid was reaching its limit. If I had a new mobile knight designed for me from scratch, then I could probably at least obtain a craft that—even if it couldn’t withstand the Flash either—wouldn’t be destroyed when I used the ability. I knew that was the right choice…I did.


  I tightened my grip on the control sticks. “Sorry. Forgive me for not being able to pilot you till the end.”


  When I spoke to the Avid, its reactor activated, though haltingly. The sound of it gearing up was different from usual; maybe it even sounded a little sad.


  An operator’s face appeared on my communications monitor. “Lord Liam, you’re cleared to launch.”


  “Do it.”


  “Launching Avid.”


  Shot from a catapult using a combination of magnets and magic, the Avid flew from the Schwarzvogel like a bullet. The extra pressure I could now feel in the cockpit told me just how much the Avid’s normal capabilities had helped me.


  I pressed a foot pedal to accelerate, but didn’t receive the same response I was used to. I was really feeling the craft’s loss of power.


  “Can’t brute-force things like I usually do…I’m still strong, though!”


  I spotted a group of enemy mobile knights that had soared into the sky upon noticing the Avid. At first, it was just a single platoon, but their numbers quickly ­increased. Before I knew it, I was facing a battalion. Soon, even more reinforcements joined them from elsewhere, and the group grew into a brigade.


  “You still have this many fighters left, huh? Or have they all gathered here ’cause they recognize the Avid?”


  With the Avid’s right hand, I lifted my large beam cannon. It was the type used by mobile knights, and it locked on to an enemy craft on my monitor. I pulled the trigger, and a long, wide beam shot from the cannon, piercing the craft and destroying it.


  The beam continued to fire as the Avid pointed the cannon at its next target. It swallowed that second craft as well, and the enemy—realizing they were at a disadvantage in terms of range—closed in.


  As they approached, they fired machine guns most effective at mid-range, and the shield fixed to my left auxiliary arm deployed a defensive field to protect me. The Avid’s hasty repair job meant that the field was weak, however.


  Meanwhile, an enemy craft had reached me. It slashed at the Avid, so I shifted the auxiliary arm to block the attack.


  “Turns out the vaunted Avid doesn’t amount to much, huh?! It’s uglier than I heard too!”


  These foes piloted Zoheis; that mobile knight model was more widely used lately. I backed up, and the Zoheis moved to surround the Avid.


  “If this really is the Avid, then it’s Duke Banfield inside! If we take him down, we’ll never run out of material for picking up girls!”


  They planned to waste the honor of defeating me in combat on picking up girls?! These people didn’t understand my worth at all! “Don’t be stupid. If you could take me out, you could become one of the Empire’s greatest knights. That’ll never happen, of course.”


  I lifted the Avid’s left arm, and the scabbard attached to the left auxiliary arm moved to a position where I could grab it. I gripped the sword’s hilt, and the scabbard moved with my arm to help me draw the sword.


  As I drew, I slashed at the Zohei in front of me, bisecting it. A moment later, it exploded.


  The sword I gripped was as long as the Avid’s entire body, the blade reinforced with as much rare metal as could be spared. It was so long and wide that it was more geared toward smashing enemies than slicing them.


  The Avid could normally have wielded such a sword easily with one arm. Now, though, the weapon’s weight swung the craft around a bit. I’d thought about swinging the sword with both arms; since the right had been replaced completely, though, I’d given up on using it. I figured it’d be more a hindrance than anything.


  The Avid slashed at the approaching enemies with the sword it held, cutting them to shreds. Finally, they realized their simple strategy of beating me by closing in wouldn’t work, but by then they’d already lost most of their allies.


  A knight who seemed confident in his skills slashed at the Avid, trying to stop me in place. As I caught his blade with my own, I picked up on an enemy communication.


  “If you get close enough, you can dodge a blade that big! Everyone else back up and provide cover fire!”


  “Not a bad plan. You were out of luck the moment you went up against the Avid in something like a Zohei, though.”


  As the Zohei approached under the mistaken impression that it could win if it could just get close enough, the Avid charged up mercilessly. My sword’s black blade started to glow red, then sliced through both the Zohei and its weapon.


  “Our basic capabilities are just too mismatched!” I declared.


  Even if I couldn’t utilize my full strength, the base specs of the Avid and a Zohei were worlds apart. It wasn’t even worth comparing a craft that was continually upgraded to a mass-produced unit with the bare minimum capabilities, built only to maximize cost effectiveness.


  When I sent the enemy flying, though, an alarm popped up on the Avid’s monitor. I’d damaged the left arm’s joints, and if I kept swinging the sword around too forcefully, there was a risk that the arm would shatter inside. My own reckless piloting was doing more damage to the Avid than the enemy’s attacks.


  “If even that swing was too much… I guess I have no choice.”


  I exhaled and concentrated, focusing on an image of this more delicate Avid. I told myself to use my whole body—the whole body of the craft—to swing, and the Avid spun, slicing up the enemies that advanced toward me. The situation revealed just how much I usually relied on the Avid’s specs in mobile knight battles.


  As if using my own body, I made sure that each and every movement was careful, trying not to damage the Avid’s internal parts. I was a little nervous, but my intent seemed to come across to the Avid. It confused my ­enemies too.


  “Did its movements change?”


  “A mobile knight can replicate human swordplay to this extent?!”


  The Zohei’s focus on cost effectiveness meant that some things about it were limited, such as its joints’ range of movement. After all, the more a joint moved, the more the metal wore down.


  Originally, all mobile knights had been like the Avid; they were machines intended to replicate the full range of human movement. When tens of thousands were lost in each war, though, the question became how many could be mass-produced simultaneously. The attitude that their utility as weapons took precedence over their ability to replicate a knight’s technique became more widespread, and then the default.


  I assumed the enemy pilots had only ever used Moheives or Zoheis, so even if they knew the history of mobile knights, they wouldn’t have fighting experience or real-life examples that let them understand what the machines were truly capable of.


  Turning on my external microphone, I announced to them, “It’s only natural for a real mobile knight to be capable of this. Among mobile knights, those Zoheis you pilot are the real deviants, you know.”


  I accelerated the Avid, using its entire body as I attacked the Zoheis with its sword. As I flew forward, though, attacks started to come at the Avid from the ground. I looked down to see more Zoheis providing cover fire for their allies.


  “Switching to long-range attacks now?”


  I aimed my large beam cannon at the Zoheis on the ground and fired, blowing most of them away at once. I’d obliterated a single platoon in a second, and any Zoheis remaining on the ground scattered.


  “Stop running, you little—hmm?”


  Just as I thought that they were causing me trouble, the scattered Zoheis began to explode one by one. I ­magnified the image on my monitor and saw that the Special Landing Force fighting on the ground had set a trap for them. They were hiding behind buildings, launching ­missiles at ­isolated craft and taking them out one at a time.


  “I know they’re wearing powered suits, but doing all that without craft of their own is still impressive.”


  It was unthinkable for a landing force to go up against mobile knights… Well, actually, I wouldn’t say unthinkable, but it was rare. It was more likely if the landing force was equipped with weapons specifically meant for such foes, but my Special Landing Force wasn’t optimized for taking out mobile knights. Still, they were using the ­terrain to their advantage, and their kill count was quickly rising.


  Looking toward the ground, I raised my sword to acknowledge their work. Then I heard Ethel over the communications system.


  “I’ll send anyone who gets in Lord Liam’s way to the afterlife!”


  She’d rushed to my aid here in the Graf Nemain, ­accompanied by her Royal Guard.


  “Well, they’re in high spirits,” I reflected. “That that makes my job easier, anyway.”


  Now all I had to worry about was the Zoheis in the air with me. It was time for a mobile knight dogfight.


  The enemy assumed formation and began to come at me using a hit-and-run strategy. They’d now completely abandoned their earlier close-range fighting, which was a mobile knight’s greatest strength. The Zoheis flew in formation, like fighter jets, and the Avid followed them.


  “These guys change their fighting style just like that,” I mused. “Is that part of their training too?”


  I narrowed the focus of my beam cannon, piercing my enemies with a thinner ray of light. As I picked them off one by one, they fell to the ground, where they exploded.


  “Sorry, but my weapon’s top-notch, too. How do you like the adaptability of a Seventh Weapons Factory cannon?”


  By modifying a beam cannon so it was suitable for multiple uses, the Seventh had apparently created a weapon too unwieldy to use effectively; it required most of a generator’s power to even function. The Seventh was a troublesome group; its personnel said all these things about prioritizing ease of production and maintenance while aiming for greater output, but then they came up with this kind of crazy weapon every so often. Even a weapon like this was perfectly usable for the Avid, though, so Nias had had the cannon delivered to our rendezvous point.


  As the air battle continued, the difference in our machines’ abilities became more and more evident. The Zoheis’ new tactic was easier to deal with, if anything, given the damage to the Avid’s limbs. Since my speed and maneuverability surpassed the enemy’s, I could easily take on the Zoheis from behind.


  As I downed them one after another, some of my foes gave up on long-range attacks and threw away their firearms, opting for close-range combat instead.


  “If he’s just going to pick us out of the air, get close and take him down!”


  “I applaud your stubbornness, if nothing else.”


  An enemy came at me with a battle-ax, so I swung my sword up from below…and missed.


  “Messed up your timing, huh?!” 


  The enemy laughed at me, but I didn’t blame him; I’d clearly missed him, after all. But the Avid followed through with the swing’s momentum, spinning all the way around and hitting the enemy with a second swing. The foe’s battle-ax met the blow, but it shattered as the Avid’s sword chopped through the mobile knight’s torso, cutting it in two.


  The Avid spun like a top, taking out every enemy that came in close. Some held shields, but there was so much force behind my blows that that didn’t matter. I bisected more and more Zoheis, their wreckage falling to the ground and piling up.


  I thrust my sword into the chest of the last one, then kicked it off the blade.


  “Looks like I’ve cleaned up most of the mobile knights around here… No way!”


  I hadn’t thought that I’d kicked the craft that hard, but an onscreen alert warned me that I’d damaged my right leg.


  “Oh yeah… The right leg was pretty badly damaged internally too, wasn’t it?”


   


  ***


   


  A monitor on Schwarzvogel’s bridge displayed the Avid’s exploits. Adelbert could hardly believe that Liam’s craft had taken out nearly all the mobile knights deployed with the enemy’s ground forces.


  “We really turned the whole battle around just by deploying the Avid.”


  The enemy also knew that the Avid was the duke’s personal craft, and with their ground base destroyed and no way to receive orders, most of them had decided to go after the Avid to turn their situation around. Before they knew it, though, the Avid had eliminated over half their numbers.


  Adelbert had heard that Liam’s craft couldn’t be fully repaired in time for the battle, so it wasn’t possible for Liam to utilize its full abilities. Still, the craft had achieved all this. Adelbert shivered at the thought. Shivered, and…


  “Sir Claus has felt what it’s like to make use of such a powerful piece on the field,” he mused. “I could get addicted to this feeling.”


  Liam and the Avid, with their overwhelming strength, were a card the commander in Adelbert wanted to have in his pocket permanently. He knew that he could rely on them to produce results, whatever situation he used them in, and that those results would be incredible. They’d turned the tide of battle completely in an instant.


  “Who knew that the overwhelming strength you gain when you’re born the heir to a noble family could make you the ultimate knight?”


  It was likely that no one but Liam could produce results like these. But then, normally, a noble like him wouldn’t even need to fight on the battlefield.


  “I wonder how Sir Claus felt watching Lord Liam fight like this.”


  Adelbert had looked down on his superior, thinking that he was the superior one. Now, though, he had an overwhelming desire to speak with that superior. At some point, Adelbert had stopped thinking of Claus as lesser to himself.


  As Adelbert fell into thought, an operator loudly declared, “The Special Landing Force has breached House Exner’s mansion! Baron Exner, his wife, and Lord Kurt have been secured!”


  Adelbert asked about the one person the operator hadn’t mentioned. “What about Princess Cecilia?!”


  “W-well…we heard that she was being held in a separate residence. But the group that went there has just reported that it’s deserted.”


  Adelbert clenched his fists. “Find her, whatever it takes! If they get away with Princess Cecilia, we’ll be at a disadvantage again!”


  When he shouted this order, his voice rising with anxiety, the operators hurried to convey his commands to each squad.


   


  ***


   


  A few Special Landing Force platoons rushed to the villa where Cecilia was supposed to be. They were joined by House Exner’s former vassals and the Vanadís.


  In the Vanadís’s cockpit, Ciel and Lillie watched the Special Landing Force emerge from inside the villa. They shouted up at the Vanadís, and its external mics picked up their voices: “It’s empty!”


  It seemed the magistrate had already taken Cecilia away. Furthermore, the villa was stuffed to the brim with enough explosives to flatten the whole area; the Special Landing Force needed to defuse the explosives to keep them all from being blown to bits.


  Lillie brought her fist down on a control stick in the cockpit. “They got us! They ran away as soon as the fight started! And Lily worked so hard to bring us that information…”


  The information Lily brought them was gathered by Cecilia. The princess had collected data on enemy placement and all kinds of other things. That data was also how they learned that she was being kept in the villa—yet the enemy had gotten there before they did.


  “What are we going to do?!” Ciel asked the panicking Lillie. “If the crown prince gets hold of Princess Cecilia, he’ll do something else, right? Everyone’s saying that’ll be trouble!”


  Lillie checked the data Lily had given them. “Well, it’s not over yet. There’s info about what the magistrate’s been doing in here too. I know there’ll something more we can use in the data Cecilia gathered for us… There has to be…”


  Looking through that data, Lillie gasped, realizing the lengths Cecilia had gone to in gathering all this information. She’d worked so hard to save Kurt and his family while in confinement. Although Lillie’s female ­personality was dominant, she could tell that Cecilia truly loved her male self. That fact just made her ­question whether it was really all right for her to exist.


  “Here it is… Her captors were discussing a few different escape routes. She gathered the likely options.”


  Ciel, unaware of Lillie’s internal conflict, was thrilled to hear this. “Really?! We should hurry and entrust this information to House Banfield, so that they can take care of—”


  Yes—they should just leave it to them. Lillie knew that too, but she felt that Kurt—that her male personality was telling her to do something. No—she wanted to save Cecilia.


  “No,” she said. “I’m going to rescue Cecilia.”


  “Huh? But House Exner’s people are already at their limit.”


  House Exner’s fighters had done all they could in their old Moheives; unfortunately, they were in no state to continue fighting. Out of everyone, Ciel and Lillie were the only people who could go save Cecilia, and they’d have to head there alone in the Vanadís. 


  Lillie knew she’d be in peril, but she made a decision anyway, wanting to acknowledge Cecilia’s feelings. “Ciel, get out.”


  “Why?!”


  “Because this’ll be too dangerous. But if I…if your brother loses alone, the only loss will be the Vanadís.”


  Lillie had called herself Ciel’s brother. She’d stopped quarreling with the girl, deciding instead to emulate Kurt when she interacted with her.


  When Lillie gave her a soft, affectionate look, Ciel murmured unthinkingly, “Brother…?”


  Lillie opened the cockpit hatch and raised the craft’s hand so that Ciel could step out onto it. Wind blew into the cockpit, tousling Ciel’s hair.


  “Wait, brother!” Ciel protested.


  Lillie spoke to her gently as Kurt. “It’ll be okay. This version of me is only data anyway.”


  “B-but we fought together up until now, haven’t we?”


  “Yeah, and thanks. But if I keep involving you, I won’t be protecting my precious sister. So we need to say goodbye for now.” Lillie could feel Kurt’s sentiments reviving inside herself.


  Ciel, meanwhile, couldn’t seem to accept their sudden parting. She continued to object to leaving the craft as Lillie wished. “No! I’ll fight until the end too!”


  Smiling at Ciel’s resistance, Lillie said teasingly, “You’re such an idiot, Ciel. If I disappear, that’ll just mean one less nuisance for you, won’t it? Besides, the real me will still be alive. You don’t need to worry about this version of me.”


  Ciel teared up.


  “Go on,” Lillie urged her. “You have to live so that you can see your family again.”


  “All right…”


  “Good girl.”


  Finally persuaded, Ciel rose to leave the cockpit. Just before she stepped out onto the Vanadís’s hand, she turned around to tell Lillie how she really felt. “I’m sorry for saying all those mean things about you—like how you’re only data. Honestly, I was always jealous of how you look. I mean, my pride as your sister is in shreds because you’re cuter than me. You’re way too cute like that. And you fell in love with Liam…? You’re really cute, but your taste in men is awful! As your sister, it worries me!”


  “Ciel?” What was she saying? Lillie’s expression was confused until Ciel told her the words she’d been waiting to hear.


  “Thanks for everything, brother. No…sister.”


  “Huh?!” 


  When Ciel called her “sister,” Lillie felt as though her existence had been affirmed for the first time. She’d only just realized that she shouldn’t exist, so Ciel’s validation was a relief. Tears spilled from her eyes.


  Before leaving the cockpit, Ciel told her, “I know we fought a lot, but it was fun being with you. I’ll tell my brother…that my sister did her best too!”


  Ciel jumped from the cockpit, landing on the Vanadís’s hand. Seeing that, Lillie gently lowered the hand to the ground, and the Vanadís’s hatch closed.


  All alone now, Lillie looked at the other side of the cockpit and wept. “That’s not fair. Calling me ‘sister’ right at the end…” Wiping away her tears, she gripped the control sticks.


  “Let’s go, Vanadís! We’ll save Cecilia and wrap this whole thing up!”


  When the supposedly unmanned Vanadís took off into the sky, the Special Landing Force and House Exner’s vassals were shocked.


  Down on the ground, Ciel looked up with her hands clasped in prayer. “Good luck, sister.”




  Chapter 13:
Truth and Reality


   


  A VEHICLE RESEMBLING AN ARMORED CAR without tires flew along about fifty centimeters above the ground. The guard vehicles that surrounded it, which looked like tanks without treads, kept an eye on their surroundings.


  Inside the armored car were Billy—the magistrate whom the tanks were guarding—and Cecilia, who’d been brought here from House Exner’s villa.


  Billy’s blank expression made it impossible to tell what he was thinking. But it did suggest that, although House Banfield was attacking and their allies were losing, those things had nothing to do with him.


  Billy made an empty apology to Cecilia. “I’m very sorry for what I’ve had to do to you, Your Imperial Highness. I am aware that a boorish vehicle like this doesn’t suit you at all.”


  Cecilia sat on the car’s hard seat, her fists clenched atop her knees, female knights to her right and left. The knights on either side were partly intended to protect her, but they were both her bodyguards and her keepers…so escaping at this point would be difficult.


  “You don’t mean that. If you were truly sorry, I’d see it in your expression. You’re not even trying to keep up appearances, are you?”


  Actual guilt would’ve shown on his face—but when Cecilia told him that, Billy grinned wryly, scratching his head. “When I first met you, I didn’t think you were anything more than a spoiled rich girl, but you’ve seemingly grown quite strong in a very short time. I have to say that, personally, I preferred you as the ignorant, easily manipulated princess I first met.”


  “Then it’s a good thing I have no desire to be liked by you. Anyway, where exactly are you taking me?”


  Inside, Cecilia was rather nervous now that they’d taken her from the villa, especially because the magistrate seemed entirely unconcerned that the force the Imperial Army dispatched was losing its battle.


  Billy’s mouth stretched into a crescent-moon smile as he explained what would happen next. “Since I’m a c­oward, you see, I have a bad habit of thinking about what might happen if I lose right up until I achieve a perfect victory. That’s why I planned for this inevitability from the start.”


  Billy didn’t look like a simple coward to Cecilia. “If you’re running, that means you’ve lost—or are losing—to House Banfield, doesn’t it? So why not give up and surrender to them?”


  Billy sighed quietly at Cecilia’s suggestion. “If we ­surrender, I’ll either be erased or executed to keep me quiet. By the crown prince, your dear little brother, that is.”


  “Even if I told you I could guarantee your safety?”


  “I can’t imagine that a mere Imperial princess has more power than the crown prince himself.” When Cecilia’s face twisted in frustration at her failed attempt to persuade Billy, he smiled gleefully. “As it turns out, your little brother is one of those people who shouldn’t be given real power. After all, not only did he use us to carry out this little plan of his, he even intends to secure his victory using his beloved big sister if necessary.”


  “Huh…?” Cecilia froze. Cleo would use her? She couldn’t even imagine that.


  “You asked where we were going, didn’t you? We’re headed for the Capital Planet. The army is indeed losing, but the battle’s still ongoing, so there should be plenty of time to flee.”


  “And after bringing me to the Capital Planet, what do you plan to do with me? I won’t help Cleo the way he is now.”


  “You don’t need to. Your presence on the Capital Planet will be sufficient. Let’s see… I suppose that, officially, there’ll be an announcement to this effect: ‘Prior to her wedding, Princess Cecilia secretly reported House Exner’s wrongdoings to the crown prince, who dispatched the Imperial Army to rescue her. House Exner and House Banfield interfered, and the Imperial Army took heavy losses, but at least rescued the princess.’ The nobles and commoners on the Capital Planet will just eat that story up, I’m sure. People tend to believe what they want to over the truth.”


  “Th-that’s ridiculous! You people attacked us!”


  “Of course, but who could judge the crown prince for such brutality? The palace will work to obfuscate any ugliness on the crown prince’s part, and Houses Banfield and Exner will be made the scapegoats for the incident.”


  Cecilia was speechless. 


  Billy smiled wryly. “I’m aware that it’s a bit too high-handed. Still, the powerful always win in the end. A small barony’s destruction in the course of a plot is no more than a minor occurrence that will quickly be forgotten. You should hurry and forget it yourself so that you can be happy with your next spouse.”


  Cecilia started to rise from her seat, but the two knights flanking her held her down, cautioning her that it was dangerous to stand in the vehicle. Still, they couldn’t restrain her completely.


  “How dare you…? Do you think you can do whatever you want just because you’re crown prince now?! I’ve finally found happiness of my own, and you want to take it from me… Are you trying to make a fool of me?!” Her words were directed not at Billy, but at Cleo, who had used the magistrate to set all this in motion. Tears spilled from Cecilia’s eyes. “I was grateful to you… Even if he doesn’t have high standing or great influence, Lord Kurt is a principled noble, and I was grateful to be with him… So why…?”


  As Cecilia broke down and cried, Billy looked a bit uncomfortable. “You should save those words for when we arrive on the Capital Planet. I can’t imagine the crown prince will listen to them, though, the way he is now.”


  As an oppressive air filled the armored car, it suddenly braked, lurching. “It’s an enemy mobile knight!” yelled the driver.


  Billy rose from his seat and stuck his head into the front of the car. Before them, he saw a single mobile knight blocking their way. The craft was feminine-looking; it almost appeared to be wearing a dress.


  “Well… I didn’t think we’d reunite here, of all places,” Billy remarked. “I wonder just who’s piloting that thing?”


  It looked a bit different now, but before them stood the Vanadís, the mobile knight that had gotten away from them back at the spaceport.


   


  ***


   


  We liberated House Exner’s mansion; by the time the Avid got there, it was already all over.


  Leaping to the ground from my cockpit, I found that some kind of quarrel had broken out between Kunai and the Special Landing Force. When I got closer, I heard their voices more clearly.


  “We found them first. You just barged in from behind and got in our way.”


  Kunai seemed angry that the Special Landing Force had somehow interfered with her task. Behind her were two other operatives; they knelt and bowed their heads to me as I approached. When I glanced at the Special Landing Force, they all saluted me, aside from the commander arguing with Kunai.


  “We’ve got our own mission,” the commander countered. “We only interfered with you because you didn’t share your information with us!”


  Evidently something had happened when the two groups independently stormed the mansion. 


  “Well,” I interrupted, “I came here to tell you all ‘good work’…so why are you fighting?”


  When I addressed them, Kunai immediately knelt, and the commander saluted.


  “We infiltrated House Exner’s mansion and liberated the hostages,” Kunai explained. “We were attempting to interrogate some captives to learn Princess Cecilia’s location when…” She shot a look full of murderous rage at the commander.


  He glared wearily back at her. “The field officers likely to have that information resisted fiercely, so we disposed of them during battle. That’s what her team is angry about.”


  To the Special Landing Force, it had probably seemed as though the operatives got the jump on them and rescued the hostages while they were busy fighting. The commander looked frustrated.


  The Special Landing Force were such experts at finding loot while fighting that people even called the group Treasure, so I figured they didn’t like having their spoils snatched out from under them.


  I sighed. “I’d like to put you in your place, but since you successfully recovered the hostages, I can’t bring myself to reprimand you. I’ll give you both passing marks, so limit the fighting to your little squabble before.” 


  As I spoke, I looked at Kunai specifically. Now she probably wouldn’t try to kill the commander. Kunai got my drift and gazed away from the man.


  I glanced up at the Exner mansion, which I’d visited several times in the past. It was trashed in the aftermath of the battle. A barricade had been set up at the entrance, then destroyed in the fight, and part of the building had collapsed completely. The destruction made it all too clear how fierce the battle had been, and I couldn’t help thinking about the building’s future.


  “We could cover the rebuilding expenses, but maybe it’d be better to just knock it down and build something new,” I mused. “Well, that can come later. Where’re Kurt and—”


  Just as I started to ask where the hostages were, Kurt burst out of the building. “Liam!”


  He looked haggard. No doubt he’d been through a lot in captivity. “You’re looking better than I expected, Kurt. I’m glad to see it.”


  “You really saved us this time. But I hear you haven’t found Lady Cecilia yet. Please let me join the search.”


  I was happy to hear his request, but I couldn’t put a rescued hostage to work. “Don’t worry about that. Someone smart figured out where they might be fleeing to, so I’ve sent a squad there.”


  “But…!”


  “Now that I know you’re safe, I plan to join the search myself. Plus, the fight’s still going on in space.” I looked up at the sky—and at space beyond it. 


  Kurt seemed to realize that I was saying we still couldn’t afford to let our guard down. I appreciated his desire to help, but if we let him join us while he was exhausted from his captivity, we’d be getting ahead of ourselves.


  He gave up on offering to help; he must’ve recognized that he shouldn’t cause us any more difficulties by being obstinate. “I’m sorry. You’re doing all this to help my family and me, and I’m just causing you more trouble.”


  “Don’t worry about it. I’ll save Princess Cecilia, I promise. If I don’t, I know Cleo will just find a way to use her against me.”


  As I made to get back in the Avid, a group of what must’ve been House Exner’s vassals arrived with Ciel under their protection. I stopped before boarding my craft, and Kurt ran over to Ciel. He thanked the knights and then grabbed Ciel by the shoulders.


  “Ciel, what’re you doing on the battlefield?!” 


  He couldn’t believe that she’d be in a place like this after only recently having finished her primary school education. As for Ciel, for some reason, she looked unhappy.


  I walked over to the pair and explained to Kurt why Ciel was here. “I brought her because she said that she wanted to deliver the Vanadís to you.”


  “You did?”


  Kurt’s eyes went wide, and he looked as if he wanted to say something to me. He probably wasn’t in favor of his little sister getting involved in all this. Even though Ciel got herself involved, in this situation, I was responsible for letting her do so.


  “Yeah, so if you’re going to get mad at someone, get mad at me. Anyway, where’s the Vanadís? Don’t tell me it got shot down.”


  If so, Ciel had lost a very valuable mobile knight. House Exner probably wouldn’t care about that so long as Ciel was safe, though. They could always acquire another mobile knight, however expensive the Vanadís might’ve been.


  Guess I should tell Ciel not to go someplace as dangerous as this again just because she made it through this time around. As I opened my mouth to give her that kind of light-hearted scolding, Ciel looked up at me, an earnest plea in her eyes.


  “Please…save my other brother.”


  At that, Kurt and I both froze. “What are you talking about?” I asked a few seconds later. “Did you hit your head or something?”


  Kurt was right here. What did she mean by “other brother”? Should I take her to a hospital? No, the medbay on the Schwarzvogel?


  I was getting really worried, so I decided now wasn’t the time for a lecture.


   


  ***


   


  Luckily I managed to get ahead of them.


  Inside the Vanadís’s cockpit, Lillie had located a convoy of vehicles, one of which likely contained Cecilia. There were no mobile knights in the vicinity, and the only guards accompanying the center car were the tanks grouped around it.


  Turning on her external microphone, Lillie attempted to negotiate for Cecilia’s release. “There’s no escape for you anymore. Surrender quietly and hand over La—Princess Cecilia.”


  She tried to keep her speech from sounding like Kurt’s. She doubted they’d suspect anything, since she had a woman’s voice, but it didn’t hurt to be careful. Most of all, she didn’t want Cecilia to find out about her.


  With the Vanadís blocking their way, all the vehicles in the convoy had stopped.


  What are they doing? They have to realize that those ground weapons won’t stand a chance against a mobile knight. Do they plan to use Cecilia as a hostage?


  After all this, would they try to escape by exploiting Cecilia that way? Lillie waited cautiously until the magistrate’s face appeared on her monitor.


  “Let’s see… Did that work? You’re using sound only, eh? That’s too bad. I’m so curious about who this mobile knight’s pilot is.”


  “You…!” The sight of Billy on her screen enraged Lillie.


  “Oh—did I do something to you at some point? Sorry, but I’ve pissed so many people off that I don’t even ­remember most of those nursing grudges against me. There’s always a chance, though, so why not tell me your name?”


  As Billy joked around, Lillie took a deep breath, then said, “Hand over Princess Cecilia.”


  “I’m afraid I can’t.”


  “Do you think you can win a fight against a mobile knight? Any further fighting would be meaningless. But I don’t mind taking her by force if I have to.”


  When she threatened them this way, warning that they wouldn’t escape even if they resisted, Billy grinned. “I’m hurt if you thought that I’d try to escape with just these vehicles here for guards.”


  Sensing something unpleasant in Billy’s smile, Lillie pulled the Vanadís back a few dozen meters. A second later, a blade crashed down on the spot where her craft had been standing.


  A large mobile knight equipped with a naginata had appeared there. The twenty-four-meter craft was distinctive; it resembled an armored warrior. The armor on its shoulders was designed to look like large sleeves, and its head resembled an ancient warrior’s helmet. It was even decorated with a crescent moon.


  The other pilot’s face appeared on her monitor as a communication line opened between them. “You must have real battle experience to dodge an attack like that through instinct alone! Your appearance aside, you seem like my kind of prey!”


  Lillie drew the greatsword from her craft’s back and raised it. The large crystal blade was designed to complement the Vanadís, but it looked a bit out of place on the battlefield. When the long-haired man piloting the armored warrior saw it, he scratched his head.


  “You’re going to fight me with a decorative sword like that? That craft of yours… It isn’t a fitting opponent for Doumaru’s first battle.” 


  Apparently the enemy’s mobile knight was called Doumaru, but that didn’t come off as an official designation as much as a personal nickname.


  When the man mentioned not liking the Vanadís’s design, Lillie placed his voice. “You’re…the Sword Devil!”


  This was the man who’d killed a great number of House Exner’s vassal knights in their spaceport.


  When she called him the Sword Devil, the man’s eyes went wide with delight. “Oh, so you know my name…? Have we met somewhere before? I don’t remember you, but if it’s vengeance you want, I’ll happily face you.”


  Apparently, both Billy and the Sword Devil had done so much wrong that no shortage of people sought revenge against them.


  Lillie slashed at the enemy craft with the Vanadís, but the Doumaru caught the blow with its naginata, throwing her off balance. The Vanadís bent back slightly, and the naginata shot forward as the Doumaru took advantage of the moment.


  “He’s strong!” He was pretty skilled in person, but I can’t believe he’s this tough in a mobile knight too.


  She tried to get some distance from him, but the Doumaru charged after her relentlessly. The enemy’s craft was just like the Vanadís: a true mobile knight that could replicate human movements exactly. She sensed that this craft was a custom order too.


  The Sword Devil was just as impressed by the Doumaru’s capabilities. “Good. Very good, Doumaru! So long as you can copy my movements perfectly, I’ll never lose to Yasushi! And I’d never have lost to Banfield if I just had this craft before!”


  The Sword Devil seemed less concerned with the Vanadís he fought against than with someone else entirely. Lillie couldn’t bear that; it made her feel like he saw her as inferior.


  As Kurt, she possessed full mastery of the Ahlen sword style, plus plenty of battle experience from Kurt’s military service. But the bottom line was that she was supposed to be in a serious fight right now, and her ­opponent wasn’t even concentrating on her. It was like he was only playing with her rather than fighting her, and she couldn’t accept that.


  “Don’t mock me!”


  The Vanadís swung its greatsword. The Doumaru dodged the blow, but then an energy slash flew from the greatsword and streaked toward the armored warrior. The Zoheis had trouble avoiding this attack—it was difficult to see the slash coming—but the Sword Devil was able to avoid it, even facing it for the first time.


  “Too easy.”


  Just as Lillie was absorbing the fact that he’d dodged her almost invisible attack, the Doumaru’s naginata swung down and sliced off the Vanadís’s arm at the elbow.


  “You avoided that without even seeing it before?!”


  “It’s like a hidden weapon, right? I’ve seen dozens of people try the same sort of thing. It’s not just your sword that has one, either. Something is hidden in that mobile knight’s armor too, right? If you don’t use all your tricks soon, I’ll cut you to pieces before you have the chance to.”


  On Lillie’s monitor, the Sword Devil’s eyes were dark. She realized he was the sort of knight who only felt alive on the battlefield. “You have such skill, but you use it for evil?!”


  “There is no good or evil on the path of the sword—there are only serious fights to the death. Chivalry has no place on that path!”


  Lillie was astonished.


  It would have been possible to wield her greatsword with her one remaining hand, but Lillie thought that doing so against the Sword Devil would be reckless, so she tossed the weapon aside. Switching to a large rifle, she opened the petal-like binder on her back to use the ­boosters placed there and slid along the ground. The Vanadís moved swiftly, as if less affected by gravity than normal; in its wake, dust swirled up from the ground.


  Lillie raised the rifle, switched it to rapid-fire mode, and pulled the trigger. Beams fired at the rate of machine gun bullets, scorching the Doumaru’s armor. The enemy craft had to be made of rare metals, however, because a slight surface scorch was all the damage Lillie could inflict upon it.


  If the crown prince is backing him, I suppose it makes sense for his mobile knight to be of that quality.


  This was a real mobile knight, not a cheap imitation like a Zohei—and likely a superior model even within its type. The Doumaru’s movements were very similar to the Sword Devil’s own, which Kurt had witnessed back at the spaceport. That proved that the craft could replicate human movements all but perfectly. The Vanadís could do the same, though. And if there was a difference between them…


  “Do you think an attack like that will scare me? You’re just as weak as you look… There’s no strength behind your attacks!”


  The Doumaru charged right through the Vanadís’s beams, thrusters firing with every step to propel it forward.


  “You won’t catch the Vanadís with such simple movements!”


  The lily-like binder opened up, and the Vanadís used small bursts to gradually travel in a circle. As she took advantage of her craft’s superior maneuverability, Lillie also changed her gun’s firing mode. Now, when she pulled the trigger, the weapon emitted a single high-powered beam.


  The Sword Devil apparently judged such beams dangerous even to him. He swerved to avoid them. “So you fight like a dancer. Do you really think that I haven’t fought people like you on the battlefield before?”


  A cannon appeared from behind the Doumaru, and started firing in the Vanadís’s path.


  Lillie was caught off guard. He’s predicting my movements?! He’s better than me even at piloting a mobile knight, without a doubt!


  She’d thought that at least in a mobile knight she could win, but the Sword Devil and the Doumaru had shattered that illusion.


  She changed her trajectory, but before she knew it, the Doumaru’s naginata was swinging down at her. He’d gotten ahead of her, absolutely certain of where she’d go, and moved to attack her before she was even there. Lillie sacrificed her remaining arm to protect her craft’s body, but as a result, she’d now lost both her upper limbs.


  For his part, the Sword Devil looked a little surprised. “You avoided that, eh? I knew you were someone strong… I wouldn’t put you in the top ten I’ve faced, though.”


  “…I’m not done yet.” Lillie wasn’t giving up.


  Yet the Sword Devil seemed to have tired of fighting. The Doumaru shouldered its naginata. “Ugh… That’s enough. You won’t be able to defeat me like that, and the fight won’t be fun anymore either.”


  “You’re running away?!”


  “Running away? I’m just not indulging you anymore. I need to give my men an opportunity for some fun anyway.”


  When the Sword Devil mentioned his subordinates, a squad of mobile knights leaped toward them from somewhere far in the distance, landing nearby. The squad consisted of twenty-four-meter models like the Doumaru. These craft had a similar design too, but looked more like a mass-produced version; the Doumaru was more ornate. The pilots must’ve been the knights that attacked the spaceport.


  “Look—the Sword Devil’s leftovers. Eat up with gratitude, everyone.”


  “In these new mobile knights, we can finally wreak some havoc.”


  “These Garcias aren’t like any old mobile knight. They won’t break, no matter how rough we are with ’em. Now, you better not break too easily either.”


  The Doumaru had to be a customized version of a Garcia model like those standing before her now. It likely performed better than these units, but they still couldn’t be underestimated.


  “There’re…twenty of ’em, eh? Ha ha… Looks like this is as far as I go.”


  In its present condition, it would be impossible for the Vanadís to flee from this situation. Lillie realized this with a self-deprecatory grin, then frowned grimly.


  I’m just an imitation of Kurt. Nothing more than data. But…but…if I can buy time here, my existence will have meant something! “Don’t think that you’ll kill Lillie Sera Exner so easily, you wretches!”


  The armless Vanadís kicked the ground, and the crystals on its armor lit up, hidden lasers shooting out at the enemy. But the enemy seemed more focused on her name than her attack.


  “Lillie? Did House Exner have a secret child?”


  Leaping into the air, the Vanadís kicked out at one of the defenseless Garcias, striking his head. 


  The enemy pilot within was enraged. “What do you think you’re doing?! This thing’s brand new!”


  His allies laughed at him.


  “It’s your own fault you got hit.”


  “It’s a mobile knight. It’s supposed to get beaten up, idiot.”


  “Ooh—what a firecracker! I love toying with feisty girls like you!”


  The Vanadís put up a hard fight against the Garcias, but they slashed at it from behind, stripping away its armor bit by bit. They also chipped away at the distinctive binder on her back until they’d stripped her of it entirely. The scene was just like the sight of a group of ruffians assaulting a woman.


  “Not yet! I can still fight!” I need to buy more time…


  As the Garcias toyed with her, Billy told them, “You can have your fun, but we’ll be going on ahead. If you don’t finish up and follow us, we’ll abandon you.”


  Billy must’ve realized that Lillie was just buying time and decided to leave, confident that she couldn’t keep them there anymore.


  “Cecilia!” They’re taking Cecilia away… Is there nothing I can do to stop them?


  Then one Garcia grabbed the Vanadís’s ankle and slammed it to the ground.


  “Aah!”


  “Ooh, that was a sweet little noise you made. I’m going to pry open your cockpit and get a look at you.” 


  The enemy craft’s hand reached for the Vanadís’s chest.


  “So this is it… It looks like I bought enough time, though.”


  Just before the Garcia’s fingers reached their target…


  “Could you not touch that with your dirty hands? It’s mine, I’ll have you know.”


  …Lillie heard the voice she’d most longed to hear.


  And when that voice said she was his, her heart fluttered. It was a heart that shouldn’t even exist, but it still seemed as though she could hear how loudly it was pounding. It hurt.


  Turning around, Lillie saw the Avid approaching, flying just above the ground and kicking up dust as it came. It held a large beam cannon in one hand, and the high-powered beam that streaked from that weapon vaporized the top half of the Garcia trying to destroy the Vanadís.


  The Avid tossed aside its beam cannon. 


  “Duke Liam Sera Banfield will be your opponent now.”


  Before she knew it, Lillie’s hand was clutching her chest. “Liam!” She knew that he couldn’t hear her, but she couldn’t help calling his name.
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  Chapter 14:
The Avid and the Vanadís


   


  CHASING AFTER THE VANADÍS as Ciel requested, I soon hit the jackpot. I found a group of vehicles attempting to escape with Princess Cecilia, and a mobile knight squad protecting them.


  “You bought time for me, huh?”


  When I saw how damaged the Vanadís was, rage boiled inside me at the people who’d done that to it. After all the trouble I’d gone to in order to repair that craft and bring it here to Kurt, they went and ruined everything. I was the one who bought the Vanadís from the Sixth in the first place to give to Kurt, so damaging it was like picking a fight with me personally.


  “Well, that beam cannon the Seventh was so proud of burned through its barrel, so now it’s useless. Guess this is all I’ve got left.”


  I threw away the beam cannon while still in low-altitude flight, then attacked with the longsword in my left hand instead. When I reached the enemy mobile knights, they started to disperse, but the Vanadís kicked the legs out from under one of them.


  “Appreciate the assist.”


  When we rescued the members of House Exner, some Sixth Weapons Factory personnel had come along as a bonus. I spotted Mason among them, and I had him explain the Vanadís’s circumstances to me.


  When Ciel mentioned her “other brother,” she’d been talking about one feature of a new system aboard the Vanadís. That feature created a digital copy of the pilot; its role was to assist the actual pilot—a two-pilot system. The benefit of the feature was that it added an artificial personality that thought as much as possible like the human on board. It basically gave the pilot a twin who could coordinate with them perfectly, so they could pilot the craft together. The idea was that the pilot could execute more sophisticated movements if two minds were doing the work of one. This system was the reason the Vanadís had appeared to be operating unmanned.


  “And it’s pretty impressive for it to be able to operate on its own. I bet a lot of people in the Empire would flip out about that, though.”


  This new feature would likely be deemed artificial intelligence and shunned by the citizens of the Empire due to the current popular mindset there. That would lower the value of the Sixth Weapons Factory’s product, and they’d probably have to add a safety feature to future models. Right now, though, this system had come in very handy.


  The Avid’s longsword stabbed deep into the enemy craft that had failed to escape. Its limbs went flying from the heavy impact of the blow. I planted the Avid’s foot on the ground, braked, and swung my sword, tossing the unit’s torso away.


  “You touched something that belongs to me. I’m sure you were prepared to die when you did so.”


  I raised my blade and turned to the most visually unique of the enemy mobile knights, but that craft alone didn’t so much as take up its weapon against me.


   


  ***


   


  Billy watched the situation outside on a monitor in the armored car. “Even I didn’t expect him to charge in alone. I thought that he’d at least have some guards with him.”


  Although Billy was frowning, Cecilia’s mood had ­improved greatly upon Liam’s arrival, and she was urging Billy to fold. “Duke Banfield’s here now, so just give up and surrender. You know how strong he is, don’t you?”


  “I’m sure I know better than you do, at least. Duke Banfield… He’s been a frightening presence to us criminals ever since his days as a count.”


  Liam was like a natural enemy to a villain like Billy. He’d appeared all of a sudden one day, with no warning, on the Empire’s outskirts.


  “After all, bribes simply don’t work on him,” Billy continued. “Duke Banfield has wiped so many famous pirate gangs off the map… I couldn’t even tell you how many times I stopped hearing from people I was connected to, only to find out the duke killed them.”


  “Then don’t you think it’s in your best interest to surrender?”


  “No.” Billy scratched his head. “This is all the more reason I can’t surrender yet. After all, Duke Banfield doesn’t allow criminals to live. Even if he did, if I were captured here, it would just mean that I’d be silenced one way or another anyway.”


  Cecilia frowned. “Do you still think you can win, even knowing how strong he is?”


  “I’m sure there’s a chance. See right here?” Billy pointed at the Avid on the monitor. He looked excited by the sight of the mobile knight’s left hand holding its longsword. “It seems those rumors about his craft sustaining terrible damage were true. Duke Banfield is right-handed, but now he’s holding his sword in his left hand. The craft’s design diverges from how the Avid is meant to look too. You can tell that he wasn’t able to repair it fully in time.”


  Cecilia was disturbed by all the things Billy told her, but she didn’t give up. “He’s a knight who defeated a Swordmaster, you know.”


  “Swordmaster is a rank beholden to the whims of the Empire. They just give that title to those they wish to. The Sword Devil more than meets the standards for a Swordmaster. They just wouldn’t appoint him one due to a few problems with his personality, you see.”


  Deciding that there was no more point trying to convince him, Cecilia closed her mouth.


  Then Billy called out to someone who’d presumably been listening to their exchange. “Well, that’s how it is. You’ve got a perfectly decent shot at winning, Sword Devil.”


  It seemed the Sword Devil had been listening; they heard his voice in the car. “It’s the Flash. If he uses the Flash, it’ll be a problem. That’s something outside the realm of swordplay…something that has no place on the path of the sword.”


  The ease the Sword Devil had displayed earlier was now nowhere to be seen. His voice trembled with terror.


  “His craft can’t withstand the Flash,” Billy responded. “It’s in its present state because it’s wrecked every time he uses that ability.”


  “B-but…even in human combat, the Flash is dangerous! If he abandons the craft and comes outside himself…!”


  “You don’t need to worry about that. I have several snipers in place already. Unmanned anti-personnel ­weaponry too. I’ve ordered them to kill him as soon as he steps out of his craft. If he leaves the safety of that machine, they’ll wipe him from this planet’s surface instantly.”


  Cecilia was shocked at just how thorough Billy’s preparations were. To have all those contingencies in place, he must have been quite afraid of Liam. 


  “H-he really can’t use the Flash?”


  “No. I guarantee it.”


  “But what if he does anyway?”


  “Well, then we’ll both just perish, won’t we? Sword Devil…you swore to live and die on the path of the sword, didn’t you? You’re not afraid to die now, are you?” Billy asked.


  “Absolutely not!” the Sword Devil yelped in response. “B-but if I lose to him, it’ll mean a loss to Yasushi as well. I can’t allow my sword to fall short of that third-rate fraudster’s…”


  Even if the Sword Devil wasn’t afraid to die on the battlefield, ultimately losing to Yasushi was the one thing he couldn’t allow.


  Billy egged the Sword Devil on. “Then use this opportunity to prove yourself. Prove that you’re stronger than the Way of the Flash. Don’t worry… The perfect opportunity has been prepared for you. He can’t use his Flash, and the mobile knight he’s so proud of is only functioning after drastic emergency repairs. I’ve got intel from the Army stating that he hasn’t used the Flash since coming here either.”


  It hadn’t been reported to him that Liam had used the Flash, but their ground forces were in such disarray that that couldn’t really be relied upon—so, technically, Billy wasn’t telling the truth. Still, he thought there was a good chance he was right anyway.


  The Sword Devil seemed emboldened by Billy’s words; he was back to his usual self. “I see… Now Yasushi will finally stop tormenting me. I’ll kill Liam and let the whole world know that the Way of the Flash is a bogus sword style! To that end…I’ll fight Liam today!”


  Billy sighed quietly with relief. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”


  As the pair had that conversation, of course, the Garcias that surrounded Liam were being turned into scrap one after another.


   


  ***


   


  Inside the Doumaru, the Sword Devil watched with bloodshot eyes as his ally Garcias were reduced to shrapnel.


  “Hwuh ha! Hwuh ha ha ha! They’re twenty-four-meter craft too, but so different! Still, impressive, considering how trashed your machine is!”


  The Sword Devil laughed, cold sweat dripping down his brow, as he carefully observed the Avid’s movements. The craft was swinging its longsword, but it seemed to use its whole body to do so. The movements were skillful, considering that Liam’s right hand was dominant, but they did seem to lack some essential luster.


  “He uses that sword so skillfully, even without his right arm…and yet…”


  The Sword Devil’s cold sweat eventually stopped flowing, and his eyes became less bloodshot. Judging the Avid to be no threat to him, he regained his calm.


  His allies tried to run in fear as the Avid rampaged through them. These pilots were all convicts in the first place, so they had no qualms about desertion in the face of the enemy. The Sword Devil wouldn’t normally have paid them any mind, but he did catch hold of one craft before it could escape.


  “H-help me! There’s no way we can beat that monster!”


  “Don’t run… Fight until the end, so I can gather more information about him.”


  “Hell no!”


  “I see…”


  Determining that this ally would no longer be of any use to him, the Sword Devil drew a different weapon from his naginata—a short sword—and stabbed it into the craft’s cockpit. Then he showed the impaled craft to those allies who were still fighting.


  “Try to run, and I’ll kill you. Fight until the end, all of you.”


  He’d never had any concern for allies in the first place. In prison, when he’d beaten people who annoyed him, he’d found himself standing on top of them before he knew it. Thus, it didn’t bother him at all to use up the people who came along with him.


  The former convicts now had no escape. They were trapped between Liam and the Sword Devil.


  “Damn! Let’s kill this Liam bastard and—”


  A Garcia tried a last-ditch attack on the Avid, swinging down a large battle-ax. The Avid’s longsword caught that blow, deflecting it, so that the axhead slid along the sword with sparks flying. The Garcia lost its balance, and when it tried to right itself, the Avid swung its longsword to the side—separating the Garcia’s top half from its bottom.


  The Sword Devil was impressed. “Hmm. He has a firm grasp of the basics. He’s more than skilled enough like this, but…although he sometimes puts his right hand on his sword’s hilt with the left, he doesn’t actually use it.”


  As the Sword Devil identified the Avid’s weakness, his mouth stretched into a crescent-moon smile.


  “Did they force on a new arm from a mobile knight with a different frame? His craft is clearly expensive, so did they just not have time to order and attach proper replacement parts?”


  The Avid was an old mobile knight that had been upgraded countless times to reach its current capabilities. At this point, its parts were hopelessly complex, so they weren’t easily replaceable like the parts of a mass-produced Moheive. That was the Sword Devil’s guess, in any case. If each and every part used in the craft was special-order, maintenance would naturally be hellishly difficult. That meant the craft’s right arm was essentially useless.


  Slowly, the Sword Devil came to understand the Avid’s weak points. “Its movement is centered around its left leg. It looks complete enough on the outside, but its internal machinery must be a mess.”


  The Sword Devil’s communications system was still connected to his allies, so as he sat musing with a wide grin, he heard the Garcias’ pilots wailing and screaming.


  The Avid also seemed to be moving cautiously, as if wary of the watchful Doumaru.


  “Does he realize that I’ll be a tough opponent to beat? I suppose he’s not called Pirate Hunter Liam for nothing. He certainly is the sort of monster who’d make villains quake with fear, but this time around…I think he’s let his guard down a little too far.”


  It was unlucky for Liam that he’d acted on his own to save his friends.


  The Sword Devil felt sure of his victory as he watched the Avid destroy the last Garcia. The Doumaru took up its naginata, its shoulder cannons also deploying.


  “Since your trusty mobile knight is in such a sorry state, this is my one-in-a-million chance!”


  He knew Liam wasn’t at his best at this moment, but that was precisely why he had to settle things with the Way of the Flash—with Yasushi—here and now.


  “I cannot allow myself to lose to Yasushi’s disciple! When I saw you that day, I ran, and I must now part with the version of me who did so. For that indignity, you must die!”


  The Doumaru slashed at the Avid, aiming for its right leg, and the Avid struggled to defend itself against the blow. The Doumaru’s naginata and the Avid’s longsword clashed. When they struck each other, the two weapons—both crafted with rare metals—produced sparks in all different colors, unlike when they met the weapons of other mobile knights.


  As these sparks bathed both the Doumaru and the Avid, the Sword Devil’s eyes widened at the Avid’s ability to endure every blow he hit it with.


  He grinned. “I’m impressed that you can go toe-to-toe with me like this, even without being capable of using the Flash. However…!”


  The Doumaru kicked the Avid’s right leg out from underneath it. The Sword Devil wasn’t concerned about fighting solely with a blade; his particular style was a practical one in which he used everything available in order to seize victory. And, the way it was now, the Avid’s right leg was a weakness.


  Liam bore the attacks as best he could, but the Avid buckled slightly. Any other knight might’ve missed that opening, but the Sword Devil made sure not to.


  “Begone from my siiiiight!” he cried.


  Attacking from below on a diagonal, the Doumaru succeeded in damaging the Avid, which was too slow to respond. The blow was neither shallow nor deep—it wasn’t fatal, by any means—but it proved that the Sword Devil’s blade could destroy the Avid.


  Sure of his superiority now, the Sword Devil finally reclaimed his old self. There was no longer any sign of the man who was so terrified of the Way of the Flash.


  “Now let’s continue!”


   


  ***


   


  “He managed to injure my Avid? So his weapon is special-order too…”


  The enemy’s mobile knight looked as if it had received quite a few customizations. Still, compared to the Avid, it fell short as a weapon. On the other hand, the naginata the craft wielded was seemingly built with quite a budget just to destroy the Avid.


  “How irritating.”


  The foe’s mobile knight itself was undoubtedly inferior to the Avid, but it was clearly special-order nonetheless; it was likely superior to something like a Nemain. The pilot inside was notably skilled as well. To be able to corner me as many times as he had—even if I couldn’t use the Flash—indicated that this guy was no ordinary knight.


  I quickly considered how to escape this situation. If I could buy time, my allies would arrive eventually. Then they could surround the enemy and take him down for me.


  “But my pride won’t allow that!”


  This might very well be my last time in the Avid. I planned to repair it properly, of course—and it was still dear to me, since I’d incorporated the Machine Heart into it—but there was a good chance that I would fight future battles in a new craft. Even if I piloted the Avid once in a while for fun, it didn’t seem as though it would fight with me any longer after this.


  “I’ll beat you with the Avid!” I cried.


  I readied my sword to swing at the enemy before me. But just then…


  “Wha—?! There was another… Damn!”


  When I sensed the presence of another enemy, I tried to back up, but when I did, my right leg broke. It hadn’t been able to endure my enemy’s persistent targeting.


  A moment later, beams came from every direction and struck the Avid. It managed to generate a defense field, but the reduced power behind that field made it easy to breach, and the beams scorched the Avid’s armor.


   


  ***


   


  When beams assaulted the Avid, the Sword Devil clicked his tongue.


  “Damn you, Billy! You should just have left him to me!”


  Billy must’ve been listening in, because he quickly came in over communications to explain why he’d ­attacked. “I just thought it was the perfect opportunity to snipe him, and it didn’t go too badly, did it?”


  “Don’t get in my way! This is a fight between me and Yasushi!”


  “Sorry, but I don’t have much time here. If you don’t finish things up soon, I’ll have to leave you behind. Would you be okay with that?”


  If Billy left him behind on this planet, the Sword Devil would likely be apprehended by House Banfield. However strong the Doumaru was, it couldn’t keep fighting forever.


  Yet the Sword Devil didn’t seem to mind the idea of being slain here. “If I can’t win, I may as well be dead. I’ll just end up undergoing more sleepless nights of rage and fear. If I can cap my loser’s life off with a victory at the end, then I won’t mind dying here.”


  Billy sighed quietly. “Well, I didn’t dislike you. I thought we could make good business partners going forward, so it’s too bad. Nevertheless, in that case, we’ll be going.”


  “Do what you want. I’m grateful to you too, you know. You’ve given me the opportunity to kill Liam, after all.”


  The Doumaru approached the singed Avid. It had lost its right arm and leg but still stood upright, using its sword as a cane. The beams had seemingly only damaged the craft’s surface and its jury-rigged limbs. It was so off-balance now, though, it wouldn’t be able to defeat the Doumaru.


  “I’ll give you an honorable death, Liam! And when I defeat you, that will mean I’ve surpassed Yasushi’s sword!”


  This whole time, the Sword Devil’s head had been full of nothing but Yasushi.


   


  ***


   


  From the Vanadís’s cockpit, Lillie watched the Avid use its longsword as a cane. She’d never seen the craft driven so far into a corner before.


  “Liam…Liam!”


  She yanked on her control sticks, trying to move the Vanadís, but her craft wouldn’t cooperate. It was no wonder; the Vanadís was at its limit. She hadn’t even realized it, but the internal battery that maintained its systems was almost depleted.


  “No! I can’t just disappear like this!” Although Lillie was desperate to help Liam in any way she could, she was nothing more than data. There were limits to what she could accomplish. “I’m not even able…to leave here…or save the person I love…”


  Tears of frustration spilled from her eyes. They might only have been generated images, but they represented real emotions to her. She was only a copy of a facet of Kurt, yet she truly existed in this moment.


  “How…how pathetic an existence am I?”


  As tears spilled down Lillie’s face, she sensed a presence. She looked toward the other side of the cockpit, which should’ve been empty, and thought that she saw something on the seat. There was too much noise to make it out clearly, but it looked a little like a dog—a dog sitting at attention in the pilot’s seat.


  “Ha ha… Am I malfunctioning? I’m seeing things now…” 


  Since she was connected to the Vanadís, Lillie already knew that there were no vital signs within the cockpit; clearly, this dog she was seeing didn’t exist. Still, although the noise was so severe that she only discerned a faint outline of the creature, it did look like a dog to her.


  The dog began to trot toward Lillie…and passed through the monitor, entering the cockpit space that didn’t actually exist. Lillie was shocked, but not frightened of the dog that passed through the wall. She felt warmth from the creature, if anything.


  “Are you…here to help me?”


   


  ***


   


  In the Avid’s cockpit, Liam was uncharacteristically anxious.


  “This isn’t going well.”


  His eyes were focused on his sword, which was sheathed in a holder in the cockpit. The situation might have looked dire for him, but Liam didn’t think he was in danger yet. After all, if he released a Flash from inside the cockpit, he could deal with the mobile knight before him easily enough.


  “If I leave the cockpit, though, I’ll be sniped… So I can’t go out there unprotected.”


  Under these circumstances, it would be difficult for Liam to leave the cockpit to attack the enemy craft with his sword. But if he remained inside the Avid, things would be different. This space was sturdy enough to protect him from any amount of sniping. The Seventh Weapons Factory’s focus on function over cost effectiveness wasn’t for nothing.


  Still, Liam’s affection for the Avid—his fixation on it—made him hesitate to do so.


  If he used the Flash in here, Liam himself would strike the final blow against the Avid. If the Flash had broken so much of its internal machinery even when the craft was in top form, then in the Avid’s current state, the Flash would likely smash it to bits. Even with the Machine Heart, there’d be no coming back from it.


  The idea of going that route tormented Liam, and watching him suffer that torment was the Avid itself, with its Machine Heart.


  …Pathetic.


  So the Avid thought.


  It considered itself terribly pathetic, since it couldn’t beat the enemy before it and was causing its master so much trouble. Ever since receiving the Machine Heart, and even before that, Liam had treated it with great care.


  How much time had passed after Alistair stopped being able to pilot it? The Avid was neglected through almost all of that time. No one spared it a glance until Liam fixed it up, and he’d fought with it ever since. Now that Liam had gotten too strong for it, though, the Avid was being left behind.


  I’m pathetic.


  The Avid felt pathetic due to its own weakness; it felt pathetic because it couldn’t help Liam in his time of need.


  That was when its Machine Heart heard a voice. A woman’s voice, from another mobile knight that a soul had come to reside in. A voice saying that it felt pathetic.


  Was it coincidence, or a miracle? The Avid felt as though some guiding force was drawing it to the Vanadís. Turning clumsily on its one leg, it lurched away from the enemy as if to flee.


  “What is it, Avid? Why are you taking the controls from me?!”


  When the Avid turned its back to the enemy, Liam was confused. Nevertheless, the Avid just continued to head to the location the voice had come from—to the Vanadís.


  The Vanadís somehow managed to right its upper half, staring up at the Avid. The Avid felt somehow certain that the Vanadís was telling it to make use of it.


  The Avid tossed its sword forward, and it pierced the ground beside the Vanadís.


  “You’re not going to listen to me, Avid?!”


  Behind them, the enemy craft approached with its naginata.


  Before Liam could make up his mind to use the Flash, the Avid’s hand reached the Vanadís.


   


  ***


   


  This sight was exactly what the Sword Devil had most longed to see.


  When the Avid turned its back to him, fleeing clumsily on one leg, he was speechless for a moment. Plenty of people had run from him on the battlefield before, but he’d never thought that he’d see the Avid do so.


  “Hwuh ha! Hwuh ha ha ha! Liam himself has turned his back to me to flee like the pathetic wretch he is! This is it! This is what I stayed alive all this time to see!”


  The Doumaru chased after the Avid, gripping its naginata. The Sword Devil aimed the weapon at the Avid’s back, intending to thrust it straight into the cockpit with one blow. Just then, the Avid tossed its sword away, perhaps deciding that it was a hindrance.


  “Trying to lighten yourself enough to get away? It’s too late!” Ah… Now I can finally return to the path of the sword… I can return to being the real me, no longer tormented by that damn Yasushi.


  Full of elation and a deep sense of accomplishment, the Sword Devil moved to pierce the Avid with his naginata—when bright light enveloped everything before him.


  “A flashbang?! What a cheap trick… Whoa!”


  At first, he thought that the Avid was simply engaging in one final, futile struggle. A moment later, though, there was a shockwave that threw the Doumaru back a short distance. He thought that the Avid might have self-destructed, but then it wouldn’t have had any reason to flee beforehand, so he quickly raised his weapon again.


  “Reinforcements? Or…”


  The bright light had overpowered his main screen, but the display quickly recovered from the glare, and a clear image returned. Before him, the Sword Devil saw a cloud of dust…and inside it, a mobile knight.


  “It’s trying to catch me off guard… Wha—?!”


  The wind finally cleared the dust away, but the mobile knight standing there wasn’t the Avid the Sword Devil had been facing. The previously black Avid had turned white; it had also regained all its limbs, taking on its original form again.


  On top of that, its large, distinctive shields had been restored. These weren’t the brutish shields the Avid had usually sported, though—they were much more elegant.


  Light-green crystals dotted the Avid’s body, as well as its left-hand shield. They didn’t suit the Avid’s plain design; they were like flower petals that had been forced open indelicately. In particular, while the shield might have suited the Vanadís, it looked mismatched on the Avid.


  The Avid also held the longsword it had tossed away in its right hand, and the Vanadís’s greatsword in its left.


  The craft—which appeared to have been painted white and decorated with crystals—now looked completely out of place on the battlefield. It resembled a mobile knight wearing formal dress. The Sword Devil wondered whether he was hallucinating it.


  Surrounded by sparkling particles of light, the Avid somehow looked divine.


  “What did it do? What’s happening?!”


  The white Avid’s two green eyes glinted, as if they could look straight into the Doumaru’s cockpit and see the Sword Devil.
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  “Eek!”


  Inside the Doumaru, the Sword Devil leaped back in fear. Was he dreaming? Was this reality? Such questions caused him to freeze.


  “I thought I’d finally cornered you, and you still had something like this up your sleeve, Yasushi?!”


  The Sword Devil was so panicked that he couldn’t even tell whether it was Liam or Yasushi in front of him now. Hopelessly confused, he waited to see what his adversary would do, the Doumaru poised at the ready.


   


  ***


   


  “What just happened? What is this?”


  Inside the Avid’s cockpit, I was focused on figuring out what had taken place. The enemy was on his guard as well, positioned at a distance, so I had time to assess things.


  Before I realized what was going on, the Avid’s lost limbs had been restored, but the arm I could see from my cockpit was white. The details were all wrong too.


  This craft still retained some of the Avid’s characteristics, and the cockpit hadn’t changed, but it had a strange feeling of wrongness. And although it wasn’t unpleasant, I seemed to sense someone else in my cockpit…a presence apart from the Avid.


  “Who’s there? Who’s in here with me?” I looked around, yet no one but me was in there. 


  Then, however, I heard a voice in the cockpit. The voice—which I could have sworn I’d heard somewhere before—told me, “Don’t worry. Believe in your Avid. It wants to fight with you.”


  Displayed on my screen was the Avid’s current form, with a white exterior and a restored arm and leg. The large shield on its left side had a distinctive design, but the only other change I could see was the crystals that decorated its body. Those crystals stored energy, so they weren’t just decorative.


  “Hey, hold on. Have I got double my usual power? What’s going on here? Is this because of the Machine Heart too?”


  I couldn’t understand what was happening…but the reality that I needed to defeat the enemy in front of me hadn’t changed. I gripped my control sticks, making the Avid hold up my longsword…and, before I realized it, I’d held up a greatsword too. I had no idea where that weapon had come from, but it was a flashy thing covered in crystals, just like my new shield. The greatsword clearly wasn’t just for show, however. I could faintly make out a pattern on the flat of the blade, as well as a crest with a design that resembled the family crest of House Exner.


  “There’s no time to worry about this right now. I’ll use this situation to crush the enemy before me!”


  In response to my voice, the Avid’s engine groaned, and the large shield on its left side glowed brightly.


  I didn’t realize what had occurred until explosions went off in four different places around me. They were roughly in the spots where I believed the enemies who’d sniped at the Avid were probably positioned.


  “Did you take care of those snipers for me?”


  The Avid had located the snipers after they moved following their last shots and eliminated them with…some sort of luminescent attack.


  I spurred the white Avid forward, approaching the enemy before me. My craft’s movements were lighter than usual, seemingly due to the shield on its left. It wasn’t using thrusters or anything; it seemed to be ­manipulating its own weight as it moved. This support was considerate…but it wasn’t from the Avid. Someone else, in addition to the Avid, was assisting with my piloting.


  All of a sudden, I felt as if someone else’s warm hands were atop mine on the control sticks, and I heard that voice again. “It’s okay. This little one can still fight. It wants to grow.”


  “I see…”


  It seemed like that voice was translating the Avid’s perspective for me, informing me of its desire to remain my fighting partner.


  “So you’ll keep fighting with me?”


  I guessed that, now that I was thinking about developing a new craft, the Avid wanted to tell me that it could keep going, and that its new form must be another message it had sent me.


  Clutching the control sticks, I put the Avid in a ready stance.


  “Sorry for the wait,” I said to my opponent. “From now on, I’ll face you with my full strength.”


  I swung my greatsword at the enemy craft a few times. Unlike before, the foe was now clearly having trouble. Its naginata continued to block my strikes, but each impact deflected that weapon’s blade some distance.


  “Looks like I win in a contest of strength.”


  The enemy must’ve realized that too. Their craft stopped trying to overpower me, the pilot inside beginning to make full use of their skill instead. The craft tried to maneuver into a superior position, but the Avid moved faster.


  The enemy was wielding its naginata skillfully, so I mimicked its movements. Sparks flew between us several times, but I maintained my upper hand.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Is this all you can do without a leg up?”


  I kicked the enemy away, putting some distance ­between us, then slowly raised both the longsword and the greatsword. My enemy held up its naginata as well; we both intended to end this match with the next blow.


  Then, though, neither of us moved our craft. We couldn’t. We were both aware that our opponent was skilled at swordplay and piloting, so we could anticipate each other’s movements to a degree, and thus couldn’t easily make the first move.


  “You’re not going to use the Flash?” the voice asked.


  It was true that I could’ve taken care of an enemy like this easily with the Flash, but I chose not to.


  “I don’t need it,” I said.


  The moment I did, the enemy craft made its move. It feinted swiftly; for a moment, I saw its afterimage between us. Only a truly skilled pilot could have pulled off something like that.


  Kicking off from the ground, I charged forward, swinging the Avid’s greatsword down diagonally. The foe and I passed one another and stopped with our backs to each other, weapons down.


  I let out a breath and relaxed the Avid’s stance, swinging both swords as if to flick blood from them. I moved to stow both blades on my back, but a magic circle appeared so I could store them via spatial magic. So that function had been restored to the Avid as well.


  “You were definitely strong, but the Avid and I were stronger,” I remarked. “That’s the only reason for this battle’s outcome.”


  I’d refrained from using the Flash in order to prove that the Avid and I were strong enough without it.


  I slowly turned the Avid around. When I did, I saw the enemy craft’s back: It had been severed from the left shoulder to the right hip, and the top half was sliding down off the bottom. As soon as it fell away completely, the craft exploded, and a shockwave hit the Avid.


  As the craft burst into flames, spewing black smoke, I looked down at my right hand. “He got away…”


  “You can tell?”


  “It’s just a feeling I have.”


  I’d destroyed the enemy craft, but I sensed that the pilot had managed to escape. I would normally have pursued him to apprehend him, but I had bigger fish to fry right now.


  In the distance, there was a rumble, and an enemy ship rocketed up toward the sky. By the time I heard the noise, the ship was already leaving the atmosphere.


  “He added a booster to a high-speed ship? At this rate, they’ll get away. I’d like to tell our allies to get out in front of them, but I’m not sure I have time.”


  Besides, my allies were still engaged in a fierce battle with the enemy fleet in space, and I didn’t think that I could pull them away from that fight to go after this ship. It would also be extremely difficult for anyone here on the planet to pursue and capture the vessel. If I went that route, there was a good chance the enemy would get away.


  As I considered whether I could go after it myself and catch up, the Avid spread its main arms. Calculations filled the cockpit’s interior screen.


  “What are you doing, Avid?”


  As if sensing my anxiety, the kind voice comforted me. “Don’t worry… As it is now, this little one can definitely catch up. Where is it you want to go? Come—picture it.” 


  When the voice said that, particles of light began drifting around the Avid. A magic circle appeared before me, complex and many-layered. 


  When I understood what the Avid and the voice planned, my eyes widened. “We’re going to jump on our own?!”


  I’d heard that the Sixth Weapons Factory had figured out how to perform a short-distance warp using just a mobile knight. However, I’d also heard that that only worked if a device known as a “pin” was in place at the destination you wished to warp to. Yet the Avid and the voice planned to warp completely autonomously, without such a pin.


  I closed my eyes and concentrated. The Avid and voice seemed to be guiding me, and I saw a mental image of the enemy’s location at that moment.


  “We can’t let them get away… We need to get ahead of them.”


  The light particles enveloped the Avid, and the magic circle widened, growing even more complex.


  Then the voice said, “Let’s go, Liam. Commencing jump…”


  The magic circle sucked the Avid in.




  Chapter 15:
Inherited Ties


   


  HAVING ESCAPED THE DOUMARU’S COCKPIT, the Sword Devil pushed his superhuman physique to its limits to run away. When he kicked off from the ground, he’d left deep footprints behind, and the sandals he’d been wearing had already torn away, so he was barefoot.


  Desperation was plain on the Sword Devil’s face as he ran. Impossible, impossible, impossible, impossible, impossible… It’s impossible for something like that to happen on the battlefield! That didn’t count… Yes, that match was invalid!


  During their battle, Liam’s Avid had transformed. So even if the Sword Devil’s own craft was destroyed as a result, it didn’t count as him losing to Liam. He’d convinced himself of that.


  He hadn’t lost to Liam—so he hadn’t lost to Yasushi either.


  That’s right. I just need to survive. Survive, survive, survive! If I go after them enough times, then one day, I’ll find my chance for victory!


  Leaping over the craters of what had only just been a battlefield, the Sword Devil eventually reached the mountain of rubble that, before, had been the city. When he realized that the scenery around him had changed, he finally calmed down. “Haah…haah… For now, I need to hide, so that I can survive this. Fortunately, there are plenty of places to lie low on a planet devastated by war.”


  The Sword Devil felt no remorse for the devastation he and his allies had caused. In fact, he approached a body buried under the rubble and stripped it of its clothes. Digging through the pockets, he found an ID. He used his new clothes to wipe the blood off it and studied it, then tossed it away.


  “That was an Imperial soldier! If I used that ID, I’d just get captured!”


  The Sword Devil planned to steal an ID, then lie low on House Exner’s planet until he found an opportunity to escape into space. 


  He gripped his sword hilt. “Maybe it’d be better to take the ID of someone living? I’ll have to find a fitting victim.”


  He would do anything he necessary to survive.


  Just then, the Sword Devil smelled something unusual on the battlefield. It wasn’t the scent of blood and guts, nor of gunpowder—it was a distinctive odor that people like him gave off.


  Although he’d perceived it as a smell, it really wasn’t. That was just his initial impression when he picked up on it. Still, his intuition proved correct. Emerging from a half-destroyed building was a young woman with long hair and a sheathed naginata in her hand. She wore hakama, like the Sword Devil did, and even wooden geta sandals. Those shoes clacked as she walked over the debris-strewn street. She seemed to be announcing herself to her enemies.


  The Sword Devil gripped his sword hilt and bent his knees, taking a battle-ready stance. “Didn’t think I’d run into a likeminded foe here.” Can I get away? No…I doubt it. She must’ve come out here because she sensed me as well.


  The Sword Devil felt the woman acknowledge him as she approached. She didn’t seem at all nervous about his presence. It was as though she’d come to say, “I know you’re here.”


  The young woman looked irritated, as if she didn’t like what the Sword Devil had said. “You think we’re the same? Don’t be so full of yourself. I just came out to play because I thought there might be someone a little fun out here.”


  Cold sweat dripped down the Sword Devil’s face as the woman stood there, not taking a stance. “‘Play,’ you say? Many strong adversaries have challenged the Sword Devil only to be cut down. I’ll add you to their number.” A little girl like this is making me sweat?! Why is she so intimidating? I’ve only ever sensed a presence like this from Liam…


  Arriving at one possible conclusion, the Sword Devil slowly unsheathed his blade. “I call myself the Sword Devil. My style is my own and has no name,” he told the woman. “Would you tell me your name? I like to learn the names of strong opponents.”


  The woman smirked, her naginata still sheathed. “A name is considered a gift you can take with you to the afterlife, right? My brother apprentice taught me that. You give your opponent your name because then they’ll have a story to bring to the afterlife. So I’ll tell you. My name’s Riho Satsuki…”


  Riho stood completely open before the Sword Devil, as if she couldn’t even imagine losing to him. But the Sword Devil was confident that he could reach her in an instant and cut her head off before she’d drawn her weapon. He pictured doing so repeatedly while she spoke, intending to execute the move as soon as she fell silent. 


  However, Riho’s next words ruined his plan. “…and I use the strongest sword style in the universe—the Way of the Flash.”


  The Sword Devil’s eyes widened at those words. “The Way of the Flaaaaash?!”


  He moved to slash at Riho exactly as he’d imagined. His ­attack wasn’t for the purpose of victory, though—it was to mask the terror he felt. The woman before him claimed to practice the sword style Yasushi had developed, so if the Sword Devil could defeat her, it would redeem him.


  As the Sword Devil closed the distance between them, Riho just stood there grinning, her weapon still undrawn.


  I’ve won! the Sword Devil thought.


  He unleashed the slash that should have beheaded her, sure of his victory, but Riho’s head remained attached to her shoulders. The Sword Devil leaped back in surprise, and that was when he realized.


  “M-my arms…”


  His arms had been sliced off and sent flying through the air. By the time he observed that, they were already hitting the ground.


  The Sword Devil slowly sat down, staring at the fallen limbs. He didn’t feel their loss, nor the frustration of having lost the fight. As he sat there, dazed, Riho walked toward him, her naginata finally drawn.


  “I suppose you get passing marks,” she told him. “I had a little fun.”


  Although a being that had hardly even noticed him was coming to remove his head from his shoulders, the Sword Devil didn’t run. He did address Riho, however.


  “Are you Yasushi’s apprentice?”


  Riho stopped at those words, and the air around her changed. She was clearly annoyed at him. “Don’t speak my master’s name so lightly. I was going to end this quickly, but now I think I’ll make it last.”


  The Sword Devil smiled faintly at the darkness Riho now displayed. “You are the same as me.”


  “What was that?” 


  Riho was glaring at him, but the Sword Devil continued fearlessly. He knew that he was about to die miserably, but he accepted that. “You give off the same smell I do. Sooner or later, you’ll walk the same path I have. As one who’s fallen from a righteous path, I can tell.”


  From the moment he’d decided to walk the path of the sword, he’d been prepared—he’d been determined that, even if he fell from grace, he’d still master the blade. To that end, he’d endured training no normal person could have withstood, cutting down countless swordsmen. He’d defended space pirates just because the pay was good as a way to survive. He’d killed knights who’d sworn their lives to protecting people and watched as pirates plundered planets.


  It had all been to perfect his swordplay, but now the Sword Devil smiled in self-deprecation. To think that I’d stray from the path of humanity, and it would be Yasushi’s disciples who got in my way… How ironic.


  From the Sword Devil’s perspective, Yasushi was less than third-rate as a swordsman; he was an utterly ­unremarkable person. Yet of all the countless swordsmen he’d fought, it was Yasushi who always remained in his mind.


  I never sensed a bit of talent from him. He was all talk…a vulgar man who could do nothing but suck up to those around him. I didn’t think he could train swordsmen like this.


  When the Sword Devil realized that Yasushi had trained not just Liam, but Riho—both swordsmen who’d surpassed him—he finally acknowledged and accepted his loss.


  Nevertheless, Yasushi, your disciples will one day walk the same path I have… Isn’t that ironic as well?


  Yasushi had gone down a different path than him, but the Sword Devil sensed that this apprentice was cut from the same cloth as he himself was.


  Riho bristled as though she didn’t accept his prediction. “Don’t compare me to a weakling like you. Do you think I’ll let you die easily after hearing you spew all this nonsense…?”


  Her threats didn’t cow the Sword Devil. He looked as though he’d been freed from whatever had been possessing him. “After all I’ve done, I don’t expect a good death. But in the end, I was never able to beat Yasushi, was I? That’s my only regret.”


  “You know Master Yasushi personally? Well—if that’s the case, I just might kill you quickly.”


  “That’s not necessary. I wasn’t on good terms with the man, and I knew him before I started calling myself the Sword Devil. I’m sure he’s long forgotten me.”


  Sounding nostalgic, he began reminiscing about his days at the same dojo as Yasushi.


  “Way back when, he had just arrived at the dojo I also attended. He was a rotten brother apprentice, but he was good at currying favor with those around him, and I disliked him for that.”


  The Sword Devil could hardly believe that he was reminiscing in this way. Maybe it was because he sensed a kindred spirit in Riho. 


  Riho just listened to the Sword Devil without interrupting. He continued to speak, but blood poured from his severed arms, so his consciousness was fading.


  “When was it…? It was when I left the dojo and vowed to walk the path of the sword. I didn’t like him, so I took a wooden sword and… To think I’d hear Yasushi’s name now…and not only that…to think that he’d be the one to throw my life so off course…”


  Riho slowly put away her naginata; a sharp sound rang out as the blade met its sheath. The Sword Devil’s head fell from his neck, and Riho turned to walk away.


  “You think that I’ll fall from grace…? Don’t make me laugh, you liar. Still, I suppose I’ll ask Master about you when I get back. I might as well, anyway.”


  Although Riho had called the Sword Devil a liar, she was curious to hear whether his tale about her master was true. Deciding to ask Yasushi about it when she returned, she set out to find her next prey.


   


  ***


   


  Billy and Cecilia were on a ship classified as a high-speed vessel, developed with a focus on speed over power. Such ships didn’t function well in fleets, but their prowess in special missions was prized. In fact, Billy had chosen this exact ship for its speed, in case he needed to escape the planet.


  The high-speed ship’s bridge was only as big as it ­absolutely needed to be, with none of the embellishments nobles preferred. With the full bridge crew in place, it felt cramped.


  “We successfully left the atmosphere and detached the booster,” Billy remarked. “Now we’ll rendezvous with the dispatched fleet and borrow some guard ships to make our escape to the Capital Planet.”


  Cecilia was absolutely disgusted with him. “I didn’t expect that you’d even have a booster prepared for your escape. This ship could leave the atmosphere on its own, couldn’t it?”


  A high-speed ship was indeed capable of doing so, but Billy was so thorough that he’d prepared the booster to supplement that. 


  “What if we didn’t make it in time?” he pointed out. “But we did manage to escape, which proves that I made the right call.” Relieved that he’d fled successfully, Billy asked the ship’s captain about the state of the battle. “How’s the fleet doing?”


  “They’re putting up a good fight. It’d be hard to say that they have the upper hand, though.”


  “If we have to, we can escape on our own…but it’d be annoying to get caught by space pirates. Use my magisterial authority to get us some guards.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  As soon as the high-speed ship rendezvoused with its allies, it would likely execute a short-distance warp. Cecilia sat with her hands clasped atop her knees, tears spilling from her eyes. Since they were in zero gravity, those tears floated around her as small orbs of water.


  “In the end, I couldn’t even do anything…”


  As she agonized to herself, a fleet of about a hundred ships approached to meet up with their vessel.


  “Allies heading this way to rendezvous,” announced an operator. “There’s about a hundred of them, but…” The operator glanced at Billy.


  He was stroking his chin in thought. “That should be enough. It’s not many, considering our cargo, but we can’t spare any more time. As soon as they’re close enough, initiate a short-distance warp.”


  A hundred ships had broken off from the fleet engaged in battle, but House Banfield had so few forces that they couldn’t pursue them.


  The brigadier general in charge of the hundred ships connected to the high-speed ship and declared, “We will now act as the magistrate’s guard.”


  Billy wanted to confirm the state of the battle with the brigadier general. “Thank you. So how are things going in space?”


  “House Banfield is putting up a fierce fight. Our allies are fighting just as fiercely, but we’re being pushed back. If we keep at it, however, I believe we’ll win in the end. Victory is only a matter of time.”


  “I see. I appreciate your assistance, Brigadier General,” Billy said. When the call ended, though, he grumbled about his ally’s wording. “Just how many men am I going to lose here? House Banfield is such a pain.”


  “You had no faith in your fleet to begin with, did you?” Cecilia asked him coldly. “If you had, you wouldn’t have prepared so thoroughly to escape.”


  Although he’d commanded a force of thirty thousand ships, he’d been doubtful of them from the start.


  Billy scratched his head. “I was just cautious because I was up against House Banfield. It seems House Banfield was also a little too hasty this time, however. If they’d managed to gather a few more forces themselves, things might’ve been different…”


  He was about to comment that slightly more even numbers could’ve changed the course of the battle entirely, but a bridge crew member interrupted him. “A warp signal?! Someone’s warping out from a short-distance jump close by!”


  When they heard that someone had emerged from a short-distance warp near them, everyone on the bridge expected to see a spaceship appear.


  “What idiot’s warping right into a battle?” Billy muttered sourly.


  One thing you had to be careful about when warping was where you came out. If there was nothing there, you’d be fine. But you’d have trouble if, for instance, you warped someplace where a lot of asteroids were floating around. In this case, someone had warped into a battlefield where both sides’ forces were scattered all over the place, so it was only natural that Billy considered whoever it was to be a fool.


  The question was whether it was an enemy, an ally, or someone else altogether.


  The craft that suddenly appeared caught everyone off guard. The bridge crew watched it with wide eyes.


  “Warp out confirmed… A-a mobile knight?! It’s an enemy mobile knight!”


  The captain ordered that the craft’s image be displayed on the monitor. “Did they get out ahead of us and send out a mobile knight squad?! How idiotic! Put the enemy squad onscreen!” He seemed to think that House Banfield had warped some mobile knights here from their ships in order to apprehend them.


  The bridge crew refuted this idea, though. “N-no! It’s the Avid that warped out… Duke Banfield’s craft, and no others!”


  When they heard that just one craft had been sent to capture them, those on the bridge went into an uproar.


  Upon hearing the operator’s report, Billy took action immediately, confirming the craft onscreen for himself. His eyes went wide when he saw it. It was the Avid that had burst from the magic circle, clad in particles of light…and yet its form had changed. Even its color was different. It was just barely similar enough to the original craft to recognize as the Avid.


  “A white mobile knight? I’ve never seen one that looked like this, though. Is it a new version of the same model?” Billy was frustrated by the sight of the white mobile knight that so resembled the Avid. “So he already had a new model prepared? Why didn’t he use it in the first place, then?”


  If Liam had possessed something like a new or next-gen Avid, he should’ve used it earlier. Billy found himself considering the duke’s reasons for not doing so; then he gasped and shook his head, telling himself that there was no time to worry about such a thing.


  “Hurry up with the short-distance warp! We don’t have time to wait for the guard ships—”


  Before he even finished, the high-speed ship rocked beneath Billy. He wasn’t secured into a seat, so the movement threw him upward, and he struck his back against the ceiling.


  Watching the screen, Cecilia cried, “He made it in time!”


   


  ***


   


  “Looks like you pulled this off without issue. Good.”


  In the Avid’s cockpit, I breathed a short sigh of relief that we’d managed the short-distance warp without any practice. If it hadn’t gone well, I might have been dead now…or in the Guide’s care again, reincarnating elsewhere.


  I checked on the Avid. The shield on its left was releasing light particles, just as it had before the warp. That had to be where the warp device was located.


  The Avid had caught up to the high-speed ship a little recklessly, and one of its feet dug into the ship. I was a bit hasty catching up to the enemy; after all, if they managed to perform a short-distance warp of their own, I wouldn’t have been able to apprehend them.


  “I can apologize to Princess Cecilia later. For now, I’d better crush their legs.”


  The Avid scanned the high-speed ship, locating the spots I could attack without blowing up the entire vessel. If I could just destroy it, that would have been easiest, but if I wanted to rescue the hostage on board, I’d have to jump through some hoops.


  “Okay, those look like the right spots.”


  I thrust my greatsword into the ship in several places, opening holes in its hull so that it couldn’t perform a short-distance warp. I placed my blade carefully, but I was still relieved when the ship didn’t explode.


  “Hard to do this without destroying it completely.”


  Since the high-speed ship could no longer escape, I issued a request that it give itself up.


  “Can you hear me? This is Duke Liam Sera Banfield. Hand over Imperial Princess Cecilia and surrender. If you do, I’ll spare your lives.”


  I figured my communications would be connected to the high-speed ship, since I’d made close contact, but I didn’t receive any response from the enemy.


  “Do they not hear me?”


  I was about to switch to another channel when I heard Princess Cecilia’s voice.


  “Can you hear me, Duke Banfield?! I’m here! Billy, the magistrate, is here too! And a hundred Imperial Army ships are on their way! They’re waiting for those guards to arrive. H-hey! Let me go!”


  I heard the sounds of a struggle. Princess Cecilia must have snatched a communications device to get me that information.


  “I didn’t think you were anything more than a sheltered princess, but you’re pretty tough, aren’t you?” I mused.


  Since the channel had been forcefully stopped, I didn’t hear anything more after that.


  “Now, what should I do about this?”


  I thought about intimidating them by using the Avid to grab hold of their ship’s bridge, but it wouldn’t have carried any weight. They had Princess Cecilia, so they knew I couldn’t do anything rash.


  “Should I just call Kunai or the Special Landing Force?”


  As I deliberated, the hundred ships from the Imperial Army fleet arrived. They must already have been informed of the situation, because they were moving to surround the Avid.


  I again heard someone’s voice in my cockpit. “You can’t fight recklessly here! If that high-speed ship is caught in the crossfire, we won’t be able to save Cecilia!”


  Just as the voice said, the high-speed ship could be destroyed if I wasn’t careful. The Imperial Army had figured that out too.


  The brigadier general in charge of the newly arrived fleet spoke to me via communications. “You’re Duke Banfield? Fighting here won’t do anyone any good. How about you do us the favor of retreating?”


  I didn’t care for him telling me to do that. “You’re the ones who should retreat. This is my victory.”


  “You may have the advantage for now, but we’ll win in the end. I think you can drop the act.”


  “You say you’ll win when your thirty thousand ships are at the mercy of my five thousand? I’ll get nowhere talking to you. Connect me to your fleet commander.”


  My mean-spirited request visibly frustrated the brigadier general. “The commander is too busy to speak with you. Do you really think you can win in this situation with just one mobile knight?”


  As we spoke, the enemy fleet was deploying its own mobile knights, which assumed a formation around me. They even had their weapons drawn so that they could fire on the Avid as soon as they were given the word.


  “If you attack carelessly, you’ll kill not only your magistrate but Imperial Princess Cecilia as well, you know,” I warned. “Are you ready to shoulder the heavy sin of regicide?”


  “You would hold the princess hostage…?”


  “That’s my line.” I could sense from our exchange that we wouldn’t get anywhere if we just kept talking like this; we’d remain deadlocked until allies from one side or the other arrived.


  As I reached that conclusion, the control sticks in my hands rattled. I looked down at them.


  That mysterious voice explained the Avid’s feelings to me. “It’s saying that it’ll be fine, so you can go all out. As things now stand, I’m sure that it can handle you at your strongest, Liam.”


  That voice seemed to know me awfully well. “Guess that’s our only option.”


  The Imperial Army craft had formed an almost perfect sphere around the Avid and the high-speed ship. I stood the Avid on the ship’s bow and drew its longsword from a magic circle. Then I thrust the blade into the ship below me, gripping the greatsword in the Avid’s other hand. Resting the Avid’s hands on the two swords’ pommels, I stood with its feet placed wide.


  The brigadier general looked a bit confused by the sight, but quickly took on a mocking smile. “You’re simply going to wait there until your allies arrive, are you? It’s no use. I just requested reinforcements of our own. And it appears that House Banfield’s fleet is finally losing steam. You’ve already lost half your ships.”


  The voice told me not to be fooled by the brigadier general: “He’s bluffing.”


  “I’m sure.” I closed my eyes and focused. 


  Although I’d stopped responding to him, the brigadier general was still prattling on. “If you don’t back down now, it’ll look even worse for you at the hearing on the Capital Planet! However much of a big shot noble you are, you won’t get away with taking an Imperial princess hostage!”


  Who was actually taking whom hostage didn’t matter anymore. Whoever won would be in the right, and whoever lost would shoulder all the blame; that was the sort of fight this was.


  “Pretending you can’t hear me? Do you think the situation will improve if you do that?”


  The brigadier general was desperately trying to ­intimidate me, and he was successfully irritating me, but I’d finished my preparations. I opened my eyes.


  Evidently taking that as a sign that I was listening to him, the brigadier general carried on. “If you do exactly as I say, beginning now, I just might argue that there were extenuating circumstances on your part! Now, what will you do, Duke Banfield?!”


  There was no way a mere brigadier general’s opinion would be considered at a hearing about the punishment of a noble. I’d taken part in such a hearing before, so I knew more about them than this man did.


  “Quit making so much noise. It’ll be over soon.”


  I was worried that, if I used too much intensity, I’d destroy the Avid again. Still, I needed to ensure that I got the entire sphere of ships around us. This situation required far more control than normal, so I focused carefully.


  “Huh?”


  Concentrating, I performed a Flash…a real Flash.


  “Flash.”


  A moment later, countless threads of energy shot into space all around us. They spread out in a sphere, then vanished with a flash. It all took place in a single moment.


  The brigadier general looked baffled, and before he realized what had happened, our call cut off. As his face disappeared from my screen, all the mobile knights and ships around us exploded simultaneously.


  My cockpit interior was awash in light from the explosions, but I was more preoccupied with the Avid’s safety than with the dazzling sight. To my great relief, though, the Avid seemed to be fine.


  The sight before us shocked the voice. “Incredible…”


  “Let’s keep fighting together,” I told the Avid, stroking its control sticks gently.


  As I vowed to continue fighting with the Avid, a call came in. It was from the Schwarzvogel, which must have followed me here. Adelbert was on the other end of the line.


  “Lord Liam! I’m here, and I’ve brought the Special Landing Force with me!”


  On my screen, Adelbert struck a heroic pose. I couldn’t help laughing at the ridiculous sight. It was good that he had brought the Special Landing Force along instead of simply rushing here by himself. He was funny…particularly the way he tried to show off.


  “You’re hilarious. I like it.”


  “Thank you, sir!”


  As I laughed, I heard the Avid creak. “What’s that…?”


  I looked around, trying to determine what had happened, and the voice spoke. “Looks like its time is up. It must have relaxed when your allies arrived.”


  “What are you saying?”


  The voice seemed to know what was happening. “Transforming like this was a bit reckless, but this little one endured it until help could come for you… You should tell it that it did a good job. At any rate, I suppose this is farewell…”


  The voice gave me its parting words, and the Avid immediately began to break apart. 


  “H-hey!”


  This must’ve looked pretty bad from outside as well; Adelbert was screaming. “Lord Liaaaaam! I-I don’t care who, but someone go rescue him! Huh? No one can deploy? Then I’ll go! Lord Liam, Adelbert is on his way to save you!”


  Onscreen, I saw Adelbert rush off the bridge. It seemed he’d brought the Special Landing Force, but no mobile knights.


  During all this, the Avid continued to deteriorate. Before I knew it, it returned to the state it was in before it transformed. No…it was in even rougher shape than that. From what I could see, the frame of its left arm was broken, and its armor was cracked. I was sure its head and torso were in the same rough shape.


  “I suppose it couldn’t have been that easy,” I said to myself. “Still, the Avid withstood the Flash in that form. Guess I’ll just have to leave replicating that to Nias.”


  I decided to delegate the rest to my vassals and focus on confirming something for myself. What I was curious about was the Vanadís. With its broken left arm, the Avid was hanging on to the other mobile knight, preventing it from drifting away into space. But just where had the Vanadís come from?


  “Did that transformation result from the Avid fusing with the Vanadís…? No… There’s no way.”




  Chapter 16:
Gemini Flowers


   


  BILLY HAD WATCHED IT ALL play out from the high-speed ship’s bridge. All at once, his allies from the Imperial Army had exploded around them… They were now nothing more than debris. Some of the wreckage struck the high-speed ship, and the impacts shook the vessel slightly.


  As Billy stood at the window, the high-speed ship’s captain called out to him. “Lord Magistrate, a landing force has infiltrated the ship. It seems our own landing force was no match for them.”


  When the captain told him that the invaders would soon occupy the bridge, Billy turned around. “Go ahead, then. Take Princess Cecilia and surrender.”


  “Are you sure, sir?”


  The captain was relieved that Billy did not say that they would resist until the end. Still, the speed with which the magistrate was giving up actually made the captain a bit nervous. Billy was so thorough that he’d attached a booster to the high-speed ship and kept it ready just in case; it was hard to imagine he’d actually surrender like this.


  Billy smiled wryly. “I’ll be resisting on my own,” he lied, “but I’d feel badly if I involved the rest of you.”


  The captain glanced at the rest of the crew, who all rose from their seats. As they escorted Cecilia from the bridge, she turned around.


  “I hope we never meet again,” she told Billy.


  Billy smiled at the princess’s honesty. “I’m sure you do. You live in a world entirely apart from my own, so don’t worry. I promise we shall never cross paths.”


  Not responding, Cecilia left the bridge.


  On his own now, Billy took a firearm—a large-caliber handgun—from his pocket.


  “Well, I can’t say this was a good life. But I suppose this is a fitting end for me. I don’t think I’d enjoy being a prize for House Banfield, or a toy for the crown prince, so I think I’ll decide my own fate.”


  Not hesitating, he pressed the gun to his temple and pulled the trigger. A beam shot from the muzzle and burned straight through his skull.


   


  ***


   


  Once the Schwarzvogel collected the Avid successfully, I returned to the bridge, where Adelbert reported the current situation to me.


  “Lord Liam, House Banfield’s fleet just seized victory. Congratulations!”


  When he performed a reverent knight’s salute, I sighed. “Sure, this victory was my achievement. But it was just as much yours, and that of the commander who took over from you. You can take pride in it too, you know.”


  The prestige of defeating an evil magistrate’s army would go to me, but if we’d lost, responsibility would likewise have fallen on me. The worst part of standing at the top was that if your subordinates screwed something up, you couldn’t just blame it on them and get away scot-free.


  Standing with his head held high, Adelbert responded, “Then allow me to say that I grasped victory for you, Lord Liam! If I may, I have a suggestion as to my reward.”


  Skipping right to the reward, eh…? The bridge crew was listening in, clearly curious about how all those who’d participated in this battle would be compensated. I needed to be careful here. If I said something bad, it could affect morale. Very shrewd, Adelbert…


  “I’ll give everyone a bonus on top of their regular pay,” I declared. “The sum will depend on individual accomplishments, but I plan to be generous. You’ll all get commendations as well. I imagine quite a few of you will be promoted soon.”


  When I responded by promising lavish rewards, the bridge crew seemed more or less pleased. Still, they kept watching us, as if there was something they were even more curious about.


  “No, I’m not particularly concerned with that,” said Adelbert. “You’ve never been stingy with your rewards before, Lord Liam. I’m more interested in the matter of promotion.”


  Was he going to tell me to recognize his work here by appointing him head knight? I did think Adelbert was amusing, but he wasn’t talented enough for that post. It was too bad for him, but that was one request I couldn’t grant him. Claus wouldn’t be leaving that role anytime soon.


  “You want the seat of head knight? Sorry, but you’ll have to give up on that. It’s not a position you can reach after just one mission.”


  “I understand.”


  “Huh…?” I was surprised that he gave up so easily. The members of the bridge crew all looked at one another, whispering. They must’ve been just as taken aback.


  Ignoring the responses of everyone around him, Adelbert told me, “It’s my understanding that you planned to implement a system through which you ranked talented knights by assigning them numbers, and assigned them authority to match those rankings. In reality, however, Sir Claus as head knight is the only one who’s actually been chosen to receive such a ranking at this time. Do I have that right?”


  Come to think of it, I had said something like that at some point, hadn’t I? All the others except Claus were just such problem children that I hadn’t given anyone else a numbered rank yet. I’d always figured I’d choose Tia or Marie for the second spot, but they were so troublesome that I couldn’t decide whether I actually wanted to pick one of them for that role. And in part, I’d been keeping such a position from them to penalize them for their regular misbehavior.


  “You’re correct. What of it?”


  “Lord Liam, I would be honored to be appointed Second Knight, after Sir Claus.”


  My first thought when I heard Adelbert’s proposition was that it was unexpected. I didn’t really want to give him a number based on just one operation, but I didn’t feel like scolding him for asking too much either. After all, it was the seat of head knight he’d originally been after.


  “I thought you wanted to be head knight.”


  “I still do, of course! It’s practically set in stone that I’ll be House Banfield’s head knight one day. But right now…I don’t live up to Sir Claus’s example. I realized that distinctly during this battle.”


  For a second, I was shocked that Adelbert was being so humble—but then I realized that he was saying that he was the second best knight after Claus, so he was still totally overconfident. If Tia and Marie had heard him, they would probably either have been enraged or burst out laughing.


  The bridge crew were abuzz.


  “Has he gotten a bit more humble?”


  “A humble person wouldn’t declare themselves Number Two.”


  “He’s better than before, though, right?”


  It seemed they felt the same way I did.


  I burst out laughing. “So even the guy after the seat of head knight sees how amazing Claus is.”


  “Yes… I’m now all too aware of what I lack, and that I need to learn under Sir Claus for some time yet.”


  “Very good. I can’t give you a number just now, though. Plenty of knights have achieved more than you. Keep up the good work and surpass them, and I promise I’ll give you the position you’re after.”


  Although I’d rejected Adelbert’s request, he accepted my judgment without complaint. “I’m satisfied just hearing those words, sir. I’ll surpass all the other knights one day and receive the number that follows Sir Claus’s.”


  I was highly amused by Adelbert’s confident response. And, since the numbering system was being unexpectedly well received, I figured I should actually set some criteria for the roles. It was kind of exciting to think about.


  I remembered Nitta talking about something like that a long time ago, in my past life. Back then, though, I hadn’t had a real sense of what he meant. Now that I was in a position to, I found the concept quite interesting indeed. But if I gave others too much authority, I’d impede my own ability to do whatever I wanted, so I’d have to figure out the right balance.


  “You do that. And I’ll tell Claus that he recommended someone good. Work hard, Adelbert.”


  “Of course, sir.”


  The conversation had reached a satisfying stopping point, so I informed the Schwarzvogel of its destination. “We’re descending to House Exner’s planet. We’ve got some things to discuss.”


   


  ***


   


  The Schwarzvogel descended to the planet, where Liam headed to the half-destroyed mansion to talk over the future with Baron Exner. Kurt and Cecilia had been summoned for the discussion as well.


  Ciel was not allowed to join, though. Instead, she found herself in the mobile knight hangar aboard the Schwarzvogel. The Royal Guard’s heavily damaged Nemains were lined up there; they were proof of just how fierce the fighting on the ground had been.


  They’d undoubtedly contributed significantly to House Banfield’s victory, but the Royal Guard seemed unsatisfied—particularly Ethel, who’d borrowed Liam’s Graf Nemain to take part in the conflict. She had two Royal Guard squads lined up in front of her, and was giving them a “lecture” of sorts to vent her frustration.


  “It is absolutely unacceptable that Lord Liam needed to sortie in this battle. But, since it happens every time, I cannot lay the blame entirely on us. However—what sort of Royal Guard is unable to rush to Lord Liam’s rescue?! When we’re back on the home planet, every single one of you will be training so hard you puke blood—as will I!”


  Just what kind of training would superhuman knights have to do to make themselves vomit blood? The thought sent a chill down Ciel’s spine, but the Royal Guards all gave a knight’s salute.


  “Ma’am! We felt our incompetence all too keenly in this battle! We request even harsher training than you’re planning, ma’am!”


  To be selected for the Royal Guard, of course, you needed to be the type of knight who always strove to improve. It was a difficult group for a normal person to understand. And they were basically masochists if they were requesting harsher training than whatever was supposed to make them puke blood.


  Hearing that request, Ethel only seemed more frustrated with the group. “Don’t get full of yourselves! I’ll prepare an even harsher regimen for myself, then! I won’t lose to you!”


  Just what kind of competition did Ethel think she was in…? Ciel gave up on trying to understand the Royal Guard and instead looked up at the Vanadís, which had been stowed away in a corner of the hangar. At this point, it had stopped functioning and was unresponsive.


  Ciel set her hand on the head of the Vanadís where it lay on the floor. “I hated you so much, but now you won’t even respond to me anymore, will you?”


  Her time with Lillie—with her sister—had been brief, but it was now an irreplaceable memory for Ciel. She’d hidden Lillie’s existence, and thus remained the only person who knew about her. She came to the hangar to mourn Lillie, since she was the only one who could.


  “Liam said that he only won because of you. You really did your best all the way up until the end, didn’t you? Thank you…sister.”


  As Ciel closed her eyes and prayed, hands clasped together, she overheard the Royal Guard whispering behind her back.


  “Commander, what’s she doing?”


  “I don’t know… I can’t understand how weirdos think. That young lady of House Exner is too rude to Lord Liam, though…so one of these days I’ll have to educate her.”


  The unsettling conversation taking place behind her annoyed Ciel. I don’t want to hear that from you people! And what does “educate” mean, anyway?!


  Eventually, someone came over and spoke to her. “I didn’t expect you to end up in the Vanadís, Ciel.”


  Ciel opened her eyes and turned toward the voice to see Kurt standing there. “Brother?! I-is your meeting over?”


  “I guess we’re taking a break. We’ve reached a good stopping point for now, but we plan to keep talking things over after dinner. We’ve started an investigation of the domain, but new problems just keep popping up.” Kurt looked tired, but he always kept his smile up. He turned to look at the Vanadís. “I heard about this from the Sixth’s sales rep. I didn’t know the Vanadís’s new systems would let a virtual copy of me move the craft.”


  Ciel wasn’t sure whether to bring up Lillie. In the end, she couldn’t bring herself to do so. “Thanks to that, though, we could save you and everyone else,” was all she said.


  “Yeah. I give that copy my thanks, too. It’s a bit strange to thank myself, but that was the only reason we’re all safe now…so thanks, other me.” 


  Kurt touched the Vanadís’s head, and its twin eyes lit up dimly.


  Ciel jumped back in surprise. “It moved?!”


  Kurt froze as well, shocked, but quickly guessed what had happened. “Not really… Chances are the head’s internal battery just responded with what little power it had left.”


  “Is that what happened?”


  “Well…I think so. Anyway, I’ve got more work to do, so I should get going. We’ll be busy rebuilding here for a while, Ciel, so you should impose on Liam’s hospitality again for now. Father didn’t want that, but Liam’s being insistent about not giving you up.”


  Kurt smiled awkwardly, but Ciel saw Liam’s true motives. He wants to keep me away from my family! …But, at this point, it’s probably fine.


  Ciel still thought that Liam was a bad person, but her fear that he would turn her beloved brother into a sister was what had really tormented her. She’d been keeping an eye on Liam from close by to protect her brother, but it looked like she wouldn’t be doing so going forward. 


  As Kurt started to leave the hangar, Ciel called after him. “Brother! Do you love Lady Cecilia?”


  Kurt stopped and turned around. He looked bashful but answered her all the same. “She’s an amazing woman, almost wasted on me. I do love her, yes.”


  Ciel smiled, figuring that she didn’t need to worry anymore. “Thanks for your answer, Brother. I think you two are a great match for each other.”


  “Really? Thanks, Ciel.”


  Then Kurt really left, and Ciel turned to the Vanadís. “It looks like my brother will be okay, so I don’t think I’ll be meeting you again.”


  She didn’t think she would ever reunite with Lillie. The thought made her a little sad, but she accepted it as being for the best.


  “Mmmmh!” Ciel stretched. “I finally came home, but I’m going right back to House Banfield, huh? Maybe I’ll just go straight to college instead.”


  If the alternative was spending more time with House Banfield, she decided, she should consider attending the Imperial college.


   


  ***


   


  My chat with Baron Exner and Princess Cecilia ended without issue. I’d thought that they might be reluctant to accept some of my suggestions, but they went along with everything pretty willingly, so we reached an agreement that satisfied everyone.


  Foisting all the cleanup stuff onto Adelbert and my vassals, I instead visited a certain location: the fields Billy, the magistrate, had set up for his illegal crop. House Exner’s home planet was apparently well suited to this purpose. Billy had really invested a lot in his illegal horticultural project, so he must have been thrilled to get this opportunity.


  “These just look like flower fields from here,” I said to myself. “It’s hard to imagine that this plant’s illegal to grow.”


  Billy had tilled some rough ground and spread some seeds, and now the gemini was already flowering, which proved that the soil and climate here were suited to this undertaking. 


  Around me, machines moved, maintaining the fields. Standing on a small hill, all I saw around me was those white blossoms. The wind brushed them, and loose petals danced in the air. 


  As I gazed out at the scenery, pondering what to do with the fields, I spotted someone. Standing all alone in one field was a woman wearing a white hat and sundress. I noticed her right away because of her blue hair, which stood out as it blew in the breeze among the white flowers.


  I approached this woman, thinking that I’d seen her somewhere before, and she turned to me and smiled bashfully. “Haven’t seen you for a while, Liam.”


  “Yeah, it’s been a long time. Mind if I ask what you’re doing in a place like this?”


  Depending on what she said, I might have to apprehend her, but I found that I really didn’t want to. With my influence, I could easily help her with any trouble. Still, if she was my enemy, I had no reason to do that. If this woman…if Lillie turned out to be a pawn of Billy’s, then I did intend to capture her.


  My wariness must have been apparent on my face, because Lillie smiled awkwardly. “I wish you didn’t have such a scary expression. I’m just here…by coincidence, I suppose.”


  I recalled that she’d spoken much more boyishly the last time we’d met, but her tone was decidedly feminine now. I was still curious about her presence, but since she said that she had nothing to do with this place, I decided not to pry any further. After all, I didn’t get the sense she was lying.


  “I believe you. I’m sorry for doubting you.”


  “Do you really? What if I’m a terribly villainous woman?” Lillie asked curiously.


  I sighed. “If you were involved in all this, then you’d know how dangerous it is to be here.”


  “Is it really that dangerous here…?” Lillie apparently didn’t know what the flowers in this field were.


  “These are gemini flowers. Their cultivation is managed strictly by the Empire. Even nobles are punished severely for growing them without a license.”


  “This field is so beautiful, though!” Lillie’s eyes went wide. “So these are gemini… I see. I’ve never seen them before.”


  “You didn’t know what they were?”
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  Lillie blushed, crouching down on the spot. “I have heard of them, but I didn’t think I’d find them here. I thought this was just a normal flower field.”


  “What did you mean by your response to my question, then? You didn’t answer like that because you knew how dangerous this place was?”


  I was a little more suspicious now, since she seemed to be contradicting herself, but Lillie just looked embarrassed at having misunderstood.


  “I thought that you were asking…you know, about my being on this planet,” she replied. “Since it was just at war.”


  Now that she mentioned it, I’d first met her on the Capital Planet, and our second meeting was there too. It did feel a little unnatural for her to be here. Wait—who was Lillie in the first place? I didn’t plan on prying, but I found I just had more and more questions about her.


  On top of that, there was that voice I’d heard in the Avid. My instincts told me that it had belonged to her.


  “Hey, Lillie… Could it be…?”


  As I began posing the question, Lillie stood and turned her back to me. She spread her arms, walking through the gemini flowers. “They’re so beautiful, but they’re not allowed to exist. Don’t you feel sorry for them?”


  She probably didn’t want to answer me. She’d changed the topic to the gemini flowers, and the hint of her face I could see in profile looked a little sad.


  “They were celebrated flowers until humans thought up a strange use for them, you know,” she added. “It’s not fair, is it?”


  A strong gust of wind came along. Lillie held down her hat and skirt, looking flustered.


  “D-did you see?”


  She blushed, worrying modestly about whether I’d glimpsed anything under her skirt. This was an emotion the attractive but problematic knights in my employ didn’t seem to have—Tia and Marie, especially. I wished they’d take a page out of Lillie’s book on how to act like a proper maiden.


  “I didn’t see anything. Don’t worry.” I shrugged.


  “R-right.”


  As Lillie sighed in relief, a stem of gemini blown upward by the wind slowly descended toward me. I grabbed it and sniffed the blossom, finding that it had a delicate scent. 


  I held the flower out to Lillie, and she took it, enjoying the scent just as I had.


  “It’s a gentle smell…”


  “I thought the same thing.”


  How much time passed as we gazed out at the fields around us? I felt as if it had been a long time since I’d seen something so beautiful; I’d been so busy lately.


  I seemed wearier than I’d realized.


  I looked over at Lillie, who was gazing at the flowers as if reluctant to part with them.


  They were difficult flowers to grow legally in the Empire. If I reported to the authorities that the magistrate here had been cultivating them, they’d likely order me to destroy these fields. In that case, all we could do was take in the scenery in front of us while it still existed. Lillie must’ve known that, because she looked as though she was trying to burn the sight into her memory…to carve it into her soul.


  Watching her profile, I felt my heart stir. “If you like them so much…should I leave these fields here?”


  “Huh?”


  Lillie looked surprised, so I made her a promise. “If you’re fond of them, I’ll leave them here. I feel like, if I do, I’ll get to see you again.”


  “Y-you’d be so reckless just for that reason?”


  “It’s worth it to me.”


  I had a feeling that the fields of gemini flowers had some link to whether I’d ever see the elusive Lillie again. If she was so fond of them, then the existence of the fields might increase the likelihood that I’d see her when I came back to hang out at House Exner.


  My intention now was to leave the fields before me alone for that personal reason. I was no hero of justice; just a selfish, self-centered person…a villain.


  “Lillie, can I meet you here again?”


  When she heard that I wanted to see her again, Lillie nodded, hiding her mouth behind the gemini flower she held. Content with the blush on her face, I turned away, remembering that it was about time for me to go.


  “Well, I’ll see you, th—hey!”


  Before I could finish saying farewell, Lillie jumped on my back. I was trying to be all cool as I left, but she’d totally ruined the effect now.


  Lillie seemed to be crying against my back. “Thank you…really.”


  “For the flowers? No problem.”


  “No. For the flowers, but…for all sorts of other things too. If you hadn’t come here, I think something really terrible would’ve happened.”


  I was starting to sense who Lillie really was. “Don’t worry about it. I came here to save my friend.”


  “You really don’t regret being so reckless just for the sake of something like that?”


  “Nope. I plan never to have regrets again. I’ve decided to live selfishly, for my own sake.”


  “I see. Yeah, that’s just like you, Liam. I like it… I really do.”


  Lillie’s presence seemed to fade from my back, and I slowly turned around. When I did, she was no longer there.


  “Lillie… You really were…”


   


  ***


   


  Ciel was on a motorcycle, on her way home. The vehicle glided above the ground, of course, so areas full of rubble and debris were easy to traverse.


  “I want to at least poke my head in at home, even if it’s half-destroyed. I’d like to have a real chat with my parents for the first time in a while, so I hope they’ll have a chance…”


  House Exner’s home planet was a mess. Under these circumstances, Ciel didn’t expect a happy chat with her family, but she at least wanted to spend a little time with them.


  All of a sudden, she slammed on the brakes, turning the motorbike sideways to bring it to a stop.


  “Wh-wh-wh-why?!”


  She braked that hard because she’d spotted a certain person—and that person seemed to have noticed Ciel as well. “Oh—Ciel.”


  Waving and greeting her casually…was Lillie.


  Ciel jumped off the bike and ran over to Lillie, grabbing her shoulders and shaking her. “Why are you female, brother?! You’re getting married, aren’t you? You can’t go around looking like this, can you? Can you?!”


  What was he thinking? He was soon to be married to Princess Cecilia! Ciel desperately held herself back from screaming at her brother, instead trying simply to persuade Lillie…Kurt…that he couldn’t do this. 


  But Lillie just held a finger to her lips and smiled bewitchingly. “I thought I’d bury my feelings once and for all, but I happened to run into Liam, and he said he’d leave the gemini fields here for me. Do you think it’s fate? Liam seems to have misunderstood something, but still, I really do think it must be fate or something!”


  Not only had Lillie run into Liam, she’d also secured a supply of gemini—the blossoms of which were a vital ingredient in the sex-change drug she took. She was absolutely elated.


  Ciel’s eyes widened. Th-that bastaaaaard! He saw my brother straying from the path and practically paved the way for him! He’s the absolute worst of the worst! Then Ciel noticed something. “Hm? Wait…”


  When she first manifested in the Vanadís, Lillie hadn’t seemed nearly this feminine. Only after arguing with Ciel had she taken on this persona, and Kurt couldn’t possibly know about that. 


  While Ciel pondered this, Lillie came right out and asked, “You won’t call me ‘sister’ anymore?”


  “Wh-wh-wh-what’re you doing here, huh?! You are my brother, aren’t you? Or are you my sister?! H-huh? Huh? huh? Huh?!”


  Lillie laughed at Ciel’s consternation. Still, she must’ve felt bad for her, because she explained, “When I touched the Vanadís, the system actually transferred a record to me on…well, me. I never guessed that it had that function!”


  Ciel sank to the ground, despairing, as Lillie explained all this with a nonchalant expression. Tears streaming from her eyes, she groaned, “My brother…became my sister…”


  “I’m looking forward to spending more time together, my dear sister,” Lillie told her softly.


  Ciel lifted her head and screamed with all her might, “Well, I’m nooooooot!”




  Chapter 17:
Kurt and Cecilia


   


  WITH THE CHAOS AT HOUSE Exner resolved, Cleo was arguing with the prime minister on the Capital Planet.


  They were in the crown prince’s office, which had previously belonged to Calvin. Cleo had changed everything about the room, erasing all traces of Calvin’s presence. As a result, what was once a workroom full of tasteful, expensive furniture was now more of a lavishly decorated playroom.


  Sitting on a large couch in that room, Cleo glared at the prime minister, who stood before him. “I didn’t quite catch that. Could you explain it to me again?”


  His threatening tone didn’t faze the prime minister one bit. “You will not be permitted to attend the ceremony for Imperial Princess Cecilia’s marriage into House Exner. They will only allow Princess Lysithea to attend in your stead.”


  “Who do they think they are?! I’m Cecilia’s brother by birth!”


  What the prime minister was saying was ridiculous, so Cleo’s anger was only natural. It was particularly ludicrous to deny the crown prince the right to attend. The situation was even more serious than that, however. 


  “Is it the case that you not only dispatched a magistrate and the Imperial Army against the family the princess is marrying into, but also began cultivating illegal plants on their home planet?” the prime minister asked.


  Cleo looked away from him. “Billy, the magistrate, did all that on his own.”


  “I’m sure he did. You’re the crown prince, and all your vassals believe strongly that you’d never engage in such illegal behavior. However…we must be responsible for our subordinates’ actions. And it was you who appointed that magistrate and sent him there, was it not?” Cleo couldn’t get away with simply saying that his subordinate had done those things without his knowledge. 


  Cleo blinked. “I’m the crown prince. You’re telling me to take responsibility for this?”


  “Of course not. We’d never say such a thing. However, Princess Cecilia is furious, and her refusal to allow you to attend her wedding is partly to make you take responsibility for this incident.”


  Cleo couldn’t attend the wedding of his own precious sister, and that wasn’t a simple family matter. Noble society would see it as Cecilia turning her back on Cleo.


  The prime minister drove the final nail into the coffin. “Princess Cecilia is also convinced that this incident was some sort of conspiracy you enacted, Your Highness. She said as much to the nobles who rushed to House Exner’s aid.”


  The princess had named Cleo specifically as an accomplice in the misdeeds of the magistrate and his army.


  “That was all Billy!”


  “Of course. But an Imperial princess placing such blame on the crown prince himself is a tragic tale…especially since the two are such close family.”


  Cleo felt as though the prime minister was telling him that his closest family member had betrayed him. “Did Liam put her up to this…?” he asked.


  The prime minister didn’t seem to intend to answer that question. “In any case, you won’t be allowed to attend the princess’s wedding. Please adjust your schedule accordingly.”


  Cleo’s plan had been to pin a false crime on House Exner, but his scheme had only hurt his own reputation. It was a humiliating outcome for him.


  The prime minister turned his back on Cleo to leave, but then he stopped as if he’d just remembered something. “Oh—and regarding the gemini plants, I’m granting House Exner the right to cultivate them lawfully. Now no one will be foolish enough to blame you for that, at least, since the plants will be there entirely legally.”


  The prime minister’s face said, “I’ve fixed your stupid mistake.” Cleo wouldn’t be held responsible for the gemini plants if House Exner “always had” the right to grow them. But this meant that House Exner now had a very lucrative new industry.


  After the prime minister left Cleo’s office, Cleo grabbed a decoration from the table in front of him and threw it. The decoration snapped in two, but he didn’t care.


  “Liam gets away with everything once again!”


   


  ***


   


  The ceremony to welcome Princess Cecilia…no, just Cecilia…into House Exner was a lavish affair. Many nobles attended, as well as weapons factory staff, merchants, and countless other guests. This was all to protect the reputation of House Banfield, which supported them. But since House Exner had been granted official permission to cultivate gemini on their planet, they were also receiving more bribes from merchants than they could handle.


  Gemini could serve as an ingredient in illicit drugs, but the plant was originally used as a powerful talisman. There were plenty of ways to make use of the flowers that weren’t illegal; for instance, they’d been incorporated into my outfit and Rosetta’s dress when we got married.


  They were valued ingredients in all sorts of legal drugs as well, but since the Empire had decided to strictly control their cultivation, limited quantities of the plant had been in circulation.


  Yet House Exner was growing new plants now.


  Billy, the evil magistrate, had been plenty of trouble; still, they’d managed to obtain his knowledge from his experience cultivating the plants, which had proven to be a great boon. He seemed to have been rather obsessed with gemini. My personal merchant, Thomas Henfrey’s, assessment of House Exner’s new plants was that they were superior to many of those grown elsewhere.


  I imagined that there would be quite a scramble to determine who House Exner’s own household merchant would be. As a result of the war, the house had plenty of restoration work to do, but they wouldn’t have to worry about funding it for some time.


  And so, the grand wedding ceremony to join House Exner with the Imperial family was held. During the festivities, Cecilia made an announcement: “Going forward, I hope to support the current House Exner alongside Lord Kurt.”


  House Exner was still quite close with House Banfield, and she’d emphasized maintaining its “current” relationships. This was a declaration that they had no intention of changing that relationship within their own generation.


  I remembered Princess Lysithea looking awfully uncomfortable when she heard that announcement. But Ciel was seated next to Lysithea, so it wasn’t as if they weren’t showing the princess any consideration whatsoever.


  The reception followed, and after that, there was a third gathering exclusively for close friends. There, Wallace was crying with all our old companions.


  “Why didn’t anyone say anything to me about any of this?! I’m former royalty too, you know! Did any of you even think about how I might feel waiting for someone to come to me for advice?!” Wallace was crying and drinking like a fish, frustrated no one had approached him for help at any point.


  Kurt looked apologetic, but replied, “S-sorry… I was captured, you know, so I had no time to contact you.”


  “And after that?”


  “Huh?”


  “You had time after that, right? After all that, you didn’t want to ask me anything about how to deal with Cleo?!”


  “W-well, Lady Cecilia handled that, so I didn’t need your help, Wallace…”


  This was the problem. Up until now, Wallace had been the only one among us with any ties to the Imperial family. Kurt had just married a former princess, though—and unlike Wallace, she was, like, a real member of royalty. That meant there would be far fewer instances in which we needed to rely on Wallace for help. Actually, it was more like we wouldn’t need him at all anymore.


  “I know I’m worthless! I’m completely useless now that you have Cecilia!” Wallace burst into tears again.


  Kurt did his best to comfort him. “I still consider you a dear friend! I mean, that’s why I invited you, isn’t it?”


  Watching them was another person who’d been guzzling alcohol: Eila. She glared at me. “This is all your fault, Liam!”


  “Not this again.” I sighed.


  Eila raised her booze-reddened face to mine. “Why did you get permission to grow those gemini? And you used all the careful groundwork I laid to get that official permission? You traitor!”


  I looked away from Eila as she pounded her fists on the table, turning to Rosetta instead. Rosetta didn’t seem to know what to make of all this either.


  Eila worked in a department that managed the Capital Planet’s underground, so part of her job was cracking down on illegal contraband like gemini. Was that why she was so opposed to gemini cultivation? House Exner now had permission from the Empire to grow them, though, and the process would be strictly managed. So I wasn’t sure what she was so angry about.


  In a soothing tone, Rosetta reasoned with Eila. “B-but wouldn’t you say this is a good thing in the end? House Exner now has a very profitable business. That will help a lot with their rebuilding efforts, and even their economy beyond that…”


  “I’m not talking about legit stuff like that! But what I am talking about, I can’t tell anyooooone!”


  Evidently Eila was against growing the plants for reasons she couldn’t explain. Regardless, the matter was settled by now. The palace had their own reputation to worry about, so they couldn’t simply reverse the decision. There was no reason for them to do so anyway.


  Rosetta shook her head as if to say, “I couldn’t do it.”


  Since I didn’t have much of a choice, I allowed Eila to continue complaining to me. “I understand where you’re coming from really well, Eila. Sorry about this.”


  Still, she wouldn’t forgive me. “If you’re sorry, destroy those flooooowers!”


  “Even if you are drunk, that demand’s pretty extreme. Even a villain like me wouldn’t think of eliminating the entire species.”


  “That’s not what I meeeeean! And go bother Kurt! After all, Wallace is bothering him!”


  I looked over at Kurt, who was clearly exhausted from dealing with Wallace. It would be way too rude for me to bother him any more than Wallace was already. “He’s exhausted from all this trouble, and now the ceremony, so let’s just leave him be for today.”


  “I can’t accept thiiiiis! I worked so hard! How unlucky can I be for it to all come back and bite me in the end?! Some god of bad luck has to be pulling a prank on me!”


  I laughed quietly as Eila blamed her problems on a god of bad luck, then picked up my own cup and drank a bit myself. “That sounds serious…so I’ll pray to a god of good fortune for your luck to improve.”


  Eila raised her head, giving me a suspicious look. “There you go again, talking about that god of good fortune or whatever. Do your prayers actually work? I’m not sure I can believe in some god I’ve never heard of before.”


  I was astounded that she doubted the Guide. This called for a lecture, I decided. 


  Watching me, Rosetta let out a small, “Oh,” but she seemed to realize that it was too late to stop me. She just looked away from Eila guiltily.


  I grabbed Eila’s collar. “You idiot! My god of good fortune is incredible! I’m going to tell you exactly how amazing he is, so listen up! I won’t let you go until you understand, however many days it takes!”


  The drunken blush was gone from Eila’s face, replaced by a complexion so pale it was almost blue. She looked terrified of me, as if fear had sobered her right up. “Let me go! I’m your friend! Let me gooooo!”


  “No. It’s because we’re so close that I need to explain this thoroughly to you. I know—I’ll start with how I met the Guide, my god of good fortune. I can’t tell you all the details, but back then, I was in the depths of despair…”


  Caught in my grip, Eila looked around her for help. “Somebody help me! Some weird switch flipped in Liam!”


  Rosetta continued gazing elsewhere. “I’m sorry, but it’s too late,” she said. “Darling always takes forever when he talks about this.”


  Meanwhile, Wallace laughed at Eila. “It’s just karma, isn’t it? You should reflect a little on your behavior.” 


  He seemed to bear Eila some sort of grudge, but I wanted to tell him the exact same thing.


  Kurt simply gave Eila a cold look. “Isn’t it nice that you’re so close to Liam? I envy you, Eila.” He must have heard her urge me to go bother him before.


  No one present made any move to help Eila.


  “You’re all terrible… I worked so hard behind the scenes… I was working for all your sakes, so I don’t deserve thiiiiis!”


   


  ***


   


  Meanwhile, the Guide was in the sewers of the Capital Planet. He was surrounded by filthy rats, healing his damaged mind and body.


  “The Capital Planet really is like an oasis for me,” he reflected. “The living things here are just wonderful—­vicious and cruel. The perfect creatures to live in a wellspring of negative energy.”


  Vermin and insects that would have disgusted a normal person were like soothing pets to the Guide. Picking up a disgusting rat with three eyes, he stroked the fur atop his hand.


  “Hee hee… Those three adorable eyes of yours are wonderful. It’s so cute the way they’re like little black pools of hate—ow! Damn it, get off me, you wretched little vermin!”


  The Guide tossed aside the rat, which had bitten him as he petted it.


  His previous wounds finally healed, the Guide rose through the ground to the surface, eyeing the bite on his palm. He emerged to find that it was just as dark on the surface as it had been in the sewers. The artificial sun’s light didn’t reach down to his location in the shadows of the high-rise buildings.


  “Ahh…I can’t get enough of this clammy feeling! It’s so comfortable, I might just build a villa here and live in that for a while.”


  The Capital Planet’s pockets of negative emotion were very comfortable to the Guide. To him, the place felt like a resort location.


  “Oh—a newspaper?”


  A paper-like storage medium blew on the wind to the Guide’s feet. It was shaped like a single folded sheet, but it contained a multitude of articles and stored quite a bit of information. One article taking up a whole “page” was even accompanied by a video. When the Guide picked up the paper and opened it, that video began to play.


  “Sources claim that the trouble that occurred in the Exner barony was all a plot orchestrated by the magistrate the crown prince dispatched there. However, no details on the incident have been released. However, an official statement put out by Duke Liam Sera Banfield stated that he saved his dear friend from an evil magistrate’s clutches.”


  The Guide gripped the newspaper more tightly. “S-something this interesting happened while I was here recovering…? Keh… If I’d interfered in this, I might’ve gotten rid of Liam once and for all…”


  He trembled with frustration over the missed opportunity.


  A beast approached the Guide from behind—the faint outline of a dog bathed in a dim white light. Liam had treasured this dog in his past life, so it held a grudge against the Guide for snatching up Liam’s soul when it had come to do likewise.


  The dog carried something in its mouth. It was small, but shaped like a sword; specifically, the sword the Vanadís carried. Although the sword had seemingly shrunk to the size of a dagger, the crystal blade still glowed with light. 


  The weapon was packed with Liam’s feelings of gratitude for the Avid, the Vanadís, and Lillie, who’d answered his pleas. It even contained his twisted appreciation for the Guide.


  As the dog ran forward with this sword in its mouth, the blade passed through one of the Guide’s legs…severing it from his body.


  The Guide was shocked by the limb’s sudden disappearance. “Huh…? M-my leg?! My leeeeeg! Damn iiiiit! I hadn’t healed yeeeeet?!”


  He retreated back into the sewers, squawking about how he hadn’t fully recovered. 


  The dog almost seemed to chuckle at the sight.


  The Guide truly hadn’t even done anything this time, but he’d still ended up suffering from Liam’s gratitude.


   


  ***


   


  “Man, that was rough. Lily wouldn’t let me go. She wanted to come with me to the bedroom. Who knows what would’ve happened if Father and Mother hadn’t taken pity on me.”


  Now that their wedding ceremony was finally over, Kurt was set to spend his first night with Cecilia. Bashfully, he brought up Lily’s behavior to Cecilia, who was already seated at the vanity in the bedroom; she’d been waiting for him.


  Cecilia kept her back to Kurt.


  “Lady Cecilia?” Kurt said anxiously. He was worried that she might be angry at him for getting to their bedroom so late.


  It seemed the situation was more serious than that, however. Cecilia stood and turned around. Her hands held a familiar white dress and a few different bottles of something. The room’s subdued lighting revealed her smile. “Lord Kurt, you know what these are, don’t you?”


  Cold sweat burst from Kurt’s pores. “I-I…” Why? I thought I hid those!


  He was sure that he’d concealed those articles somewhere Cecilia would never find them—but here they were, right in front of his eyes. Regret at the mistake he’d made so soon after his wedding filled him, and as Cecilia approached him, he felt ashamed about how excited he’d been only moments ago.


  Cecilia opened one of the bottles, bringing the sex change drug to Kurt’s mouth.


  “Huh?” Kurt grunted in surprise.


  “I normally play the part of a well-mannered, ignorant little princess…and everyone assumes that’s the real me.”


  “I-it isn’t?! Mgh!” Kurt couldn’t say any more as Cecilia thrust the mouth of the bottle between his lips.


  Smiling, she continued, “The only people who grow up ‘normal’ in a place like the inner palace were never normal in the first place. Everyone there hides something dark in their heart.” 


  She opened bottle after bottle, feeding them all to Kurt. Before he knew it, he’d finished them all. 


  Cecilia watched with an ecstatic expression as Kurt’s body began to transform. “Given the particular environment I was raised in, I developed an interest in both sexes. But I had no idea the same went for you, Lord Kurt. I only realized that when you came to save me…when you demanded the enemy surrender.”


  Kurt held his throat, cringing in fear of Cecilia. “That was all it took?”


  “I found a few other things in our daily lives suspicious, but that was what struck the final blow. I was sure of it then; you were the person I’d always wanted… I planned to keep this part of myself hidden for the rest of my life, though, if I thought you wouldn’t understand it.”


  Apparently, having realized that Kurt had been changing his sex, Cecilia wasn’t able to hold herself back any longer. 


  When Kurt finished becoming a woman—becoming Lillie—Cecilia embraced him. “Ahh…! You’re so cute! Women really do get more beautiful when they’re in love. It’s Duke Banfield you’re smitten with, isn’t it?”


  “N-no…!”


  “You don’t need to hide it. I won’t tell anyone. When you’re male, you’ll be my darling husband. When you’re female, you’ll harbor tragic, one-sided feelings for Duke Banfield… What a fabulous duality.”


  Apparently Kurt had hit a bullseye with Cecilia.


  As Kurt—Lillie—hung her head in fear, Cecilia whispered in her ear, “If we divorced, it would be a betrayal of Duke Banfield, who fought so valiantly for our union, wouldn’t it?”


  Lillie gave a tiny nod. Divorcing would mean the end of House Exner. She wouldn’t actually call it betraying Liam, but it would be a slap in the face to someone who’d gone through so much for them. Besides, House Exner couldn’t cut ties with Cecilia for broader political reasons. Cecilia had severed ties with her brother Cleo entirely for House Exner’s sake, so if they treated her poorly after that show of solidary, their name would be mud.


  Cecilia rubbed her cheek against Lillie’s. “You’re ­wonderful, Lord Kurt. I think we’re perfect for each other!”


  I may have married…an incredibly dangerous woman.


  After learning Cecilia’s frightening true nature, Kurt—and Lillie—worried greatly for their future.


   


  ***


   


  Following the afterparty, I left House Exner’s planet and returned to the Argos. I could’ve stayed in the Exner mansion, but I decided not to in order to be considerate of Kurt and Cecilia’s first night together. Kurt didn’t really like bawdy jokes or dirty talk, so I couldn’t tease him. I’d also brought Eila and Wallace back to my ship with me, figuring that Kurt would be uncomfortable having any of us in the mansion.


  I now lay on my bed in my personal quarters. The ship’s artificial gravity was engaged, so I could lie on the bed with my limbs splayed out.


  Seated next to me on the bed was Amagi, in her usual maid uniform. “You have overindulged in alcohol. I should probably scold you, but considering your regular behavior, this was just the sort of break you needed, was it not?” She looked more relieved that I’d been able to relax than angry at me for drinking too much.


  “It was fun to get together with all my friends again.”


  We didn’t have many opportunities to meet now that we were all adults. In this universe, it was common to go without seeing people for decades, including good friends, so personal relationships changed quickly. But even an evil lord like myself could be moved by relationships that lasted for more than half a century.


  Amagi mopped my sweaty brow with a towel. I felt refreshed afterward, as if I’d just taken a bath, though I wasn’t sure whether that was some magical or scientific effect.


  “You push yourself too hard, Master. You’ll have a long lifespan, so you can afford to spend some of it resting.”


  “I can rest later. For now, I need to get everything possible done.”


  If I viewed the incident that had just occurred as a personal squabble between myself and Cleo, then it had been a great success for me; he’d picked the fight, but I’d managed to damage his reputation. Yet this incident also showed me just how difficult it would be for House Banfield alone to fight against the entire Empire.


  This whole thing had probably been nothing more than a game to Cleo. After all, if he’d wanted to, he could’ve devoted much more manpower to it.


  “This time, I just got lucky because Cleo’s such an idiot. If the Empire were really trying to crush us, we’d have lost easily.”


  “Do you still intend to fight the Empire, knowing that?” Amagi asked worriedly.


  I sat up. “I do. In fact, since they laid hands on my friend, I only feel more strongly about that now.”


  If all this was just a whim of Cleo’s, that was fine…but what if the emperor himself had been behind it?


  As I mused about that, Amagi stared at me, concerned. Most people observing her would have thought that her expression was neutral, but I sensed a distinct melancholy in it.


  “Don’t worry so much,” I reassured her. “I’m preparing carefully to secure my victory. One day, I’ll have the power to topple the Empire.”


  “It just might be possible for you, Master. You seem able to see much further into the future than I can. There is little I can assist you with anymore.”


  I had relied on Amagi for everything as a child, but now that I had a knight’s body—now that my capabilities were superhuman—I didn’t need to depend on her much anymore. I actually possessed better processing power than a maid robot these days. If you invested enough money into training a person, they could surpass a maid robot’s abilities. That was simply a matter of physical capability, of course.


  “You help me more than enough just by staying at my side. The rest of the maids do too.”


  “If you truly feel that way, I will continue to serve you.” 


  Amagi looked a little sad, so I decided to change the subject. “Let’s talk about something fun instead.”


  “Something fun, you say?”


  I couldn’t help smiling at the cute way Amagi cocked her head. “I made a fairy friend.”


  “Fairy…?”


  I tended to forget about it a lot of the time, but this universe contained not just advanced science, but magic. Magic meant fantasy, and fairies were hardly out of place in a fantasy world. In fact, they were fairly standard for such a setting… Nitta told me that, so I was sure it was true.


  The name of the fairy was Lillie.


  Lillie. Now that I thought about it, a lot of things about her were mysterious. In a place like the Capital Planet, where people’s appearances were all over the place, she had a pure, charming look. I figured the reason I had coincidentally run into her three times in this vast intergalactic universe must have been that she was a supernatural being. And then there were those fields of gemini flowers… They were definitely exactly the kind of place a mystical being like her would like. My attraction to her would also make sense if she were a fairy, since I was usually so harsh on human beings.


  As I nodded to myself in satisfaction, Amagi’s expression changed noticeably, her eyes widening in shock. H-huh? 


  As I wondered whether I’d said something I shouldn’t have, Amagi swiftly took action. She pressed a hand to her ear, summoning other maid robots. “Shirane, Shiomi, Arashima, boot up and tend to Master immediately. I will begin administering psychological care.”


  “Amagi? Amagi?!”


  Amagi was so worried about me that she went on to contact even more people. “Connect me to the government office on the home planet… Yes. I have a message for Sir Claus. Please tell him that Master is fatigued and requires psychological care. Yes, this is an emergency.”


  The fact that she was getting in touch with Claus about what I’d said meant that she really saw it as a problem.


  I leaped up and grabbed Amagi’s shoulders. “Calm down, Amagi! I’m fine! I’m just telling you that I met a fairy!”


  Amagi wore an incredibly gentle smile. “Yes, I believe you, Master. It is my failing not to have realized that you were so worn down.”


  “You haven’t failed!” She must’ve thought that I was so exhausted I was hallucinating. 


  I was still trying to calm Amagi down when the door to my room flew open. Rosetta stood in the doorway, accompanied by Shirane, Shiomi, and Arashima.


  “Darling!”


  “R-Rosetta?”


  Before I could ask her what she was doing here, Rosetta leaped on top of me and wrapped her arms around me. Her momentum pushed me back onto the bed, where she cried atop my chest.


  “You can’t push yourself so hard that you start seeing things! Let’s return to Hydra at once and gather doctors and therapists!”


  Behind Rosetta, Shirane spoke up. “Mistress Rosetta, the government is already taking action. Skilled doctors and therapists in our domain have already been contacted. Everything should be in place by the time we return on the Argos.”


  You’ve got to be kidding me…


  I’d said that to Amagi because I believed fairies existed in this universe, but apparently I was wrong. As Rosetta continued clinging to me and crying on my chest, I turned to look at Amagi. “Do fairies not exist…?”


  “Fairies would be classified as cryptids, but no definitive evidence of their existence has yet been found.”


  There was no proof of their existence, but while tired out from all my work, I’d gone and blabbed that I’d “made a fairy friend”! In other words, it was no wonder they were worried about me.


  “I see. So she wasn’t a fairy.”


  Apparently I’d had the wrong idea about things. Maybe I really was more exhausted than I thought.
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  BONUS STORY:
Witnessed by a Mass-Produced Maid!
The Sword Devil’s True Identity


   


  ON HOUSE BANFIELD’S HOME PLANET of Hydra, a maid robot had come to visit Yasushi’s home. She held the rewards Liam had sent Riho and Fuka for participating in the House Exner incident. On the lacquered tray in her hands were several items Liam himself had arranged for. Most striking among them were two high-quality swords produced in House Banfield’s domain. There was also a list of the remainder of their rewards, monetary and otherwise. Liam could just have sent the pair that list electronically, but since he’d decided to go all-out when it came to the Way of the Flash, he’d prepared the rewards scrupulously.


  The maid robot carrying all these gifts selected for Liam’s sister apprentices was called Kenzan.


  She’d been given that masculine appellation despite being the same female model as all House Banfield’s other maids. Kenzan herself didn’t seem the least bit bothered by that, though. In fact, she took pride in her designation.


  Standing in the house’s entryway, Kenzan announced the reason for her visit. “Pardon me… I have come with rewards from Duke Liam Sera Banfield for Riho Satsuki and Fuka Shishigami in order to recognize their service in the recent incident. Please accept these items.”


  The servant at the door was initially taken aback to see the maid robot, but quickly let her in. Imperial citizens still had an aversion to the artificial intelligence used in maid robots, but no one in House Banfield’s domain showed that aversion openly. They all knew what might happen if Liam got wind of it.


  Liam was beloved as a wise ruler, but his affection for maid robots was viewed as his one flaw. Of course, that one flaw wasn’t nearly enough to outweigh the positives of his rule.


  Kenzan was guided to Riho and Fuka’s location, which turned out to be Yasushi’s room. He’d been given an eight-tatami-mat room in the Japanese style, since he found it relaxing.


  Yasushi reclined on the floor, using a rolled cushion as a pillow, as Riho and Fuka—who both sat nearby—shook him to and fro.


  “Master, you really didn’t know him? That Sword Devil guy said he knew you!”


  Yasushi looked annoyed at Riho’s question. “I don’t know anyone with such a showy name.”


  Fuka laughed at Riho. “See? I told you that guy tricked you! Master wouldn’t have known anyone that weak!”


  When Fuka laughed at her, Riho just grew more frustrated. “He said he knew Master, and that Master was stronger than everybody else!”


  Sitting down beside the two girls, Kenzan set the tray of rewards on the tatami mats, then displayed a hologram of the Sword Devil to the trio. “I apologize for the interruption. I have information on the man known as the ‘Sword Devil’ here.”


  Yasushi was taken aback that this maid robot had shown up out of nowhere. Riho and Fuka, however, must have figured out right away that Liam sent her; they weren’t surprised at all. In fact, instead of looking at Kenzan, they looked at the data on the Sword Devil.


  “Yeah! That was the guy! Master, you really don’t remember him?” Riho nagged.


  Yasushi finally gave in and sat up to peer at the Sword Devil’s image. When he did, his eyes went wide. Apparently, he did remember the man. “Isn’t that…Yamada?”


  Fuka cocked her head. “Yamada? Not the Sword Devil…?”


  Yasushi crossed his arms, thinking back. “Well, he looks a lot meaner in that image, but it’s definitely Yamada. Wow—that brings me back. He used to pick on me a lot at the dojo.”


  He’d forgotten all about that, since it had taken place centuries ago. Now that he’d been reminded, though, he spoke about those bygone days. 


  “We went to the same dojo,” he elaborated, “but Yamada was this lone-wolf poser guy who didn’t get along with anyone. I, on the other hand, valued harmony and got along with everyone… I guess he didn’t like that, because he was always on my case.” As he spoke, Yasushi nodded to himself again and again.


  “Why were you going to a dojo while studying the Way of the Flash…?” Riho asked curiously.


  Kenzan listened intently as well. She must have been just as curious about this matter. Of course, no one there could tell how serious or flippant she was about anything.


  “I was staying at another school’s dojo so that I could broaden my perspective,” Yasushi explained, slightly nervous. “The Way of the Flash is strong, sure, but it’d be hasty to assume there’s nothing to learn from other schools. It wouldn’t be a bad idea for you two to learn from some other schools of swordplay yourselves.”


  Riho and Fuka looked satisfied by that explanation.


  However, Fuka did notice another inconsistency. “If he bothered you back then, why didn’t you show him the difference in your abilities? It would’ve been easy for you to put Yamada in his place, wouldn’t it, Master?”


  The Sword Devil had been no match for Riho and Fuka, so Yasushi should’ve been able to beat him using his little finger. That was what the eyes of Yasushi’s apprentices said as they looked at him.


  He couldn’t meet their gazes. “No, he was the one who beat the stuffing out of me…” He cleared his throat. “Th-that was because I…was hiding the fact that I was a swordsman of the Way of the Flash. I couldn’t cause another sword school’s dojo any trouble while I learned there!”


  Riho crossed her arms and nodded deeply. “I see. So that’s why the Sword Devil underestimated you. Makes sense to me.”


  “G-good.” Relieved, Yasushi turned back to the image of the Sword Devil displayed by Kenzan. “But Yamada bit the dust, eh…? What a waste. If he’d kept going back there, he could’ve married the master’s daughter and taken over that dojo.”


  Yasushi seemed a bit envious of the prospect.


   


  ***


   


  After returning to House Banfield’s mansion from Yasushi’s residence, Kenzan stood in a deserted courtyard, swinging a broom as if it were a wooden sword.


  She’d started studying swordplay as a way to demonstrate her individuality, like her fellow maid Tateyama did, just because the character for “sword” was in her name. Since then, she’d practiced swings in the courtyard like this whenever she had free time.


  Of course, maid robots weren’t built for combat, so she’d never be as strong as a knight. She practiced such moves simply because, according to the data she had, this was considered basic training, which she was imitating.


  Consequently, she practiced every day to see how forcefully and quickly she could swing the broom down without overburdening her frame. Any human who saw her practice would likely have gasped in wonder at the sight.


  However, the only people around her were her sisters, who had no interest in swordplay.


  As Kenzan went through her usual practice swings, Shiomi passed by. “Playing with a broom as always, I see. Kenzan, you really like brooms, don’t you?”


  Shiomi had the wrong idea about her, but Kenzan didn’t bother to correct her. All the data she’d gathered told her that those who strove to master the martial arts were reticent, laconic types. Thus, she ignored Shiomi and continued swinging her broom.


  “Yes!” she told herself. “That was a good swing!”




  Afterword


   


  HELLO. GOOD EVENING…OR MAYBE good morning? Yomu Mishima here.


  Believe it or not, this volume isn’t included in the web version of this title. That’s right; it’s a novel-exclusive arc. I’ve been wanting to include an original story in the published version of these books, and I’ve finally done it. I tried to write an “intergalactic empire”-focused episode centered around characters only found in the novels.


  Oh, by the way, since this series was adapted into an anime, its nickname seems to have become Intergalactic Empire. So you don’t need to type I’m the Evil Lord of an Intergalactic Empire! on social media. Intergalactic Empire is enough. What an unexpected benefit of the anime adaptation.


  Anyway, as an author, I’m delighted to have written a story in which the popular Lillie character is the heroine(?). Personally, I think her relationship with Ciel is a highlight of the book.


  A special version of the Avid appears in this volume too. I’m eternally grateful to Nadare Takamine-sensei for drawing so many new mobile knight models, and variations on old models, for each volume.


  Since the anime adaptation came out, we’re doing collabs with all sorts of games, so I think more people than ever will become aware of this series.


  I’ll keep working hard on it, so please keep supporting Yomu Mishima and I’m the Evil Lord of an Intergalactic Empire!
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  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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