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    GLOSSARY


    Informationist


    The general term for people who are able to generate supernatural phenomena by executing Codes. They interpret and understand the scientific mechanism of a phenomenon to create a Code, which they execute within their brain to produce supernatural effects.


    Code


    A formula an Informationist constructs in their mind when using their abilities. Similar to a spell. Executing Codes puts strain on the brain, but the simpler a Code, the lighter this strain will be.


    Level


    A ten-tier indication of an Informationist’s abilities. Larger numbers indicate higher levels.


    The Six Imperial Swords


    The Empire’s strongest group of Informationists, who serve the emperor. They possess the greatest fighting abilities in the world.


    The Balga Empire


    One of the three great powers. Presiding over vast territories, it fights for global supremacy.


    The Free City of Elbar


    A free city not belonging to any nation that was created in order to protect the social standing and rights of Informationists.

  

  
    

    THE STORY SO FAR


    Informationists wield supernatural phenomena and are instruments of war. Tsushima Rindou, a level-seven Informationist from the Free City of Elbar, accepts a job helping Holy, the daughter of a fallen noble family, to defect from the Balga Empire. Their escape becomes a perilous journey, during which they must fend off attacks from members of the Six Imperial Swords, the most powerful Informationists in the Empire.


    The Balga Empire had good reason to use excessive force against the pair, for Holy’s true identity is that of Third Princess Lupus Filia. Regardless, Tsushima’s determination to protect Lupus no matter what is bolstered when he recalls how he failed to protect his “elder sister,” Shion, in the past.


    During their escape, Lupus learns her past was arbitrarily fabricated, and she is destined to die. Seeing Tsushima still willing to risk his life to protect her despite everything, she decides to settle things with her own two hands. To ensure they would both return alive, the two exchange a knight’s vow before heading into their respective battles.


    Lupus kills her tormentor, Second Prince Ross Ruber, and asks Mayor Tachibana of the Free City of Elbar to rescue Tsushima. Meanwhile, in the land of Jabar, Tsushima defeats Canus Miles, one of the Six Imperial Swords, after a fierce battle. Another member of the Six Imperial Swords, Finé Primus, then makes her entrance, and a fight to the death between her and Tsushima unfolds. Finé wields a Code strikingly similar to the one that once killed Shion. This draws out Tsushima’s full strength, allowing him to defeat Finé but leaving him on death’s door. However, Lupus’s negotiations pay off and secure Tsushima’s rescue from the jaws of death. With everything settled, the duo finally arrive in Elbar.

  

  
    

    PROLOGUE


    “Lupus Libera? Wake up!”


    At the sound of a voice resounding the classroom, Lupus lifted her head, which had been bobbing as she unknowingly dozed in her chair. Her long eyelashes fluttered a few times before she finally registered the face of her teacher standing in front of her.


    Her blurry vision gradually cleared, and Lupus looked around the tranquil classroom.


    “Um, was I sleeping, by any chance?”


    “Yes. For at least the last fifteen minutes, as far as I could see from my desk.”


    Wearing her long hair tied back, the teacher pointed at the classroom clock with a visibly displeased expression.


    Still half asleep, Lupus trained her drowsy eyes on the clock. Sure enough, it did seem like more time had passed than she remembered.


    This is bad, she inwardly muttered, sitting up straight and clearing her throat with a small cough.


    “My apologies. I’ll be more careful from now on.”


    Her confidence made it hard to believe she had just been napping. The teacher let out an exaggerated sigh at Lupus’s attitude.


    Just then, an unbelievably clear voice came from the back of the room.


    “Didn’t you also say that last time…?”


    As soon as that student spoke, all twenty-five of her classmates burst out laughing. Lupus’s ears gradually grew hotter, and her lips twisted into a frown.


    They were in a section of Elbar Academy, the premier institution for Informationist education in the Free City of Elbar. Rebuilt only a few years ago, the academy building was neat and without a single blemish.


    The corridors gleaming in the sunlight, the spotless white walls, and the students in brand-new uniforms—all these things seemed to symbolize a bright future. That was the kind of place the academy exemplified.


    “How many naps are you up to now?” the teacher asked, tapping her rolled-up textbook as she stood in front of Lupus.


    Though Lupus had no one but herself to blame, a melancholic feeling suddenly surged in her heart, making her want to hunch over in her chair.


    Sure enough, the teacher opened her mouth, on the verge of delivering a lecture to Lupus.


    The next instant, however, the classroom bell rang. Perfect timing.


    At the familiar sound signaling the end of class, the students all started putting away their textbooks. Lupus let out a quiet sigh of relief when she saw her teacher turn and walk back to her desk with a resigned expression.


    “Next week, there will be a test on the Code language we’ve covered up until today, so make sure you do a thorough review! Understood?”


    The teacher yelled this pointedly at everyone in the classroom, as if to make up for not being able to scold Lupus.


    “Whaaaa—?”


    “Seriously?”


    “Agaaaaain…?”


    The word test was the only thing that got through to the members of the swiftly spreading crowd, and the students who had scrambled to exit their seats first all cried out in unison.


    “No complaints! Anyone who fails will have to take a makeup exam, so do it right the first time!” the teacher told them, triumphantly holding up the textbook with finality, then left the classroom before everyone else. As the students all grumbled and scattered in different directions, Lupus stayed in her seat and slumped.


    “Another test, huh? I’m getting fed up with these,” she muttered, her eyes dropping to the thick textbook in her hands.


    It looked like she was going to have more sleepless nights until the following week. A gloomy sensation weighed down on her.


    From behind, someone with long, slender fingers tapped her on the shoulder. Lupus turned around, taken by surprise.


    “You were out like a light today, Luu. Bet you stayed up late again last night, didn’t you?”


    Standing behind Lupus was a tall, slim girl, her pink hair styled in an adorable haircut. She bent forward and looked at Lupus with a smile. Lupus returned her mean comment with a slight pout.


    “Figures—so you’re the one who made that unnecessary quip earlier.”


    “Corrrrect!” Patria giggled with a beaming smile as she sidled up to Lupus. Then she pressed herself unusually close to the girl before squeezing into her seat.


    “…There’s not enough space,” Lupus grumbled, glaring at Patria. But Patria didn’t seem to care.


    “But hey, if I hadn’t made fun of you before, you would have gotten lectured, right? There’s no way the Iron Mask would have let that slide,” Patria said, mentioning the nickname of the teacher who had just left the classroom. She raised her index finger and quickly brought her fingertip up to the tip of Lupus’s nose. “Sooooooo…”


    “I owe you one?”


    “Exactly!” With another big grin, Patria tilted her head to the side and crossed her arms. “Now, what should I make you do this time…?”


    Lupus shoved her textbook into her bag and pushed Patria’s back.


    “Oh, come on. I’m already preoccupied over next week’s test. You don’t need to give me even more things to worry about, do you?”


    “Huh? What’s the big deal? I was just trying to take your mind off the exam by giving you something else to get anxious over; I’m doing you a favor.”


    “You’re just putting more on my plate without solving anything! Keep your favors to yourself.”


    After managing to force the slightly taller Patria to her feet, Lupus was finally able to get out of her chair.


    The classroom was completely empty, save for the two of them. Lupus put her heavy bag on her back and walked toward the exit.


    Patria hurried after her, bumping into Lupus’s shoulder as she drew close. She was just as clingy as ever.


    “So are you heading home now, m’lady?” Patria asked jokingly.


    The way she said it made Lupus frown slightly.


    “I’ll go back to my dorm for a bit, but then I’ll be practicing at the training grounds! My practical skills are still nowhere near good enough, so I don’t have time to rest.”


    “Practice on top of practice…? You sure are working hard, girl. But you should take a break once in a while.”


    “I have my reasons for not being able to do that.”


    “Like what?” Patria half-jokingly made a fist and presented it to Lupus, as though holding a microphone.


    Lupus pretended to bite Patria’s outstretched fist.


    “Eek!” Patria let out a strange shriek and hastily yanked back her hand. Frowning, she shot Lupus a wounded puppy dog stare. Lupus, however, refused to back down and returned the girl’s gaze.


    “It’s all right to be serious,” said Patria, “but you should take a breather every now and then. Otherwise, your stress will just build and build till you explode, you know?”


    “I appreciate your concern, but I need to push myself hard enough to explode. That’s how it is for me.”


    “Hmmm… Sounds like there’s a story there… But as your roommate, I can’t just leave you be!” Patria teased, hinting at something as she reached into her bag—which looked much lighter than Lupus’s—and pulled out two pieces of paper.


    The sheets of paper were a vivid pink, as bright as her own hair, and Patria held them out to Lupus.


    “What’re these?”


    “Huh? C’mon, I told you about it before. My work is giving out special coupons, and I promised I’d give you two next time, so here you go.”


    Lupus searched through her memories for a while before her expression finally lit up in recollection.


    “You’re really giving these to me?” she asked.


    “I already told you I would, didn’t I? You’re way too suspicious of other people.”


    Looking down at the coupons swaying in front of her, Lupus reached out to grab them with a thank-you.


    “Hmm?”


    But the next instant, the two pieces of paper vanished. Lupus dropped her eyes to her empty palm, then slowly looked up at Patria standing next to her. The girl was clutching the coupons, waving them next to her head.


    “Well now, what’s the meaning of this, Miss Patria Hyne?”


    “Ah-ah-ah! Nobody said I was handing them over for free, Miss Lupus Libera.”


    Patria had a bit of a mean streak. According to her, she was naturally inclined to tease cute girls. Lupus let out a short breath and cracked her neck.


    “Very well. I make it a rule to accept any challenge that comes my way. Get ready to weep.”


    “Oh nooo… I’d consider it a reward if you made me cry, Luu.”


    Patria flashed an even meaner grin. Just as Lupus’s eyes began to glow, the windows of the entire school building rattled with a deep groan. At the sudden disturbance, all traces of playfulness vanished from both their faces, and the two turned toward the direction of the noise.


    From the academy corridors, they took in the sight of downtown Elbar and noticed something that hadn’t been there a moment earlier: a pillar of smoke, rising from the middle of the city. There was no chance this was a naturally occurring phenomenon.


    “I wonder if there’s been another accident?” Lupus muttered anxiously.


    “Yeah, probably,” Patria responded in exasperation next to her. “The number of Informationists immigrating to Elbar keeps rising by the day, and not everyone is going to get along. I guess there’s not much that can be done about that, but couldn’t they at least settle their differences by talking things out? Sometimes we’re too hotheaded for our own good.”
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  Patria pressed a hand to her forehead, as if she had some idea of what might be going on.


  Next to her, Lupus found herself at a loss for words as a certain Informationist flashed through her mind, and she fell silent.


  “Anyway, let’s hope no one gets hurt.”


  Gazing at the distant source of the commotion, Lupus pressed her hands together in prayer. If only, she wished, the world could be free of conflict, and everyone could live in peace. And may the Informationists who were fighting find guidance toward a brighter future.


  


  In a plume of rising dust, a man was sent flying out of a building. The force of the blast caused the old brick structure to collapse in an instant. The man rolled across the ground to slow his momentum and sprang lightly to his feet, the hem of his jacket fluttering. As his entire body became showered in dust, the black fabric of his jacket turned completely white. His face was shielded behind a full-face helmet, but his crash landing created a large crack in its visor.


  “Shit, I can’t see anything,” he cursed on the spot, pushing up his visor.


  From beneath the visor glowed two blue eyes. Shaggy bangs and a gaze like a dead fish: These were the features of Tsushima Rindou. As the collapsing building sent up even more clouds of dust, two more blue flames became visible, just like Tsushima’s. This phenomenon, in which the eyes turned a luminescent blue, was a sure sign of an Informationist executing a Code.


  Tsushima instantly made an evasive maneuver. A bolt of blue lightning passed through the spot where he’d just been, then carved through the air, accurately tailing Tsushima’s position.


  “Heat source detection?”


  Predicting his opponent’s Code, Tsushima smacked away the flash of light approaching his face with his bare hand. But his opponent must have been expecting this, for a new bolt of lightning struck Tsushima’s head from a different angle an instant later.


  “Dammit!”


  Reeling from the blow to his head, Tsushima instinctively twisted his body away, then used that momentum to dive behind the rubble.


  “Sheesh, I can’t tell if my gear is useful.” Tsushima ripped off his now-ruined helmet and tossed it aside, cursing again. Taking a deep breath, he reached for the cigarettes in his pocket.


  “Barely a level-nine Informationist, huh? Too persistent for his own good.”


  Tsushima lit his cigarette and examined his surroundings. He could only see about sixteen feet ahead.


  “Well, I suppose this is good enough for setting the stage,” Tsushima said with satisfaction after assessing the situation, then turned toward the debris-scattered street. He sensed someone’s presence within the ruins of the building. Staying on guard, he turned to face his foe. Naturally, his opponent must have noticed Tsushima’s presence as well. Both men had paused once they grasped their position relative to the other.


  “You bastard. Who sent you?” said his foe.


  Tsushima exhaled smoke as he shrugged in response.


  “You’re better off not knowing.”


  “Yeah? Guess I’ll just have to kill you, then.”


  The enemy Informationist had no intention of dragging out this battle. Neither did Tsushima. Both of their eyes glowed blue as they prepared for combat.


  The Codes his opponent was using likely had something to do with electric currents.


  A blue bolt of lightning bounced around in all directions, stirring the air as it approached Tsushima.


  But Tsushima had no plans to dodge the attack. A massive amount of information ran through the air from his glowing eyes, and he executed his specialty energy conversion.


  With perfect precision, Tsushima’s heat ray shot down the bolt of lightning. And it wasn’t just the one—lightning bolt after lightning bolt came at him, yet they all fell before the scorching beam of heat. As he shot down attacks coming from every direction—left, right, front, back, above, and below—Tsushima advanced on the Informationist ahead of him.


  “Ughhh,” the enemy Informationist groaned.


  The man took a faltering step back, daunted by the way Tsushima leisurely approached, puffing here and there on his cigarette. Still, the enemy Informationist did not seem inclined to flee. In fact, he was clenching his teeth, suggesting he was about to execute another Code. Tsushima yelled to warn against it.


  “Enough. You won’t have to die if you quit now. Just hand over that case,” Tsushima said with cool indifference, pointing at the object in the man’s hand.


  Tsushima gradually emerged from the haze. A blue vein bulged on the forehead of the Informationist in front of him.


  “I don’t get paid to back down whenever someone tells me to!”


  “Gotcha. So a guarantee you’ll live isn’t enough for you?”


  Tsushima finished the last drag of his cigarette and flicked it aside. Even as attacks kept coming at him from all directions, he shot down each and every one as he pointed his finger at the man.


  His finger was trained perfectly on his opponent—as straight and steady as the barrel of a gun that was sure to hit its target.


  Seeing Tsushima’s rugged fingertip, the Informationist tried to execute another Code with a growl, but Tsushima wasn’t going to let that fly.


  The next instant, he constructed and executed an elaborate Code involving highly compressed energy, designation of movement vectors, and even his opponent’s position coordinates. The speed of execution should have been impossible; the phenomenon occurred at almost the same time as his eyes glowed.


  “Huh?”


  The other man was the first to notice the anomaly. He sensed something and looked up.


  From high up in the sky, a single heat ray fell directly toward the crown of the man’s head, hitting him right in the forehead. The beam didn’t just shatter his skull—it pierced straight through the man’s body and hit the ground. The impact whipped up another fierce cloud of dust that rose high into the sky, and the surrounding area shook even more than when the brick building had collapsed. Shielding his face with his jacket, Tsushima deflected the force of the blast, then fixed his gaze on the silhouette of the burning man, his outline distinctly visible even through the smoke.


  “The hell? I thought he would dodge it.”


  Tsushima raised his brow slightly and ran over to the man. Thick clouds of black smoke rose from his corpse. Tsushima confiscated the briefcase that had fallen next to him and gently shook it to check the safety of its contents.


  “Your preservation instincts were a bit off, bud.”


  Leaving those cold words with his opponent, who had burned to death where he stood, Tsushima strained to listen carefully. From about two blocks ahead, he could hear police car sirens responding to the commotion.


  He quickly fled the scene.


     


  Tsushima concealed himself in a cloud of dust to deftly evade each blockade that closed in around him. Having lived in Elbar since its founding eight years ago, he knew the city as well as his own backyard. Once he was sure no one was on his tail, Tsushima eased the tension from his shoulders. Brushing the dust from his clothes, he ran over to his motorcycle, which he’d parked in the corner of an alley.


  “Phew. Daytime jobs sure are tricky.”


  His key slid smoothly into his motorcycle. Just as he was about to leave the area, a familiar electronic sound chimed nearby. Tsushima lowered his foot from the bike and looked toward the source of the noise. It was a public phone, attached to a telephone pole that stood in an area where it likely received little use.


  After glancing at his surroundings to confirm no one was present, he reluctantly reached for the receiver.


  “You get off on spying on people or something?”


  As soon as he picked up the phone, the first thing out of Tsushima’s mouth was a sarcastic remark. The person on the other end of the line laughed in response, as if he was expecting this.


  “Ha-ha-ha. Well, as the administrator of this city, I thought I should at least check on things.”


  “In that case, just use your own squad from the start instead of requesting me to do it.”


  “You mean the Elbar Security Force? An interesting suggestion. But if I did that, we’d have to prove the suspect guilty before we could punish him.”


  Tsushima let out an involuntary sigh.


  “Do you have any idea how crazy it is to say that?”


  “Ah-ha-ha-ha. None whatsoever. It’s like a sickness at this point, so I can’t help it.”


  The person on the other end of the line seemed delighted by the disturbing implications of his words. His name was Tachibana—the man who stood at the top of the Free City of Elbar. Deeming it best not to beat around the bush with such a sinister character, Tsushima cut the small talk there.


  “I’ve retrieved the case, as you requested. Where should I take it?”


  “You’ll receive your payment as soon as we confirm the contents. Someone will be there to retrieve the case from you shortly, so please wait there.”


  Tachibana spoke with the lightheartedness of someone ordering a pizza. The moment the man had said his piece, Tsushima sensed a person materialize behind him without warning. Keeping the receiver to his ear, he turned around. Before him stood a man in a classy three-piece suit and leather shoes, a style completely incongruous with this deserted section of the city. Tsushima had been seeing an awful lot of the man lately; he was the world’s most powerful level-thirteen Informationist, Ayman Droog. Tsushima took a cigarette out of his pocket and put it in his mouth with a bitter expression. Then he slammed the receiver back into place.


  “Since when did you start working as a delivery boy?”


  “That’s rich coming from the guy I carried to safety.”


  Ayman and Tsushima went way back, and the man always had a counter to the latter’s quips. With a composed smile, Ayman stroked his beard, but Tsushima could only avert his eyes in embarrassment, rendered speechless by the man’s sound argument. He clicked his tongue as he picked up his lighter.


  “So what about the case?” Ayman asked.


  “There. It’s on the bike.”


  “Ah.”


  Ayman approached the motorcycle, his leather shoes clicking, and picked up the case. His brows raised slightly as he checked the contents through the gap of the slightly open case.


  “That’s it. No doubt about it.”


  Hearing Ayman’s confirmation, Tsushima finally lit his cigarette. This time, he inhaled a lungful of smoke. Watching him out of the corner of his eye, Ayman frowned, exasperated.


  “Why not quit smoking already? You’re going to destroy yourself.”


  “Mind your damn business.”


  “Settle down. I see you’re still as unreasonable as you were in the old days.”


  Deciding not to say any more, Ayman let his feelings show in his gaze for a moment, then pulled a thick envelope stuffed with cash from inside his jacket. After checking it, he moved as if to hand it to Tsushima, only to stop partway.


  “Hmm?” Tsushima tilted his head.


  Ayman seemed to deliberate over something for a few seconds before speaking.


  “Are you getting along with her?”


  “With who?”


  “Lupus Filia.”


  “Ah. Yeah, reasonably,” Tsushima replied, frowning at Ayman’s question.


  “That’s all right, then,” Ayman said evasively, placing the envelope on the bike seat.


  He then raised his hand a little, turned his back to Tsushima, and started walking away.


  A vague response to an abrupt question. Something about it bothered Tsushima, and he asked Ayman about it as he was attempting to leave.


  “What’d you mean by that question just now?”


  Ayman had already taken a few steps but stopped at the sound of Tsushima’s voice. Straightening his necktie as he turned around, Ayman parted his lips, which had been set in a straight line.


  “I’ve seen a lot of men in my time, and most end up ruined by women or alcohol. I just hope you won’t go down the same path, that’s all,” Ayman said, falling silent for a moment as he gazed at Tsushima.


  Though his words sounded like a joke, Tsushima felt there was some other intent behind them. He exhaled smoke and held up his cigarette.


  “Sorry, but if anything’s going to kill me, it won’t be her. It’ll be these.”


  Secondhand smoke wafted from the cigarette as if saying Take that! Tsushima took another drag of the poisonous vapor and smiled cynically as he straddled his motorcycle.


  
    

    CHAPTER 1


    Straight after completing the daytime job, Tsushima went on to wrap up a few more tasks he had on his plate before heading home. Night had completely fallen, and the Free City of Elbar had taken on an enchanting atmosphere that was slightly different than midday. Tsushima paused in an area of the city lined with reinforced concrete buildings. Then he went down a dim staircase leading to a semi-basement apartment—his home. As he unlocked the familiar door and put his hand on the doorknob, he noticed something amiss. Light was spilling from inside the door, which was barely cracked open. He wasn’t in the habit of leaving the lights on while he was out. And that wasn’t all. When he strained his ears, he felt like he could even hear the hum of the air conditioner.


    “Oh, for crying out loud.”


    Apparently, he had a visitor. He grumbled in annoyance, then pushed open the door. Although the interior of the apartment could hardly be called spacious, it had everything necessary for someone living alone: a ceiling fan spinning overhead, an old sofa, a large table, and a combination storage unit and bookcase. With its exposed concrete walls and bare essential furnishings, the place felt dreary. But it wasn’t quite as dreary as usual that day. The reason for that was the girl sitting at the table in the center of the room. She had beautiful silver hair that shimmered like light on the surface of rippling water, and her skin was radiant and crystal clear. She tucked her hair behind her ear with slim, supple fingers, absorbed in the textbooks and reference books she had spread out in front of her. Her presence brightened the entire room, like a single white lily in a vase. Yet in stark contrast to that image, Tsushima pressed a hand to his forehead as his expression darkened.


    “Lupus, I thought I told you to let me know in advance if you’re going to come over.”


    Lupus only seemed to realize Tsushima was home after hearing his voice. She shot up, her expression brightening without so much as a greeting.


    “Perfect timing! Hey, Tsushima, there’s a section in my academy homework that I just don’t get. This part here. Could you help me?”


    Not paying the slightest attention to what Tsushima had said, Lupus held up what looked like a thick textbook or reference book.


    Tsushima closed the front door and shook his head, as if saying he didn’t give a damn.


    “So I’m your tutor now?”


    “Close enough.”


    “Now, look,” Tsushima said, frowning at Lupus for talking back without the slightest hesitation. “That spare key I gave you wasn’t so you could turn this place into your study hall, you know?”


    “Yeah, I know. It’s strictly for emergencies, right? Well, I’m sorry, but this is a huge emergency! I want to work on this assignment, but the desks in the library, the study hall, and even my room, of course, are all too cramped, so I can’t get anything done. Please, just let me borrow your table for a little while!” Lupus spoke in a perfectly lively way, then pressed her palms together and bowed her head in a plea.


    Tsushima didn’t really understand the situation, but it seemed too late to tell her to go home now. He had a bad habit of caving to her. Exasperated, he peered down at the textbooks spread across the desk. None of the thick books could be said to be in good condition. Each one had signs of being frantically flipped through, and the number of pages with several underlined sections made it clear she had been reading the texts thoroughly.


    Lupus pointed at a passage in one of the books and groaned as she read it aloud.


    “‘For the construction of Codes wielded by Informationists, streamlined and simplified constructions prioritizing efficiency are considered preferable to complex, extensive constructions. However, when the implementation of a complex generation mechanism is necessary for the phenomena to be manifested, a parallel Code construction with the purpose of accelerating execution speed is favorable to Code simplification.’ That’s what it says, but what does it mean?”


    Tsushima looked down at the textbook and skimmed over the passage, but since he had never received any formal education, he naturally didn’t understand much of it. Suddenly feeling annoyed, he picked up an ashtray that had been pushed to a corner of the desk.


    “No idea,” he muttered, walking over to stand beneath the ventilation fan.


    “Oh, come onnnnn! Why is this in the textbook if not even you know it, Tsushima?!”


    “I was entirely self-taught. For the next generation onward, it will likely be important to have widespread access to systematically organized education and techniques, starting from the basics.”


    “What the hell? You sound like a teacher all of a sudden,” Lupus complained.


    She shot him an extremely dissatisfied-looking glance for talking in such a detached manner, as if it were someone else’s problem.


    Tsushima snorted in response, pointing at a reference book on the desk.


    “That’s what it says on that book’s wraparound band.”


    The book Tsushima pointed at had a strip of paper wrapped around the cover like a small dust jacket, and on it was a preachy line written by some big shot. Seeing it, Lupus scowled blatantly and flipped the book over.


    “I don’t want to hear platitudes like that. I’ve got a Code language test next week, and there’s still the practical assignment left as well. I have way too much to do; I’m doomed! So come on, give me a hand somehow, Tsushimaaaa…”


    She was practically praying to him now, and a genuinely troubled look appeared on Tsushima’s face.


    “Aren’t you pushing yourself a bit too hard? You don’t look so good.”


    “But there are subject exams at the end of the month, and the International Level Exam is happening in the winter. I’ve got to cram like crazy! I want to get my level certification as soon as possible and have proper proof of my skills as an Informationist.” Lupus spoke sincerely, letting her words spill out as she faced the mountain of homework spread across the desk.


    What could possibly be making her that flustered? Tsushima looked up at the spinning ventilation fan and squinted his already narrow eyes even further.


    “An Informationist’s abilities aren’t only determined by hard work—chance also plays a role. Finding a field of expertise that suits your aptitudes, determining which Codes are less likely to put strain on your brain’s structure, and the timing of when you come into your powers—there are a lot of things in this world that can’t be accomplished through effort.”


    Seeing Tsushima speak with a distant look in his eyes made Lupus feel even more dejected.


    “There you go again, dropping a comment that makes everything pointless. Are you saying you had that kind of lucky timing, Tsushima?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Then it wouldn’t be strange for something similar to happen to me tomorrow, right?”


    Lupus took his statement surprisingly optimistically.


    Tsushima watched her out the corner of his eye, puffing on his cigarette and slowly exhaling the smoke.


    “Sorry, but you shouldn’t count on the stars to align or whatever while you’re a student at the academy, unfortunately.”


    “Why not?” Lupus pursed her lips and questioned him again, reacting to his sarcastic tone.


    Tsushima turned his gaze at her, giving her a composed look that seemed to ask if she really didn’t get it.


    “A bird in a cage can’t practice flying in the open sky. As long as it’s confined to its cage, it’ll never understand the true strength of its own wings.”


    “Then what’s the point of this birdcage?”


    “To protect little birds from being eaten by eagles, that’s all. Nothing special to it.”


    “Then why am I drowning in all these assignments and tests every day?!” Lupus let out an “Aaaaaargh” and slumped face down on the desk, as if saying she never should have expected anything from Tsushima.


    Tsushima allowed a faint smile to come to his lips as he watched her.


    “Y’know, it’s wild how you were nearly killed in a conspiracy not too long ago, and now you’re just stressing over assignments and tests. That’s actually a nice problem to have.”


    Still slumped over the desk, Lupus turned her head to Tsushima, directing an unimpressed gaze at him.


    “You say that like it’s someone else’s problem.”


    “It actually is someone else’s problem, though.” Finishing the last drag of his cigarette, Tsushima exhaled smoke and shrugged. “You dissatisfied with that?”


    “Does this look like the face of a satisfied person?”


    “Beats me.”


    Tsushima stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray and walked over to the corner of the room, ending the conversation there. There was a TV in that corner, the one and only entertainment device in the entire room.


    He pressed the switch on the side of the ridiculously large cathode-ray tube TV. With the dull hum of electricity, an image gradually appeared on the black-and-white screen.


    It was a female reporter. She seemed to be reading from a script, but no sound was coming through.


    As the audio finally started playing, lagging slightly behind the image, Tsushima unconsciously clicked his tongue.


    “The anniversary of the end of the Independence War is fast approaching and is set for next week. Foreign dignitaries expected to attend the peace ceremony have been arriving in droves. We have confirmed today the arrival of Chancellor Oryx of the Balga Empire. Mr. Oryx arrived at the airport this evening, accompanied by his bodyguard, a member of the Six Imperial Swords—”


    Lupus slowly lifted her head at the sound of the voice coming from the TV. As the reporter read out the script, two men appeared on the small black-and-white screen.


    One was dressed in a suit and a black coat that looked like a cloak. The other was a strange Informationist, his entire body hidden under a full suit of old-fashioned armor.


    As she stared at them, Lupus dropped her gaze to her hands with a grim expression.


    “Chancellor Oryx, huh? Haven’t heard about him in ages.”


    “Is he an acquaintance of yours?”


    “I’ve only met him in person a handful of times, but the stories about him get around.”


    The strange, playful mood from earlier vanished in an instant, and Lupus harbored a dignified expression reminiscent of the time right after her defection.


    “Oryx is the Empire’s second-in-command and oversees its domestic affairs. They say he uses underhanded methods to dig up blackmail material on local authorities to force them into submission. If my elder brother Causa is a villain who fights fair, then Oryx is the kind who doesn’t.”


    “He’s got quite a bad reputation, huh?”


    “He’s done enough horrible things to earn that reputation. A man like him attending a peace ceremony is a sick joke.” Having said that much, Lupus gazed at the ceiling fan.


    Tsushima had no idea what was going through her head. But she had a somewhat melancholy expression as she kept silent, and a shadow seemed to pass over her eyes.


    Upon looking at her bleak gaze, Tsushima suddenly recalled the words she had spoken the day they had been reunited.


    “There’s still someone I have to kill.”


    Tsushima still didn’t exactly know what she had meant by this. Even when he had asked her about it at the time, she had just dodged the question by telling him to pretend he hadn’t heard it.


    Now was the perfect opportunity to get more clarification. He decided to ask her what she had really meant. Tsushima fixed a more serious gaze than usual at Lupus and opened his mouth to speak.


    “Lupus—”


    At almost the exact same moment Tsushima said her name, the clock on the wall rang out with a low chime that overlapped with his low voice.


    Bong, bong. The clock chimed several times. Lupus looked at the clock, her eyes widening.


    “No way! It’s that time already?!”


    “Yeah.”


    His question completely thwarted by the trivial sounding of a clock, Tsushima cleared his throat awkwardly.


    In an extreme panic, Lupus started jamming the textbooks on the desk into her bag.


    “What’s the matter? It’s not that late yet, is it?”


    “It’s not that. The dorm’s curfew is eight on the dot. What time is it now? It’s eight, isn’t it?!”


    In no time flat, Lupus finished packing up and slung her heavy bag over her shoulder.


    “Ugh, I’m definitely going to get in trouble,” she muttered with a tone of disgust.


    Her bag must have been really heavy. She seemed to stagger unsteadily, and she lost her balance as she ran toward the front door. Ignoring her disheveled hair, Lupus grabbed the front door handle, and Tsushima called out to her.


    “Hey, should I drop you off?” he asked.


    “It’s all right! I don’t know what people will say if I go back to the dorm with a man.”


    “…Oh, okay,” Tsushima said, looking a little anxious as he saw her off.


    Lupus noticed his gaze and turned around as she opened the front door.


    “You don’t have to be so worried. But more importantly, we’re meeting up at nine tomorrow, remember?”


    “Tomorrow?”


    “Yeah. You promised. I said I had the day off tomorrow, so I wanted you to go somewhere with me.”


    Tsushima had no recollection of that, even after being reminded by Lupus. He glanced over at the calendar hanging on the wall. On the white-bordered calendar, the next day’s date was circled in bright colors.


    Just when had that happened? Tsushima glanced back at Lupus with a look of utter bewilderment. Lupus seemed to realize everything from his demeanor and glared at him with half-lidded eyes.


    “We’re meeting up at the clock tower in front of West Central Park tomorrow morning at nine.”


    “Ah yeah.”


    “Repeat it back to me.”


    “At the West Central Park clock tower tomorrow morning at nine, yeah?”


    “You better not be late.”


    It was like he’d stepped on a large land mine at the very last moment. Tsushima winced as he watched Lupus leave and slam the door.


    Tsushima, who never flinched before any villain or tough opponent, somehow always lost his cool when it came to Lupus. That fact wasn’t lost on him, either, and he scratched his head as if to say it was a real bother.


    


    The next morning, bathed in the refreshing morning sunlight for the first time in a while, Tsushima stood around looking thoroughly uncomfortable. An unlit cigarette dangled from his mouth, its tip bobbing up and down repeatedly.


    The clock tower Lupus had chosen as their meeting place was a symbolic spot in the recently redeveloped Central West District in Elbar. It was common for young people to gather in brand-new places, and naturally, that day was no exception. The surrounding area was overflowing with young people.


    Just as Tsushima was about to reach his breaking point from the awkwardness of waiting somewhere he obviously didn’t belong, he spotted Lupus coming from the direction of the station. Tsushima let out a deep breath he’d been holding in.


    “Sorry! I overslept…,” Lupus said right away, looking truly sorry as she placed her hands together in an apologetic gesture.


    “Unbelievable. You warned me to be on time, and now you’re late yourself.”


    “I said I’m sorry!” Lupus apologized profusely, her eyebrows raised and drawn together.


    She was wearing her Elbar Academy uniform despite it being her day off.


    It wasn’t as if Tsushima had been expecting her to wear casual clothes, but he still commented on her attire.


    “You’re wearing your uniform even on your day off? Don’t tell me you don’t have money to buy clothes…”


    “That’s not it. Students of Elbar Academy are always aware they are Informationists, twenty-four hours a day, three hundred sixty-five days a year. That’s the school motto,” Lupus said, flaring her still-new uniform and puffing out her chest with pride.


    Regardless, that was no concern of his, Tsushima decided, quietly returning the unlit cigarette that had been dangling from his mouth back into his pocket.


    “I guess students have to follow the school motto, eh? But even after graduation, you’ll be an Informationist until you die. It’s a miserable way to live.”


    “Says the guy who makes a living as an Informationist! Your circumstances are the same as mine, aren’t they? Why are you acting like you’re the only one who’s different?”


    “Because I’ve lived in the shadows my whole life. My situation is different from other people’s.”


    “And that’s why you don’t join the Informationist Guild and only take shady jobs, right? Got it.” Lupus shook her head in stunned disbelief. She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “You know, ever since I came to this city, I’ve heard nothing but bad things about you. What is it you actually do?”


    “I just said, didn’t I? I live in the shadows. I can’t be in the light, so I just have to get by however I can. That’s all. You dissatisfied with that?”


    “You ‘live in the shadows’?” Lupus echoed Tsushima and looked up at the sun rising overhead.


    Don’t tell me she’s thinking I physically can’t be out in the sunlight? Tsushima worried for a moment.


    Lupus crossed her arms and tilted her head slightly, looking doubtful.


    “I don’t see it like that. Even if you do live in the shadows, isn’t it important to at least maintain a desire to step into mainstream society?”


    “You can only say that because you’ve never been in the shadows.”


    “Way to be rude. I may not look it, but I’m an outcast, too, you know,” Lupus shot back. She’d grown to the point where she could sometimes counter Tsushima with a quip of her own.


    He was secretly impressed as he watched her puff her chest with pride.


    Lupus had indeed gone into hiding after the Empire had stripped her of status and declared her executed. In a sense, she was an outcast burdened with a secret she would have to harbor for the rest of her life.


    But Tsushima still didn’t think she was the same as him. Lupus was managing to eke out an existence no different from that of most regular people, so she really couldn’t be called an outcast.


    After calmly comparing their circumstances, Tsushima replied with a scoff.


    “Sorry, but you’re not really living in the shadows, I’m afraid. With your new identity, you’re standing firmly in the light. Lucky you.”


    “What do you mean, I’m not really living in the shadows?! You always say things to distance yourself from me. Anyway, want to come out into the sunshine together? Life under the sun might surprise you—it can get pretty tough out in the heat,” Lupus teased, matching his quip with one of her own.


    Upon hearing her response, Tsushima couldn’t help being stumped for words.


    “Together, huh…?” he murmured, as if quietly savoring a nostalgic feeling. “That’s not possible,” he concluded.


    Lupus him a look.


    “There you go trying to wriggle out of things again, Tsushima. Do you act like that everywhere? I’m starting to get a little worried about you.”


    “What are you, my mom? Seriously, worry about your grades before you fuss over me,” Tsushima said, putting a lid on the muddled, lukewarm feeling that was starting to rise from deep within his chest. He forced a change of subject. “So I’m guessing you didn’t call me out here just to stand around and chat, right? Where are we going today?”


    Lupus broke into a satisfied smile at Tsushima’s prompting. With a seemingly light step, she began leading him.


    “Recently, a friend I share a dorm room with started a part-time job. Wanna know what it is?”


    Tsushima started getting a sinking feeling when he saw how excited she was.


    “Does she work at a café or something?”


    “Wrong, but you’re on the right track. She does work in food.”


    “A bar?”


    “There’s no way someone underage could serve drinks! C’mon, take this seriously!”


    Hit by her glistening puppy dog eyes, Tsushima reluctantly started to brainstorm. Maybe her friend served hot dogs? Or worked at a coffee stand? After he had considered a few possibilities, an unpleasant memory from the past surfaced.


    “…Don’t tell me it’s crepes?”


    “Correct!”


    Lupus clapped with her eyes wide, surprised that Tsushima had arrived at the correct answer.


    “You figured it out! Yeah, my friend started working at a new crepe truck that just opened its doors, so she asked me to drum up some business for her.”


    “And that’s why you’ve brought me along?”


    “That’s right!” Lupus replied with a strangely high level of enthusiasm, pointing at Tsushima.


    In contrast to Lupus’s cheerful expression, Tsushima’s resembled that of someone attending a funeral, and he let out a sigh that was difficult to describe.


    “Don’t you have any friends?”


    “I do. Why would you just come out an ask me that?”


    “You should go have crepes with them, then. I don’t understand why you have to drag me along to this.”


    “I’ve already been with them. You’re the last person I’m inviting,” Lupus said in defense of herself, jutting out her chin a little.


    He supposed that was fine if she was telling the truth, but he still couldn’t quite understand why he needed to be a part of this errand. Despite not being entirely convinced, he reluctantly followed her to the crepe place.


    His expression remained cloudy as he walked. After a while, Lupus tugged on his sleeve.


    “See the truck over there? That’s it! Cute, right?” Lupus said, pointing at a food truck parked on the side of the road.


    The body of the truck was painted pink, and it had a sunshade awning. Pop-art-style banners stood beside it.


    Tsushima shuddered at the thought of going over. With the desire to turn back blooming in his heart, Lupus took his hand and pulled him in front of the truck.


    “Patria, we’re here!” Lupus called out to the attendant in a somewhat higher-pitched, casual tone.


    A girl poked her face out from inside. She was wearing a pink shirt that matched the truck.


    “Hey, Luu. You got here sooner than I thought,” said the girl named Patria, leaning out of the vehicle.


    The girl was slim, and the fancy colors complimented her adorable appearance, but there was a slight sharpness to her eyes. As a student at the academy, Patria was naturally an Informationist herself, and Tsushima sensed she might be even slightly more skilled than Lupus.


    Tsushima always sized up the abilities of anyone he was meeting for the first time, but his eyes swam as he inspected the girl, overwhelmed by the utter pinkness of her appearance. His eyes narrowed, as if to limit the amount of visual stimuli coming from this fantastical world.


    As Patria noticed Tsushima adopt an even more menacing expression, her face tensed for a moment, but she quickly switched to customer service mode. With a pleasant smile, she nodded hello to Tsushima.


    “Ummm, who’s this?”


    “An acquaintance.” Lupus blurted out her answer to Patria’s question extremely quickly, her expression unnaturally devoid of emotion.


    Patria glanced at Tsushima again, then back at Lupus. A smirk materialized.


    “Ah-ha! So that’s how it is, Luu? So I take it this means…?” Patria wiggled her eyebrows up and down a few times as she stopped leaning out of the truck.


    “Hey, it’s not like that!”


    As if sensing some kind of danger, Lupus took a step in front of Tsushima and raised her voice to cut off Patria before she could say anything else. Then she snatched a menu from the truck.


    “Wh-what should I get today?”


    “Huh? What do you mean ‘today’? This is your first time here, isn’t it, Luu? Want me to recommend something?”


    Patria’s well-meaning—but unnecessary—comment was a fatal blow in more ways than one.


    Lupus froze in front of Patria, who only looked back at her with pure curiosity, head tilted. Tsushima stood couldn’t see Lupus’s face from where he stood, but he could tell her ears were gradually turning red.


    “Ummm, I’ll get a strawberry crepe, I think. What about you, Tsushima?” Lupus asked in a high-pitched tone, trying to cover it up.


    Tsushima looked at the menu from a distance and then asked Patria.


    “What do you recommend?”


    “Maybe the vanilla and chocolate if you like sweet things. But if you want something less sugary, something like coffee and cinnamon would do the trick.”


    “Then I’ll have coffee and cinnamon.”


    “Okay.”


    Patria went back into the truck and began preparing the crepes with practiced ease. Tsushima stood next to Lupus to pay, but she hurriedly blocked him with her body.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked.


    “T-today, I’ll—”


    “Nah, I can pay for this at least.”


    “I insist on paying here to thank you for before.”


    Tsushima had no idea what she meant by that. Thank him for what?


    Lupus, more awkward than ever in both her words and manner, stubbornly refused to back down, so Tsushima gave in reluctantly.


    He withdrew the hand he’d put to his waist and returned to his previous position. Lupus frantically pressed her bangs down with one hand, trying not to let Tsushima notice as she stealthily took something out with her other hand and discreetly exchanged a glance with Patria.


    She handed over something that looked like a coupon, and Patria’s grin instantly turned even more mischievous.


    “All right, all right,” Patria responded in a voice loud enough for Tsushima to hear. “A coupon for double cream, yeah? Leave it to me, ya greedy little pig!” She beamed from ear to ear.


    Lupus anxiously pressed a finger to her lips. The two of them seemed to get along swimmingly, which was no surprise for roommates.


    “Unbelievable,” Tsushima said to himself, watching them from behind.


    In less than a few minutes, Patria finished preparing their order. Leaning down from the van, she held out a large crepe in each hand with a big grin.


    “Here you go! A triple strawberry with double cream—and a coffee and cinnamon.”


    The appearance of the crepe, filled with even more cream than she’d imagined, prompted an “Oooh” of delight from Lupus.


    They were huge. Tsushima reached out from behind Lupus and took both at once.


    As Lupus snapped back to her senses and began to settle the bill, Patria kept stealing quick glances at Tsushima next to her.


    “So this is why you couldn’t sleep last night, huuuuh?” Patria said to Lupus from across the counter, her hand covering her mouth.


    But her voice was at its regular volume, and Tsushima could hear every word. In fact, Patria was probably making sure he could.


    Lupus hurried to protest as she pulled bills from her wallet.


    “Th-that’s not it! I just couldn’t sleep because I had a homework problem I couldn’t work out yesterday. Honest!”


    “I don’t buy it. You were totally ignoring your books and stressing over what to wear, weren’t youuuu? I mean, you even went out of your way to borrow my makeup…”


    “H-hey, cut it out!”


    Face burning red, Lupus stammered, looking like she was about to collapse from the distress. Tsushima figured it would be cruel to let this go on any longer and sent her a lifeline.


    “Hate to interrupt your fun, but I have a full schedule after this. Mind if I borrow Lupus for a bit?” Tsushima asked lightly.


    Patria flashed Tsushima a grin from inside the store, her expression telling him to go right ahead.


    “Thanks,” he told Patria, then turned to leave.


    Lupus exchanged a few quick words with Patria before chasing after Tsushima. Her face was so red it looked like steam might start coming out of her ears, and she puffed out her cheeks in frustration as she walked beside Tsushima. She hesitantly looked up at him.


    “It’s not like I invited you with that in mind or anything. I mean, you promised you’d come get crepes with me, didn’t you?”


    “Yeah, I did.”


    Feeling it would be too cruel to tease her any further, Tsushima just nodded. He wasn’t certain whether she had picked up on his intent, but Lupus hunched her shoulders, groaning with a low ugh as she endured the embarrassment.


    It was the kind of innocent posture you’d expect from a girl her age. Tsushima handed her the triple strawberry crepe.


    “Anyway, here. You were looking forward to eating this, weren’t you?”


    “…Yeah.”


    Holding her bangs down with one hand, Lupus half-heartedly accepted the cream-filled crepe.


    There was a small park a short distance from the street stalls. The park had once been a battlefield, and in it stood a monument honoring the comrades who had sacrificed their lives in that very spot.


    The park was retrospective in a sense, so it wasn’t as crowded as the street. Sitting on a bench in the shade of a tree, Tsushima took his first mouthful of crepe. True to Patria’s recommendation, it had just the right amount of sweetness.


    “Mmmmm! What is this? It’s so yummy!” Lupus had looked like she was about to die from shame moments ago, but that expression had been replaced by one of delight as she downed her crepe with gusto. The sweet treat was bursting with strawberry-infused cream and sauce, plus actual strawberries. “Want to try some, Tsushima? It’s really good.”


    “Nah, I’ll pass.”


    “You don’t like sweet things?”


    “It’s not that.”


    Tsushima glanced at Lupus, then turned his gaze to their surroundings. She was about a dozen years younger than him, so he found the activity—something a couple might do—particularly awkward.


    Seeing Tsushima quietly biting into his own crepe, Lupus simply said, “Okay,” and started eating hers.


    Amid the chirping of birds, they took a seat beneath the shade of a tree, a silence settling between them. It was a truly peaceful moment. Tsushima finished his crepe before Lupus, then folded the wrapper and wiped his mouth.


    “Are you getting by all right at the academy?”


    “Yeah. Reasonably so, I guess.”


    “This probably sounds hypocritical coming from me, but you should make lots of friends. It’s good to have people you can rely on in an emergency.”


    “Yeah, that really doesn’t seem like something you can say, Tsushima.”


    Getting cream on her face, Lupus tossed the last bite of her crepe into her mouth and gazed at the sky in satisfaction. Her eyes creased at the corners, brimming with happiness, but they gradually took on a more serious light.


    “The truth is: My identity makes it hard for me to make friends with most people. I have this new name, Lupus Libera, but it’s not like I’ve completely severed ties with my past.”


    Lupus Libera—the new name Tachibana had arranged for her. Technically, she should have changed her entire name, but Lupus had insisted on keeping her first name. Despite it all, she just couldn’t let go of her original name.


    “So you don’t have any friends to invite out for crepes?”


    “That’s not it. Uuuuuh, yeah. Actually, that’s half the reason I brought you here. The other half is that I wanted to come eat them with you.”


    “You like seeing me suffer?”


    “Heh-heh. Yeah, that, too. But to tell you the truth, I wanted to try eating with you in a peaceful place.”


    “A peaceful place?”


    “Mm-hmm. We met in pretty awful circumstances. But if we eat crepes together somewhere peaceful like this, don’t you feel like you can just forget all the bad things?” Lupus said with a mature smile.


    Her expression gave Tsushima an unusual feeling. Although Lupus got boisterous like any other girl her age, she sometimes acted like a truly graceful and dignified lady. Traces of her life as a princess were still very much a part of her.


    However, there was a saboteur ruining her elegance.


    The dab of cream on Lupus’s cheek glistened in the sunlight. She must not have noticed it was there. Although she wore a princess’s smile, she came off as more foolish than anything with that cream on her lip.


    It was as funny as a two-year-old trying to make a cool face for a photo right after eating cake.


    He considered not telling her, but after thinking ahead, he realized it would be more annoying if she found out on her own later and got upset about it. Tsushima reached a hand to her face, his fingertip brushing her soft skin as he scooped up the white blob.


    “Ah!” Lupus finally put two and two together after seeing the cream on his finger. An embarrassed, troubled look appeared on her face as she wiped her cheek. “Hey, tell me sooner if I’ve got something on my face.”


    “Try eating a bit more carefully next time. Unless you’re into looking like a clown,” Tsushima said, bringing the tiny bit of cream on his finger to his mouth.


    A subtle strawberry aroma, sweeter than he had anticipated, spread through his mouth. The taste reminded him of the lukewarm feeling that had been welling up within his chest. Not wanting to recall something he would rather stay forgotten, he added more weight to the lid suppressing his feelings.


    Meanwhile, Lupus puffed out her cheeks in a pout beside him, completely oblivious to what was going on in his mind.


    “You really are mean, Tsushima.”


    “All adults are,” he said, standing up from the bench.


    “Well, I have work to do this afternoon. If you have anything else you want to do, we better do it first,” Tsushima added.


    “Huuuuh? Work? Is it something you have to do today?”


    “Yeah.”


    Tsushima took the crepe wrapper out of Lupus’s hand and put it in his pocket. Next to him, Lupus brushed off her skirt and casually asked him a question.
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  “What kind of job is it?”


  “You’re better off not knowing.”


  “Oh…”


  Even though she’d asked, Lupus suddenly gazed far off into the distance.


  What’s with that look? Tsushima wondered, glancing at her with a puzzled expression.


  “I bet it’s another questionable gig. Is the mayor asking you for a favor again?”


  “Questionable or not, it’s the kind of thing that has to get done if we want to keep the peace you keep talking about.”


  The fact that he didn’t elaborate was answer enough. Sensing he was getting caught up in something shady, Lupus cast a worried look his way.


  “Don’t take any jobs that are too dangerous, okay? Believe it or not, I still worry about you,” Lupus said, her tone dropping a notch.


  At a loss as to how he should answer her, Tsushima simply shrugged silently.


  


  Tsushima and Lupus ended up walking around clothing and general stores and even stopped for lunch before parting ways. Lupus had said there were actually more places she’d wanted to visit in the afternoon, but she seemed satisfied already. As they parted, she was in such a good mood that she even asked about their next outing.


  Tsushima closed his eyes as he remembered the smile Lupus had given him when they parted.


  “Tranquility can be such a nuisance,” he muttered in caution to himself, then at last placed a cigarette in his mouth after resisting them all day.


  Several hours of escaping from reality was apparently a little too long for Tsushima. The lingering feelings of the outing clung to his heart, making him reluctant to return to the everyday world where he truly belonged.


  “This job is gonna help keep the peace, is it? What a joke,” he scoffed, shuddering at the words he had said so pompously. With a self-deprecating smile, Tsushima took hold of his gas lighter, savoring the cold feel of the metal on his fingertips as he flipped open the cover.


  “Peace, huh?” he murmured, narrowing his eyes wistfully as he watched the burning tip of his cigarette.


  Once the familiar scent of smoke filled his lungs, he finally felt his mind reset.


  “All right, time for work.”


  A shadow crept across Tsushima’s vision, like the hands of an ancient clock ticking over from day to night. He stepped into the old apartment building he’d been looking up at and shoved his hands in his pockets.


  The building had probably been there since before the war, and cobwebs hung from its peeling wallpaper.


  The dilapidated elevator was so loud that his ears were ringing by the time it brought him to the floor he needed.


  Stepping out into the cramped elevator hall, Tsushima paused for a moment.


  “It’s like the place is outside of time.”


  He knew exactly what gave the building its aura. The Free City of Elbar had achieved a high degree of development, but not every part of the city had been renovated to an equal degree.


  Just as Tsushima had said, the building seemed to have been plucked straight from the period before the war. For Informationists like him, it also invited a sense of nostalgia and homesickness.


  “What an unpleasant place,” he muttered to no one in particular, letting the words drift away with the smoke as he resumed walking.


  As he made his way down the dusty hallway, he heard yelling from inside the rooms he passed. Some doors had been left wide open, revealing glimpses of the residents—likely non-Informationists—going about their lives.


  Although he made eye contact with several people, nobody seemed inclined to speak. They probably knew he was an Informationist. Feeling the slight hostility in their gazes, he pushed on without stopping.


  “This it?”


  Room 605—the apartment specified in his contract. Tsushima stopped in front of the room and knocked firmly on the door.


  “Zail, it’s me.”


  He sensed someone moving inside the room. After a short delay, a flustered voice came from the other side of the door.


  “Just a minute,” came the reply.


  “Damn, you messing around with drugs again or something? You’re gonna get arrested one of these days.” Tsushima sighed, half exasperated. He reached for the doorknob.


  That very instant, he felt an intensely murderous aura and stopped in his tracks. The hostility was unmistakably directed at him and not concealed in the slightest. Tsushima lowered his hand and put it in his pocket, turning his gaze to the aura’s source.


  At the other end of the dimly lit shared hallway, a man emerged from the elevator Tsushima had just taken. He was wearing a suit with no tie and a polo coat. He had tan skin, and his white-streaked hair was neatly combed back.


  The mystery man looked across the hallway, directing his emerald eyes at Tsushima. His gaze bore straight into Tsushima, as if he saw nobody else.


  Tsushima and the man standing at the end of the hallway glared at each other. Then the door Tsushima had just knocked on opened right in front of him. A sullen-looking man peeked his face out, looked at Tsushima, and gave a vulgar smile.


  “Hey. My bad. I’m a bit fucked up, but it won’t be a problem for the job.”


  “Hold tight. Looks like we’ve got company.”


  “Huh?”


  Tsushima forced the door shut and turned to face the mystery man.


  “Got business with me?” Tsushima asked.


  The mystery man nodded.


  “Indeed.”


  Tsushima took a drag of his cigarette and exhaled. He stared intently at the man who was confronting him, sizing him up.


  The man’s posture, his breathing, his movements, and even the way he directed his gaze—everything told Tsushima he was an exceptionally skilled Informationist. Tsushima knew from experience that this type of Informationist was the worst kind of thorn in one’s side.


  Tsushima dropped his cigarette on the ground and snuffed it out under the sole of his boot.


  “Let’s hear it, then.”


  “Do you need a reason to take someone’s life?” the man responded, gently curving his lips into a smile. In stark contrast to his expression, however, the malice radiating from him only grew more palpable.
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  “There doesn’t have to be a meaning in killing—is that what you’re saying? Don’t get the wrong idea, though. You’re not the only one here who’s well-versed in violence,” Tsushima shot back with his usual sarcasm.


  The man just smiled faintly.


  “It’ll be interesting to see how long your brave face lasts. Scream for as long as you can, Tsushima Rindou.”


  That was the man’s cue to start fighting. His eyes glowed blue with a vibrancy Tsushima had never seen before.


  Locking onto the man’s gaze, Tsushima instantly accepted the challenge.


  Tsushima’s specialty heat rays were most powerful in places like hallways—straight lines with nowhere to escape. He executed a Code to generate countless heat rays that would completely fill the hallway.


  As the energy beams hurtled toward their target, the heat grew so intense that the moldy wallpaper dried out and caught fire in an instant.


  The man had no avenues of escape. Tsushima intended to take care of this in a single move.


  But after the heat rays crashed into the end of the hallway, burning everything in their wake, the man remained on his feet, unfazed. He brushed ash from the shoulders of his polo coat, then cocked his head to the side.


  “Impressive,” the man said calmly. “But you’re still holding back. Am I wrong?”


  This didn’t make sense—Tsushima’s heat rays had been so fast and dense that it should have been impossible for the man to evade them.


  A cold sweat trickled down his back.


  He furrowed his brow as an unsettling feeling welled up from the pit of his stomach.


  “Not satisfied with being cooked medium? You’re one hell of a demanding customer.”


  The man showed no sign of launching a counterattack as he listened to Tsushima’s snide comments. On top of that, he seemed to be staring with something akin to curiosity, as if he was wondering what Tsushima would do next.


  “Cocky bastard,” Tsushima muttered to the floor.


  He adopted a solid stance and executed a Code.


  This time, he would summon a wave of heat that would be impossible to avoid.


  In an instant, he unleashed an explosive concentration of heat centered on the man. It happened so quickly that there was no time to escape. Within a radius of about six and a half feet from where the man was standing, everything turned dark red and was reduced to ashes.


  The apartment building itself was no exception. The walls, the floor, the ceiling—everything—burst into flames as black smoke billowed upward.


  Tsushima knew he had gotten the man for sure this time. He sensed a response and was about to execute a Code for more heat rays in a follow-up attack, only to relent partway.


  “Not bad. In terms of levels, nine might be a bit low, huh?” the man said, his voice echoing in the hallway. It sounded like he was right behind Tsushima.


  His eyes going wide, Tsushima swung his fist as he turned around.


  Tsushima’s heat-infused punch shot straight for the man’s eyes. But his opponent dodged the attack easily, his movement leaving afterimages, like frames moving in slow-motion.


  This told Tsushima that the man was doing more than just executing physical enhancement codes to increase his speed. No, the Codes at play here were altogether more advanced and complex. Tsushima didn’t know more than that, but it was clear the man was moving at intense speeds.


  That kind of Informationist was the natural enemy of Informationists like Tsushima, who excelled at ranged combat. And if unknown Codes were being used, that made it even worse.


  Tsushima’s instincts sounded the alarm. A chill climbed his spine and stabbed the crown of his head. On reflex, he jumped backward to distance himself from his foe.


  Despite having the overwhelming advantage in close combat, the man stayed in place, sizing up Tsushima’s movements.


  “You’ve got plenty of talent. But that’s all. I’d say you’re extremely ordinary, actually. Quite different from the stories I’ve been hearing,” the man muttered as he gazed at Tsushima, as if he were confirming something.


  “You’ve been hearing stories?” Tsushima clicked his tongue at the creepiness. Even though he was barely moving, large beads of sweat were dripping down his forehead. “Just who are you?” he asked.


  In response to Tsushima’s question, the man adjusted the collar of his polo coat and let out a small grunt.


  “It’d be boorish to explain. You’ll remember on your deathbed,” the man said before finally launching his attack.


  The man’s eyes glowed blue, and his silhouette became utterly warped. By the time Tsushima realized it was because the man had shot forward at an extreme speed, he was already bent over into a deep, sideways V shape.


  The impact was like being hit by a car. Tsushima crashed through a wall of the building and was flung into someone’s apartment along the hallway.


  He had definitely broken some ribs. As Tsushima spat out bright-red blood, he executed a Code. He tried to generate a heat wave to protect himself, but the man closed in faster than Tsushima could produce his countermaneuver.


  After being hit with a tremendous kick, Tsushima was sent flying upward, higher than the ceiling.


  He was launched two floors up and only just managed to break his fall by executing a shock absorption Code, allowing him to narrowly escape death.


  Tsushima pulled himself to his feet as shards of concrete rained down over him. The next attack was bound to come soon.


  He ran past residents, bursting out of the apartment he’d crashed into, leading him to a hallway identical to the one on the lower floor. Yet there he came face-to-face with the belligerent man, as if he had anticipated Tsushima’s movements.


  “Do you still have the luxury to hold back, Tsushima Rindou?”


  “Tch.” Tsushima clicked his tongue as he executed a Code.


  The man would have no way of seeing Tsushima’s next attack coming. From high above the apartment building, Tsushima’s heat ray would slam into the apartment like a metal hammer, piercing through the building. His opponent would only notice the heat ray once it tore through the ceiling above them.


  Even Canus Miles, who belonged to the Six Imperial Blades, Pride of the Balga Empire, had been unable to dodge a similar attack. No matter how confident someone was in their speed, they wouldn’t be able to evade a projectile they didn’t see coming.


  Just then, the man grinned, though there was no way he could know of Tsushima’s plan.


  You won’t be smiling much longer, Tsushima thought, before he heard the unbelievable:


  “Next one’s from above, huh?”


  For a moment, Tsushima felt a chill, as if time had stopped. But time flowed on as normal, and in the next moment, the Code Tsushima had executed burst through the ceiling.


  The blazing red heat ray was far faster than a bullet. Yet his foe dodged it with the greatest of ease, moving to the side as if sliding across the floor.


  “Nice try,” the man said. “But in the end, it was just a cheap trick. And an utterly predictable one at that.”


  The man glanced up at the hole in the ceiling, staring past the fire left behind to glimpse the blue sky. Then he turned his gaze on Tsushima before tilting his head questioningly.


  “Are you really who you say you are?”


  Tsushima paled in the presence of the man’s unidentified Code execution.


  Why was an Informationist of this caliber attacking him? He racked his brain, dumping out the bucket of his past and searching for an answer, but he had no idea. Or rather, there were too many possible answers. What events had led this man to Tsushima, and who had put him up to the task? Tsushima was completely stumped.


  However, there was one thing Tsushima did understand: He would only live to see another day if he defeated the man in front of him.


  The man approached Tsushima, the soles of his leather shoes clacking against the floor.


  “You’re still hiding something up your sleeve, aren’t you?” the man said, not at all out of breath. Then he accelerated again.


  His warped silhouette slipped within arm’s reach of Tsushima, as if defying the passage of time, and he delivered a palm strike that seemed to propel his whole body forward.


  Yet this fell short of taking Tsushima’s life. The man was holding back to ensure he wouldn’t kill him. Struck by the man’s blow, Tsushima was sent flying down the hallway until he slammed into the wall at the end of the building. But he didn’t stop there—no, he kept flying backward and was catapulted outside.


  He was struck by an unpleasant floating sensation. Excruciating pain obscured his vision. And ahead of him, the man appeared.


  The fact that Tsushima was still midair was no obstacle; the man accelerated freely, again and again. He took position above Tsushima and shouted, “Do you remember Jabar?!”


  With his eyes glowing bright blue, the man spoke the name of that fateful place. Instantly, Tsushima felt his blood boil.


  Jabar—the city where he had once lost Shion and the location of the perilous duel he’d waged to save Lupus.


  Tsushima understood what it meant to utter that name.


  He and the man were linked by an immense magnitude. There was something between them, and it had to be settled right here, right now.


  “Dammit,” Tsushima spat under his breath as he rapidly constructed a Code.


  There were only a few seconds left before he would slam into the ground. In that brief window, Tsushima analyzed and constructed an unbelievable amount of information and executed a Code.


  The sharp pain assailing his brain was testament to the Code’s immense burden. A tear of blood ran from Tsushima’s eyes, which were glowing bluish-black. He was unleashing a Code that would instantly put him at his execution limit.


  Tsushima brought down a series of massive heat rays from the sky. But the beams touched neither Tsushima nor his attacker. Instead, they formed a barrier around the two of them, one hot enough to instantly reduce anything that touched it to ash.


  There was no escape for either of them now. As gravity pulled him down, Tsushima took aim at his foe. Even if the man could move at high speed, his movement would be limited in the air, where there was nothing underfoot to support him.


  Tsushima only had a single moment to take aim. He had to ensure he eliminated the man right then and there.


  Tsushima prepared to execute the erasure Code he’d kept hidden all this time.


  “Hmmph!”


  The man sensed a change in Tsushima’s demeanor, and then his outline warped again.


  “He’s doing it—even in midair?!”


  Although all the conditions for his erasure Code were in place, Tsushima hastily adopted an impact-resisting stance. His foe’s form stretched into the shape of a band, and a shock ran through Tsushima’s body. The next moment, Tsushima slammed down onto a car parked on the street.


  The windshield shattered, and the roof became dented. As the car alarm blared, Tsushima gazed up in a daze at the man looming over him.


  “There’s a mountain of things I want to ask you,” the man said. “I won’t kill you so easily.”


  The outcome was completely decided. Yet even with Tsushima’s life in his hands, the man intended to give him a reprieve. His body refusing to listen, Tsushima attempted to execute a Code, but the intense pain in his head prevented him from firing it off.


  “Aagh!” Tsushima yelled from the agonizing pain, clenching his teeth.


  It was the price for instantly executing such a massive Code and then forcing it to change right before execution.


  Multiple sirens blared from the other side of the city, and people were starting to gather. Realizing this, the man whipped the hem of his coat, took a knee, and whispered in Tsushima’s ear.


  “I am a revenant from the past, come to make good on my grudge. Search your memory if you wish to know who exactly will be taking your life,” he told Tsushima, then jumped down from the crushed car.


  As if nothing had happened, he leisurely walked away, vanishing as he rounded a street corner.


  As his consciousness faded, all Tsushima could do was watch him leave.


  
    

    CHAPTER 2


    Many an aspiring Informationist gathered at Elbar Academy, some even matriculating from outside the Free City of Elbar. By no means were they all from wealthy backgrounds. The academy accepted all kinds: people escaping war zones, inhabitants of faraway rural areas, and even mercenaries with no place to call home.


    Elbar Academy had a dormitory for people without wealth and connections. Naturally, this included Lupus, too, for she had been completely cut off from her family’s resources.


    In the dorm dining hall, Lupus’s shoulders drooped in dejection.


    “Haaaaah…” She gave a sigh.


    Walking between the rows of tables in the spacious hall, Lupus had the defenseless appearance of someone fresh out of the bath. Her slightly damp hair was tied back, and she wore a shirt with a twisted collar.


    Next to her was Patria, who was dressed in a similar manner.


    “Hey, how long you gonna mope around?” Patria asked.


    “You don’t know what it’s like to get humiliated right in front of someone you care about…”


    “But the strange way you were pretending to be tough was so funny, I just couldn’t help myself,” Patria said, seemingly being earnest as she stifled her laughter.


    Lupus glanced sideways at her and pouted, puffing out her cheeks.


    “You have the mind of a demon.”


    “Heh-heh, not at all! You’re just so cute that I can’t help teasing you, Luu.”


    It wasn’t clear whether Patria meant it or was just messing around, but she spoke cheerfully as she found some empty seats and sat down.


    Lupus automatically settled into the seat across from her.


    “But speaking of that Tsushima guy—personally, I can’t recommend him,” Patria said as soon as she sat down, her face a little more serious.


    Lupus picked up her spoon and allowed a questioning look to come to her face, as if asking Why?


    “Don’t you think he’s kind of evil-looking? He’s got some serious villain energy,” Patria said, using her index fingers to pull up her thin, faint eyebrows.


    She seemed to be trying to narrow her eyes and do an imitation of Tsushima, but she looked nothing like him.


    Lupus let out a heavy sigh as she watched her.


    “I keep telling you, he’s not that kind of guy.”


    “So what kind of guy is he?”


    “That’s a tough question to answer…”


    Lupus paused and thought it over, her spoon still sitting in the stew in front of her. Now that she thought about it, her relationship with Tsushima was definitely hard to define.


    Together, they had agreed to a contract where he would help Lupus defect, risked their lives, and survived. That much was true, but ever since they had come to the Free City of Elbar, their relationship had stopped resembling that of knight and master.


    “He’s someone I’m indebted to… Something like that, I guess.”


    “Someone you’re indebted to? That’s about as vague as it gets. Do you mean he helped you out at work or something?”


    “Hmmm… Yeah. He helped me out with a lot of things before I came here. I guess you could say it’s thanks to him that I made it to Elbar. Something like that?”


    Lupus did her best to give a vague summary that was skimpy on specifics, then took a spoonful of stew.


    Patria, watching her, made an exaggerated show of pretending to fall off her seat in disbelief.


    “That’s just a business relationship! Sounds like there are zero romantic feelings involved or anything.”


    “That’s not it, exactly. It’s more like… I don’t know, it’s different, somehow…?” Lupus faltered. She plunged her spoon back into her stew as she became more incoherent.


    Their relationship wasn’t literally that of “master” and “knight.” Since Lupus was a princess, their master-servant relationship had to be kept secret.


    However, with how things currently stood, it was questionable whether they even had that sort of relationship at all. It was an extremely ambiguous thing.


    The more Lupus thought about it, the less confident she felt. She glanced up at Patria.


    “Anyway, do you still think it’s weird?”


    “Yup, it’s weird,” Patria declared with the bluntness of a machine translation, shaking her head in exasperation.


    “But look, from what you’ve told me, that Tsushima guy just took the job to help you out, right? And after that was all settled, he didn’t turn you down when you asked him out because the vibes were good, and now you’re going on dates! From the outside, it’s obviously weird. He’s playing with you!” Patria ranted at breakneck pace, getting angrier and angrier as she spoke.


    Scowling, she fiercely stabbed her fork into her pasta with a loud clang.


    “But we aren’t dating,” Lupus insisted.


    “Nope, that was clearly a date. But for some reason, that old guy—Tsushima—seems completely indifferent about you, Luu. Honestly, it kind of pissed me off to see.”


    Even though it wasn’t her business, Patria pouted and wolfed down her pasta.


    Lupus slumped again as she watched her roommate.


    “I’m at fault, too. I know I need to define our relationship, but I guess we’ve just been kind of drifting along while leaving everything up in the air.”


    “Just break up with him already. He definitely won’t make you happy, Luu.”


    “No, like I said, it’s not a matter of breaking up or whatever. The problem is probably on my end. I guess I’m at fault for not being able to take the next step or something.”


    As Lupus let out a deep sigh, Patria sighed for a different reason.


    She pointed her fork at Lupus.


    “I don’t really know the circumstances, but why not try taking some distance for a bit? I mean, he might also be confused if he doesn’t know what you’re hoping for by getting closer. As far as I’m concerned, I think you should just break it off, but if you’re determined to stick with it, you need to figure out your own feelings first,” Patria said in a surprising show of candor after thinking it over empathetically.


    Lupus was a little taken aback, but she felt satisfied by Patria’s words.


    “Well, I guess I’ll give him some space, then.”


    “Yeah, that’s a good idea. If he’s interested, he’ll come to you.”


    “I hope so,” Lupus murmured in a slightly lowered tone. Then she resumed eating.


    There were a few other students around the two of them, but the time when everyone would descend on the dining hall was fast approaching, and more and more people were already gathering at the entrance. Just then, the TV hanging from the ceiling came on; one of the new arrivals must have turned it on.


    A noisy, static-filled audio blared from a corner of the dining hall, and Lupus unconsciously looked toward the moving images.


    An evening news program started to play on the black-and-white screen.


    “Today, a battle between Informationists took place in the old town area of Central South District. Several of the residents of the area have suffered injuries, and several buildings have been damaged significantly. The authorities are continuing their investigation to identify the main perpetrators of this confli—”


    Lupus absentmindedly listened to the reporter’s voice as she watched the footage of the scene of the incident.


    “How awful. Informationists killing each other again,” she said.


    “That’s just how it is. There’s even a saying about it: ‘When three Informationists get together, there’s bound to be a fight,” Patria said indifferently as she ate, her expression clouding slightly.


    As Patria had said, the Free City of Elbar wasn’t completely peaceful. There were disputes that arose between various organizations and clashes with the police force. It seemed like there was a new incident practically every day.


    Even so, she’d heard the efforts of the police force and the Informationist Guild kept the crime rate much lower than that of other countries. Given the nature of the news, the flashy disputes that did crop up would stand out more.


    Lupus continued watching the TV, responding with a half-hearted “Hmm…” as she chewed her food.


    The news reporter who had been on the black-and-white screen read their script in sync with the changing images.


    “This is footage of the men who are suspected of participating in the battle that occurred in Central South District. The video was captured by a security camera in the neighborhood, though the image is quite grainy and hard to make out. We can see two individuals in the footage: one lying on top of a damaged vehicle and another above them. This is most likely—”


    As the report continued, Lupus watched the footage and unintentionally dropped the spoon she’d been holding onto the table.


    The quality of the image was very poor. Barely in frame, right in the very corner of the screen, were two men: one lying on a dented car and another looking down at him. The man standing over the other said something, then left with light, nimble steps.


    The remaining man was probably very badly injured, as he seemed to be dragging himself as he got up from the car. Lupus’s eyes widened in disbelief. Most likely, no one but her would deduce anything about the man’s identity from the footage, but Lupus recognized who it was instantly, despite the poor picture quality.


    The man’s outfit and manner of carrying himself were both familiar. On reflex, Lupus shot up from her seat.


    “Luu?” Patria looked up at Lupus in surprise.


    Still glaring at the image on the TV, Lupus gently placed a hand on her forehead.


    “Uuuuuhhh. Hmmmmm. Sorry, I’ve got a terrible feeling about this,” Lupus mumbled, tilting her head left and right. Then she picked up the tray that still held her unfinished meal.


    Patria looked up at her, mouth still agape.


    Lupus gave a quick excuse.


    “Just going to make a quick phone call!” she said, her silver hair flicking as she turned and ran off.


    Patria looked back and forth between Lupus’s retreating figure and the TV, then quietly muttered to herself.


    “What was all that about?”


    


    “I’m telling you; it’s a problem! Why must you violate our rules every time?!”


    The central branch of the Elbar Informationist Guild was headquartered in a white-painted building of truly impressive design. Tsushima stepped briskly into the structure as a female clerk shrieked in panic beside him.


    “I’m just here to check the member register. As usual, I’ve already arranged it with the guild master.”


    Tsushima, covered with dust from head to toe, wiped the blood dripping from his forehead as he pushed past the clerk.


    Despite that, the clerk still stretched her arm out in front of him as he tried to force his way forward.


    “And as I’ve told you before and just told you again, our rules state that use of the register is off-limits to anyone but guild members!”


    The clerk desperately tried to block Tsushima from trespassing, but in the end, he overpowered her, and she had no choice but to accommodate his intrusion.


    Informationists watching from the sidelines turned to look at them, wondering what the fuss was about. Nobody tried to get involved, however; they just frowned at Tsushima’s bloodthirsty demeanor.


    As Tsushima pushed open the door to the reference room and stepped inside, the clerk steadied her labored breathing as a look of resignation appeared on her face.


    “All right. I’ll make an exception and let you use the member register this time, but at least tell me what you’re looking for. There’s important personal information in here.”


    Tsushima had been looking up at the reference room shelves, but he turned to face the clerk. Then he clicked his tongue.


    “You should have said that from the start.”


    “Like I said, I’m making an exception! Good grief…”


    Tsushima gave a sidelong look at the clerk, who looked ready to stamp her feet in frustration right then and there, as he pressed down on his aching flank.


    “I want to look up Informationists with tan skin and green eyes, level ten or above. Within the city…and outside of it.”


    “Both within and outside the city?”


    The clerk frowned in obvious annoyance as she began searching through the register of Informationists in the countless shelves.


    “For level ten and above, that would be this person, and this person, and…”


    From a shelf lined with similarly colored files, the clerk pulled out three noticeably thin files and placed them on a desk.


    “These are the files. Two contain information on Informationists outside the city, and one is on guild members within the city.”


    The clerk crossed her arms and glared.


    “Much obliged,” Tsushima said, offering an ambiguous remark that could be taken as both thanking her and apologizing for the hassle. He sat down at the desk and reached for the files.


    But the moment he picked one of them up, the clerk slammed down her hand on it. As Tsushima glared at her suspiciously, she thrust a finger right at his nose.


    “Taking these out of the building is strictly prohibited!”


    “I’m just going to look.”


    “Taking these! Out of the building! Is strictly prohibited!”


    Just how suspicious of him was she?


    “Understood,” Tsushima replied lethargically, fed up with the hassle.


    The clerk finally lifted her hand from the files once she’d gotten confirmation.


    “Honestly, who the hell do you take me for?” Tsushima muttered to himself after opening a file to the first page.


    The clerk, who had almost reached the door, turned back around. Noticing her gaze, Tsushima quietly raised his head.


    “And absolutely no tearing out pages to take with you!” she yelled.


    “Do I look like a bandit to you?”


    “Pretty much! When you’re done looking at the register files, bring them to the reception desk. You probably wouldn’t know where they go anyway!”


    The clerk stormed off.


    Tsushima let out a sigh. Finally, some peace and quiet, he thought, opening a file with an attitude that hardly suggested he was the one who’d caused the trouble in the first place.


    He turned one page, then another. The first faces he saw were all ones he recognized. This was the register of Informationists living within the Free City of Elbar. Just in case, he checked to see if the Informationist who’d attacked him was among them, and then he quickly moved on to the file of Informationists from outside the city.


    After turning a few pages in that file, Tsushima’s hand stopped abruptly.


    “Finé Primus.”


    He found himself unconsciously reading the name aloud. Staring at the one-page report summarizing her data, Tsushima realized that the feelings of animosity he once had for her were largely gone.


    Finé was still alive. Though Tsushima still harbored some degree of feeling toward the target he had failed to kill, it had grown calm and detached.


    How strange. Tsushima turned the page as if nothing had happened.


    “It’s rare for you to be doing research,” a voice suddenly said to Tsushima as he was poring over the files.


    Tsushima raised only his eyes from the documents to take a look at the entrance.


    There, gripping his suspenders as he leaned against the door, was Tachibana. Though it was highly unusual to find the man here, Tsushima wasn’t the least bit surprised at his presence.


    If anything, he was completely unnerved as he quietly closed the file.


    “If you’ve got time to spare, you might as well lend a hand.”


    “There’s no way I’d ever have time to spare, now is there? I only dropped by reluctantly because I received a complaint about a ruffian disturbing the peace at the guild.”


    “Ah, is that so? Well, you’re out of your depth. If you seriously want to stop me, call Ayman like you usually do.”


    “Unfortunately, he currently has his hands full with other matters,” Tachibana said as he walked into the room, his polished leather shoes clacking against the floor.


    He sat down across from Tsushima, smoothing out his perfectly pressed pants and crossing his legs.


    “Seems like you got pretty roughed up,” Tachibana said cheerfully as he looked at Tsushima’s appearance.


    That one remark was enough for Tsushima to intuit why Tachibana had shown up here.


    “Crap,” he muttered, clicking his tongue. “You’re here to ask about that Informationist, aren’t you?”


    “Yeah. As far as the administration’s concerned, we can’t allow an Informationist like that to run around doing as they please.”


    “Does that mean you don’t know who that guy is, either?”


    “Well, who can say?” Tachibana said in a tone that seemed to be testing Tsushima, tilting his head and laughing cheerfully.


    Tsushima firmly resisted the urge to grab the man by the collar.


    “That guy was clearly of Exceptional Level,” Tsushima said. “So much so that he came out of the fight without a single scratch. That leaves no doubt.”


    “If you know that much, identifying him shouldn’t be hard. Doesn’t the City Immigration Bureau know anything?”


    “We made inquiries, of course. However, there weren’t any records for him,” Tachibana said, his words carrying a hint of dissatisfaction as he leaned his elbows on the desk. “We searched using both his physical characteristics and Code characteristics at once, as well as just one or the other. But there were zero matches. It’s possible he didn’t even enter the city through official channels.”


    Tsushima let out a grumbled “What?” in response to the information Tachibana had just told him. “That’s surprising,” Tsushima continued. “Even the city’s immigration control has weaknesses in its surveillance, huh?”


    “If Elbar were a proper nation, we could be firmer about that kind of thing. But given the way the world works, there’s not much we can do.” Tachibana shook his head with a sigh, recrossed his legs, and stared at Tsushima. “So what was he trying to do?”


    “No idea,” Tsushima replied bluntly, reopening the file in his hand.


    As he turned the pages, Tsushima recalled the sensation of facing the mystery man.


    The man’s bizarre Codes, his practiced movements, his veteran’s demeanor, and most of all, his insinuating words. Weighing all those things together, Tsushima could guess what the man was trying to accomplish.


    “This is just a guess, but I bet he’s out for vengeance,” Tsushima said, speaking while he recalled the past.


    Tachibana showed no surprise at hearing Tsushima’s supposition. On the contrary, he nodded like it made perfect sense.


    “We’re creatures who earn people’s resentment, but never their appreciation. In a way, it adds up,” Tachibana said, leaning back in his chair and stretching. He looked at Tsushima. “So when exactly did he develop this grudge against you? And is it Tsushima Rindou he resents, or—” Tachibana broke off midsentence. Tsushima’s sharp glare told him not to go any further. With a shrug, Tachibana sent him a questioning look.


    “He asked me if I remember Jabar,” Tsushima said.


    “Jabar…?” Tachibana said the name of that place with feeling.


    Both he and Tsushima gazed off into the distance, recalling events from twelve years prior.


    Countless lives had been lost on that gruesome battlefield, and the two of them had reaped just as many. The pair fell silent as they recalled the bitter memories of the War to Recapture Jabar.


    “There are far too many things that come to mind, aren’t there?”


    “Yeah,” Tsushima agreed, cracking his neck. “But there’s another possibility when it comes to Jabar—the case involving Lupus.”


    At Tsushima’s suggestion, Tachibana gave an exaggerated “Ah” and clapped his hands together. “Well, come to think of it, I completely wiped all records of the War to Recapture Jabar. So if there’s any lingering resentment, it’s more likely to be from the Lupus case.”


    “That’s right. And unlike with the war, where it’s uncertain who killed whom, with Lupus’s case, I distinctly killed a well-known Informationist.” As he spoke, Tsushima showed Tachibana the person he’d finally located in the file.


    Tsushima’s face clouded as he pointed to a page showing an adolescent boy with blue hair and a sullen expression.


    “Canus Miles?” Tachibana said. “So that man has come here to avenge the boy’s death?”


    “It’s the most likely scenario.”


    Returning his gaze to the file, Tsushima began reading aloud. Canus’s life had definitely not been a long one; he’d barely lived more than a dozen years. As Tsushima read through the bio of the opponent he’d burned to death, he let out a sigh.


    “His family’s deceased. No relatives, huh? That means the man is connected to Miles in a different way.”


    “Wouldn’t she be the best person to ask about that sort of thing?” Tachibana asked, placing his elbows on the desk and resting his chin in his hands with a grin.


    It wouldn’t be strange for a former princess to have heard about the friends and family of a member of the Six Imperial Swords. Asking Lupus would undoubtedly be the quickest way of finding out.


    But Tsushima glanced at Tachibana and snorted.


    “She’s finally free from all those conspiracies and schemes. You’d have her return to that world?”


    “It’s her decision whether she goes back,” Tachibana replied matter-of-factly, his smile never fading.


    Lupus was easy to utilize for diplomatic purposes. Even if she was officially presumed dead, as a princess who’d escaped the Balga Empire, she could still be useful in many ways.


    Tsushima stopped what he was doing and spoke harshly.


    “No. She doesn’t need to be involved in this. If things go wrong, she could lose the freedom she fought so hard to gain. We should approach this from a different angle.”


    Tsushima returned his gaze to the beginning of the text he’d just scanned and began rereading Canus’s file. Tachibana scratched his chin.


    “Is there a reason you’re going to such lengths to protect her? What exactly does she mean to you?” Tachibana asked, his tone deliberately theatrical.


    After a brief pause, Tsushima raised his eyes.


    “I don’t want to waste what I risked my life to save. That’s all.”


    “That’s all?” Tachibana tilted his head and blinked. “Is it just me, or is that an awfully uncharacteristic justification of you to make?”


    Tsushima felt like he was being interrogated. Giving up on a sentence he’d read countless times, he closed the file.


    “Lupus finally has a normal life. I don’t want to drag her back into the shady world we live in. Is it unnatural for me to think that?”


    “It’s not about whether it’s natural. I’m saying it doesn’t sound like you.”


    Tachibana directed emotionless eyes straight at him from across the desk. Tsushima returned the gaze with a sharp gaze of his own.


    “What are you trying to say?” Tsushima asked.


    Tachibana silently stared back in response. Tsushima clicked his tongue at the man’s creepy gaze, which seemed able see through his mind.


    “Let me be clear,” Tachibana said. “You should stop projecting yourself onto her. You’re already one of us. I erased your past for you, and in exchange, you took on the duty of protecting this city from the shadows. You’ve disappeared from mainstream society and can never return to a peaceful life. Even if you protect her peace, your own situation won’t change.” Tachibana spoke indifferently, without any emotional inflection.


    Tsushima felt an irresistible urge for a cigarette. He ran his tongue around his dry lips and groaned.


    “What’s your point?”


    Enough messing around. Whatever you want to say, just spit it out. Tsushima glared at Tachibana. His face slowly drained of emotion.


    “In the end, she’s just a waypoint in your life. Don’t forget the real role you should be fulfilling. That’s what I’m trying to say.”


    “My real role?”


    “Yes.” Tachibana nodded in a disturbingly slow way. “You’re our shadow blade. A lethal weapon. You’re not the kind of person who should be babysitting, and you definitely aren’t able to live in the same world as her. Please make sure you never forget that,” Tachibana told Tsushima clearly.


    Getting Tachibana’s point, Tsushima felt repulsed.


    Everyone is abandoning her, he muttered to himself, picturing an image of Lupus.


    “Being called someone’s weapon isn’t a great feeling, you know,” said Tsushima.


    “Ha-ha-ha. But just as a sword can never stop being a sword, you can never be anything other than yourself. You’d be better off accepting that as soon as possible.”


    The aura around Tachibana changed completely, and he flashed the meaningless smile of a salesperson. His eyes gradually fell from Tsushima’s face to the desk where they were sitting. Several drops of blood had dripped onto the surface of the woodgrain.


    “That aside, those are quite the injuries,” Tachibana said.


    “You only just noticed?”


    “Yes, this is the first I’m realizing. You sure are stubborn when it comes to hiding your pain.”


    The wounds that man had inflicted were still fresh beneath the jacket Tsushima had draped over himself. Tsushima twisted his paling face and stood up from his chair.


    “Sorry, but I’m going to leave now. I’d prefer to avoid bleeding out here.”


    The blood dripping from around his waist had gotten past the compression provided by his belt, and his pants were beginning to darken with blood in spots. Pressing one hand onto the wound, Tsushima gathered the files from the desk.


    Tachibana casually placed a handkerchief near Tsushima’s outstretched hand.


    “Hmm?” Tsushima frowned and looked up.


    His hand still on the white handkerchief, Tachibana gave Tsushima a small smile.


    “Would you like me to recommend a doctor?”


    “Nah, it’s fine. I don’t want to owe you anything.”


    “That’s all right. Well then, I encourage you to seek treatment beforehand, but please head here next,” Tachibana said, removing his hand and leaving just the handkerchief on the desk.


    A few words were embroidered on the clean, elegant handkerchief. Tsushima stared at them.


    “Elbar Central Hotel?” he read aloud.


    “Yeah,” the increasingly shady Tachibana nodded emphatically.


    “Why do I have to go there?”


    “You’ll understand once you arrive. That’s all I can tell you. In any case, consider this a job of sorts,” Tachibana replied, giving Tsushima a meaningful look.


    “Don’t tell me that’s why you’re really here?”


    “That’s right. Now that we’ve finished our business, I’ll also be on my way.” Tachibana rose from his seat and lightly dusted off his pants before ostentatiously snapping his fingers. “See you later, then,” he said, instantly disappearing as soon as the words left his mouth.


    Nothing remained of the man who had been right in front of Tsushima but the faint glow of information particles.


    Ayman’s space-time teleportation Code.


    Tsushima ran a hand through his hair.


    “Damn. ‘Busy with other matters,’ he says! Looks like he’s got plenty of free time.”


    


    Elbar Central Hotel was one of the most prestigious and dignified places to stay in the Free City of Elbar. It was the kind of establishment where foreign dignitaries, major political figures, and anyone else in need of both high security and exceptional hospitality would stay.


    With a cigarette dangling from his lips, Tsushima stood in front of the hotel, its stately architecture befitting its dignified reputation. The building’s whitish exterior walls were reminiscent of marble and stretched straight up toward the cloudy sky. Tsushima looked up at the entire building and flicked his cigarette to the ground.


    Feeling out of place, he recalled an event that was of virtually no interest to him.


    “Oh yeah, the peace ceremony is on the weekend, if I’m not mistaken.”


    Tsushima shoved his hands into his pockets and tapped his boots.


    The circular entrance driveway of the hotel was resplendent yet tasteful. Tsushima passed through it and headed to the lobby. The other guests were all dressed in such high-end attire that he stood out like a sore thumb.


    At the large, imposing front desk, Tsushima addressed the hotel receptionist across the counter.


    “I’m here on Tachibana’s orders,” Tsushima said, tossing the white handkerchief Tachibana had left him onto the counter.


    The receptionist glanced at it and smiled hospitably.


    “We’ve been expecting you,” he replied, quietly presenting a key with no number on it. “Please use this for the black elevator to the right and in the back.”


    “For the elevator?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Tsushima stared at the receptionist before taking the key. Without saying another word, he turned on his heels.


    As instructed, he headed toward the back of the hotel, where he found a black-painted elevator. On the panel where there normally would have been floor buttons was a single keyhole.


    “So it goes directly to the room, huh?”


    Tsushima inserted the key into the keyhole, and the metal elevator doors opened silently onto a small cabin with woodgrain walls. He stepped onto the carpeted floor.


    The elevator recognized it had a passenger and began moving with remarkable quietness. About a minute later, a bell chimed to announce it had reached its destination.


    The door opened onto an excessively spacious area. Judging by the size of the hotel itself, it looked like it took up about a third of an entire floor.


    As Tsushima stepped out of the elevator, he noticed a figure out of the corner of his eye. Recognizing the silhouette, he wrinkled his nose.


    “Didn’t expect to see you again in a place like this.”


    He glared at the lone woman, who stood there with dignified composure.


    Her skin was bizarrely pale, her long hair was so white it could be mistaken for radiating light, and her golden eyes, reminiscent of the Codes she executed, were directed emotionlessly at Tsushima.


    Finé Primus.


    There stood the Informationist from the Balga Empire’s Six Imperial Swords, who had once fought with him in a battle to the death. Looking at her, you could scarcely tell she had almost died a few months ago.


    There was still a remnant of her brush with death, however: She wore a sophisticated prosthetic to replace the right arm Tsushima had destroyed. Still staring at him emotionlessly, Finé gestured toward the back of the room.


    “My master is waiting.”


    “Your master? That bastard’s here, too…?” Tsushima exhaled wearily.


    Thrusting out his chest to an unnecessary degree, he followed Finé’s lead and went deeper into the room. There, standing in front of a large window looking out at the view of the city, was a man in a white military uniform.


    A smile of delight spread across his lips when he saw Tsushima. Then he raised a hand in greeting and spoke.


    “Long time no see, Tsushima Rindou.”


    “Since when are we on friendly enough terms to exchange pleasantries?” Tsushima responded, sarcastic from the very first word.


    “Still the same as ever, I see. I should have expected no less.”


    Taking a glass from a small table, Causa swirled the liquid inside. Tsushima glanced around the room.


    “Considering you summoned me by way of Tachibana, I assume this must be something important, right?”


    “Straight to business? Surely, we could at least make a bit of small talk.”


    “I’ve told you before: Just talking to you is nauseating.” Tsushima’s tone sharpened, his hands still in his pockets.


    “I’m offended,” Causa said, raising his eyebrows with a look of disappointment and taking a sip from his glass. “You see, I believe the coming world will require Informationists. That’s exactly why I think the current era is approaching times of reform. Looking ahead to the future, the Balga Empire will need to change how it treats Informationists. Otherwise, the day will come when we lose our place among the great powers.”


    Political talk. Tsushima’s least favorite subject. He scratched his ear as he spat out his response.


    “What’s the point of telling me all this? I’m the last guy you should be giving speeches to.”


    “Ha-ha. I wouldn’t say that. After all, the future I envision requires a certain individual—one whose reins you hold.”


    Causa’s crimson eyes slid over to Tsushima, and their gazes locked.


    Tsushima unconsciously muttered the name of the girl who sprang to mind.


    “Lupus?”


    “That’s right,” Causa confirmed immediately with a fearless smile. “Do you understand why I aided her defection despite all the risks that came with that? Surely you don’t think I let her go free on an idle whim. But do you know why?”


    “Beats me. I don’t care.”


    “Don’t worry. You’ll care soon enough.” Causa’s lips twisted into a crooked grin. “There’s a chance she could become a key figure in the Balga Empire going forward. As a child of both royal and Informationist blood, Lupus is the only member of the royal family who could bridge the gap between ordinary people and Informationists. So I concluded it would be a huge loss if someone as valuable as her died in the pointless battle for succession. That’s exactly why I intervened and sent her to a safe zone, the most politically distant country from Balga, where it would be difficult for the Empire to interfere.”


    Always calm and composed, Causa spoke at length before pausing for breath. As if to cool his raised temperature, he glanced down at the glass in his hand.


    “But perhaps I erred in my analysis. I thought I’d hidden her somewhere safe, but apparently, I was wrong.” Causa dropped his tone in a complete reversal from his earlier high spirits.


    The next thing he knew, Tsushima found himself affected by Causa’s fervor and frowned.


    “What do you mean?”


    In response to Tsushima’s question, Causa trained his snakelike eyes on Tsushima yet again, completely concealing all emotion.


    “Why, I mean that you’re to blame for all this.”


    Causa pointed straight at Tsushima with the hand holding his glass, then downed his drink in one gulp. After wetting his lips, he let out a small sigh and continued.


    “I handled the recent incident with Lupus almost perfectly. However, there are some territories I can’t reach. Personal grudges would be one, I suppose.”


    “Personal?”


    “Yes. The matter of you killing a member of the Six Imperial Swords, Canus Miles.”


    “He didn’t have any family.”


    “Correct. By the time he left this world, his relatives were all dead. But there was someone who became his guardian in the wake of his family’s death. That is the man who attacked you.”


    “Who is he?” Tsushima demanded.


    Causa gave a strange pause before answering. He stared straight at Tsushima with a meaningful smile and parted his lips.


    “The pride of my Empire and the strongest Informationist in the war against Informationists: Azai Genryuu, of the Six Imperial Swords.”


    “God dammit,” Tsushima quietly cursed Causa’s pretentious words.


    “You’ve at least heard Azai’s name before, yes? He’s one of the few level-twelve Informationists.”


    “Yeah. Disturbingly, there’s no information about him other than his name.”


    “That’s exactly what makes him so terrifying. No one he’s targeted has ever survived. That’s why people call him the Illusory Informationist.”


    Out of the thirteen levels, the twelfth was essentially the world’s highest class, reserved only for those in a league of their own. Tsushima knew that as well as anyone. Formidable didn’t even begin to describe him. It took Tsushima a moment to realize that the feelings welling up from the pit of his stomach were ones he hadn’t felt in a long time: unease and fear.


    Tsushima fell silent, so Causa stepped in to continue his matter-of-fact explanation.


    “It seems Azai had ties with Canus’s parents. Apparently, they were from the same town. That must be why Azai supported Canus after his parents died in the war. Supposedly, Azai’s help was what really paved the way for Canus to join the Six Imperial Swords, even though the boy’s allegiance to the Empire was always half-hearted.”


    “In other words, Azai cherished Canus like his own kid, then I killed Canus, and now Azai’s come to avenge his death. Is that it?”


    “Exactly.”


    He who seeks revenge should dig two graves. The situation was a perfect example of that saying. Still, something else was bothering Tsushima even more than that. He turned to face Causa.


    “But something isn’t making sense here. Officially, the Informationists who committed treason by going against Canus were executed in the Empire. You scripted it yourself. Canus’s killer is supposed to be dead. So why is Azai still targeting me despite that?”


    Causa let out a small groan at Tsushima’s question.


    “You know of Chancellor Oryx, don’t you?” Causa asked.


    Tsushima recalled the man he’d seen on TV the previous day.


    “Ah yeah, that shady guy?”


    “That’s right. He and I are true political rivals. I can’t say I like him, but aside from his underhanded tricks, he’s a strategist on par with me, one might say.”


    With just a look, Tsushima pressured the prince to get to the point.


    “From the start, Azai seemed almost obsessively interested in the Informationist who killed Canus. Oryx, who’s well-versed in Balga’s domestic affairs, apparently helped him investigate the case behind the scenes. That led to them working backward and discovering you were involved around the time of the princess’s defection.”


    The exact details were unclear, but what mattered was that Azai had found a thread connecting Tsushima the Informationist to Canus’s murder.


    Now that Tsushima understood the situation, he considered where Causa was going with his explanation.


    “But based on your tone, it sounds like Azai still doesn’t have conclusive evidence I’m the one who killed Canus. Or am I wrong?”


    “You’re correct, of course. Thanks to Oryx getting involved, they managed to connect Canus’s death to your presence, but they don’t know anything beyond that. This is precisely why Azai hasn’t killed you yet—because he wants to find out the truth. I don’t know what will happen next, though.” With that, Causa gave Tsushima a look full of some kind of expectation.


    “So what did you want to tell me so badly you summoned me here?” Tsushima asked. “There’s no way you’re about to offer to help, right?”


    “Of course I’m not. If I were to get involved now, it would be as good as confessing my connection to this whole affair. Besides, it’s not like I just happen to have a means of dealing with a man of Azai Genryuu’s caliber,” Causa said jokingly.


    However, it was the truth.


    Even Finé allowed her expression to cloud slightly as she stood behind him.


    Tsushima leaned against a glass wall and fished around in his pocket. Making a show of his indifference, he pulled out a cigarette before responding to Causa.


    “So then, what’s your goal?”


    “To silence you,” Causa stated, his tone suddenly cold.


    Tsushima’s hand froze.


    In an instant, the air in the room turned icy, and a chilling tension fell over them. In Tsushima’s mind, a Code assembled at lightning speed, ready for him to execute faster than a blink.


    Yet despite the malice Finé was directing at him, she hadn’t moved. It seemed she wasn’t going to kill Tsushima on the spot in order to shut him up.


    Tsushima glanced at her and calmly voiced his hunch.


    “Ah. I get it. So that’s how it is.”


    Tsushima began to vocalize the answer he’d arrived at through levelheaded examination. As Causa watched him, a look of satisfaction appeared on the prince’s face.


    “If I confessed to Azai about killing Canus, there’s a chance your involvement in the princess’s defection could be exposed. If that happened, you would have no choice but to eliminate Lupus. In other words, anything I say to Azai would lead to her death. Am I on the right track?”


    “Astounding. That’s exactly right.” Causa gave Tsushima a dry round of applause. “I’d hate to have Lupus killed, too. As I said before, her existence is one of a kind. So there’s only one request I have of you.”


    Causa set his bright-red eyes on Tsushima.


    “Die in silence.”


    The dispassionately spoken words seeped into the walls of the room and vanished. Tsushima met Causa’s gaze, sensing his intent so strongly that he could practically feel it on his skin. This was no request; it was a clear threat.


    “Fortunately, it seems a lot of people resent you. If you end up dead, no one will care why. As long as you stay quiet, everyone will accept the outcome. Not a bad deal, is it?”


    Causa was truly casual about seeking agreement. Tsushima shot him a sharp glare.
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  “Except for the part where I die.”


  “That’s beyond my concern. You’re neither my subordinate nor my ally. If anything, you’re the opposite,” Causa casually replied.


  Tsushima pulled out a cigarette and was about to put it in his mouth, only to change his mind and return it to his pocket.


  “It’s not like it’s a given I’ll lose to Azai.”


  “True, there’s a chance you might survive. But is there any way you could possibly beat him? He’s a level-twelve Informationist, one of only a handful in the world. A powerhouse second only to Ayman Droog and Amanomikami,” Causa muttered as if talking to himself, facing empty space. Then he let out a dry laugh. “Even if you’re stronger than my knight, you’re no match for Azai. Unless you’re hiding some incredible skill that would surpass even him?” Causa asked, casting a probing gaze at Tsushima.


  Tsushima felt bile rising in his throat.


  His single bout with Azai had been immensely clarifying. It wasn’t just the characteristics of Azai’s Codes that were incredible. No, Azai the Informationist was clearly superhuman, and he far surpassed Tsushima in the realms of experience and ability. Having fought a large number of Informationists, Tsushima understood that all too well.


  Unable to say anything in response, Tsushima fell silent.


  Causa softened his tone in the face of Tsushima’s silence.


  “Of course, you can rest assured that even if you lose to Azai, Lupus shall remain safe. As long as you keep quiet about the truth, that is. I should even be able to arrange your successor to take over as her bodyguard.”


  Tsushima’s usual bravado faded, and his lifeless eyes fell on Causa.


  “Fine. I’ll take the defection incident with me to my grave. But in return—”


  Causa raised his hand to cut off Tsushima.


  “Don’t make me say it twice, Tsushima Rindou. I’m a man who keeps his promises,” Causa said with a truly serious expression. Then he lifted his empty glass.


     


  Tsushima was lost in his own thoughts as he left the Elbar Central Hotel.


  As things were, just facing a man as formidable as Azai Genryuu—whose very presence would make even a crying child fall silent—was perilous enough. And with Lupus effectively being held hostage on top of that, Tsushima had no way out.


  In other words, a confrontation with Azai was inevitable. And his chances of winning were slim. His instincts told him as much.


  “Shit.”


  No matter how he turned it over in his mind, Tsushima couldn’t find a way off the path Causa had laid. That alone was deeply unpleasant, and Tsushima held his lighter to his cigarette as he cursed.


  He looked down at the tip of his cigarette as it burned, then he exhaled smoke.


  “No matter what, the fact remains that I have no choice but to kill him…” Muttering to himself on the street, Tsushima put a hand between his eyebrows.


  Crossing his mind was, of course, an image of Lupus. In his mind’s eye, he could clearly see the profile of her face as she filled her cheeks with crepe, dressed in her Elbar Academy uniform. That was the kind of peaceful everyday she’d risked her life to obtain.


  And now there were people who would rudely barge into that peaceful life without a second thought. That fact gave rise to a heavy knot of bitter feelings in Tsushima’s chest.


  “You should stop projecting yourself onto her.”


  Tsushima didn’t know why the man’s face was coming to mind now, but Tachibana’s words suddenly replayed in his head. At the same time, an overwhelming feeling of disgust welled up in him, and Tsushima clicked his tongue in irritation.


  “Everyone’s got something to say, don’t they?”


  Tsushima washed his hands of his irrational, selfish feelings and tossed his hardly touched cigarette to the ground.


  Whatever the reason, there was only one thing he needed to do. He would remove anything or anyone that crossed the line to approach him—no questions asked. The brute force he’d acquired was for things like that.


  “Anyway, that’s who I’ll start with.”


  Tsushima looked down at his palm, glaring at the silver ring on his little finger, then turned on his heel and walked away.


  


  Elbar Academy. It was already past the time when most students returned home, exhausted from having attended classes from morning to evening. The area was bathed in the colors of the setting sun. At long last, Lupus was finally about to head home.


  After passing through the impressive gate at the front of the academy, she reached a brick-paved sidewalk. She walked along the modern-looking path lined with gas lamps toward her dormitory, but after taking only a few steps, a car stopped beside her.


  “Hmm?”


  As Lupus stared at the vehicle, the passenger window opened slowly. The car’s interior appeared dimly lit, but Lupus widened her eyes when she saw a familiar face.


  “Tsushima!”


  His expression didn’t change in the slightest, even when she called his name. He glanced briefly at the rearview mirror and beckoned her with his hand.


  “Get in.”


  “Since when did you have a car? Quite a subdued design. Is that your taste?”


  “Cut the chitchat. Hurry and get in.”


  The usually blunt Tsushima had become even more unfriendly. Lupus blinked repeatedly. He grew impatient and glared irritably at her.


  “Okay, fine. I should just get in, right?”


  Lupus stepped over the railing separating the road from the sidewalk and jumped into the vehicle, her long silver hair wafting gently behind her. After checking that the door was closed, Tsushima stepped on the accelerator.


  “I tried calling you yesterday. Were you busy?” Lupus asked him.


  “I had my hands full with this and that.”


  “Yeah, I figured.”


  Lupus had actually called repeatedly until she could no longer use the dorm phone, but now she deliberately kept her replies short and blunt.


  “I saw you on TV yesterday. You got pretty badly beaten up, so I was worried and called. And…” Lupus looked at Tsushima in the driver’s seat as she rested her arm on the window. He didn’t seem injured, but his pallor didn’t look entirely healthy. “You really are banged up,” she added with a sigh.


  “That’s what I’ve come to talk to you about today.”


  “Gotcha. That must be why you felt like going for a drive and brought out the car you hardly ever use, right? Okay then, talk to me.”


  Still unaware of the situation, Lupus expected their usual back-and-forth of sarcastic quips. However, Tsushima was acting strangely that day. He met the jabs she threw at him with only a cold stare.


  “We’re talking in the car because it’s risky for you to come to my office,” he said in a low tone, turning the steering wheel.


  The car went on a highway and headed toward the suburbs on the outskirts of the Free City of Elbar.


  Lupus’s expression tensed at Tsushima’s ominous words.


  “What does that mean?”


  “An Informationist attacked me yesterday. He wants revenge. And unfortunately, I know why.”


  “Revenge…,” Lupus mumbled as if she were letting the word linger in her small mouth. “Does that mean he’s still after you?”


  “Yeah. He’s a thorn in my side.”


  “So you were being careful not to get me involved in it.” Lupus watched the car’s navigation as it moved through the city streets, then whispered a thank-you.


  Tsushima said nothing in response to her gratitude. He silently gripped the steering wheel as he steadily drove the car into a suburban area with few buildings.


  “So the thing you want to talk about—is it that you don’t want me to be near you until you’ve settled things with that Informationist? Or did you want to discuss something else?” Lupus asked with a deliberately bright expression. She got the feeling that even a brief silence would make the mood heavier.


  “Both.”


  “What do you mean, ‘both’?”


  Her voice was swallowed by the sound of the car. At the same time, crimson light from the sunset spilled into the vehicle as it pulled out onto the open road.


  Against the red glow of the burning sun, Tsushima’s silhouette appeared dark gray. His black eyes fell on Lupus. She unintentionally gasped at his face. Between his abyss-colored eyes and the subdued color of his skin, he seemed like a member of the dead.


  In a clear, resonant voice, Tsushima told Lupus:


  “From now on, I need you to steer clear of me.”


  Lupus needed a few seconds to process what exactly he meant. She understood that associating with him at the moment was dangerous.


  “Uhhhh,” she started, as if sorting through her feelings before she began speaking earnestly. “So you mean you won’t have anything to do with me anymore?”


  “That’s right,” Tsushima shot back—an unfriendly reply with as few words as possible. It stabbed into Lupus’s chest like a knife.


  She pressed a hand to her forehead, unable to fully hide her bewilderment.


  “But you’re my knight, aren’t you? What do you mean I should ‘steer clear’ of you? I don’t get it.”


  “I entered a contract with you to carry out your defection. The terms have been settled.”


  “Even so, it’s not as simple as just saying ‘all right, that’s it’!”


  Lupus’s bewilderment gradually shifted to anger, her brow furrowing beneath her hand.


  Yet Tsushima pressed on, as if to shake off her emotions.


  “It’s obvious if you think about it. I’m always brushing up against peril, even within Elbar. You have to conceal your status as a princess, and if you stay by my side, danger is going to arise sooner or later. That applies to both of us.”


  “That may be true, but…”


  “That’s why it’s best for us to sever ties as soon as possible.”


  “Hey, hold on!” Lupus raised her voice as she was hit with a conclusion Tsushima had reached unilaterally, based on an explanation of a situation she couldn’t fully comprehend. She swallowed the sudden surge of anger that had erupted in her chest and closed her eyes. After taking a deep breath, she held out her hand. “Tell me exactly what’s going on. Tell me why you’d suddenly say something like that, Tsushima.”


  “I just explained that to you.”


  “No. I want to hear how you arrived at that conclusion.”


  The car slowly came to a stop in front of some traffic lights. The engine quieted down, while Lupus’s pounding heartbeat sped up in inverse proportion.


  Tsushima gently rubbed the steering wheel he was holding, then shook his head.


  “That’s my problem. I have no obligation to tell you.”


  It made no sense. Lupus couldn’t suppress the prickling feeling crawling over her skin, like her very pores were bristling. She let out a rough breath, then leaned toward Tsushima in the driver’s seat.


  “You have no obligation to tell me? No, Tsushima, there are plenty of things you need to make clear to me. What made you say something like that? Which Informationist wants to take revenge on you? What part of your past is this connected to?” Lupus continued asking questions as they came to mind, making a show of counting them off on her fingers. She started to run out of fingers as she voiced another question that had suddenly sprung up. “Could it be my fault?” Her expression twisted even as the words left her mouth.


  The traffic light turned green. As the cars around them began to move, Tsushima stepped on the accelerator. With the view outside the car windows gradually streaming by, he gave a snort of laughter.


  “It has nothing to do with you,” Tsushima said as he stared straight ahead, not meeting her gaze.


  To Lupus, his attitude did a better job at conveying his feelings than his body language or words.


  Realizing Tsushima had made the decision not to articulate his emotions, Lupus hung her head and lowered her gaze. Disappointment and frustration blended together in her heart, creating a murky mess of feelings.


  “So then why can’t you tell me? If this really has nothing to do with me, there shouldn’t be any problem with you being candid with me. I’d be more persuaded if you did. But the fact that you aren’t telling me means you don’t have a reason that would convince me,” Lupus protested, speaking more softly than usual. She knew she was straying from the point, but she couldn’t figure out how to deal with the emotions clogging her chest.


  She had ended up hurling those feelings at Tsushima, but what really mattered was the reason why he had started talking about cutting ties.


  Tsushima sighed in the seat beside her. The sound seemed unusually close, and Lupus swallowed audibly.


  “Then let me ask you: Why are you clinging to me? You know as well as I do that I’m not concerned with knighthood, or justice, or anything like that. Under normal circumstances, the world I operate in would keep me from interacting with someone like you.”


  That’s not true, Lupus almost blurted out. But she stayed silent.


  Without any doubt, there was a clear difference between Tsushima and the knights of the imperial family in the Balga Empire. Justice, loyalty, dignity, excellence—he was far removed from the kind of words befitting a knight. However, that wasn’t what Lupus wanted out of her own knight. She moistened her thin lips and hesitantly strung her words together.


  “It can’t be any other Informationist. There’s a reason why it has to be you. I…” Lupus trailed off, unable to articulate further. The tone of her voice gradually grew faint, and the end of her sentence was drowned out by the sound of the car. She ended up squeezing her lips together and clenching her fists.


  As Lupus lowered her eyes, Tsushima directed a cold look at her that was close to contempt.


  “Is it the person you want to kill?”


  “…Yeah,” Lupus said, making herself so small that it seemed she might be crushed right there.


  The girl Tsushima once saw—the dignified girl who confidently held her head up high—was no longer there.


  Lupus’s expression was hidden behind her silver hair.


  Tsushima spoke to her in an emotionless way.


  “Do you even understand what you’re saying?” he asked.


  Silence fell. Lupus tried to think of something to say, but nothing that could reach him came to mind. She felt like the sentiments she had always thought she would talk about someday just kept spinning around in her head.


  No matter how long Tsushima waited, Lupus showed no sign of talking, and he ran out of patience with her.


  “You finally escaped that web of schemes and conspiracies and got your freedom. Have you forgotten what you sacrificed for that? Killing people and getting revenge—that’s the same as going back to that world.”


  It was a sound argument. His reasoning was so logical that it struck her speechless and caused her face to screw up in a grimace.


  But she still allowed her emotions to dictate her response.


  “I know. But I have my own reasons why I have to do it.”


  “What kind of reasons? What kind of justification could there possibly be for you to want to return to that hell?”


  Lupus trembled amid all these thoughts and feelings swirling in her mind, and she clenched her teeth.


  Watching her out of the corner of his eye, Tsushima shifted gears and crossed a major street. It felt like the car was being pulled by centrifugal force.


  Retracing their route, they headed back toward the city. When Lupus glanced out the window, she saw more than half of the burning red sun had sunk below the horizon.


  “You didn’t tell me back then, either. Who you wanted to kill or why you wanted to do so, I mean. You never tried to explain. All you told me was that there was someone whose life you wanted to take.” Tsushima’s voice, which had become emotional, grew chilling.


  Lupus was scared to even look at him. She simply nodded, staring out the window.


  “That’s your answer, isn’t it? I know you also have hatred and resentment. But giving in to those feelings and crossing that line comes at too high a price. You know that, and that’s why you’re holding back. Am I right?”


  At his words, Lupus closed her eyes, as if the pain of an old wound had flared up.


  That’s right, she thought. You’ve hit the nail on the head.


  Wiping away the tears streaming down her cheeks, each one carrying a flood of emotions, Lupus gazed at the sun, which had almost completely set. There’s no time left, she thought unconsciously, realizing she had come to accept the situation.


  “Maybe I was just being too dependent on you, Tsushima,” Lupus said, her trembling, weak voice barely audible in the car.


  Tsushima opened his mouth as if to say something but bitterly shut it again. Then he stared off into the distance.


  “Who knows?” he muttered, as if it didn’t concern him.


  What should they really have said to each other? Realizing Tsushima was driving toward the dorm where she lived, Lupus closed her eyes.


  She knew she had to say what truly needed to be said before getting out of the car, but the melting pot of her emotions was hindering her thoughts, and she couldn’t think things through.


  The car turned onto the familiar route she took to and from school. Several times, she opened her mouth to speak but could only get out a hoarse breath.


  Instead, just before they reached their destination, Tsushima spoke with a bitter expression.


  “The kind of revenge you’re after isn’t simple enough to be justified. It’s a force that wells up from the pit of your stomach, an uncontrollable hatred that drives you forward. It’s not about reason or logic. The only driving force is the resolve to kill, even if it costs you everything.”


  The car gradually slowed down and stopped in front of the dormitory entrance. Lupus looked sadly at Tsushima inside the quiet car.


  “Is that how it was for you?” Lupus asked.


  “…Yeah.” Tsushima nodded, his words heavy with genuine disgust and disappointment.


  Lupus clenched her fists tightly on her lap.


  Tsushima must have lived his whole life driven by vengeance. And similarly, the Informationist hunting him down was also targeting Tsushima for the sake of vengeance.


  Everything was linked, all connected in a chain, with no end in sight. Tsushima was a man who belonged to that kind of terrifying world.


  Yet Lupus felt something weigh on her mind. She opened her fists and looked down at her sweat-drenched palms.


  “Then tell me: Are you still driven by hatred, even now?”


  She thought she saw Tsushima’s lifeless expression shift slightly at her question. But he didn’t say anything else.


  Looking at his face, Lupus felt as if she understood what he was trying to say. She sensed a fragment of will that refused to budge.


  This was the end. All she could do was plead.


  She turned to face Tsushima one last time. Although he sensed this was her last push, he kept his gaze fixed on the windshield, his expression stern.


  “So what can I do so I can stay with you?”


  “You and I live in different worlds. What you’re asking for is impossible.”


  “Yeah… I guess.”


  Lupus looked at the ceiling of the car, both to hide the tears welling in her eyes and to stop herself from having even more of an emotional outburst. She opened the car door.


  “Lupus.”


  She’d already jumped out of the car to run away, but Tsushima’s voice stopped her in her tracks. As she fearfully turned back, something came flying toward her. She caught it in a panic and slowly opened her hand.


  “The ring…”


  It was the silver ring she’d given him when they’d sworn to survive together. As Tsushima leaned over to close the passenger door, he stared at Lupus.


  “But this is—,” Lupus said hoarsely.


  Tsushima interrupted her with a series of coldhearted words.


  “I don’t need it anymore.” He gave her one last glance, then slammed the door shut.


  The window glass wasn’t that thick, but Tsushima appeared endlessly far away as he grabbed the steering wheel.


  “Tsushima?”


  Lupus called out to him, even though she knew it was pointless. She couldn’t help it because, just before the car sped off, she thought she saw a look of heartbroken grief appear in his eyes.


  Accelerating faster than he ever would with her inside, Tsushima drove around the corner. Lupus just stood there in a daze, watching Tsushima pull away as unsettled thoughts lingered in her heart.


  “What was that face just now? What are you hiding?”


  The questions that surfaced in her chaotic mind, along with the image of Tsushima’s profile that had burned into her memory, wouldn’t leave her.


  The sun had already sank below the horizon, and the curtain of night was falling. The darkness that blanketed the city seemed to cast a shadow over Lupus’s heart.


  


  The Free City of Elbar was home to several businesses and vendors. Their economic power and production capacity was comparable to that of small nations, and they supported Elbar’s economy in every possible way.


  However, this didn’t always lead to positive outcomes. Occasionally, there were problems with people trading goods via questionable back-alley channels rather than through official corporate distribution methods. The places that dealt in these kinds of illicit goods were known as illegal shops.


  Tsushima entered an illegal shop that he had willfully ignored for a long time. From the outside, it looked like an ordinary antique store. He opened the worn door to the establishment to find rows of display cases with wooden frames. Every single one of them was filled with old-fashioned items from bygone eras.
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  “Oh my, aren’t you a rare customer!”


  An old woman peeked out from the back of the store and looked at Tsushima, smiling with her eyes.


  With his cigarette still dangling from his mouth, Tsushima approached the counter where the old woman was sitting, his boots clicking against the floor. She watched him for a moment, then let out an exaggerated sigh.


  “What’s this? You have a terrible look on your face, Tsushima, my boy.”


  “Yeah, I feel like I could puke my guts out any second.”


  “Aaaah, you’re making that face,” the old woman said, wrinkling her features into an ambiguous expression that may have been a smile. “So what are you in need of today?”


  Tsushima exhaled a large amount of smoke as he glanced around the inside of the store, then looked down at the old woman with unusually bloodshot eyes.


  “There’s someone I want to kill at any cost. A skilled Informationist.”


  “I see.”


  The old woman heaved herself up and opened the door separating the counter from the rest of the shop. Then she flashed a grin.


  “Is it one person you want to kill? Or several?”


  “One.”


  “This’ll be easy, then. Come with me.”


  The old woman walked off, tapping her lower back as she went, and Tsushima followed. Behind a short curtain at the back of the shop, she rolled up a rug that had been laid on the floor. Underneath was an iron storage container—no, a hidden trapdoor leading underground.


  It was a classic way of hiding things. The old woman opened the trapdoor with a “Heave-ho!”—another classic—and went down the stairs. Naturally, Tsushima followed.


  Unlike the public-facing store above, the basement had a modern appearance. Metal display cases lined the room under the glare of fluorescent lights. They were filled with various tools for killing people: guns, swords, bullets, explosives. There were lots of choices.


  “Now then, your opponent is someone who’s giving even you a run for your money. That right, Tsushima, my boy?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Then a tool or two won’t cut it,” the old woman said as she glanced around the room before finally making eye contact with Tsushima.


  The gleam in her narrow eyes was that of a merchant and a villain.


  “It’ll cost you.”


  “Doesn’t matter. This is someone I have to kill, even if it kills me.”


  Sensing Tsushima’s resolve, the old woman licked her lips.


  “Who could possibly have you this worked up, my boy?”


  “It’s just a run-of-the-mill clash of fate.”


  “But being resolved to kill each other over something so common? That’s not normal, you know.”


  Even though Tsushima agreed with her suspicion, he added a final, unnecessary comment.


  “If I don’t kill that guy now, someone important to me will be hurt. So I have to take him out. That’s all there is to it.”


  The old woman smiled happily at his dangerous choice of words.


  “You sure have grown up.”


  He wasn’t simply killing someone who was in his way or whom he had been assigned to eliminate.


  The old woman gave a big nod and rubbed her hands together.


  “Well then, enough chitchatting. Let’s talk business,” she said.


  With her expression now that of a true black market dealer, the old woman opened a door leading deeper into the basement.


  As it swung open, the fluorescent lights hanging from the ceiling turned on one by one, illuminating the space all the way to the back of the room, which spanned dozens of feet. Every inch of the area was lined with iron shelves.


  The old woman grinned broadly and placed her hands on her hips.


  “Take your time and pick out whatever you need to kill that guy. I’ve got enough weapons here to kill every Informationist in this city ten times over and still have stock left.”


  At the old woman’s words, Tsushima swept back his bangs with a serious look. His expression showed no emotion. He mechanically surveyed the items on the shelves, then spoke.


  “Yeah. Let’s kick off the next round of our delightful little war.”


  
    

    CHAPTER 3


    Elbar’s Central West District was alive with the hustle and bustle of large crowds. Just a short distance from the youth hub Tsushima had walked through with Lupus the other day, there was an open plaza where people quietly went about their lives.


    The folks walking about undoubtedly believed this day would be no different from the day before. With the sun high overhead, Tsushima furrowed his brow lethargically.


    The doctor had treated his external wounds, and now hardly any remained, but the damage Tsushima had suffered internally had scarcely healed. Dragging his heavy feet, he made his way to an outdoor coffee stall.


    The stall owner, stacking cheap newspapers below the eaves at the front of the stall, glanced over as Tsushima slowly approached.


    “Black,” Tsushima ordered succinctly, tossing a bill onto the counter.


    The owner grasped the crumpled bill and, with a “Coming up,” took a pot of coffee from inside the store.


    Tsushima skimmed the newspapers for sale as he took in the aroma of the coffee being poured into the cheap paper cup.


    Peace Memorial Ceremony: Will this be the year that marks a new era alongside dignitaries from across the globe? What are the plans and policies for maintaining peace moving forward?


    Staring at the string of words written in the bold headline, Tsushima snorted in an exaggerated way.


    “Maintaining peace, my ass,” Tsushima spat, making a cynical expression.


    The owner held out Tsushima’s cup of coffee.


    “What’s that? You not a fan of superficial measures, either?” the store vendor asked.


    Tsushima shrugged. Taking the steaming cup, he replied with a joking look.


    “Yeah. I’m about to go to war, after all. Peace can eat shit!”


    “Wow… That’s rough.”


    Not batting an eye at Tsushima’s dangerous words, the store owner opened his newspaper as if to say he wasn’t interested in hearing more. Tsushima shifted his gloomy gaze from the stall owner and looked out over the plaza behind him.


    With the Peace Memorial Ceremony coming up on the weekend, the area was filled with advertisements and events promoting peace and anti-war messages—a rare sight. Some of the tourists here had likely been drawn to the park for that express purpose.


    “Geez, what a pathetic bunch,” Tsushima said to himself as he sipped his coffee.


    At that moment, a tour guide leading a group of people passed in front of him. The mob shuffled by at a slow, disorderly pace, and when the wave of people parted, Tsushima noticed something.


    Across the plaza, on the other side of a road, stood the man he was looking for.


    Azai Genryuu.


    That bastard.


    Even amid the jostling crowd, Tsushima and Azai locked eyes, seeing no one but each other. The traffic lights changed, and Azai approached.


    Yet Tsushima neither ran away nor braced himself. He simply displayed a nonchalant expression.


    Azai stood beside Tsushima and handed the stall owner a neatly folded bill.


    “I’ll have the same thing as him.”


    “Sure thing. It’s black, though. Want any milk or sugar?”


    “No need.”


    Blending seamlessly into the everyday scene, Azai took his coffee and stood by Tsushima, leaving enough space for another person between them. They stood in silence for a moment amid the hustle and bustle. When he saw Azai bring his coffee to his mouth, Tsushima spoke.


    “You’re usually wearing a full suit of armor, but underneath all that, you’re surprisingly plain looking.”


    “Oh? So you’ve figured out my true identity. Yet you haven’t turned tail.”


    “You’d probably chase after me if I did, so it would be pointless.”


    Without looking at each other, the two of them watched the streets and the crowds, continuing to exchange words while acting as if they were just strangers.


    “From your tone, it sounds like you have some idea why I’m after you,” said Azai.


    “Beats me. I haven’t the faintest clue.”


    Tsushima tipped back his cup, then tossed the empty paper vessel into a trash bin before lazily fishing around in his pocket for a cigarette.


    Azai briefly watched the crowds flow by, then slowly opened his mouth.


    “Do you recall a boy named Canus Miles?”


    “Nope.”


    Tsushima’s answer was immediate.


    “I see,” Azai murmured next to him.


    “The kid couldn’t really be commended for his character,” Azai continued. “But he had a kind heart. He was twisted by youth, but with time, he probably would have matured into a fine leader for his country. I was looking forward to seeing that future.”


    “Are you saying every young person has a bright future ahead of them?”


    “That’s right. Unlike us two, who can only live at the bottom of the trenches.”


    Tsushima held the cigarette he’d taken from his pocket between his fingers, gazing at it as if sizing it up.


    “Sounds like you’re saying you and I are cut from the same cloth,” he said.


    “We are the same. Demons who’ve survived countless battlefields and have mountains of corpses to our names—that’s who we are.”


    Azai spoke without the slightest hint of remorse.


    Tsushima glanced at his profile and gave a nihilistic smile.


    “I see you’ve been digging into my past.”


    “Of course. Your sex, age, hometown, war experience, Code characteristics—” Azai listed off the words dispassionately. He let it show on his face that he had figured all this out, then gave a brief pause and cracked his neck. “I looked into everything. But despite your experience in war, your utter mediocrity is so disgusting I can almost smell it. Concealing things that stink is human nature. In other words, you’re the exact opposite of a youth with a future like Canus—you’re a goddamn skunk.”


    That’s pretty harsh, Tsushima thought bitterly, although he was also relieved. Azai still hadn’t uncovered who Tsushima really was.


    “So I take it you want to avenge this Canus kid?”


    “Yeah. That’s the long and short of it.”


    Azai turned eyes from the crowd and stared into space as if recalling the past. After a few seconds of silence, he returned to reality.


    “The way Canus left this world was gruesome. Someone burned him alive in the land of Jabar. His limbs were charred and shattered, and his body was incinerated beyond recognition. No ordinary Informationist could reduce a human to ashes like that.”


    “And you think I’m the culprit?”


    “At first, it was just a suspicion. But our fight made things clear: You’re almost certainly the culprit.”


    Tsushima shrugged at Azai’s accusation. He flicked open the gas lighter he’d taken out, lit his cigarette, and exhaled smoke into the crowd.


    “Sorry, but even I’m not capable of all that,” Tsushima said.


    “Well, I suppose we won’t know until we test it.”


    “I don’t mind that, but I don’t know how I’d show you besides burning someone.”


    For the first time since they’d stood side by side, the two men finally looked at each other. The colorless abyss of Tsushima’s eyes met the shining emerald green of Azai’s.


    Tsushima was ready to get to it at any time, but Azai seemed to be intent on working up to it. Wrinkles of a smile appeared on his tan face.


    “Going to play dumb right to the end?”


    “I don’t know what I don’t know. That’s my answer. Got a problem with that?”


    Watching Tsushima’s demeanor as he impassively made his claims, Azai finished off the rest of his coffee. Once he’d checked the cup was empty, he crushed it in his hand.


    “I see. So you’re not just simply hiding the truth, are you?”


    Azai’s eyes sparkled with an emotion that suggested he was going to burst out laughing any second.


    Tsushima couldn’t help but scowl.


    “What in the world are you talking about?” Tsushima sneered mockingly, tilting his head with a cynical air.


    Azai met his gaze with utter seriousness.


    “That look, that attitude, those words—everything about you is worn down. But your eyes can’t hide it. You’re prepared to throw your life away for something. That’s the spirit of a true knight.”


    Azai trapped Tsushima with his stare. His gaze seemed to reveal the depths of Tsushima’s heart.


    “Who are you protecting?” Azai asked.


    “If I told you, would you let me go?”


    Tsushima shrugged, snorting at the absurdity. But Azai, standing beside him, made a cold and clear declaration.


    “No. Your death is a certainty. But I am interested in what you’d risk your life for.”


    “You should stop now. If you push any further, you’ll open the gates of hell.”


    There was a slight shift in Azai’s gaze, and he seemed to realize something.


    “Could it be…Lupus Filia?”


    As Azai spoke, he dropped the crushed cup. At the same moment, Tsushima’s cigarette fell from his lips. Both objects rolled across the ground, and a perfect silence settled between the two men.


    “I suppose the time has come. Looks like I can’t let you leave here alive after all,” Tsushima said.


    Like trying to get water from a stone. Tsushima had been tossing idle banter about so carelessly, but all of the sudden, a shadow fell over him. It was heavy, as if it had actual weight to it, and it spread instantly before Azai’s eyes.


    Azai realized this was Tsushima’s malice, and he straightened the collar of his polo coat.


    “I see. That’s all the more reason to get you to tell me everything, along with the story of our fated clash.”


    In the plaza where thousands passed, an out-of-place tension filled the air. The aura that grew between the two men drove people away. It created an empty bubble of space around the combatants, parting the sea of people.


    At the center of it all, Azai slowly slid his feet across the ground, turning to face Tsushima. Tsushima dramatically arched his previously hunched back and turned only his head to Azai, his hands still in his jacket pockets.


    “If you want to know everything, ask Canus in the afterlife.”


    The moment Tsushima spat out those defiant words, his eyes glowed with a bluish-black luster. Within moments, Azai’s eyes also glowed blue. Both men executed their Codes at nearly the same time.


    But Azai’s abilities as an Informationist were overwhelming. Before Tsushima could finish executing his Code, Azai’s form seemed to stretch, leaving an afterimage as he closed the distance.


    In a movement that defied the very concept of speed, Azai was suddenly right in Tsushima’s face and swinging his fist.


    “Gah!”


    The shock from the impact ran through Tsushima’s body like he’d been hit by a massive truck, sending him flying. Skidding across the ground as if he were skating, Tsushima managed to maintain his stance and flashed a toothy white grin.


    “Hmm. Impressive. You can cloak yourself in a heat wave like that?”


    Azai glanced at the white smoke rising from his own fist and let out a low grunt. His hand was scorched. If he had punched even a millimeter deeper, it would have been rendered unusable.


    The inside of Tsushima’s jacket distorted like a mirage from the inside. Smoke occasionally rose from his own body as if it were burning, yet Tsushima looked unruffled as he nonchalantly stood leaning to the side.


    “Don’t be surprised by just that. I’m not done yet,” Tsushima said as a glow ran near where Azai stood.


    It was the cigarette Tsushima had dropped earlier. In a burst of light and smoke, a violent blast instantly exploded at Azai’s feet, sending debris flying in all directions. The abnormal rumbling of the earth echoed, disrupting the peace of daily life. As people screamed and fled, Tsushima executed his next Code to corner Azai.


    Several small heat spheres floated up around Tsushima, who was standing at the ready. The heat spheres orbited his body at such high speeds that he seemed completely enclosed by them. Some of the orbs shot into the smoke where Azai was likely hiding.


    As soon as the projectiles sensed Azai within their killing range, they detonated, blowing up anything within a dozen or so feet around them. From amid the chain of explosions, Azai jumped out unscathed, perfectly unbothered. Seeing that, Tsushima generated even more heat spheres.


    Azai retreated toward the center of the plaza as the crowds pulled back. Tsushima’s follow-up attacks didn’t stop. If anything, they were intensifying.


    As Tsushima manipulated the explosions of the tracking heat spheres, he executed another Code at the same time, creating an invisible curtain of heat to block Azai’s escape.


    “Ooh?”


    The hem of Azai’s polo coat brushed the curtain and instantly burst into flames. Azai had let out a sound of admiration when he saw it.


    Azai was completely cornered. Sensing this was his chance, Tsushima unleashed all the heat spheres at Azai. The overwhelming number of projectiles—nearly a hundred in total—flew at Azai in a relentless barrage and exploded so as to cut off all avenues of escape.


    But through the gaps in the barrage, an afterimage streaked by like paint being smeared across a canvas. In less than the blink of an eye, Azai dodged past every sphere and stopped right in front of Tsushima’s face.


    Perfect striking distance. Tsushima was utterly stunned to see Azai suddenly appear just inches from his face.


    “Where to hit you?” Azai contemplated aloud, placing a hand on his chin.


    Tsushima’s breath caught in surprise, and then he clicked his tongue and tried to shield himself with a heat wave.


    But against Azai, even a single breath’s delay was too long. Azai’s body distorted, as if someone were painting it over with shifting colors and lights. At almost the same time, blows sneaked through the gaps in Tsushima’s protective heat wave.


    This time, Tsushima couldn’t defend himself. An explosive blow slammed into him, making him feel like he’d been crushed on the spot, and it lifted his body off the ground.


    “Guh!”


    Despite him bracing for impact, an agonized cry still escaped his lips.


    Tsushima went flying through the air like a leaf and crashed into a streetlight. The structure was heavily dented in the collision, but it didn’t cause Tsushima to lose momentum, so he tumbled to the ground.


    Blood spattered out of Tsushima’s body when he hit the brick pavement, leaving streaks of blood where he landed. He could no longer tell what parts of him were injured or where. Grimacing from the whole-body pain and covered in blood, Tsushima slowly bent his knees and forced himself into an upright position.


    “Been a long time since I was beaten up this much.”


    Tsushima wiped the blood dripping from his forehead and looked ahead. Despite the overwhelming difference in power between the two of them, there was still a spark in Tsushima’s eyes.


    Azai must have recognized his will to fight, too. He carefully watched Tsushima without rashly pressing the attack.


    “I’ve figured out the true nature of your Code,” Tsushima said.


    Azai’s expression became serious for a moment, and he slowly turned his curious eyes on Tsushima.


    “Oh? Interesting. Maybe I’ll get you to tell me for entertainment.”


    “If your Code was just accelerating physical movement, you would have landed your punch before you even noticed the heat wave that I cloaked myself in. Even if you enhanced your nervous system, I doubt you could react that quickly to invisible walls of heat or blasts.” Tsushima spat bloody saliva onto the ground, glaring at Azai with emotion mixed into his pained expression. “In other words, your Codes must be interfering with something more fundamental,” Tsushima continued, lightly tapping on the watch around his wrist. “Say, time, for example.”


    Azai grinned as he listened to Tsushima’s deduction.


    “That’s correct. Indeed, my Codes manipulate time.”


    Just what kind of principle could make such a thing possible? Even though Tsushima had arrived at the answer himself, actually being confronted with the reality of it sent a chill down his spine.


    Despite having the secret of his Code exposed, Azai didn’t appear shaken in the slightest. In fact, he seemed pleased.


    Chuckling to himself, he began applauding Tsushima.


    “Astonishing. No one I’ve ever fought with has had the presence of mind to analyze my Codes in the middle of a duel. Excellent, truly excellent, Tsushima Rindou.”


    Azai crisply clapped his hands, then stopped abruptly.


    “So. Now that you know, how will you proceed?”


    Far from being shaken, Azai was looking forward to Tsushima’s next move.


    Tsushima swallowed hard as he took in the composure exuded by his overwhelmingly powerful opponent.


    “That’s what you get to look forward to.”


    With that, Tsushima placed his hand on the ground. Azai cocked his head, puzzled by what seemed like a meaningless gesture. Tsushima’s eyes weren’t glowing, but countless cracks began to spread across the ground of the deserted plaza, as if he’d executed some kind of Code. In an instant, the cracks reached not just Azai’s feet but also spread across the entire plaza.


    “This is…”


    Even Azai’s expression darkened at the situation. Tsushima widened his eyes, which were stained red by the blood dripping from his forehead.


    “This is a relic from the war. And now I’m returning it to you guys,” Tsushima declared, as if giving a parting remark. Then he slammed the ground.


    The area they were in had been redeveloped, and all kinds of things had been buried to cover up the stains of the past. It made drainage terrible, and a network of culverts had been laid to handle groundwater and rainwater.


    But what if those pipes were crammed full of explosives specifically devised to kill Informationists? What would happen?


    Explosives detonating in such a confined space would send shock waves through every pipe, without anywhere to go. This would completely shatter the pipes, heave the ground upward, and expel all the buried waste up to the surface.


    The widespread explosion would cause clouds of dust, sludge, and fragments of countless weapons abandoned during the Independence War to be flung about the area and cover everything.


    Slightly delayed in his reaction, Azai was swallowed by the earth.


    “Ngggh!”


    For the first time, Azai’s expression twisted. No matter how much he could meddle with time, he wouldn’t be able to counter a widespread attack that extended in all directions.


    As Azai became sucked in by the massive amount of debris, Tsushima unleashed his final move. A level-twelve Informationist would be the last person to die from a few explosions. He had merely set them off to confine him.


    A Code assembled in Tsushima’s mind. His body screamed at the Code, which he constructed by integrating all available information.


    His eyes, instantly becoming engorged with blood, glowed fiercely as he played the ace up his sleeve as his final resort.


    “All creation—completely vanish.”


    His Code homed in on Azai, who had become immobilized by the falling debris.


    This was Tsushima’s vanishing Code. Anything caught in its wake—no matter what—was doomed to be erased from the world. As Tsushima unleashed his Code, he ensured it would envelop the area surrounding Azai. His face twisted in agony from the searing pain caused by Code execution strain.


    There was nothing flashy about the move; it simply wiped away the space wherever it activated. Yet Tsushima felt the lingering breath of a monster writhing in the pit of his stomach.


    “Are you…still alive…?” Tsushima called out to the void beyond the zero-visibility chaos, where the very earth had erupted skyward. Cold sweat, tinged with blood, ran down his forehead at the possibility his instincts wanted to deny.


    Tsushima held a wishful feeling in his heart. He looked ahead and saw a blue light flicker within the chaotic mix of dirt and debris, like a will-o’-the-wisp.


    It was definitely not just his imagination. The dirt parted, and a streak of jumbled colors dashed about in every direction. Then the next moment, a hand fell on his shoulder.


    “That one made my blood freeze, Tsushima Rindou.”


    Through the thunderous roar that shook the ground, a cold, strangely audible voice rocked Tsushima’s eardrums.


    Figures, Tsushima thought, clicking his tongue.


    A large amount of lukewarm blood spilled from his mouth, and it was only then that he comprehended his situation.


    A thick, muscular arm was protruding from his abdomen, dark red with blood and covered in entrails. It had to be Azai’s. Sensing the man behind him, Tsushima slumped in disappointment.


    “So even that wasn’t enough, huh? Give me a break—I’m sick of this.”


    Azai could rightfully be called the very best among all living Informationists; not even Tsushima’s most powerful attack was enough to take him down.


    And Tsushima could only laugh at that fact.


    As Tsushima released that lifeless chuckle, Azai’s arm withdrew from his body.


    His support gone, Tsushima collapsed to his knees, like a puppet whose strings had been cut. A wet sound echoed, and in moments, a pool of blood spread at his feet.


    “Ah. So this…is how I die…m—” Tsushima muttered as if it was someone else’s problem, clutching the gaping hole in his stomach.
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  At the sound of footsteps scuffing across the ground, he looked up.


  What he saw was Azai smiling. Even after being caught in that massive blast, the man was almost completely unscathed. He dusted off his dirty coat and looked down at Tsushima.


  “You’ve shown me something truly intriguing. Was that a Code for molecular disintegration?” Azai asked in true delight, unable to fully hide his excitement at witnessing a power he’d never seen before.


  Strangely satisfied by that, Tsushima turned his fading gaze on him.


  Tsushima had tried every underhanded trick and attack in the book. If he’d been up against Informationists of equal footing, he would have been able to kill as many of them as he had fingers on both hands. But for all his efforts, he hadn’t managed a single kill, and Azai was smiling.


  It was like he was fighting an immortal demon. Tsushima shoved his hands in his pockets, as if saying he was fed up. His fingers brushed a crushed cigarette pack.


  He fumbled out a bent cigarette and placed it in his mouth with a sigh. Despite knowing he couldn’t possibly smoke it, he lit it anyway.


  Looking up at the pointless, slowly rising smoke, Tsushima spat, “Dead men tell no tales.”


  “That won’t do. This is the end. Tell me everything.”


  Azai loomed over Tsushima with his arms folded, his eyes glowing blue. If he wanted to, he could stop time or use whatever force necessary to make Tsushima squeal.


  As his consciousness began to fade, Tsushima lifted his head, cigarette still in his mouth. Blood dripped onto the cigarette, extinguishing it with a hiss. The extra weight sent the object falling from his lips, as though escaping from its restraints.


  “I really didn’t want to use this, but I guess I have no choice.”


  “What did you just say?” Azai tilted his head, puzzled.


  Narrowing his eyes, Tsushima summoned the last of his strength.


  With a speed unthinkable for someone on the verge of death, Tsushima reached for his waist. There was no blue glow in his eyes to signal Code execution. Azai, recognizing this, kicked Tsushima’s upper body forward.


  “Gah…” As Tsushima let out a noise like a squashed frog, he grasped something and raised his arm above his head.


  Then he pulled the trigger.


  With a short firing sound, something shot up above Tsushima’s head. Trailing white smoke, it soared skyward and burst into a brilliant red light. The red glow, gliding slowly downward, was a type of signal flare.


  “And what do you plan on doing with that?” Azai asked Tsushima, who had fallen back-first onto the ground.


  Talk about an unsatisfying final move. Azai undoubtedly thought so.


  Tsushima grimaced in frustration, his face stained bright red with the blood that was oozing out of him.


  “This is…the Informationists’ paradise. It’s Elbar. From now on, you’ll…be fighting with…Elbar.”


  After he gave those barely formed words, Tsushima’s breathing grew faint. But his statement was enough to convey his intent to Azai.


  “So that’s it. A flare fired here is a warning—an alert to reveal the enemy’s location.”


  The red light in the sky began to fade. As Azai watched it, he noticed presences around him.


  Amid the rising clouds of dust, countless blue lights began to surface one after another. Will-o’-the-wisps appeared in pairs, instantly surrounding Azai and Tsushima.


  “I never imagined you’d turn to others for help. You were prepared to cast aside your pride to kill me?”


  Even within Elbar, the Central West District was close to the city center. Tsushima had known that causing a commotion there in the middle of the day would naturally mobilize every organization in the area.


  The police, riot squads, the Informationist Guild—Azai had assumed Tsushima wouldn’t want them getting involved.


  But once Tsushima realized he was no match for Azai, he decided to entrust them with everything. It now fell to the many Informationists of Elbar to eliminate Azai the monster.


  “I thought you were destroying this city without a care, but that wasn’t it. No, you planned to pin all the crimes on me, didn’t you? Truly, your way of thinking defies common sense. You’re something else, Tsushima.”


  Tsushima was already on the verge of death. Azai smiled in satisfaction as he stared down at Tsushima, watching him tremble from the blood loss.


  “Very well. I’ll return your final legacy to nothing, too. Call it a parting gift.”


  


  Central West District. The bustling area of Temple Plaza was plunged into disarray as crowds of people fled in panic. The ground rumbled, and smoke billowed upward. Just moments ago, a red-and-white heat ray had ignited above the city streets. Lupus, who had been on a field trip, instinctively took off running as soon as she saw it shoot into the sky.


  “Luu! You shouldn’t go that way!”


  As Lupus pushed her way through the crowd, she heard Patria’s voice behind her.


  They were supposed to be paired up for the field trip. Not far from them, their Informationist instructor was clinging to a public phone, trying to get a grip on the situation. Lupus barely glanced at the instructor before plunging into the sea of people without waiting for permission.


  “You don’t have to come with me, Patria!”


  “As if I’d let you go alone!”


  Even as the crowd pushed her back, Lupus desperately forced her way toward the source of the violent tremors.


  She knew that heat ray all too well. There was no mistaking it. That was one of Tsushima’s Codes.


  But why was he involved in something that would cause such an uproar? The reason didn’t matter. All she could do was run, unable to ignore the sense of dread rampaging in her chest.


  “Ugh, seriously! Luu, we’re getting nowhere like this. Grab on to me!”


  Feeling like the voice she heard from behind her had closed the distance in an instant, Lupus turned around. As she did, Patria—her eyes glowing blue—was suddenly right in front of her.


  Patria kept shortening the distance until she was so near that Lupus thought she might lock lips with the girl if she kept going. Then Patria effortlessly lifted Lupus into her arms and flew into the air.


  “Hyah!” Lupus let out a strange yelp.


  Seeing that, Patria flashed a mischievous grin.


  “This way, we’ll be there in no time!” she said, deftly kicking off streetlights and bounding over the heads of the crowd.


  Now that she thought about it, Lupus remembered something important: Patria was a prodigy, one of the rare first-years at the academy to have passed the International Level Exam. As an Informationist, her skills far surpassed Lupus’s—much to Lupus’s frustration.


  Thanks to Patria’s specialty in physical enhancement, the two of them quickly closed in on their destination. The closer they got to the epicenter of the commotion, the fewer people they saw, until finally they landed at the plaza’s entrance, where they would have a clear view.


  There, Lupus and Patria were struck speechless.


  They had visited the place several times before. But the scenery was so different from what they remembered that it left them utterly confused.


  Everywhere they looked, there were mountains of rubble. The ground was gouged out, stained with red-black mud. From the dirt jutted countless corroded lumps of metal and what looked like unexploded bombs. Who knew where any of it had come from?


  “What…is this?” Patria asked.


  “I don’t know, but something must be happening here.”


  As Lupus spoke, an object shot through the air right in front of them. It soared high into the sky, illuminating the area with a red light.


  Lupus and Patria looked up at it and tilted their heads to the side, puzzled.


  “A flare? In a place like this?”


  While Patria gazed at the flare in confusion, Lupus turned to the spot on the ground where it had been launched. Her gaze was drawn there almost involuntarily, and a chill ran down her spine.


  “Who…is that?”


  Amid the thick, swirling smoke, a human silhouette was illuminated by the flare’s light. The individual’s outline was blurred, but something about their presence seemed vaguely familiar, as though Lupus had seen them somewhere before.


  But one thing was clear: It wasn’t Tsushima.


  Lupus strained her eyes. Upon closer inspection, she noticed something moving at the person’s feet.


  “There are two people,” Patria muttered next to Lupus with a serious expression. “They have to be the source of all this commotion. Other than that…”


  Patria crouched down and scanned the area. Through the smoke, she spotted many Informationists watching intently. They had gathered to assess the situation.


  Dozens of Informationists were lying in wait from every angle, all focused on the smoke in the center of the park.


  “It’s starting,” Patria said, tensing as she watched the movements of the person who turned around.


  As if on cue, the Informationists positioned around the area all simultaneously charged into the haze, their eyes glowing.


  Battles between Informationists were usually small skirmishes. They avoided interfering with each other’s Codes or causing friendly fire.


  But this time was different.


  A large number of Informationists unleashed every Code they had—electric currents, blast waves, flying projectiles—upon a single person.


  They had looked at the situation and understood its implications. Any Informationist capable of causing this much devastation alone was clearly an enemy of the Free City of Elbar itself. And there were only a handful of Informationists in the world with that kind of power.


  This is a war, Lupus thought as she watched the fierce, dazzling clash between multiple Informationists play out in front of her. Patria, who was crouching down beside her, also seemed hesitant in the face of real combat.


  “Wh-what should we do?” Patria asked, her eyebrows coming together in a troubled expression as she tilted her head.


  Lupus shook her head.


  “There should be one more person here. You know, Tsushima, the guy who came to the crepe store with me the other day.”


  “But I don’t see anyone else.”


  Beyond the veil of fine dust, the fierce battle continued. At its center was a single Informationist. They had to be exceptionally skilled to hold their own alone against so many expert opponents like this.


  As Lupus considered this, she realized there was a possibility she had taken for granted and erased from her mind.


  “By ‘one more person,’ you don’t mean that?”


  Hesitantly, Patria pointed at a figure moving ever so slightly in the haze. Someone was crawling along the ground like a grub, trembling. It was clearly the other party in the conflict, who had been defeated amid the commotion. Before her thoughts could catch up, Lupus was already running.


  “Luu!”


  Patria’s voice faded behind her, but Lupus no longer heard it. As she plunged into the smoke, a choking humidity and stench assaulted her nose. Pushing aside the warm, clammy haze that brushed her cheeks, Lupus rushed toward the shadow crawling on the ground.


  “This isn’t real, right? There’s no way it can be real,” Lupus muttered to herself through gritted teeth, but the sight before her defied all hope.


  “Tsu-Tsushima?”


  Lupus put her hand to her mouth and shook her head as if refusing reality.


  In the gouged-out earth, a man lay sprawled atop the mud.


  His body was soaked in dark, congealed blood, and his half-open eyes stared blankly at the sky. There was no light in those eyes. Bubbles of blood seeped from his thin, loosely parted lips.


  “What…? Ah, how could this happen?”


  Patria caught up to Lupus and stood beside her. She grimaced as she looked down at Tsushima.


  “He might already be dead,” Patria said in a tone that was almost resigned, though she remained wary of the battle fading into the distance.


  Dead. The word snapped Lupus back to reality. Tsushima was dying right before her eyes, so what in the world was she doing? At a time when every second counted, crying like a fragile little girl wouldn’t save anyone.


  Lupus put strength into her stunned face.


  “Patria, check to make sure the area is secure. I’ll heal him.”


  “Huuuh? You gotta be kidding! You don’t want to run with all that fighting happening around us?”


  “If we flee now, Tsushima’s going to die. I won’t let that happen!” Lupus exclaimed, half shouting.


  Lupus dropped to her knees beside Tsushima, not caring about her uniform getting dirty. She tore away the clothes on his chest—which were so stained with blood that she could hardly see them—and checked his condition.


  She gasped.


  Lupus instinctively swallowed her words as she gazed upon his muscular upper body.


  The wounds were horrific—far beyond mere “injuries.” It was clear she wouldn’t get anywhere with the type of brute-force healing she’d used on him before.


  But she couldn’t give up. Channeling every ounce of her knowledge, Lupus’s eyes glowed blue.


  “First, I have to do something about this big hole in his chest. Check for organ damage, replicate cells. Stop the bleeding, then suture muscle fibers and amplify immunity against infection.”


  Their surroundings faded from Lupus’s awareness. Recalling the knowledge she’d learned only from textbooks, never in real combat, she began treatment.


  Patria raised her voice next to Lupus, who was refusing to listen.


  “This is bad, this is bad, this is really bad! This guy and that rampaging Informationist have to be the ones who caused all this damage. If we heal him, we might end up as accomplices!” Tousling her pink hair, Patria glanced around frantically.


  “Then I’ll be an accomplice!” Lupus snarled, her hands pressed to Tsushima’s abdomen. Her typically gentle expression was gone. She gave Patria a demonic glare, her lips trembling. “I can’t lose him in a place like this! Parting like this… I won’t accept it!”


  Patria met Lupus’s gaze, which was filled with a mix of fury, resolve, and fear. Seeing those eyes head-on, Patria threw her head back in an exaggerated way.


  “Aaaaah, fine!” she said loudly. “I get it. But it’s clear we can’t treat him here. As soon as you’ve done some emergency treatment, we move him somewhere safe. Deal?”


  Lupus sniffed, her lips still curved in a frown. Then she gave a firm nod.


  “Keep an eye on our surroundings.”


  “All right, just hurry and heal him! If that guy notices us, we’re in real trouble!”


  Looking restless, Patria got into position to protect Lupus at any moment, her eyes glowing blue. She kept her eyes fixed in the direction of the violent sounds of battle and clouds of dust.


  Patria didn’t know anything about Tsushima’s circumstances.


  All she knew was that he had fought that mysterious Informationist and had almost gotten killed. And that if they tried to revive him, they would be the ones who would be targeted.


  The two of them currently had no chance of winning against that Informationist. The only thing they could do was flee as soon as possible.


  Lupus worked desperately to heal Tsushima’s wounds, nervousness and fear making a large amount of sweat drip from her forehead. It couldn’t have been long—only about five minutes or so—but it felt like an eternity.


  “This isn’t good, Luu…”


  Lupus was focused on healing Tsushima and hadn’t noticed the change in the situation. Patria, her face pale, tapped on Lupus’s shoulder. Only then did Lupus look up.


  “The noise…stopped.”


  Just as she’d said, the fierce sounds that had been echoing beyond the smoke had completely ceased. There were no lights, no shadows. Only silence enveloped the area. Lupus’s face twisted painfully as she continued to execute her healing Code.


  “Patria, cover me,” Lupus said, slowly forcing herself to stand.


  The thick smoke completely obscured her vision. She could hardly tell who was where.


  Even so, Lupus could sense something. It was the presence of a predator, an aura of malice directed straight at the two of them. Escaping would surely be impossible. Her instincts told her that much.


  “You serious?”


  “Dead serious.”


  In her mind, Lupus assembled the Code for the most powerful and only offensive move she had—a heat ray—and braced herself. Patria gulped under the suffocating tension. The moment sweat streamed from her forehead, trailed down her cheek, and dripped from her chin, the situation shifted.


  “What’s this? Students?”


  All of the sudden, someone was right behind them. Lupus and Patria couldn’t react to his voice. They froze in place, unable even to turn around.


  “This is biological regeneration, isn’t it? Did you come all the way here to save Tsushima? Or did you just happen to be here?”


  They heard the sound of shuffling footsteps, and the presence behind them moved. Lupus glanced down at Tsushima lying at her feet.


  It looked like her extremely rough regeneration had stopped Tsushima’s external bleeding, but his half-open eyes weren’t moving, and it was uncertain whether he was even alive.


  Lupus looked down at his lifeless face and bit her lip. Against a superior opponent, the only way to win was to launch a surprise attack. As she timed the execution of the Code she’d assembled in her mind, Lupus made her breathing shallow.


  Next to her, Patria moved only her eyes to shoot Lupus a glance, sensing the girl’s resolve. Don’t do it, the look said. Lupus saw it but answered with a brave smirk.


  “Either way, this man has to die. Don’t hold it against me.”


  As the Informationist behind them spoke, Lupus braced her legs.


  She crouched low, ready to spring like a spinning top, her eyes glowing. She didn’t care if she died here. Just as her hair rippled from her movement, she thought she heard the sound of someone clapping.


  In that instant, Lupus unbelievably found herself staring at the familiar wall of her dorm room.


  The vivid sense of smoke grazing her cheeks, the murderous aura piercing through every pore—it was all gone. They were in the dorm room she and Patria shared.


  ““Huh…?””


  Lupus’s and Patria’s confused voices overlapped. They exchanged bewildered glances.


  “What just…?”


  “Don’t know. But—”


  Lupus looked up at the blue glow of information particles lingering in the air and somewhat grasped the situation.


  Not many Informationists could teleport humans at that speed. This was unmistakably the work of Ayman.


  But why had he intervened? As Lupus tried to arrive at the answer, Patria interrupted her thoughts.


  “Hey,” Patria called out to Lupus.


  Lupus frowned, ignoring her.


  “I said, hey.”


  But Patria didn’t take the hint. Lupus, oddly irritated by this, glared at her with hostility.


  But the look on Patria’s face wasn’t what Lupus expected. Patria’s mouth was slightly agape, and she was scratching her cheek with a troubled expression.


  What’s with that expression in a situation like this?


  As Lupus’s irritation quickly cooled and confusion took its place, Patria pointed toward their feet.


  “Um, that guy seems to have come along for the ride, you know.”


  “Huh?”


  At Patria’s words, Lupus looked where the girl was pointing. There, at Lupus’s feet, lay Tsushima, eyes rolled back into his head.


  “Ah!”


  All the heavy emotions that had weighed on her heart vanished at once, and Lupus felt herself snap back to reality.


  She’d always known Ayman had a soft spot for Tsushima. Maybe this was just another extension of that kindness. But whatever the reason, Lupus couldn’t have been more grateful.


  With her heart soaring, she scooped up Tsushima from the floor. Laying him on the bed, she saw he was still in critical condition, but luck was on their side. Lupus was able to hear a faint heartbeat, and she breathed a sigh of relief.


  “He’s still alive!” Lupus exclaimed.


  Patria shrugged with a truly complicated expression.


  “That’s a relief. So what do we do now? Go to the hospital?”


  “No. That Informationist caused so much destruction trying to kill Tsushima. We have to avoid doing anything that might reveal our location. I’ll heal him here as best I can, and once it’s safe, we’ll take him to a hospital,” Lupus said, tossing her dirty jacket on the floor.


  Then she rummaged through her desk and pulled out her biology textbook. Once again, she opened the pages she had flipped through many times before and looked down at Tsushima.


  “I’ve done first aid, but this is where the work really starts.”


  Showing spirit that betrayed no sign of the fatigue she’d been feeling, Lupus rolled up her sleeves. This time, she would be the one to save Tsushima. She had to repay him for what he’d risked his life doing.


  “I can’t let him die here. I can’t let this be the end.”


  


  On the rooftop of a building near the Elbar administration office, past midnight, a Tsukumo Heavy Industries advertisement, illuminated by spotlights, boldly asserted its rigid, boxy presence. From this vantage point, the view of Elbar at night was more spectacular than one could imagine. To the right person, it might be the most romantic sight in the world.


  However, Lupus had no time to indulge in such feelings. As she rubbed her sleep-deprived eyes, she glared in the direction of the Central West District, where the commotion of the previous day had taken place.


  The small-scale conflict in the Central West District had ended in major disaster, with seventeen Informationists killed. Both the mysterious man at the center of it all and Tsushima Rindou had been declared wanted across the entire Free City of Elbar.


  In other words, that Informationist was still alive.


  Lupus bit her lower lip in irritation and stared intently into the Elbar night. Just then, she sensed a presence in what should have been empty space behind her. She exhaled to ease the tension in her shoulders and turned around.


  “You’re late,” she said.


  A man in a three-piece suit appeared, silently parting the empty air. When she laid eyes on him, Lupus crossed her arms and sulked.


  “Got stuck in a pointless meeting. Part of being an adult is tending to adult business.”


  “So you’re saying a child like me couldn’t possibly understand. What a marvelous excuse for a grown-up. I’m impressed.”


  Ayman raised his brows slightly at Lupus’s quip, which would put even Tsushima’s to shame.


  “You summon me using the contact network I set up for you to use in emergencies, and this is your attitude? You’re a handful, young lady.”


  “Don’t get the wrong idea. I called you because this is an emergency,” Lupus said, pulling a suspicious card, split in two, from her pocket.


  It was the remains of a Tsukumo Heavy Industries remote communication device. When you tore the card in half, the card it was paired with would display the coordinates of its broken counterpart.


  Lupus was supposed to use it for self-defense if she was ever in danger. She’d been carrying it reluctantly ever since Tachibana had forced it on her.


  “I promised myself I would never use it, but I decided I shouldn’t put my stubbornness first this time, so I ended up giving in.”


  “I see. If this was serious enough for you to set aside your pride, I can already tell it’s going to be a heavy conversation,” Ayman replied in a deliberately flat tone, clearly not entirely serious.


  Lupus sharpened her gaze and tossed the card to the ground.


  “The reason I insisted on calling you here is to ask about the incident Tsushima is involved in.”


  “Oh? But there are as many stories involving him as there are stars in the sky.”


  “Don’t mess with me. I’m obviously referring to what happened in the Central West District.”


  With both hands in the pockets of his pants, Ayman put on an exaggerated show of recollection. Lupus frowned at his obviously phony performance.


  “You were the one who saved me and Tsushima back there, weren’t you? That must mean you’re at least somewhat in the loop. Don’t pretend you don’t know.” Lupus pressed him for answers, keeping her tone sharp.


  Ayman stared at her, as if testing her resolve.


  “How much did Tsushima tell you?” he asked.


  “All I’ve heard is there’s an Informationist after him. He determined, without any input from me, mind you, that we should cut ties because he might put me in danger someday. And that was that. He wouldn’t listen to anything I said, so I couldn’t get any details.”


  “That sounds like Tsushima.” Ayman sighed with a wry smile. “But I understand how he feels. If you knew about this, you would lose the peace you worked so hard to obtain,” he said, a sharpness creeping into his eyes. “Are you prepared to give it up?”


  “It’s too late for second thoughts. I made up my mind when I called you. I’m not turning back,” Lupus replied calmly, standing up straight.


  Watching her, Ayman exhaled in relief.


  “Very well. For Tsushima’s sake, I probably shouldn’t tell you this. But in light of your determination, I’ll reveal what I know.” He smiled slyly, bringing a finger to his lips. “Provided you keep it secret from Tachibana.”


  Lupus cleared her throat and nodded.


  Now that she had agreed, Ayman started to slowly explain.


  He told her that the Informationist after Tsushima was Azai—and that the two men were linked because Tsushima had killed Canus during Lupus’s defection. He also explained Causa’s involvement and how Oryx was secretly maneuvering behind the scenes.


  When he finished telling her everything, Ayman’s expression clouded with discomfort, and he shrugged.


  “That’s as much as I know.”


  “So in the end, it really was my fault Tsushima nearly died.”


  Lupus clutched her crossed arms tightly, her eyes dropping to the ground. Frustration and self-loathing swelled in her chest, threatening to tear her apart. Forcing herself not to give in to those negative emotions, Lupus compelled herself to raise her head.


  She must not have been able to keep a straight face. Ayman, facing her, narrowed his eyes slightly and shook his head.


  “It’s not your fault. This is the path he chose for himself.”


  “But…he went too far, even if it was to protect me.”


  Lupus’s face twisted as another wave of emotion crashed over her.


  She instinctively closed her eyes and clenched her fists. After taking several deep breaths to steady her feelings, she saw Ayman murmur softly, as if he were letting the words slip out.


  “Seems like you don’t really know much about Tsushima Rindou the man.”


  Upon hearing this, Lupus reflexively shot him a defiant look. But what he’d said was true. Even though she was always by Tsushima’s side, she didn’t truly understand what was inside him.


  That was why she hadn’t been able to act during this incident or even anticipate what would happen.


  Once again confronted with a truth she didn’t want to face, Lupus let the intensity drain from her gaze. Ayman relaxed his shoulders and looked up at the starry night sky.


  “Tsushima is a man who, by all rights, should have been a hero. His achievements during the Independence War contributed greatly to this Free City of Elbar. But he threw away all the fame he should have gotten. He turned to Tachibana for help, erased every trace of his past, and chose to become just Tsushima Rindou, a man of no distinction. Do you know why he did that? Do you understand?”


  Lupus paused to think about Ayman’s question. Then she quoted Tsushima’s own past words from memory.


  “He said he had no interest in authority or status.”


  “Ah. That’s probably true, but do you think someone would want to erase their entire past based on that alone?”


  He was right. Lupus began to compare Tsushima’s experience to her own and tried to view things from a distance.


  The sequence of events that led her to abandon her status as a princess certainly wasn’t something she could speak of lightly. The kind of circumstance that would make someone want to erase their past had to be as strong as the weight of the past they carried.


  So what was Tsushima seeking by erasing his past? And what was it about his past that made him want to erase it in the first place? Her sleep-deprived mind swirled with thoughts, and she raked her hand through her hair.


  “Then what drove Tsushima to go that far? You know, don’t you?” Lupus snapped at Ayman in her irritation, but she fell silent when she met his calm gaze.


  He paused for a moment, then slowly nodded.


  “Yes. I’ve known Tsushima for a long time. I’ve observed him for about half his life, ever since he was a lot younger than you and was running around battlefields, struggling desperately to survive. As you can imagine, it was a terrible existence. That’s why, instead of glory, he wished for an ordinary life.”


  “Ordinary?”


  Lupus frowned at the word—it didn’t seem to fit someone like Tsushima. There was hardly anything “ordinary” about him. If anything, Tsushima seemed to be the very opposite of the word.


  Ayman shrugged, as if he was agreeing with her feelings.


  “Yeah. What he wanted was ordinary, everyday life. After seeing nothing but violence and piles of corpses, he longed for it. Just an average existence; the kind of peaceful, boring routine you managed to obtain, Lupus. Glory, honor, praise, and admiration were all obstacles to that.”


  “So that’s why he erased his past?”


  “You can’t understand that?”


  “It’s not that I can’t, but…”


  Lupus couldn’t bring herself to voice the doubt that had welled up in her mind.


  Had Tsushima really been able to live the ordinary life he supposedly obtained by erasing his past? She tried to recall what his days were like, but no matter how many times she thought about it, she couldn’t find anything remotely ordinary about it.


  Ayman returned her look of melancholy with a dry smile.


  “I understand your doubts. Unfortunately, reality isn’t that simple. Despite him erasing his history, Tsushima the Informationist still remains. Constraints, fateful connections, and the past he can’t fully bury keep his wish out of reach. And before he knew it, he had come to accept that as well.” With a sigh, Ayman continued, “It’s sad, but everything—his environment, personal relationships, work—is the exact opposite of what he wanted. Yet he had nowhere else to go but here. After erasing his past, all he had left was an environment where, in order to keep paying the price for his decision, he had no choice but to resign himself to a life that was the opposite of ordinary.”


  “That’s just too cruel.”


  “Yeah, but it’s an underlying principle of this world. Those with strengths are forced onto their various stages. Once someone has made their great achievements known to the world, there’s no coming back from this.”


  Lupus could understand what Ayman was saying. She had seen glimpses of that world herself. The underlying principles of their society were always driving people into corners, like an inhumane demon.


  She had never imagined Tsushima was also just as much of a victim of these forces. Lupus felt utterly ridiculous that she had just been so laid-back about standing by his side, that she had never even noticed. She began to admonish herself.


  But Ayman continued to direct even more cruel words at her.


  “That’s probably why he entrusted his wish to you. He chose you as the one to fulfill the dream he could never achieve himself, to act in his place. Or perhaps, by risking his life to protect the daily life you finally managed to obtain, he was trying to elevate his own wish.” Ayman was gazing somewhere far off in the distance as he spoke.


  There was a look of resignation in his eyes. There was no doubt that he, too, had played a part in forcing Tsushima into a place he never wanted to be.


  But he was standing back and watching Tsushima from a place of sympathy and acceptance.


  What kind of monsters are we? The realization hit her suddenly, and it made her heart boil with emotion.


  “It’s infuriating—the way you all take advantage of Tsushima as much as you want while still maintaining the pretense of being mere bystanders. And the way I didn’t try to do anything, thinking only of myself. We’re the worst.”


  They were ganging up and using a single person. That repulsive picture had the same composition as the group of powerful people who had once swarmed around her.


  The only difference was that Tsushima had given up even more than she had.


  To think Lupus had become just another one of the masses flocking to the very man who had once saved her from that hell. This revelation shocked Lupus, and she silently admonished herself again.


  “Ayman, do you still think Tsushima can be saved?”


  Ayman shrugged at Lupus’s words.


  “Well, who can say? But I can tell you one thing: We won’t be the ones to save him.”


  “…?” Lupus looked at Ayman’s mouth when he said “we,” frowning.


  But Ayman continued, his expression as calm as ever.


  “To him, the past is a chain. And we, too, are part of that chain he wishes to erase. What could people like us possibly do for him?”


  “So you mean we should just shrug it off, keep using him up, and toss him aside?”


  “I wouldn’t say that, but…”


  It was a typical adult answer. Ayman had started responding in that manner but broke off midsentence.


  There was no one here to assess their reputations; just a girl venting her honest feelings with utterly pure intent.


  Ayman let a trace of human sorrow creep into his usual nonchalant expression.


  “No, perhaps you’re right,” he said. “We’ve played the game of politics for too long. Somewhere along the way, without even realizing it, we became so confined to the roles we’d been given that we can’t even save someone who was once a friend.”


  They had ridden out countless battles together, supporting each other and surviving. They were comrades in arms, and they were family.


  But even that, it seemed, had changed with the passage of time.


  When peaceful times arrived, bloody wars were replaced with muddy squabbles. Tears of blood shed for comrades were replaced with the derisive laughter of lies and deceit. Perhaps Ayman found that unbearable.


  “You really are a kind person deep down, aren’t you, Ayman?”


  “What’s come over you all of a sudden?” He raised an eyebrow suspiciously as Lupus stepped closer.


  “You’re not like Mayor Tachibana or my brother Causa. You couldn’t choose the cruelty of abandoning Tsushima. But your position keeps you from doing anything. That’s why you’ve been pushing me forward like this, right?”


  Ayman made a sincere face for a moment, then donned his usual adult mask again. He gave a sly, unreadable grin and shrugged.


  “Sorry, but my evaluation of you isn’t that high. What I do have a high opinion of is Tsushima’s eye for judging character.”


  “Tsushima’s eye?”


  “That’s right. He’s quite the ladies’ man, but the women he gets involved with are always remarkable—so much so that everyone else gets jealous. In other words, I want you to become a woman of that caliber. Especially if you’re going to stand by his side,” Ayman said with an unusually mean smile.


  Lupus unfolded her arms and faced him.


  “Are you saying I don’t have what it takes to accept him as I am now?”


  “Well, that depends on you, doesn’t it?” He cocked his head, his tone deliberately challenging and full of confidence.


  He wasn’t being condescending, nor was he testing her.


  Lupus felt a burning heat inside her body.


  She exhaled deeply, then placed her hands on her hips as if to say she would accept the challenge.


  “Talking to you made it clear. Ayman, you’ve supported Tsushima as a true friend all along. Even if everyone else has forsaken him, you alone have been his ally. I thank you on his behalf.”


  Lupus spoke without averting her gaze even a millimeter from Ayman. When he opened his mouth to try to say something, she cut him off with a “But—”


  Surprised, Ayman fell silent as Lupus stripped the weakness from her face and elegantly extended a hand to him.


  “From here on out, that will be my responsibility,” she continued. “And I won’t stray from this duty, even if you refuse or try to force things to go back to how they were. Because Tsushima is my one and only knight, and I also have to be the same for him.”


  Lupus clutched her small chest high with pride and dignity, her silver hair fluttering beneath the night sky. She lifted her chin with a demeanor disproportionate to her small frame.


  “Watch me. You’ll see whether I’m worthy of standing by his side. The image will be seared into your memory.”


  With her mind made up, Lupus shone with a beauty that belied her youth. Ayman closed his mouth, satisfied with her complete turnaround.


  


  This is a dream, Tsushima thought as he saw nostalgic faces flickering faintly in his blurred vision.


  It was early spring, when the call of the lesser cuckoo could be heard. At the frontline base, where several camping tents had been set up in lines, a large truck drove in and stopped its engine. It had probably brought supplies. Tsushima could see soldiers gradually walking over to it.


  “Wonder if we can get some decent food today?”


  With his eyes still low, Tsushima looked up toward the direction of the voice. The glowing ember of a cigarette flickered a head higher than him. The girl smoking it exhaled purple smoke with a mischievous grin.


  “Shion?”


  “Whaaaaat? Tsushima?” Shion said in a tone one would reserve for a small child. For Tsushima, who had never known his parents or family, it was surprisingly comforting.


  Tsushima grabbed her hand and pointed at the truck.
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  “If we don’t hurry, it’ll all be gone.”


  “Ah-ha-ha. You’re such a worrywart, Tsushima. It’s all right. The guys in charge of managing supplies will gather everything first and then distribute it to everyone. We should be able to have something tasty for dinner today.”


  “Should?”


  “Yeah. As long as those guys don’t swipe any for themselves,” Shion said, winking and shrugging.


  Her beautiful shoulder-length black hair swayed as she moved, and Tsushima found himself gazing in wonder at the sight of her.


  Unaware of Tsushima’s stare, Shion dropped her fully burned-down cigarette butt on the ground.


  “Well, I care more about cigarettes than food! I can’t live without smoking,” she said jokingly, doing a small fist pump.


  Tsushima, who had no idea what tobacco even tasted like, didn’t understand what she meant. With a slightly worried look, he tugged at her sleeve.


  “But you have to eat right, okay? I’ll give you some of my portion, too.”


  “Wow! You’re a really good kid, Tsushima. Damn, I love you.”


  Shion bent down and showed Tsushima a beaming smile like a sunflower. Then she transitioned into giving him a tight hug.


  As she ruffled his hair, Tsushima blushed involuntarily.


  He was embarrassed about other people seeing them, but he was even more embarrassed by being the focus of her attention, and by the words I love you, which made his blood vessels expand and his face flush with heat.


  “Man, Tsushima’s lucky, huh? I want Shion to hug me at least once, too.”


  “Idiot. She’s just being gentle because he’s him. If it were us, she’d strangle us to death.”


  “Makes no difference. Ha-ha-ha.”


  Some people around them had been watching their interaction and called out teasingly. Suddenly overcome by shyness, Tsushima leaped from Shion’s arms.


  “Oh no. He got away.” Even though Tsushima was no longer in her arms, Shion continued stroking the empty air and curled her lips down into a pout. Then she saw Tsushima’s bright-red face and straightened her back, as if something had clicked. “Oh, I see. Tsushima’s starting to hit that rebellious phase. But even that’s cute in its own way.”


  Giving a huge grin that even wrinkled her nose, Shion took out a pack of cigarettes.


  Her combat uniform was well-worn from the battlefield, and the thread on its pockets had come loose. When she pulled her small hand out of her pocket, an extra item fell out with it.


  “Whoops.”


  The object that fell on the ground was a golden gas lighter. It rolled once, then a second time, tumbling over the fresh green weeds before hitting Tsushima’s foot.


  Naturally, Tsushima picked it up.


  “You sure did snatch that up.”


  Tsushima looked down at the gas lighter in his hand, slightly exasperated. It felt heavy to hold, and it almost seemed as though it had changed its shape to fit Shion’s hand. He got the feeling the lighter was important to Shion. As he was thinking this over, rolling the gas lighter around in his palm, he noticed some letters engraved on the side.


  “What does this say?” Tsushima asked Shion innocently.


  Shion had taken a cigarette out of the box right away. She put it between her lips and tilted her head in confusion. Then she let out an “Ah!” as if she had remembered.


  “Oh, that? It’s my wish.”


  “Your wish?”


  “Yeah. ‘Live for tomorrow.’ Right now, everyone’s fighting against a harsh and painful reality, but someday, we’ll be able to greet each new tomorrow like it’s nothing. We’ll be able to live a normal everyday life like that. That’s what it means.”


  Tsushima hadn’t been taught to read, so she didn’t understand what the symbols meant. He stared intently at the lighter in his hand.


  As he did so, Shion’s beautiful fingertips appeared in his view. She traced over the letters as she read the words aloud.


  “Live for tomorrow.”


  “For tomorrow?”


  “Yep. That’s right. Let’s aim for a bright tomorrow together, yeah?”


  Shion’s words strangely resonated in Tsushima’s heart. This feeling wasn’t part of his past memories.


  At that point, Tsushima realized his body had grown much larger. His hand had become so large that the gas lighter seemed small. He looked down at Shion, who should have been bigger than him, and then stared at his own body.


  Clad in his usual jacket and boots, he had the physique of a full-grown adult—a far cry from how childlike he’d looked back then. His clothes were stained with a horrifying amount of blood.


  Looking down at Shion smiling in front of him, Tsushima felt his eyes grow warm with tears.


  “Unfortunately, I was never qualified to dream. I can’t stand by your side anymore. Look at me. With this body and face, I’ve become a complete villain,” Tsushima said.


  “Hmmm… Well, you certainly don’t look like a champion of justice.” Shion suddenly folded her arms and grumbled.


  Even so, there was no shadow in her expression. She looked the grown Tsushima up and down, then flashed a wide, toothy grin.


  “But so what?” she asked.


  “So what? I’ve become someone who can’t be a part of the bright future you wish for! In fact, I’m the complete opposite. I’m someone who lives in a world of endless conflict.”


  “Hmm… Is that really true? I feel like you still have some hope in you, Tsushima. Come on, try hard to remember,” Shion said, her fragile smile tinged with a hint of sadness.


  Tsushima didn’t fully understand what she meant. But she seemed certain.


  “Hope? That’s the last word I’d ever associate with myself.”


  “That’s not true.” Shion puffed out her cheeks in a pout and looked up at Tsushima with damp puppy dog eyes, just like a child. With a sigh of exasperation, she continued.


  “That’s just you trying to convince yourself, Tsushima. Sure, maybe it’s futile if you’re alone. But you’re not by yourself, are you? People help each other out when they’re in trouble. There are folks who will help you, so you have to reach out,” Shion told him gently. As if to emphasize this was the most important part, she slowly added, “So trust her.”


  “Her?” Tsushima asked suspiciously.


  Without saying a word, Shion nodded in reply.


  Her face filled with sorrow and affection, she shrugged.


  “This is my last gift to you. I can’t do anything more. From here on out, you have to decide for yourself. Okay?”


  Tsushima looked down once more at the gas lighter in his hand. It now felt familiar in his grip, and before he knew it, it changed from how it looked in the past to the battered old lighter he had used for years.


  He rolled it in his palm and flipped the lid open, striking a flame. Then he brought the crimson flame to the tip of the cigarette in Shion’s mouth.


  “Can’t believe you’d even appear to me in my dying dream. I’m grateful.”


  “Heh-heh-heh… Believe it or not, I’m actually really attached to you. I just can’t let my cute little bro die that easily, you know.”


  Shion puffed on her cigarette with the offered flame, and her face broke into her big, trademark smile. Tsushima hadn’t realized it back then, but that bright smile was something she had worked hard to create.


  He understood this now that he was an adult. She hadn’t been smiling for herself. She had been smiling for everyone else—and she had been smiling for him.


  “Thank you,” Tsushima said to the phantom in front of him as he closed the lid of the gas lighter.


  The next thing he knew, white mist began to envelop their surroundings. The songs of nightingales and the hustle and bustle of people faded away until he could no longer hear them. As Shion started fading, too, she smiled one last time.


  “Well, take it easy. And say hi to her for me,” Shion said, giving a small wave as she turned around.


  Watching Shion disappear with the mist, Tsushima felt himself slowly returning to reality. Although it felt like he’d come an impossibly long way, he somehow knew exactly where he was headed.


  He thought he heard a voice calling him from somewhere. He knew whose it was. Donning his usual impudence, Tsushima cracked his neck.


  “All right, time to head back to the gates of hell.”


     


  The morning sun poured over Tsushima’s eyelids, and he slowly opened an eye. His entire body felt so surprisingly heavy that it felt like it took several minutes just to lift a single eyelid.


  As his blurry vision gradually cleared, he saw unfamiliar patterns on the ceiling. Where in the world was he? Still dazed, he tried to retrace his memories.


  His memory stopped at the moment he failed to finish off Azai. After risking his life in a battle to the death, he’d taken a fatal blow that opened a hole in his abdomen. Remembering that, he placed a hand on his belly.


  “Hngh?” A foolish sound slipped from the back of his throat.


  And no wonder; he couldn’t detect the terrible wound that should have been there. In fact, the pain he should have been feeling wasn’t there at all. That shouldn’t be possible. His confusion grew for a moment, but the answer was right beside him.


  His ears finally started to regain their functionality, and he caught the peaceful breathing of someone sleeping, like waves gently lapping against the shore.


  He moved his stiff neck, which felt like it had been encased in ice. Next to him, he saw a head of silver hair resting on a book, and a girl softly breathing in her sleep. Even in the dimly lit room, he recognized the beautiful, shimmering long hair.


  It was Lupus, sleeping in a sitting position on the floor.


  “Lupus, huh?” Tsushima said in a parched, muffled voice.


  He looked around the room. Behind her, there were two desks next to each other facing the window, and at the far end of the room, there was another bed identical to the one he was lying on.


  Far from spacious, it was a room for two with a faint floral scent in the air. They were probably in her dorm.


  Even more questions surfaced, and Tsushima furrowed his brow.


  “What the hell happened?”


  Tsushima had absolutely no memory of how he had ended up there. The only thing certain was that Lupus was involved.


  But how had he gotten from the battlefield to here? And why had she even been there in the first place? It seemed too convenient to just be a coincidence. As questions and doubts began running through his mind, the peaceful breathing beside him faltered slightly.


  Lupus must have sensed that Tsushima had woken up. She opened her sleepy eyes and lifted her head. Her expression was more unguarded than usual, and there was even a drool stain at the corner of her mouth.


  Her eyes, hidden behind her messy bed head and not fully awake, met Tsushima’s gaze. A few seconds of silence passed between them. The birdsong they could hear from outside the window sounded unusually clear.


  Lupus rubbed her eyes once and looked at Tsushima again. Then she pinched her cheek with an “Oww…”


  Tsushima was stunned that someone in real life would actually check if they were awake by pinching themselves like in a comic book.


  In contrast to his dumbfounded expression, Lupus’s listless expression gradually transformed into something more dignified. Tsushima intently watched the change in her face, then raised a brow.


  “You’ve got bed head.”


  He lifted his trembling arm, which wouldn’t move properly, and touched Lupus’s hair. When he did that, Lupus’s lips suddenly quivered, and she grabbed his hand.


  “Thank goodness,” she whispered in a voice as faint as an insect’s, her lips trembling. “I was afraid you would never wake up.” Her tone was a mix of unease and relief.


  Tsushima gently squeezed her soft palm in return, as if reassuring himself of her presence.


  “Then you should’ve taken me to a hospital right away.”


  “If I could, I would have already.”


  Seeing Lupus sniffle with her head down, Tsushima got a rough idea of his situation. He checked his leaden body, one part at a time, and slowly sat up.


  “Am I a wanted man?”


  “Yeah. You and the Informationist you fought with. The police and Informationists in town are turning the city upside down looking for you.”


  “Is that so? Figures that guy is still alive.”


  Tsushima let his eyes drift off into space, and an image of Azai Genryuu appeared in the back of his mind. There was no way a man like him would die so easily.


  In that case, the concern was Lupus. Azai certainly would have noticed her presence could be a possibility. That meant he wasn’t the one in the most danger here—it was the girl sitting in front of him.


  Tsushima’s eyes regained their focus, but a shadow crept into them.


  “How much time has passed since our fight?”


  Looking out the window, where the sun had completely risen, Tsushima could make a rough guess. The answer Lupus gave him, however, was significantly longer than what he anticipated.


  “At least two full days.”


  “Two days, you say?”


  “Yeah.”


  Tsushima pictured the worst possible course of events in his sluggish head.


  The fact that he’d spent two days out cold meant things were dire. It was probably safe to say there was basically nothing they could do to change the situation.


  The only options were to run or go into hiding. Either way, they had to keep a low profile. That was all they could do.


  Forcing his unresponsive body to move, Tsushima placed a hand on Lupus’s shoulder.


  “Lupus, pack your things right away. We’re leaving this city.”


  “Huh? Wait, hold on.”


  When he rose from the bed, Tsushima staggered and bumped into the wall. It seemed his body was weaker than he’d imagined, and it had refused to move the way he wanted.


  He looked down at his shaking legs and tutted in frustration. Lupus leaned in closer to offer her shoulder for support.


  “Tsushima, calm down for a moment. For now, we’re still all right. I’m okay, and so are you.”


  In stark contrast to the panicking Tsushima, Lupus was as cool as a cucumber. He could intuit what was going on from seeing how calm she was.


  So she’s found out. With Lupus supporting him, Tsushima sat back down on the bed, wincing from the pain and fatigue as he struggled to find the right words.


  “Who…did you hear it from?” he asked.


  Lupus could understand what he meant without him needing to get more specific.


  Her brows drooped in a slightly troubled expression.


  “Ayman told me. About who’s after you, and who’s behind it.”


  Tsushima widened his eyes, which had lowered to the floor, then slowly closed them. It felt as if a crushing weight had been lifted from his shoulders, while at the same time, a sense of loss swept over his body, like something important had been taken from him.


  Tsushima moistened his parched lips, muttering only a quiet, “I see.”


  He hung his head, and Lupus sat down beside him. Their eyes met, and Tsushima averted his gaze.


  “Hey, Tsushima, did you plan on shouldering everything yourself and dying without telling me anything?”


  “Dunno.”


  It wasn’t that he was trying to act tough. He just found himself naturally acting brusque.


  However, Lupus kept looking at him directly, steady even in the face of his attitude. She seemed unlikely to divert her eyes until he answered her question.


  Tsushima awkwardly swept back his bangs.


  “Of course, I wasn’t planning to die. But that’s how it turned out in the end. And now things are even worse. This was the worst way it could have gone,” Tsushima said, turning to face Lupus. “Azai suspected you were alive. It’s been two days since then. No doubt it’s reached Oryx by now. If I’d managed to finish off Azai back then, it wouldn’t have come to this.”


  Tsushima lost his usual confidence and hunched his back. Then he looked down at his rough hands and gave a weak smile.


  “I never thought I’d be this outclassed. Sorry.”


  Even though Tsushima had only just recovered from his serious injuries, his body looked smaller than ever. He was the very picture of defeat as he sat hunched over in the shadows of the room.


  Lupus averted her gaze from the painful sight of Tsushima for a moment and furrowed her brow.


  “So to sum up: I’m being targeted by both Oryx and Big Brother Causa, and you’re still being hunted by Azai and all of Elbar. This really is the worst-case scenario.” She paused and closed her large eyes. Then, with her lips set in a straight line, she clenched her fists tightly. After breathing deeply to steady her surging emotions, she muttered in a sharp voice, “I’ve never been this angry before!”


  “Sorry.”


  Lupus had never seen Tsushima this fainthearted before. As his downcast apology seemed to fall onto the bed, Lupus shook her head at him.


  “No. I’m not angry at you, Tsushima. I’m angry at myself.”


  It was rare to hear Lupus speak of anger.


  Tsushima looked at her with surprise.


  In response to his gaze, Lupus straightened her back and drew in her chin.


  “Tsushima, you said you couldn’t understand why I was trying to return to a world of conspiracy and schemes, right? On that day, I couldn’t tell you everything. Just as you said, it was because I wasn’t prepared for it.”


  She paused, gripping the bedsheets tightly. For a while, the only sound in the room was her breathing.


  “But I have to make up my mind. When I heard you’d risked your life for me, I realized I couldn’t go on like this. That’s why I want to talk to you now.” With that, Lupus stared at the wall.


  Her gaze had settled on a world map centered on Elbar, which was pinned to the wall. The name of the vast Balga Empire naturally caught Tsushima’s eye, and he nodded quietly in response.


  “The day we were reunited, I asked you for a favor, remember? I told you there was still someone I needed to kill, and I wanted your help.”


  “Yeah. But in the end, you never told me who you wanted me to kill.”


  “That’s right. When I actually tried to say it out loud back then, I realized something. It wouldn’t have been fair to ask you at that moment because I still didn’t have the resolve. Even if I made such an unreasonable request, I wouldn’t have been able to give you anything in return. That’s why, in the end, I couldn’t bring myself to ask you properly.” Lupus gave a self-deprecating laugh before continuing. “Just like you said, life in Elbar was like a dream come true for me—a paradise where every day is far removed from status, entitlements, constraints, and connections from the past. Honestly, each day was so fun and peaceful that it brings tears to my eyes.” Lupus squinted as if gazing into the distance. Then she slowly lowered her gaze to her feet and shook her head. “But you know, it really was just an illusion.”


  “What do you mean?” Tsushima asked her as things took a dark turn.


  “It’s true that I defected from the Balga Empire, and I got a new name and identity. But you know, there were other, bigger motives behind that defection besides ours.”


  “Besides the motives of Causa and Ross?”


  “Yes. Someone with even greater and more powerful influence.”


  Lupus didn’t say it outright, but she glanced at Tsushima, her eyes indicating, You know, don’t you? Even if I don’t say it.


  Tsushima spat out the loathsome name with a click of his tongue.


  “The Emperor of Balga?” His voice faded into the dry air.


  Lupus nodded firmly.


  “That’s right. The emperor was pulling strings behind the scenes so I could defect to Elbar. And to weaken the power of my big brothers, Ross and Causa, he made a request to Mayor Tachibana to send you, Tsushima.”


  “That’s news to me.”


  “I wasn’t sure whether I should tell you. It seemed you were already burdened with so many constraints and complicated ties from your past. I didn’t want to dump more problems related to the Empire on you because of me.”


  “But a member of the imperial family defecting should be a disadvantage for the emperor, shouldn’t it?”


  “Yes. But that man is confident I would never rebel against him.” Lupus’s eyes sharpened, and she closed her mouth. She paused as if she were suppressing her emotions, then raised her tone slightly. “Tsushima, have I ever told you about my mother?”


  “No.”


  “She was an Informationist. She was an intelligent, gentle, and beautiful person. I don’t know why, but for some reason, she had a child with the emperor and gave birth to me in secret, even though Informationists were treated like tools in the Balga Empire.”


  At the current time, Informationists were treated somewhat better, even within the Balga Empire. But when Lupus’s mother had gotten pregnant, the world was still a hostile place for Informationists.


  Listening to Lupus’s words, Tsushima was reminded of the past and found himself wondering the same things she did. But that wasn’t what they should be focusing on at the moment.


  Lupus took a breath and continued.


  “I don’t know exactly how it all happened, but for a while, my mother and I lived quietly, hiding the fact that I was of imperial blood. Then one day, my mother and I were summoned before the emperor. I remember it clearly. We were led into a lavishly decorated audience chamber and made to kneel before him. And then he said—”


  There was a sharp edge to her words. As she spoke the final line, deep wrinkles appeared on Lupus’s face, in an expression that could be read as either anger or hatred.


  “—‘Your existence is an obstacle to me.’”


  She repeated the emperor’s words verbatim, not missing a single syllable. Even Tsushima, who knew nothing of the details, could sense the weight of those words from the force and clarity in Lupus’s voice.


  Relaxing her shoulders, she shook her head lightly.


  “As a child, I didn’t understand what those words meant. But I know all too well what the outcome was.”


  “…What happened?”


  It was obvious from her tone. Tsushima wasn’t so foolish as to not know what it was. Still, he felt the question was necessary to get her to speak.


  With the prompt from Tsushima, Lupus’s expression softened for a moment. She took her time, and as her eyes darkened once again, she spoke.


  “The emperor killed my mother. Right in front of my eyes.”


  It was just as Tsushima had expected, but hearing it spoken aloud still weighed heavily on his heart. No doubt, Lupus felt it even more keenly than he did.


  As if forcing herself to move a heavy weight, she continued.


  “Defying the emperor, being an obstacle to that man—that means death. As a child, I was forced to witness that firsthand. Even now, I sometimes dream about it and wake up shaking, wondering when he’ll kill me the same way he killed my mother.”


  “I can’t believe that happened…”


  “Yeah. That’s why I had no hesitation about throwing away my royal status and defecting. But after learning the truth behind my defection, I realized something: No matter what I do, I can’t escape this curse on my own. I can’t break free from the emperor’s grasp. In other words—” Lupus spoke quickly, then paused for breath. After inhaling deeply, she said something that seemed to fall with a heavy thud. “—I’m still in hell.”


  Tsushima knew that kind of hell all too well; it was one where people used, hated, and destroyed you. And as you kicked them down in order to survive, your heart and mind broke, and you became a drifting inhabitant of the depths of that hell.


  Whether she wanted it or not, Lupus had always been stuck here. The peace Tsushima had tried to protect for her had never existed in the first place.


  He couldn’t help but close his eyes and lower his head. Sensing his sympathy, Lupus gently leaned her shoulder against his.


  “If I really want to escape this hell, I have to cut out its very root. It’s a contradiction, isn’t it? To get out of hell, I have to immerse myself in it completely. But if I want true freedom, I have to kill him. I must kill the man who rules the Balga Empire—the emperor.”


  Having finally let out all the memories and feelings she’d kept inside, Lupus’s expression brightened with relief.


  But next to her, Tsushima’s face clouded.


  “So that’s why you needed me?” he asked.


  Lupus gave a straight answer to his question.


  “That’s right. I’m still inexperienced as an Informationist, so I can’t fight properly. And building an organization to oppose the emperor would take too long. That’s why I wanted to use you as my blade.”


  “But you hesitated.”


  “Yes. In my heart, the weak part of me felt a sense of guilt and self-loathing at the thought of dragging you into this and using you. I was afraid to cross that line, so I tried to be satisfied with a false paradise and give up on everything. But you gave me the chance to change.”


  Lupus’s voice, which had briefly brightened, gradually took on a gloomy edge. A serious expression came to her face, and she directed her terribly dark, dour eyes at Tsushima.


  He had seen these eyes before. Tsushima felt like he might get sucked into her deep, bluish-black eyes as he gazed into them, and he remembered—her eyes were the same hue as they had been on that day.


  “I was weak, and that forced you to shoulder everything. I nearly lost you. That’s my sin: I’m weak.”


  Tsushima let the string of heavy, gloomy words go in one ear and out the other, then he shook his head.


  “Weakness isn’t a bad thing…”


  “Thank you. But I’ve made up my mind, Tsushima.”


  Tsushima panicked at seeing the resolve on Lupus’s face. He couldn’t let her say those words. If he let her, it would be the end—the peaceful life she had worked so hard to get would come crashing down. Even if it had been a false peace, or had only lasted for a short time, it was undoubtedly still a form of tranquility.


  Yet Tsushima couldn’t find the words to stop her. It was all due to his own inadequacy. He had no one but himself to blame for failing to protect her dream and his own illusion.


  In light of this, he had a duty to see what she desired and where she was headed. He would accept this without complaint. Tsushima found himself staring at Lupus’s thin lips.


  “Tsushima, kill the Emperor of Balga with me,” Lupus stated in a voice as cold as ice.


  She had taken a huge step over the line that must not be crossed.


  Nausea rose in his chest. He could no longer refuse. He was the one who had driven her to this. With a dry swallow, Tsushima tried to respond.


  But before he could speak, Lupus interjected with an unexpected offer.


  “And in exchange, I’ll make your wish come true, Tsushima.”


  “My wish?”


  “Yes. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go, Tsushima. I’ll make sure you get what you want. So let’s get through this hell for the future we can seize on the other side.”


  Lupus’s hand, which had been clutching the bedsheets, landed on Tsushima’s arm. Bewildered, he dropped his gaze to that warm, soft touch.


  “For the future, you said?”


  “Yes. This isn’t just about simple revenge. It’s a fight to seize the tomorrow that lies beyond that. I want you to fight alongside me for the ordinary days we both desire. Especially for the peace you desire, Tsushima,” Lupus said, pulling out the chain from around her neck. Hanging from it was the silver ring Tsushima had given back to her the other day. Lupus took it off the chain and placed it in her palm. She looked down at it for a while, then gently held it out to Tsushima.


  “As my knight—together.”


  Tsushima met her gaze, and a silence settled between them.


  This was a new shackle. All the ones that had bound Tsushima up to that point had been to keep him tied to one place.


  But this time, there was something different at the other end of the shackle. Yes, the chain was connected to the neck of a girl named Lupus Filia. And should he agree, the only things that could separate the two of them were death or victory.


  In other words, it was a shackle to tie their fates together.


  Tsushima lifted his eyes from the ring and looked at Lupus’s face. There was no trace of hesitation in her dignified expression. Stifling the sigh that had risen to his throat, he faced her gaze head-on.


  “There’s no turning back, you know. You okay with that?” he asked.


  “Yeah. As long as you’re by my side, I’m fine with any hell.”


  Lupus raised her eyebrows and softened her expression. Tsushima relaxed his shoulders in response.


  “All right. I’ll look forward to seeing where you’ll end up taking me.”


  Tsushima took the ring from Lupus’s pale, delicate hand.


  “It’s a pact, then, yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  Lupus watched with satisfaction as Tsushima slipped the small but profoundly weighty ring back onto his finger. Considering she had just made a pact with the devil, her expression was remarkably calm.


  Tsushima turned to face her with a sense of exasperation.


  “So what now? My brute force alone won’t get us anywhere this time.”


  When he brought the conversation back to the root of the situation, Lupus said, “Oh, that’s right!” and put her hand to her chin, as if it had completely slipped her mind.


  “We’ve made up, but it’s true we’re still one step short of solving our immediate problem, huh?”


  Tsushima’s expression clouded at how silly the phrase “made up” sounded right now, but Lupus didn’t seem to care at all.


  Still sitting on the bed, she crossed her legs, and a somber look came to her face.


  “If we’re going to kill the emperor, Azai Genryuu is one of the obstacles we’ll have to overcome. We have to make sure to take him out now.”


  Lupus appeared to ponder something and sank into a deep sea of thought. As she stared at the wall with her eyes half closed, her demeanor gave Tsushima a feeling of déjà vu.


  He suddenly realized her profile looked just like Causa’s. Now that he thought about it, she was also a member of the imperial family, with half the emperor’s blood running through her veins. It wasn’t surprising she resembled her brother in some ways.


  In that case, then she must also…


  While Tsushima lost himself to unnecessary speculation, Lupus let out a sigh next to him.


  “There’s only one option, isn’t there?” she said, running her hand through her long hair and then putting her hand to the base of her neck.


  “You have some kind of plan?” Tsushima pressed her in an almost interrogative way.


  Lupus smugly raised a brow.


  “I do. The best kind of secret strategy—one that only we could pull off.”


  
    

    CHAPTER 4


    Two large white clouds drifted across the clear blue sky, carried on the wind.


    Peace Memorial Park, established on the hilly eastern coastline of the Free City of Elbar, was overflowing with reporters, dignitaries from relevant organizations, ambassadors from various countries, and other guests.


    Several white flowers had been arranged on the outdoor stage, and behind that were the names of the deceased etched into solemn black stone slabs.


    The number of people who had died in the Independence War was said to have reached tens of thousands. Many of the combatants had lost their lives at sea, so their bodies were never able to be recovered. That was precisely why the park, which had been built to express hope for peace after the war, was in a spot overlooking the sea.


    “This park really dwells on the past, doesn’t it? Can’t say I care much for places like it.”


    A sea breeze blew in from the coast, ruffling Causa’s short blond hair. Dressed in a newly tailored, predominantly black military uniform for that day’s ceremony, he looked out over the venue. Finé, standing by his side, held down her long hair with one hand as she fixed her increasingly vigilant gaze at one particular point.


    “Lord Causa,” Finé, first to sense hostility, whispered in Causa’s ear.


    He turned his sharp gaze in the direction Finé indicated and replaced it with a gentle expression.


    “Well, well, if it isn’t his excellency, Chancellor Oryx,” Causa said, extending a hand.


    Two men stood at the end of his outstretched arm.


    One was slender with long black hair and a nervous look in his eyes. He was dressed in a perfectly tailored black suit, over which he had draped a cloak-style overcoat. This was none other than Chancellor Oryx Rex, whom even Causa regarded as his equal.


    And the man standing next to him, with his face hidden behind a mask, was undoubtedly Azai Genryuu, a member of the Empire’s strongest group of Informationists, the Six Imperial Swords. Oryx glanced over the crowd before turning to Causa with a truly authoritative air.


    “Was it really necessary for a member of the imperial family such as yourself to attend this ceremony?” Oryx asked in an extremely icy tone as he looked down at Causa’s outstretched hand.


    Causa’s hand twitched slightly, grasping at the empty air.


    He lightly clenched his open hand and let his arm drop naturally to his side.


    “I had no choice. His Majesty the Emperor commanded me to show up. Ever since the Independence War, the world has yearned for more durable peace. It would be in the Balga Empire’s best interest to respect that desire.”


    “To think we must now be sensitive to the world’s opinion. It must be quite the burden for Your Imperial Highness the Prince to be sent out on such menial errands.”


    “I’d say that’s much the same for both of us. Wouldn’t you agree, Chancellor?”


    Both men chose their words carefully, as if they were trying not to disturb the surface of a body of water. Far below the surface, however, they were actually grabbing each other by the collar.


    They were truly like cats and dogs. The two members of the Six Imperial Swords entrusted to guard Causa and Oryx were also glaring at each other in that tense atmosphere.


    “My, my! What a rare sight, to have two dignitaries from the Empire together in a place like this! Ha-ha-ha.”


    A cheerful voice cut through the hostility emanating from the two men.


    The person who had spoken was wearing a dress shirt and shoulder belt, and he was none other than Mayor Tachibana, who sat at the very top of the Free City of Elbar. Of course, standing behind him was the world’s most powerful Informationist, Ayman Droog, wearing his usual three-piece suit.


    With the arrival of Tachibana, the balance breaker, Causa and Oryx both picked up on the change in atmosphere and tactfully entered a truce.


    The two men went on guard, and with Tachibana in the mix, a three-way standoff developed, resembling a den of monsters.


    “Oh goodness, you both must be terribly busy with matters of national politics and foreign diplomacy. I sincerely thank you for making time for today’s ceremony,” Tachibana said, the very picture of a sly fox as he strung together surface-level pleasantries.


    The Peace Ceremony commemorated the end of the Independence War. It was both a celebration of Informationists’ acquisition of sovereignty and a celebration of the universally cherished notion of peace.


    Not many dignitaries could refuse an invitation to such an event, since declining could be seen as them rejecting peace itself.


    Yet attending could be seen as tacit approval of the sovereignty of Informationists. That was exactly how Tachibana had designed it, of course.


    Fully aware of that underlying context, Causa and Oryx kept tight lids on their true feelings and exchanged polite, meaningless platitudes.


    “When we think on the future of the world, peace is the foundation of all things. Building good relations on top of that foundation is the duty of any great nation. That is, in fact, the consensus of the Balga Empire, Mayor Tachibana,” Causa said smoothly with a pleasant smile.


    He turned his eyes, creased with a smile, toward Oryx. Despite his expression, his eyes showed no trace of gentle feelings nor true happiness. Picking up on Causa’s intent, Oryx nodded with a reluctant air.


    “Of course. Our Empire wishes to reconcile and cooperate with the Free City of Elbar.”


    Watching the indescribable exchange between the two, Tachibana clapped lightly, looking like he was truly enjoying himself.


    “You two have such a beautiful relationship. Truly, peace and prosperity come above all else, yes?”


    They exchanged words that were utterly devoid of sincerity. Weaving his way between such pleasantries, Tachibana cleared his throat.


    “Still, the truth is, there are also many people who aren’t so fond of peace. Even today, this venue’s security detail has its hands full. And just a few days ago, there were two absolute fools who shamelessly rampaged in broad daylight.”


    Tachibana’s gaze wandered across the blue sky, then settled on Azai, who stood behind Oryx. For a few seconds, his eyes met the green eyes visible through Azai’s mask, and a silence fell between them.


    “Ah yes. I believe it was on the news. I heard it was a terrible fight. Were the culprits apprehended?” Causa asked in a tone meant to deflect, drawing Tachibana’s attention away from Azai.


    Tachibana adopted a nonchalant expression and shook his head.


    “Well, it seems one of them managed to slip away. As for the other, we confirmed they were fatally wounded, but we haven’t found the body. It appears they were buried in the rubble. What a headache.”


    “I see. So we can’t have peace of mind just yet, then,” Causa replied. Contrary to his words, he seemed to look out over the venue with composure.


    His gaze casually drifted over the sight of people continuing up the ridge of the hill. The air was heavy with everyone’s dread at the horrors of war and their prayers for peace.


    Causa noticed something amiss in that venue.


    It was something so familiar that it would be difficult for Causa to forget—silver hair shining like moonlight. Causa’s heart uncharacteristically skipped a beat, and a harshness crept into his eyes.


    It couldn’t be. There was no way she would appear in a place like this. Causa touched a finger to his lips to mask his unsettled mind.


    “Your Highness Causa, is something the matter?” Oryx was quick to notice the change in Causa.


    Just as Causa shot Oryx a look telling him to keep quiet, he caught sight of a distinctive smile that had appeared on Tachibana’s lips.


    A surge of thoughts raced through Causa’s mind like electric currents. In the span of two blinks, he began to notice the peculiarity of the situation and the true nature of why something felt off to him.


    With such a large crowd present, why was it that not even foreign dignitaries were approaching them? A member of the Balga imperial family, the chancellor, and the mayor of Elbar were all gathered together. Normally, reporters and dignitaries would be flocking to speak with them.


    Yet the people around them paid no attention to Causa and the others. In fact, it seemed as if they weren’t even aware of their presence.


    Something was being staged there. Causa directed a snakelike look at Tachibana.


    “Mayor Tachibana, this is troubling. To think you’d scheme in a place like this…”


    Tachibana’s eyes opened wide for a moment, then the corners of his mouth turned up with delight.


    “Oh my, you’ve already realized? Impressive that you noticed before anything even started. I should expect nothing less from you.”


    As the wisdom and courage of the two caused their motives to clash, Oryx, left out of the exchange, cleared his throat.


    “What in the world are you talking about?”


    “Oryx, haven’t you noticed yet? You damn fool. This is why the throne will always be out of your grasp.”


    “What did you say?”


    “Be on your guard. This is not the Empire, where you can manipulate things as you please. This is the Free City of Elbar, where even demons can be made to dance to someone else’s tune.”


    Almost as soon as Causa finished speaking, a large firework shot up from behind the outdoor stage at the center of the ceremony.


    As the single shot soared high into the sky and burst with a high-pitched crack, Tachibana made eye contact with Ayman.


    “It’s time. Do it.”


    “Understood.”


    With that brief reply, Ayman’s eyes glowed, and he vanished. The light in his eyes, signaling the execution of a Code, triggered supernatural phenomena throughout the area at a speed that defied all reason.


    Without any warning, the thousands gathered at the venue disappeared with him in an instant. The bustling crowd was replaced by silence, and everyone’s belongings were left behind in midair. Cameras, notebooks, handbags, and parasols all fell to the ground in unison.


    At the same time, a dimensional distortion appeared overhead. The refraction of light and warping of space shimmered faintly in rainbow hues as the phenomenon enveloped the entire venue in a dome-like shape. The enormous space, spanning a few miles in radius, was completely isolated.


    Witnessing the terrifying Code-execution ability of a level-thirteen Informationist, Azai and Finé immediately sprang into action. A fraction of a second later, bands of light encircled Causa, while Oryx, without moving a step, disappeared behind Azai’s back.


    An explosive tension hung between each of the Informationist bodyguards, creating an atmosphere so strained that it seemed even breathing would shatter it.


    And yet even in that situation, their masters’ expressions remained exactly the same.


    Oryx glared at Causa and Tachibana, and with his voice trembling quietly with anger, he spoke.


    “What is the meaning of all this?”


    “Now, that’s a question I’d rather not answer, to be frank. I was merely asked to set the stage,” Tachibana replied, his tone implying he was but an observer as he radiated overwhelming confidence. Then he pulled his hand out of his pocket and pointed at the hilltop. “You should ask her for the details.”


    Where Tachibana pointed, there were two silhouettes standing side by side against the blue sky. Seeing the two of them huddled close together, Oryx’s eyes widened.


    “Impossible! That can’t be—?!”


    Causa spitefully finished the rest of Oryx’s sentence.


    “Lupus Filia.”


    There stood Lupus Filia, who had supposedly been executed for treason.


    But the figure standing before them was not the delicate, sweet girl Oryx and the others were familiar with. Her silver hair was flowing in the wind, and her blue eyes were burning with unwavering resolve. She radiated the majestic presence of a lion.


    From the top of the hill, Lupus looked down on the three scheming men and inhaled deeply. Then she shouted.


    “I am Lupus Filia! Daughter of the Emperor of Balga—and the Treasonous Princess who defies the Empire!”


    Her bold assertion doubled as a declaration of war.


    “Imbecile,” Causa spat when Lupus’s gaze landed on him.


    “I once wandered through the jaws of death, but thanks to my dear elder brother’s assistance, I have returned.” Lupus lifted the hem of her skirt in an exaggerated curtsy.


    Causa’s expression twisted in response to her overwhelming sarcasm.
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  Oryx gazed at the scene and finally burst into laughter he could no longer suppress.


  “Well, things have taken quite a turn. I always suspected something was off about the case involving Princess Lupus, but this proves your guilt, Your Highness. You are responsible for the murders of Second Prince Ross Ruber and Six Imperial Swords member Canus Miles, as well as aiding and abetting Lupus Filia’s defection abroad. It will be interesting to see if you can escape the death penalty.”


  For Oryx, the fact that Lupus was alive was as good as having Causa’s head on a platter. As Oryx cackled in triumph, Causa undid his stiff collar. Freed from the constricting fabric, he cracked his neck and exhaled.


  “So the tables have turned, and I’m the one backed into a corner.”


  Lupus descended from the top of the hill, step by step. Next to her was Tsushima, his face pale. Seeing him alive, Causa strode toward them resolutely.


  “Lord Causa.” Finé moved to stop her master.


  However, Causa brushed her hand aside and continued walking. The distance between them closed, until Causa halted halfway up the hill, still trapped within the bands of light.


  When they were close enough to hear each other easily, Lupus squared her shoulders.


  Causa glared up at her with relentless hostility.


  “Lupus, do you have any idea of what you’ve done? Are you aware that you’ve thrown away the new life you worked so hard to get?”


  “Naturally. That’s why I’m standing here.”


  “Then can I assume you’ve also planned beyond this?”


  “Yes, of course. Even your knight can’t handle Azai alone. But what if mine were to lend a hand? That would change things,” Lupus said, looking at Tsushima standing behind her.


  Tsushima met her gaze and narrowed his eyes. What’s your answer? his look was asking Causa.


  Causa let out a sigh, closed his eyes tightly, and raised his chin. Then he swallowed hard, as if he’d been forced to drink something bitter, and immediately put on a nonchalant expression.


  “I see. So you’ve planned this far ahead and bought yourself a one-way ticket, have you? In that case, I’ll take a chance on your finesse this time,” Causa said.


  He walked from halfway up the hill to stand beside Lupus.


  As he stood next to her, his expression softened for a moment.


  Then he spoke to Finé, who had been standing behind him.


  “Sorry, Finé. I know this isn’t what you’d prefer, but just this once, could you work with him?”


  By “him,” Causa was referring to Tsushima.


  Finé looked at her adversary, the man who had taken her right arm, and nodded with a sigh.


  “If it’s what you order, Lord Causa.”


  “Good. I’m counting on you,” Causa told her, then ascended the hill with Lupus, beyond the reach of the battlefield.


  Tsushima and Finé stood shoulder to shoulder with mutual reluctance.


  “Who would’ve thought the day would come when we’d be fighting on the same team?”


  “Yeah. You look pretty peeved about it, you know.”


  “This situation brings me no joy.”


  “Same here. But for now, lend me a hand.”


  The two of them directed their gazes at the man at the bottom of the hill: level-twelve Informationist Azai Genryuu. Beneath his mask, his green eyes shone with the tranquility of the sea on a windless day.


  “I see the two of you are joining forces. Then I won’t need to pull any punches. Especially with you, Tsushima Rindou. Now that I’ve found out you’re the one I need to exact my vengeance on, I won’t need to go easy on you.”


  Azai placed a hand on his mask and slowly tossed it to the ground. Then he positioned his feet shoulders’ width apart, taking up a combat stance.


  Tsushima held his breath and whispered to Finé.


  “Do you know the true nature of his Codes?”


  “I don’t.”


  “I see. Then follow my lead,” Tsushima said.


  Finé’s expression shifted slightly at his words.


  “Are you saying you know Azai’s Codes?”


  “What? Are you curious?”


  “…”


  When Tsushima replied to Finé with a hint of sarcasm, she fell silent, narrowing her eyes without saying a word. Sensing that the simmering, murderous rage he felt was now directed at him as well, Tsushima’s sardonic smile only deepened.


  “You’ll find out soon enough. Just wait a bit.”


  “Don’t tell me what to do.”


  The two of them finished their private conversation without ever taking their eyes off Azai.


  Sensing their exchange had ended, Azai tilted his head.


  “Well, you ready?”


  “Yeah, whenever you are.”


  Hearing Tsushima’s reply, Finé drew in her chin.


  Their eyes all glowed, triggering the start of their decisive battle.


  Azai’s Code execution was overwhelmingly fast. His body blurred before anyone else could react, stretching like oil paint on a canvas as he approached the two of them.


  Even though Tsushima understood Azai’s movements, he didn’t budge. Finé shielded him with her light to compensate. Countless glowing bands filled the space between Azai and Tsushima.


  Finé’s Codes, which gave light physical form and allowed her to control it, were not as simple as they appeared. The phenomena she wielded moved literally at the speed of light. In order to control them, she had to execute Codes to enhance her own nerves, enabling her to handle ultra-high-speed combat.


  Azai glared at Tsushima through the bands of light thrust between them, then blurred his outline once more. Not missing the opening, Finé commanded her light to launch a follow-up attack on his trail.


  Countless glowing beams materialized from the void, instantly transforming the Peace Memorial Ceremony venue into a shining pincushion. It was work fit for a member of the Six Imperial Swords and level-eleven Informationist.


  “Hmph. And you said I should follow your lead?” Displaying overwhelming destructive power, Finé smirked. She constructed a platform of light and slowly rose into the air. “You should follow my lead. I’ll match your pace—just enough to avoid killing you.”


  Looking down from above, Finé shifted her focus to Azai.


  Azai was even keeping up with her light speed attacks, moving so fast that it was impossible to hit him. His motions seemed to defy the laws of physics.


  At this rate, they wouldn’t accomplish anything. Deciding not to hold anything back, Finé made her eyes glow even brighter.


  “Celestial Crown Light Blade,” Finé muttered in a cold voice, raising her right prosthetic hand up high.


  At the tips of her finely crafted artificial fingers, bands of light overlapped and soared upward. Even during the day, a celestial ring of illumination, no less brilliant than the sun, formed above them.


  Around the outer edge of the ring, countless blades of light hung like a chandelier, their points aimed directly at Azai below. With a flick of Finé’s fingers, the spears of light took aim, swaying as if they were being stirred by a breeze.


  “Can you also dodge this?”


  Finé tilted her head slightly and swung down her raised arm.


  At that signal, the blades of light all fell from the sky at the same time. The earth shook with the tremendous impact. In an instant, the area was covered in clouds of dust as Azai was assailed by a barrage powerful enough to level the terrain.


  From above, Finé gazed down at the ground with an icy expression and executed her next Code.


  “Thousand Lights Decapitation Wall.”


  Tsushima had never seen this Code of hers before.


  As she muttered it, the glowing spears that had pierced the ground began to change shape. Bands of light wove around the clouds of dust, forming walls in the shape of a dome.


  The bands forming the dome were razor-thin, their pointed tips angled toward the center of the structure. The seams left no gaps large enough for a person to slip through. For a moment, the dome seemed to flicker and expand slightly, and then, with a blinding flash, it contracted inward toward the center.


  The brilliance was so intense that everyone there instinctively shut their eyes, and in that instant, a shock wave rippled through the air, and a thunderous blast echoed out. It was an attack far too massive and merciless to be executed at a single human being.


  The clouds of dust that had once billowed up were instantly swept away by the Code she had executed. Looking down at the ground, which had caved in and turned uniformly earth-colored, Finé nonchalantly swept back her long hair.


  She surveyed the area below to check if Azai was still alive. Even straining her eyes, she couldn’t see any sign of him in the surrounding area.


  However, that was probably to be expected.


  You wouldn’t think there would be anything left of a human body after an attack of that magnitude. Finé arched a brow slightly, wondering if she had indeed finished him off.


  “I see. You live up to your nickname, Radiant Informationist.”


  Finé quickly turned around at the sudden sound of Azai’s voice. His voice was so close that her body reacted on instinct.


  She found Azai standing on the very platform of light she was using. There was not a single bead of sweat on the white dress shirt he wore.


  Azai gave a crisp round of applause to the astonished Finé.


  “Your speed was so far beyond my expectations that I couldn’t help but find myself in awe of it.”


  “Wha—”


  Finé swallowed hard, searching for a way to defend herself. But Azai’s glowing eyes stayed locked on her, refusing to let her go.


  In the brief silence that followed, a single beam of light shot between them.


  “Dammit!”


  Finé felt a heat wave and twisted away, leaping from the platform. She executed a Code in midair, landing softly on a cushion of light before she hit the ground.


  As she lowered her gaze to the ground, a shadow fell beside her. It was Tsushima. Looking down at Finé, who had fallen to her knees, he let his trademark smile play at his lips.
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  “And you said I should follow your lead, huh?”


  “Tch.”


  The always dispassionate Finé clicked her tongue in irritation, dirt smudging her cheek.


  “We can’t beat this guy unless we join forces. Lend me a hand.”


  “Much to my dismay, you seem to be right.”


  The two stood shoulder to shoulder, returning once again to where they started. Meanwhile, Azai, who had fallen to the ground before they even knew it, straightened his collar as he stepped firmly onto the uneven footing.


  There were still many facets of Azai’s time-manipulating Code that were a mystery to Tsushima. Even so, he gazed at his opponent with a fearless grin.


  Seeing his expression, Azai lifted his chin.


  “You look like you actually think you have a way to win.”


  “Ah, yeah, I guess.”


  After Tsushima replied briefly, Azai regarded him with a hint of criticism in his eyes.


  “What could you possibly think you can do just because you’ve figured out the characteristics of my Code? There’s a limit to what you two can accomplish.”


  As Azai said, even though they had exposed the true nature of his Code to a degree, this wouldn’t change Finé and Tsushima’s situation much. Yet Tsushima grinned fearlessly and bumped shoulders with Finé, who was standing next to him.


  “Don’t say that. We work together better than you think.”


  Finé shot him a clearly annoyed glare, but Tsushima muttered something brief to her. Shoving his palm in his pocket, he looked down at his empty hand and sighed.


  “Damn, I guess I forgot to buy cigarettes. Oh well. At least now my head’s clear.”


  Muttering about things that didn’t matter, Tsushima made his eyes glow blue.


  


  Azai Genryuu. That was the name of one of the world’s rare Exceptional Level Informationists—one of only a handful in existence—and a man who stood as one of the Six Imperial Swords of the Balga Empire.


  He was currently renowned as one of the most powerful and feared by many Informationists, but the evaluation he received in his youth was completely different. In fact, he was not the kind of person who was expected to have a promising future as high-level Informationist.


  At first, he had been an utterly ordinary Informationist—one with no exceptional talent, only versatile yet mediocre abilities. Despairing at his own lack of ability, he came to a realization one day.


  He would have no way forward if he stuck to using the Codes executed by many high-level Informationists—the kind that produced wide-ranging, theatrical feats of destruction. That meant his path must lie in the opposite direction.


  High-level Informationists always wielded enough power to dominate the battlefield. Because of that, they formed the core of any operation, and their absence could easily turn the tide of battle.


  That was precisely what caught Azai’s attention. He specialized in targeting high-level enemy Informationists with pinpoint precision, taking them down in an instant to overturn the course of a fight. In other words, he became an expert in Informationist-versus-Informationist combat.


  Having survived countless hellish wars waged endlessly by those in power, Azai drew upon a wealth of patience and experience to create a Code that was uniquely his own.


  That was how he came into his time-deceleration ability.


  Yet his strength was not limited to his Code. In fact, it was his other virtues that earned him the title of Exceptional Level Informationist. Having spent more time in and walked more battlefields than anyone else, he wielded experience as his greatest weapon.


  Every phenomenon had something called “preparatory motions.” Azai could sense them quicker than anyone else and respond accordingly. It was precisely because of that ability that his time deceleration stood as the most powerful Code.


  And even at that very moment, two Informationists were desperately fighting in the face of his ultimate technique. Azai watched the pair as his Code brought their movements to slower than a snail’s pace.


  On the hill stood Finé Primus, an Informationist whose radiance was both beautiful and transient. Facing him was Tsushima Rindou, a level-seven Informationist, whose eyes were glowing as he attempted to execute a Code. Both people had been born with talent and might even qualify as prodigies.


  Azai looked at them and sighed in disappointment.


  “You two have completely let me down. You are blessed with talent, yet foolish enough to focus your abilities only on the present moment. You’re the same as me in that regard. Guess we’re all just heretics, huh? This world is utterly beyond salvation.”


  With the same unhurried pace as always, Azai advanced step by step until he stood before Tsushima. Strangely, it seemed as though Tsushima’s eyes—blotted out by utter darkness—were somehow focused directly on him.


  What a creepy man, Azai grumbled silently to himself as he executed his Code.


  Using a basic, straightforward Code for physical enhancement, Azai made his body swell all over. He looked straight at Tsushima and offered parting words.


  “Say hello to Canus for me.”


  Taking a shallow breath, he twisted his body wide, ready to reap Tsushima’s life.


  At that moment, a flash of light streaked across his vision.


  Even within the time-decelerated space he had executed, the glowing beam had cut through the air at remarkable speed, aimed directly at Azai.


  He dodged it by a hair, confusion flickering across his face. One of Finé’s blades of light had grazed his cheek and stabbed into the ground.


  Indeed, the Codes she wielded granted light a physical presence. Her blades moved at near the speed of light. That was why, even within spaces where time had been decelerated, they could move so swiftly.


  But that’s not why Azai was startled.


  It was the uncanny accuracy with which she had targeted his position, even as he moved within the time-decelerated space. That impressed him. Wiping a drop of blood from his cheek with a finger, Azai looked up at Finé. Her golden eyes hadn’t shifted at all since he’d executed his Code. They were still pointed in the wrong direction.


  “Could it be…you fired that after predicting where I would move?”


  Sensing the danger of standing there, Azai slowly made his way halfway up the hill. As he did, blades of light launched one after another at the spot where he was just standing, vanishing as they struck.


  “Oh? I’m surprised. You’re trying to read me?”


  A few minutes had passed since Azai had started executing his Code, and he noticed a slight feeling of Code execution strain in his brain.


  There were limitations to his Code. It could only decelerate time within a fixed space and for a fixed duration. Much like coming up for air while swimming, he had to deactivate his Code occasionally in battle.


  Azai moved to a position where he could ensure his own safety. He stopped behind Finé and stopped his Code.


  He immediately felt the wind on his cheeks and heard a thunderous roar in his ears. The flow of time had returned to normal, and Azai exhaled softly.


  “Guess I should have killed you first, Finé,” Azai said to her. She was clad in the blue military uniform of the Six Imperial Swords.


  Once again caught from behind, Finé spun around, soaring high into the sky as she turned. The glowing bands embedded in her prosthetic arm wrapped lightly around her body, lifting her upward.


  Gazing at her divine, Valkyrie-like presence, Azai once more sank into the currents of time, drawing a breath as he submerged.


  In the blink of an eye, the world returned to the sluggish time-decelerated space. Azai picked up stones that had fallen at his feet. When he tossed one into the air, the stone seemed to freeze in place there, motionless.


  Using the floating rocks as footholds, Azai advanced toward Finé, step by step. No one would ever imagine that was how he would reach her.


  Just before he closed the distance to Finé, he glanced at the remaining pebbles in his hand and noticed something.


  Azai looked down at Tsushima. His opponent, still gazing at the sky, remained frozen in place, as if time itself had stopped for him.


  “Something…feels off.”


  Azai took a deep breath, like he was trying to catch a scent in the air, and revised his plan. Given Finé had predicted his moves earlier, he realized that chasing her head-on would be far too reckless.


  Better safe than sorry. Changing his trajectory, Azai circled around to get behind Finé.


  There, he glanced around, making sure she was showing no sign of making another predictive attack. Only after this careful confirmation did Azai finally raise his arm, readying himself.


  “I bear you no resentment, but this is for justice. Forgive me.”


  He executed his physical enhancement Code, and his body swelled again. His target was a single point: Finé’s heart.


  Twisting his body, Azai braced himself, ready to unleash the fatal blow.


  But a flash of light once again ran past his eyes.


  This time, the light targeted Azai with even greater precision than before. Glowing blades shot from the void, aiming at him from three directions at once, cutting off any avenue of escape as he poised himself in midair.


  “Nnghh!”


  In a split-second judgment, he decided that he couldn’t dodge in time, but that proved to be his undoing. Azai’s physically enhanced arm brushed against one of the blades of light. A searing pain shot through the limb, and he lost his balance in midair and fell to the ground.


  As he landed, the blade of light flew off in a completely different direction, struck the earth, and vanished.


  “What the hell was that?” Azai tilted his head in confusion at the increasingly inexplicable situation.


  The attack had been far too precise to be called prediction. She had grasped his every move and timed her attacks with absolute perfection.


  Staring at the deep wound on his arm and the blood dripping from it, Azai was unsettled by a chill he hadn’t felt in a long time. And then he finally realized the reason for the ominous presence he’d sensed all along.


  Planting his feet firmly on the ground, Azai slowly turned around. There, just as before, was Tsushima, still gazing at the sky.


  Indeed, Tsushima was looking upward, but his gaze was not fixed on Finé.


  “Surely not…”


  As if to confirm exactly where Tsushima was looking, Azai lifted his eyes to the sky once more.


  


  Time was flowing normally. Tsushima, who had been staring up into empty space, lowered his gaze to the ground, tracking Azai’s outline as he moved.


  There stood Azai, bearing a sword wound just as Tsushima had intended.


  Few Informationists had ever seen Azai injured. As proof of that, Finé—still soaring through the air—now wore a mask of shock.


  Azai wiped the blood from his wounded arm and turned to face Tsushima.


  “So the predictions were your doing?”


  “Would you have a problem if they were?”


  Tsushima gave a slight smirk, his glowing blue eyes flickering. The light in his eyes was clear evidence he was constantly executing some kind of Code. Azai saw through its nature with ease.


  “You…you’ve been sending her information about my position this entire time, haven’t you?”


  Tsushima didn’t answer and merely gave a slight shrug.


  As Azai understood it, Tsushima was constantly updating Finé on their foe’s location and the timing of his attacks. Tsushima must have figured out Azai’s tendencies and offensive shortcomings from his previous two clashes with the man, giving him the ability to predict Azai’s moves.


  However, Tsushima’s Code alone couldn’t keep up with Azai’s incredible speed. That’s where Finé’s light-based attacks came in to compensate.


  Only by combining their experience and talents could the two stand a chance against Azai. Recognizing this anew, he fixed his gaze at Tsushima and Finé.


  “I’ll admit it: There are only a handful of Informationists with your skill. That’s why I have to wipe you out here and now.”


  “Ha! You’re saying you weren’t already being serious? Better be careful, then. We’ve also just finished warming up.”


  Everyone’s eyes glowed, and the battle resumed.


  As Tsushima had said, the information being sent to Finé before was nothing compared with the amount he was about to give to her now. Endless streams of data about Azai’s positions and timings for attacks flowed toward Finé, and she executed her Codes without the slightest difficulty.


  For an instant, Finé’s blades of light would fill the extensive outdoor ceremony venue, only to scatter and vanish like mist the next.


  Azai moved through his endlessly stretched time, but to Tsushima and Finé, those moments passed in the blink of an eye.


  Their way of fighting was akin to someone donning a blindfold and attempting to stop the stroke of a sword with their bare hands again and again.


  Yet Azai, flickering in and out of the time-decelerated space, was gradually faltering, his breaths growing ragged.


  Since she was doing nothing but receiving positional data on Azai and attacking as instructed, Finé couldn’t grasp the true significance of the battlefield.


  Regardless of her understanding of it, however, the duel had become surprisingly balanced. And there was one thing that was abundantly clear to her: Tsushima was terrifyingly adept at mental warfare.


  “Craaaap.”


  As streaks of light crisscrossed the sky, Finé glared down at Tsushima, who was fighting toe-to-toe with Azai amid the chaos, and she shuddered with an indescribable sense of humiliation.


  Overhead, Finé relentlessly executed hyper-precise strikes at blinding speeds, while below, Tsushima played a deadly game of mental chess against the monster before him.


  A single misstep meant instant death. At times, the blurred outline of Azai’s form would graze his face, sending cold sweat trickling down his spine, but Tsushima continued to execute his massive Code.


  The strain of Code execution hadn’t yet reached brain-frying levels, but if he really wanted to turn things around and banish this nightmare, he would have to execute his vanishing Code.


  With the nicotine completely purged and his brain’s output amplified, Tsushima constructed and executed the Code within his head, his eyes blazing with an intense light.


  “Tsushima! Things are going to keep getting worse and worse at this rate,” Finé could be heard yelling from overhead.


  Tsushima looked up and yelled back.


  “Hang on just a bit longer! It’ll be ready any second now!”


  “Complete? What will be?”


  Even Finé, in her own stoic way, was letting her desperation show.


  After all, Azai wasn’t just targeting Tsushima. As Azai’s fist nearly grazed Tsushima’s face, the chaotic waves of his movements crashed toward Finé, too, forcing her to deflect them repeatedly.


  Each time those flickering waves of color approached felt like a brush with death. A delay of even a few seconds would certainly mean her end as well.


  Despite their mutual animosity, Tsushima and Finé had arrived at a mutually beneficial arrangement. Losing one meant death for the other, and this forced them to protect each other with everything they had.


  Tsushima grimaced as the strain in his brain intensified. Azai’s blurred form stretched across the landscape like never before, his movements threatening to engulf the entire battlefield.


  At the same time, Azai also increased the number of maneuvers he was making.


  He was undoubtedly trying to move more erratically to throw off Tsushima’s predictions.


  However, Tsushima kept on flooding Finé with data on how to corner Azai and press the attack, circumventing Azai’s attempt to break their flow.


  Just then, the rippling distortion of Azai’s outline, which left an eerie, lingering presence, broke momentarily, revealing his true appearance.


  Sweat poured down Azai’s forehead. His teeth were bared in a grin, and his blazing eyes were trained on Tsushima and Tsushima alone.


  While his expression served in part to steady his labored breaths, his upturned lips could only mean he was enjoying the situation.


  “Magnificent! You can still keep up!” Azai yelled with a laugh.


  Tsushima, still grappling with the terror of imminent death, dropped to one knee on the ground, looking terribly restless.


  “Shit—!”


  In a mere instant—faster than a blink of an eye—Azai flashed past Tsushima.


  Tsushima panicked as he felt something graze his shoulder. His predictions had been slightly outpaced. Azai had shifted gears again.


  “How much faster can this guy get?”


  Though it had felt to Tsushima like nothing more than the tickle of the breeze, Azai’s blow had actually twisted Tsushima’s shoulder backward, bending it far past his spine. Tsushima’s skin, stretched to its limit, tore open and started bleeding. The excruciating pain that followed disrupted the concentration he had honed to the extreme.


  “Finé! Don’t hold back, or we’re goners!”


  “Shut up! I’m pushing past my limits here!”


  Even Finé, from her place high above the two, had noticed Azai had shifted into a higher gear. Her typical composure was gone, and she had shouted back with slightly flushed cheeks.


  Her relentless barrage of light, enough to blanket the earth, was gradually being outpaced by Azai’s increasing speed.


  A creeping sense of death closed in on her and Tsushima, as though silk floss was being slowly tightened around their necks.


  As Tsushima protected his shoulder through clenched teeth, Azai’s outline once again approached. The silhouette drew back just millimeters from his throat, and Tsushima’s face twisted with tension in response.


  Almost simultaneously, Azai reached for Finé. While he was executing his Code, afterimages of his outline filled the space around her.


  If she moved even a few millimeters, she would collide with Azai’s fist. With her back against the wall, Finé cried out, “Tsushima! Are you ready yettttt?!”


  Azai’s outline rippled right in front of Finé’s eyes. Just as they were about to reach their breaking point, Tsushima completed his Code.


  “All right, I’m ready.”


  Beneath the cold sweat beginning to bead on his forehead, Tsushima raised his hand to the sky, a shadow of darkness flickering in his glowing eyes. Then he unleashed a heat ray Code overhead.


  The heat ray shot high into the sky, struck the space-time isolation dome Ayman had constructed, and ran along the dome’s surface, creating red and white sparks that rose and came falling down.


  It was surely some kind of signal.


  Tsushima shouted toward Finé.


  “Finé! Corner him!”


  Tsushima dashed to the center of the battlefield within an instant so fleeting he could scarcely catch his breath. Finé, following the information he was sending her, conjured wall after wall of light.


  Her glowing barriers, sharp enough to strip flesh to the bone with a single touch, materialized one after another. They were landing so close to Tsushima that they nearly sliced into him.


  Separated by walls of light thinner than paper, Azai deduced Tsushima’s scheme and attacked. Which would be faster, Finé’s walls or Azai? Tsushima staked everything on that contest. If Finé’s speed lagged behind Azai’s by even a hair, Tsushima would bite the dust.


  His clenched jaw trembled. Fear, lack of oxygen, and the strain of Code execution blurred his vision. But it was the same for Azai.


  Azai emerged from the limits of his time deceleration for a moment. His eyes were stained red, just like Tsushima’s.


  However, he still seemed to have more composure than Tsushima.


  “You have much to learn!”


  Azai’s voice echoed through the open space. It was somewhere between the angry shout of a man and the howl of an animal.


  As if to resume their hellish battle of prediction, Azai’s distorted outline darted beneath Tsushima.


  In that instant, Finé reflexively followed the instructions flooding her aching brain and executed a Code.


  It was as if the instructions knew exactly what Code she’d kept hidden in her arsenal.


  “White light coffin.”


  Finé herself rarely used this technique. As a whole, her Codes were defined by their ability to slice through her enemies at the speed of light. Yet this Code bucked the trend and did not take advantage of this characteristic.


  Bands of light encircled the area where Tsushima and Azai stood, creating a perfectly isolated space. A glowing cage, woven so densely that not even a single atom or molecule could pass through. Finé executed the technique—which was more of a defense maneuver than an attack—and gasped.


  Freed at last from the barrage of position information that had been flooding her, she finally noticed the sweat running down her forehead.


  Her heavy breathing was the only thing to break the silence and stillness hanging over the area.


  “So what do you plan to do now?”


  The brightly gleaming white coffin was completed, with Tsushima and Azai likely trapped inside.


  Shrouded in light and floating in the sky, Finé glared at the white light coffin and gently folded her arms.


     


  The white light coffin was aptly named. Inside the cage Finé had created, Tsushima looked down at his feet and could not see a single shadow. The entire area was blanketed in pure white, to the point that it interfered with his depth perception. In that strange blank void, Azai appeared.


  “Hmm, I got a little overzealous. Stepped right into your trap…”


  As Azai steadied his breathing, he directed a sharp gaze at Tsushima.


  “Is this what you were building toward?”


  “Yeah, it was.”


  Tsushima grimaced from the pain shooting through his arm, which Azai had broken. Bright-red blood dripped from the limp limb, making the injury look even more gruesome.


  Azai watched with an air of composure.


  “Surely you don’t actually think you can beat me in a one-on-one fight? In fact, I’d say being trapped in this box puts you at more of a disadvantage here.”


  “Do you really believe that? If you were truly confident, you would have already executed your Code, right?” Tsushima asked with a grin.


  His opponent’s face also relaxed into a smile.


  Azai had repeatedly tasted Tsushima’s terrifying power, even within the decelerated space that should have been Azai’s unrivaled domain. It was as if Tsushima had successfully staved him off blindfolded.


  That was why Azai hesitated to act—he couldn’t fathom why Tsushima had trapped him here. It was only natural for a living thing to hesitate when staring down the unknown.


  Tsushima tilted his head, as if peering into the fear Azai was feeling.


  “There were two conditions I needed to beat you: First, to keep you confined to a single space. Second, for my Code to be executable across that entire space.”


  “Oh? You’re saying you’ve sealed your victory?”


  “Yeah.”


  “But only if you have time to execute your Code,” Azai threatened, but Tsushima ignored him and reached into his pants pocket.


  Out came a pack of cigarettes that he’d claimed to have forgotten earlier.


  Using his teeth, Tsushima deftly opened the box, took out a fresh cigarette, and held it between his lips, jiggling it up and down with a smug grin.


  “No need to worry. The Code has already been executed,” he said, lighting up and exhaling a satisfying plume of smoke.


  Through the haze, Tsushima narrowed his eyes. As he did, a single streak of blood ran from his blood-engorged red eyes and traced down his pale cheek.


  Code execution strain. The Code that Tsushima had executed at the very limit of his brain’s capacity silently began to engulf Azai. And Azai wasn’t the only target. Everything except Tsushima—the ground, the air, all of it—began to fade as if shrouded in mist.


  Azai looked down to see the arm that had accompanied him through countless battles over the years gradually becoming translucent, dissolving into the white light. He gazed back at Tsushima with calm eyes that accepted everything.


  “I see. So you’d already put me in checkmate. You’re quite the man.”


  The fight was over. Azai seemed to have thrown in the towel. He sheathed his terrifying aura and settled into the last conversation of his life.


  “You’ve got guts. But honestly, your inhuman powers of prediction astounded me. How exactly did you manage it?”


  “…Sorry, but that wasn’t my handiwork.”


  Tsushima took a drag of his cigarette. Through the white haze, he wore a self-satisfied grin.


  For the first time, Azai looked totally confused.


  “Well then, whose was it?”


  “That’s not something for the dead to know.”


  Tsushima inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with smoke, and let his gaze drift contentedly into the void.


  At that moment, Finé’s white light coffin began to interfere with Tsushima’s Erasure Code. A small hole opened in the wall behind him. Through the gap, light from outside mingled with shadow and spilled across Tsushima’s back.


  “Ah, so that’s how you did it…”


  Azai gazed toward the source of the glow and let out a sigh.


  Beyond the shining gap was blue sky and green hills. At the top of the hill, overlapping with Tsushima’s silhouette, stood a single girl.


  Lupus Filia.


  She held down her long silver hair with a dignified air, furrowing her brow with a pained expression as tears of blood ran down her beautiful white cheeks.


  Code execution strain made the eyes engorge with blood. This was proof she was an Informationist.


  “So I was convinced I was fighting you, but I was actually facing her all along?” Azai narrowed his eyes and let out a hoarse laugh.


  Tsushima shrugged and gave his answer.


  “No matter how much you can manipulate time, as long as someone is outside your range, you can be fought on equal temporal footing. In the end, everything comes down to whether the person inside can trust the person outside. That’s all there is to it.”


  Tsushima, starting to come down from his adrenaline high, clutched his shoulder as the pain began to spread. His face trembled involuntarily from the pain, but he stubbornly refused to let his expression change.


  In their battle, there was but a single piece of information that was known to Tsushima but obscured to Azai: The fact that there was one more Informationist than Azai had accounted for inside Ayman’s space-time isolation dome.


  They were someone who was by Tsushima’s side more than anyone else—and who was more willing than anyone to risk their life for him. And whose existence Tsushima considered worthy of risking his own life.


  That someone was the Informationist Lupus Filia.


  Azai had never considered her a combatant. He’d dismissed her as just a princess, assuming she could do nothing in a battle between Informationists, and so he had neglected to place her inside the time-decelerated space.


  That was where Tsushima and Lupus’s chance of victory lay.


  The only real danger was if Azai discovered that Lupus was an Informationist. To prevent that, Tsushima had acted his heart out, making it seem as though all the grand maneuvers were his alone.


  Seeing Lupus, Azai seemed to understand everything, even without words.


  “When did you notice my Code’s weak spot?”


  “It wasn’t as if I planned anything. It was just a coincidence. It occurred to me when I watched the movements of the clouds on the day you almost killed me. The moment you executed your Code, the clouds suddenly teleported. That’s how I realized you could only manipulate time within a fixed space. And most likely, the larger the area, the shorter the duration you can maintain it.” With that, Tsushima flicked his cigarette to the ground.


  “After that, I figured as long as we had access to attacks that could move at light speed even in a time-distorted space, and as long as information particles could be communicated via optical communication, we would have a fighting chance. That’s all there was to it,” Tsushima declared, his tone suggesting this was the simplest thing in the world.


  Despite his nonchalance, it had been an extremely risky move.


  If Finé’s Codes hadn’t been able to reach the speed of light, or if the mechanism of transmitting information particles via light hadn’t worked as expected, none of Tsushima’s countermeasures against Azai would have worked, and everything would have fallen apart. That much was clear.


  There were far too many holes in the scheme for it to be called a strategy. It had been a complete gamble. And Tsushima had hit the jackpot.


  Azai shook his head in amazement at Tsushima’s fearlessness.


  “You, no—you and your companions—have my respect.”


  At last, Azai’s body had become almost completely transparent, and he was on the verge of death. Tsushima straightened his back and waited, as if to see off Azai in his final moments.


  Watching the Code that had been executed on his own body, Azai spoke in a fading voice.


  “Still, this Code…it’s truly beautiful. It’s very similar to an erasure Code I saw once before. Tell me, Tsushima, are you connected to the Lone Shadow Informationist?”


  Azai reached out, letting the light shine through his hand, and gave Tsushima one last wry smile.


  In the face of Azai’s curious gaze, Tsushima frowned and clicked his tongue.


  “I am the Lone Shadow Informationist. Don’t make me tell old war stories,” he replied, swaying from exhaustion and pain that far exceeded what his appearance suggested.


  Azai burst into peals of laughter at Tsushima’s combination of arrogance and bravado.


  “Ah, I get it! So the Treasonous Princess’s knight is the Lone Shadow. You two are a perfect match.”


  As his outline melted into light and he threatened to fade completely, a dignified smile came to Azai’s lips.


  “For a monster like me, this is a truly mild way to die. But as far as deaths go, it’s exquisite. Thank you, Tsushima Rindou,” Azai loudly declared, looking at the sky.


  His graying hair gently unraveled, and the demonic look faded from his face. His shoulders sagged, as if he’d finally laid down a heavy burden.


  “Well, then. From the best seat in the afterlife, I’ll be watching your chivalry—”


  Azai Genryuu, one of the Six Imperial Swords, went out peacefully, like a wisp of cigarette smoke drifting away on the wind.


  


  The wind swept away the clouds of dust that had billowed up, and the blue sky returned overhead. In the plaza facing the unending horizon, Finé’s dazzling white light coffin stood out vividly, seeming to waver in the sea breeze.


  A few seconds later, the box of light she had generated began to collapse, undone by the execution of some unidentified Code. Sensing this, Finé realized that everything had been settled and deactivated the Code.


  Only a single man emerged from the glowing box. Seeing him standing at the center of a space carved out with uncanny uniformity, Lupus—who had been hiding on the hill—couldn’t help but cry out.


  “Tsushima!”


  Rising to her feet on the mud-caked, twisted earth, Lupus ran down the hill toward him.


  Noticing Lupus’s footsteps, Tsushima looked back at her with an utterly exhausted expression. She ran to his side and looked up at him with eyes stained the same bright red as his.


  When he saw that Lupus was safe, Tsushima’s tense expression finally relaxed in relief.


  “We won somehow!”


  “Yeah, we did it.”


  They looked at each other and broke into smiles.


  “But it wasn’t like what you told me. I never thought I would have to transfer so much information.”


  Rubbing her red-stained eyes, Lupus puffed out her cheeks in a sulky pout.


  Tsushima replied with a wan smile.


  “I suppose he showed us his hidden strength. Regardless, you were a huge help,” Tsushima said in a voice heavy with fatigue. He gently placed his hand on Lupus’s head.


  She looked the other way so he wouldn’t see her face and sniffled quietly.


  “I won’t accept this! I refuse to accept such an outcome!”


  As Tsushima and Lupus praised each other on a fight well done, a different voice rang out from above. They turned to look and saw Causa and Oryx facing off against each other at the top of the hill ridge.


  Causa was holding something with his usual look of nonchalance: a small revolver.


  “It seems I won the gamble.”


  After confirming the bullets were properly loaded, Causa slid the cylinder into the firearm with a sigh. He did it so smoothly that it hardly seemed befitting of a member of the imperial family.


  “You…you traitor to the Empire! Do you plan to lay a hand on me?! I won’t stand for this! I have thousands, tens of thousands of supporters behind me!”


  “Yes. I’m fully aware of what you’re holding over them and the threats you’ve made against them. Every last detail.”


  Testing his grip on the pistol, Causa exchanged a glance with Finé, who was watching him anxiously. Don’t worry, his eyes seemed to say.


  Then he took a step toward Oryx. At the approach of his executioner, Oryx recoiled.


  “D-do you truly believe no one will question what happened here?”


  “That won’t be an issue. We isolated this space and evacuated the dignitaries for a reason.”


  “But if one of the Six Imperial Swords and the Chancellor die at the same time, suspicions are bound to arise. So let’s handle this peacefully. I’ll keep everything secret. That includes the incidents with the Treasonous Princess, too, of course,” Oryx said, his gaze directed at Lupus.


  His cunning, snakelike eyes had a different aura from that of Causa. They were even more vile than the prince’s.


  Tsushima instinctively stepped forward, shielding Lupus behind him and meeting Oryx’s stare with an icy, murderous aura.


  “Allow me to take care of that. Here’s the script,” Causa said, cradling the revolver in both hands as he spoke verbosely. “Chancellor Oryx harbored extremist beliefs opposing the establishment of Informationists’ sovereignty and social standing. After consorting with the like-minded Azai, the pair’s radical ideals spiraled out of control, culminating in the attempted assassination of Mayor Tachibana during the peace ceremony held in the Free City of Elbar. To clear the empire’s disgrace, my knight Finé thwarted the attempt, and both perpetrators died in the ensuing battle. How does that sound?”


  Giving a self-satisfied remark about how plausible his improvised story was, Causa cocked his gun.


  Oryx’s eyes opened wide when the pistol clicked.


  “If you kill me here, the Empire’s domestic affairs will go to the dogs! The unease and dissatisfaction I’ve suppressed will break loose in all parts of the country!”


  “That’s only because you’ve been threatening everyone, isn’t it? I intend to work with those people instead. I’ll return every tool of blackmail you’ve been holding over them, make amends, and set them free. In an instant, I’ll become their savior—and they’ll become my greatest allies.” With that, Causa gave the biggest smile anyone had ever seen.


  Oryx’s face twisted in discomfort at the sight of Causa’s uncharacteristic expression, at how the prince allowed the emotions he usually kept secret to show on his face.


  “You… Don’t tell me that right from the star—”


  That was the last thing Oryx ever said.


  The crisp echo of a gunshot interrupted his words. Causa had pulled the trigger with the pistol aimed directly at the man’s forehead.


  Oryx bent backward and fell on his spine with a dull thud. Causa unloaded the remaining bullets in his revolver into the dead chancellor’s body.


  Finally, when he heard the crisp metallic click of the hammer signaling the gun was out of bullets, Causa let his shoulders droop in relief.


  “Well, I suppose things are about to get a little busy. I would like to discuss coordinating our stories, so might I take a moment of your time, Mayor Tachibana?”


  On the hilltop, with the clear blue sky behind him, Causa gave a truly pleasant smile. The expression on his blood-spattered face was so bright that it was hard to believe he had just killed someone.


  Tachibana looked up at him and nodded as usual.


  “Yes, of course. But what about those two? They know far too much, don’t they?” Tachibana asked, pointing toward Tsushima and Lupus.


  Neither Tsushima nor Lupus had anticipated the mayor’s reply. They had assumed Tachibana would be unconditionally on their side.


  In fact, Lupus had negotiated with Tachibana to create this very situation. Even then, Tachibana had readily agreed. Now, faced with this spectacular about-face, Lupus furrowed her brow, her fighting spirit swelling.


  “I see. You have a point there.”


  Causa tilted his head at Tachibana’s suggestion. The emotionless eyes of the two schemers turned on Lupus. Rationality, self-interest, calculation, and every conceivable thought swirled in their gazes. But a dark figure stepped in to shield her.


  “Does that ‘point’ of yours include your own corpses as well?”


  As Tsushima Rindou, violence personified, stood guard over Lupus, his eyes glowed with a bluish-black brilliance, so fierce they seemed to roar. Though he should have been exhausted, the aura he gave off made it clear he was still more than ready to fight.


  Sensing that, Finé, who had been hovering above, let her golden eyes glow as well. The air around them grew thick with the tension of a standoff, ready explode at any moment.


  But then a man’s voice rang out in the same space.


  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Once Tsushima finds someone to serve, he’ll throw everything away to protect them. People like him can be a real thorn in one’s side. Personally, I’d rather not get involved.”


  Ayman had appeared there without anyone noticing. He spoke in a drawn-out, bored tone and gazed meaningfully at Tachibana.


  As a level-thirteen Informationist, Ayman was likely capable of subduing everyone there all by himself. It was clear his choices would heavily influence Tachibana’s decision.


  After a few seconds of contemplation, the mayor’s expression relaxed.


  “That is indeed true. I suppose those two won’t make any reckless moves. At the very least, as long as they don’t oppose us, it’s in both our interests to keep things amicable.”


  Clapping his hands together loudly, Tachibana smiled as if to declare an end to the standoff.


  “Well then, Your Highness and Lady Finé, let’s get our stories straight,” Tachibana said, glancing at Ayman.


  A dimensional distortion immediately appeared next to them, and they disappeared from sight. As he glared at their retreating forms, Tsushima noticed something.


  Just before Tachibana vanished, he had shot Tsushima a threatening glare, as if to drive home a clear warning:


  Escalate this any further, and you’re dead.


  That was the message conveyed in his eyes.


  
    

    EPILOGUE


    Government airplanes from all over the world were landing and taking off at the Free City of Elbar’s only international airport. As Causa watched from the VIP lounge, he put the pocket watch he’d been holding into his breast pocket.


    “This visit has proved to be something of a bitter experience, hasn’t it?” he calmly murmured before looking up at Tachibana by his side.


    Exuding his usual air of composure, Tachibana gave a sheepish smile and scratched his cheek.


    “Well, I must say, even we didn’t expect her to behave the way she did. To think she would act so boldly—perhaps it’s time we reconsider our assessment of her.”


    Causa inwardly scoffed at Tachibana’s tone, which seemed to imply they were victims, too.


    How could Tachibana say that when he had been the very man who had orchestrated the whole affair? He was as much of a sly fox as ever.


    Still, Causa had no intention of arguing the point right then and there. He softened his expression and shrugged.


    “But in the end, I managed to come away with quite the souvenir as well. I was able to acquire Oryx’s interests exactly as they were.”


    “It’s like that saying, ‘When life gives you lemons, make lemonade,’ right? Well, knowing Your Highness, I imagine you intended to seize his interests sooner or later anyway, didn’t you?”


    “Who can say? I’ll leave it at this: It would be a problem if you overestimated yourself.”


    Both of them wore masks, each trying to figure out the other’s true intentions. Causa almost wanted to laugh at himself. He was just as much of a fox as Tachibana.


    That level of probing was just a bit of harmless banter, but Causa noticed a subtle chill in Tachibana’s demeanor. It was as if the temperature in the spacious, climate-controlled lounge had suddenly dropped.


    Tachibana cleared his throat, signaling that the real conversation was about to begin.


    “That aside, there’s one thing about this affair that’s been bothering me,” he said, his tone dropping ever so slightly.


    So he’s not going to let me get out of this after all, Causa lamented inwardly.


    “From where did the intel leak regarding Tsushima’s involvement in the princess’s defection?” Tachibana paused deliberately, casting a pointed glance at Causa’s profile. “I just can’t help but wonder about that. I’ve completely erased all traces of that on Elbar’s side, so if there was a leak, I assume it had to come from the Balga Empire.”


    “What exactly are you implying?” Causa tilted his head, watching as a Balga Empire government plane approached from across the sky.


    “Your Highness would never be careless in manipulating information. And you would never allow spies to go unchecked in your inner circle. This leads me to wonder if you didn’t orchestrate this leak yourself.”


    Tachibana smiled cheerfully, as if he didn’t understand the weight of his own words. Yet despite his expression, the depths of his eyes were as sharp as blades. Causa felt like a viper was glaring at him.


    The prince gave a brief smile and shrugged.


    “Are you suggesting I personally invited the risk of Lupus’s information becoming public? That would be far too careless.”


    “Yes. That would be the obvious conclusion. However, if my prediction is correct, things are about to become far more complicated—and interesting.”


    With a conspiratorial grin, Tachibana clasped his hands behind his back. After a moment of silence passed between them, Causa relaxed his shoulders.


    “It’ll be a while before my return flight arrives. May I ask for your thoughts on the incident, just out of interest?”


    “Yes, of course.” Tachibana glanced around the lounge, which had otherwise emptied out, and he started speaking matter-of-factly. “This affair appears to have begun as the vendetta of someone with a grudge against Tsushima in connection to the incident that occurred in order to keep the princess’s defection secret. However, the way I see it, that wasn’t actually the case.”


    “I don’t follow. How does the affair look from your perspective, Mr. Mayor?”


    “Whoever orchestrated it, I believe they did so as a means of killing Tsushima and taking possession of Lupus Filia.”


    “Hmmm. Interesting. Continue.”


    Now isn’t yet the time to be anxious, Causa inwardly told himself as he absently fiddled with the pocket watch in his coat. Tachibana, taking his time, paused for a breath, as if carefully observing Causa’s reaction.


    “Lupus Filia is a rare individual, carrying the blood of both an Informationist and the emperor. Should she raise her banner, it’s possible that tens of thousands—perhaps even over a hundred thousand—Informationists would rally to her. That would be a threat to the Empire. However, Your Highness intended to bring her power under his thumb by assisting in her defection.” There was no hesitation in Tachibana’s words. His indirect, roundabout way of steering the conversation was like someone slowly tightening a silk floss around Causa’s neck. “But that’s when an irregularity appeared in the form of Tsushima Rindou. With an Informationist at her side capable of single-handedly defeating members of the Six Imperial Swords, it would be difficult for Your Highness to manipulate her as you wished. Therefore, you had to eliminate him.”


    With that, Tachibana turned to gaze out the window. Beyond the glass, a Balga Empire government plane was threading its way through the clouds, descending toward the runway.


    Tachibana resumed speaking, as if matching the speed of the aircraft’s descent.


    “But how could you kill Tsushima, who could even turn the tables on your own knight? After some thought, Your Highness came up with the idea of using Azai. By skillfully manipulating his affections for Canus, you could guide him to kill Tsushima. That was the plan.”


    Tachibana’s mood brightened, as if he was pleased with his own deductions. He raised his index finger and traced it through the air.


    “But there was just one problem with your scheme: the risk that Tsushima, out of self-preservation, might reveal the truth about the princess’s defection. So Your Highness made a point of meeting Tsushima face-to-face, in order to eliminate that possibility. If you think about it that way, doesn’t everything make sense?”


    Causa gave a small snort of laughter at the question.


    “It’s a decent hypothesis. But that begs the question: Why would I go to such lengths for Lupus? No matter how useful she may be, I don’t believe she’s worth jeopardizing my own position for.”


    The tables turned, and this time, Causa fixed Tachibana with a probing stare, as if testing him. But Tachibana showed no sign of hesitation. If anything, his expression twisted with even more intensity.


    “That would obviously be to obtain military power.”


    “Ha-ha, that’s rich! I already have enough authority to command the Empire’s military. What more could I possibly need to take on as risky a venture as Lupus?”


    Causa laughed as if the idea were absurd, but Tachibana didn’t return so much as a hint of a smile. His gaze still sharp and unwavering, he cut straight to the heart of the matter.


    “The power Your Highness possesses is for defeating the Empire’s enemies. However, if the power you seek is for another purpose, that’s a whole different story.”


    Tachibana had stepped into dangerous territory. Causa wiped the grin from his face, adopting a serious expression. No longer hiding behind a mask, he fixed Tachibana with a genuine warning glare.


    Yet in that explosive atmosphere, Tachibana casually reached for the detonator.


    “Prince Causa: You are plotting a coup against the Empire.”


    His profoundly dangerous, insolent words echoed through the empty lounge.


    Causa glared at Tachibana, trying to deduce his true intentions. Tachibana stared right back at the prince in the same way.


    The next word to come out of either man’s mouth could dramatically alter the fate of the world. For that reason, the tension in the air was overwhelming. Causa had never stood at a crossroads like this before.


    Both men remained silent, each watching for the other’s next move. Ultimately, their stalemate was broken by the announcement of the next flight to arrive.


    “The Balga Empire government aircraft has arrived. Please begin boarding.”


    The polite voice of the announcement quickly banished the tension. Taking advantage of the shift in mood, Causa redonned his mask.


    “As far as entertainment goes, that was more than interesting. However, it seems our time is up.”


    “Yes, it does. A trivial diversion, perhaps, but I’m glad you enjoyed it. I, too, found the time well spent. If you’ll excuse me.”


    Considering they had just discussed such a heavy topic, Tachibana turned on his heel with remarkable composure. As the sound of his cheerful footsteps faded, Finé appeared, as though taking his place.


    The moment she saw Causa’s expression, her eyebrows twitched slightly.


    “Lord Causa, is something the matter?”


    “No, I just ended up wandering into an ambush. I was just caught a little off guard, that’s all.”


    Taking in the familiar sight of Finé, Causa realized he had finally regained his presence of mind. Feeling the cold sweat running down his back, he couldn’t help but let out a bitter laugh.


    “This city always keeps things interesting,” Causa murmured to himself.


    Finé gazed at him with concern.


    Causa turned to her with his usual smile and swiftly straightened his posture.


    “Well then, let’s return to our homeland.”


    


    It had been about a week since the incident at the peace ceremony wrapped up. Just as Causa had said, the media reported that Oryx had been the mastermind behind the affair.


    Given that Oryx had always been at the forefront of anti-Informationist sentiment, the public accepted that version of events with relatively little suspicion. Tachibana and Causa ensured that the truth of the affair was covered up.


    And Tsushima, too, benefited from that arrangement.


    The wanted notice that had been put out for him was declared a misunderstanding, and Tsushima was cleared of all charges.


    However, the scar from the wound he’d sustained would never truly disappear.


    “The sun’s so bright.”


    Tsushima took a drag of the cigarette dangling from his mouth as he stood in a cemetery on the outskirts of town. He wore an exaggerated-looking sling over the limb that Azai had injured.


    Since his body had already been repeatedly regenerated via Code execution, the doctors said additional Code treatment would put too much of a strain on him. He would have to heal the old fashioned way and was given only the bare minimum of medical care. To make matters worse, it was his dominant arm that had been immobilized. He was completely fed up with it.


    Tsushima glared resentfully at the arm sling, which did nothing but hinder his movements.


    “Come on, stop grumbling. Let’s get going already.”


    Next to him was Lupus, wearing her uniform as usual. Since Lupus felt like it was her fault Tsushima had been injured, she had become excessively devoted to caring for him.


    She was carrying a bouquet of flowers, presumably on his behalf. However, Tsushima could have managed that much himself.


    He unenthusiastically trudged after her as she walked briskly ahead of him.


    “So where is Shion’s grave?”


    Lupus, sensing him following her, turned around and quite casually said the name of the departed woman.


    After the incident, Lupus had told him that she wanted to visit Shion’s grave. She seemed to have something in mind, and she had been so persistent that she even wore down Tsushima.


    And so, as usual, Tsushima ended up losing out to her and, albeit very unwillingly, found himself there that day.


    But what was with all her passion? As Tsushima thought about it, he gestured with his one good hand toward the top of the hill the cemetery extended to.


    “It should be up at the highest spot.”


    “Oooooh, that’s the best place.”


    With her silver hair swaying in the breeze, Lupus started to climb the hill Tsushima had indicated.


    Even though it was a cemetery, the hill was covered in neatly kept grass, giving it a refreshing feel. Lupus ran up between the white gravestones, spotted the one engraved with Shion’s name, and waved.


    “I found it!”


    “Yeah, I said it’d be there, didn’t I?”


    Exasperated, Tsushima stood next to Lupus. He looked down at Shion’s grave once more.


    Shion had died twelve years ago. Naturally, there were no remains or personal effects buried under her grave. It was just a marker for the sake of formality.


    The grave had been erected eight years prior, after the end of the Independence War, at the suggestion of some well-meaning friends. This place also had many other gravestones for comrades lost in the war.


    Yet it had been a long time since Tsushima last visited the grave or even came to this place, for obvious reasons.


    Tsushima exhaled smoke and placed his unfinished cigarette on the gravestone.


    “No way. Are you really giving a cigarette as an offering?” Lupus murmured beside him, clearly puzzled.


    Tsushima found it oddly amusing and let a smile slip.


    “Yeah, Shion liked cigarettes, too. She’s the reason I started smoking.”


    “Whaaaaat? That kind of changes my impression of her… I always thought she was more of the prim and proper type,” Lupus said with an indescribable expression. She placed the bouquet she’d been carrying next to the cigarette.


    Tsushima hadn’t told Lupus everything about Shion yet. But whenever she asked about her, he would always try to answer.


    That was something the old Tsushima could never have done. There was something about being around Lupus that allowed him to do things he couldn’t do before.


    Tsushima put a new cigarette in his mouth. From his pocket, he took out the gas lighter he’d become accustomed to using. He looked down at the lighter in his palm and glanced at the engraving on the side of it. Those words, the ones he had seen on the lighter in the dream, weren’t on its real-world counterpart.


    It was possible they had once been there. However, the lighter was so worn down that not even a trace remained.


    “Live for tomorrow, huh?”


    “Hmm? Did you say something?” Lupus murmured next to Tsushima, looking up at him from below.


    Tsushima dexterously rolled the lighter around in his hand, then lit his cigarette.


    He took one puff, then another. He closed the lighter with a click.


    “It’s nothing,” he said, tossing the lighter in front of Shion’s gravestone.


    “Hang on, you dropped this,” Lupus said. She knew it was important to Tsushima, so she quickly went to pick it up.


    But he stopped her.


    “It’s all right; I don’t need it anymore. Things that have fulfilled their purpose should be returned to their owners.”


    Lupus didn’t seem to understand what he was trying to say. She looked up at him with the same sullen expression she had worn when reading from her reference book.


    Tsushima stared at the sky, as if to escape her gaze. He exhaled a stream of smoke toward the seemingly endless blue overhead.


    “Nice weather today,” he said to himself. It was an unusually peaceful comment for him.


    Lupus nodded happily next to him.


    “Yeah. Perfect for a picnic.”


    The two of them stood side by side, admiring the scenery beyond Shion’s grave.


    Located at the top of a small hill, the cemetery offered a sweeping view of the area from the east of Elbar, across the north, and all the way to the west. Anything that might obstruct their view was behind them.


    They were both looking in the same direction.


    Beyond the vast sea.


    In other words, the Balga Empire.


    “I came here today because I wanted to make things clear,” Lupus said, breaking the long silence with a more formal tone than she had previously used.


    “All right,” Tsushima replied, keeping his response minimal so as not to interrupt her.


    Lupus held down her flowing silver hair and turned to face Tsushima.


    “From here on out, I might end up dragging you to hell. But even so, I’ll keep believing in you as my knight, and I’ll keep responding to your sincerity with my own. And I promise, I’ll make sure we reach the place you’re aiming for, together.”


    “Yeah.”


    “So,” Lupus said, moistening her lips as if steeling herself. “Come with me to the Balga Empire.” Her blue eyes shone as she looked straight at Tsushima, her words clear and unwavering.


    There was no longer any trace of the hesitation she’d once had. Her words brimmed with resolve and determination. Hearing them, Tsushima lowered his eyes from the sea to the ground in front of him.


    He gazed at Shion’s gravestone.


    In his heart, Tsushima apologized to Shion. Until this moment, he had lived his life with her, but he would now be spending it with Lupus. And he would also use the time he had left to truly live for himself.


    He closed his eyes with a deep breath, and Shion vanished from his mind. The vision of Shion that had come to him while he was dying a few days prior was the last time he would see her.


    With that understanding, Tsushima turned to Lupus.
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  “Very well. I will take you to the farthest reaches of hell,” he told her sarcastically.


  Lupus grinned at him and then replied, “No, I’m the one taking you to the farthest reaches of hell, and even beyond that. I’m your master, after all.”


  Despite the dangerous implications of her words, she gave him a surprisingly refreshing smile.


  
    

    AFTERWORD


    Thank you very much for picking up the second volume of Thou, as My Knight from among the countless stories out there. If you enjoyed it and its content, nothing would make me happier.


    This book marks the second volume of my debut series. As a light novel author, I found it a tremendous honor and a daunting challenge to pen a follow-up to my own story.


    Until now, I had focused solely on creating new stories, so this was my first time working on a sequel. And what’s more, I was doing it as a professional.


    Taking on this new stage in my career naturally came with its share of hardships. It was completely different from my amateur days, when I could just give up if things weren’t going well. I feel that this sense of responsibility is what truly made me realize I had “become a professional author.”


    However, whether professional or amateur, in the end, the only thing I can do is to keep diligently writing. No matter how tough or painful it gets, if I keep taking one step after another, I’ll eventually arrive at the answer I’m seeking.


    When I was nearly lost in a blizzard in Oze, and when I had to leap off a cliff to escape a rampaging bull, I had come close to death, but continuing to take small steps is what saved me. Looking back, even those experiences seem like fun memories now.


    This time, too, the past few months have been just as thrilling. The weeks I spent writing the manuscript with my head in my hands while suffering from appendicitis are, in hindsight, fond memories.


    Having said that, I think the reason I can keep writing despite the hardships is simply because I love writing stories. On top of that, knowing there are readers eagerly awaiting the next installment gives me even more strength to write. I am deeply grateful to everyone who reads my work.


    Going forward, I’ll do my best to overcome any obstacles and continue delivering entertainment to my readers. Nothing would make me happier than if you continue to pick up books by Rintaro Hatake in the future.


    And finally, I’ll conclude this afterword with words of gratitude.


    To my editor, Mr. Komano, who guided me with unwavering spirit even in challenging headwinds. To Hino, who once again produced wonderful illustrations despite having a busy schedule. And to everyone involved in bringing this work to publication, I give my heartfelt thanks.


    May this work bring warmth to someone’s heart.


    Rintaro Hatake
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