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"Number Fifteen."

When asked for her name, that was the girl’s reply.

She couldn’t have been more than ten years old. She wore no skirt, only a tattered linen tunic that ended below her knees, and her feet were wrapped in scraps of cloth.

The wandering knight looked away from the girl, who believed the number used for roll call was her actual name, and surveyed the inside of the chapel. In front of the altar where a statue of the Holy Archangel Juno stood, orphans sat on pews, spinning thread, combing flax, or weaving baskets. Judging by their pale faces, ragged clothes, and listless expressions, the priest in charge was not a very good one.

Unlike the other children, this girl had separated from the group and was staring intently up at the knight. The April sunlight, filtered through sooty leaded glass, made her dirty, frayed black hair and ice-blue eyes stand out in the dim chapel.

A suspicious look crept into the knight’s wrinkled eyes. He stroked his short-cropped white beard and asked, "Do you find me so interesting?"

His attire was hardly impressive. A frayed woolen cap was pulled low over his eyes, his cotton tunic and haversack were caked in dust, and he had no horse. He wore no plate armor or helmet, and his uncrested mantle was worn so thin its hem was in tatters. Only the two swords, long and short, tucked into his sword belt, along with his intelligent gaze and refined speech, marked him as a knight.

The girl looked straight up at him.

"Mister, have we met somewhere before?"

The wandering knight looked down at her in silence for a moment, his mind turning over some thought. Then he invited her outside, where they sat on the stone steps before the church. He patted the spot beside him. The village square was nearly empty. Dappled sunlight slanted through the trees, speckling the chickens pecking at the grassy clearing.

"I’ve just decided to stay in this village for a while. I was hoping for someone to talk to, so let’s be friends. Would you like a biscuit?"

The girl did as she was told, sitting beside the knight and biting into the oat biscuit he offered. A patch of anemones growing in the grass swayed red in the gentle breeze.

The knight asked about her life. She told him she had been at the church for as long as she could remember and was always called "Number Fifteen." That summer, a merchant who knew the priest was scheduled to come and take her on a trip. When she’d asked the priest where she was going, he had beaten her with a switch, leaving her hands covered in overlapping welts.

*Hmm,* the wandering knight thought with a nod. The merchant arriving in summer was likely a slave trader from the Southdia Continent. The orphanages run by the Holy Juno Orthodox Church were a primary source for slavers. Every year, countless orphans were sold without their knowledge, sent across the sea to become toys for the nobles of the southern continent.

*If she stays here until summer, this girl has no future.*

Realizing this, the knight chatted with the girl for a while longer before taking his leave. He visited the village chief and arranged to stay until summer, helping with manual labor.

During the day, he toiled, felling trees in the forest, hauling lumber, and carving stakes to build a fence around the village. His payment was two meals a day and a bed in a straw hut. It was not easy work, but whenever he had a spare moment, the knight would visit the church on the edge of the village to see the girl called "Number Fifteen."

With each visit, the girl grew more attached to him, listening raptly to the stories he told.

They were tales of heroes who, since ancient times, had shaped the history of the Grapeland Sea.

There was the tyranny of the Demon Lord Lucifer, who had emerged from the Demon Lord’s Tower fifteen hundred years ago. There was Yamata, the hero of the Oyashima Tribe, who had ended the five-hundred-year dark age. When Yamata sacrificed himself to defeat Lucifer, his body shattered into eight sacred orbs, each bearing a character—Benevolence, Righteousness, Propriety, Wisdom, Loyalty, Trust, Filial Piety, and Brotherhood. The orbs scattered across the world, and those who obtained them—the Successors—gained power that transcended the laws of the world.

These heroes fought one another. The history of the Grapeland Sea was one of intrigue and war among the city-states. Armies of over a hundred thousand marched east and west, clashing on land, at sea, and in the sky. Great battles were waged for the pride and honor of heroes, their spectacular victories and tragic defeats immortalized in the songs of bards.

He spoke of cavalry charges where a thousand knights in glittering armor became a single spear, piercing enemy lines. He described Successors who wielded the power of the Holy Orbs, scattering entire armies single-handedly. He conjured images of flight soldiers with gliders strapped to their backs, leaping from air sailboats soaring through the Floating Sphere. He told of mechanical soldiers, powered by miasma engines, that could shatter castle gates and walls, sometimes even fighting on equal terms with a Holy Orb Successor. The knight recounted each scene in such detail it was as if he had witnessed it himself, weaving a magnificent and heroic tapestry of war with his words.

The girl’s heart thrilled with ever-growing excitement.

Every day, she eagerly awaited the wandering knight’s visit. As soon as her afternoon chores were done, she would dash outside the church, jumping for joy and waving both hands the moment he appeared.

About two weeks after they met.

As they sat on the stone steps as usual, the girl nibbling on a piece of black bread the knight had given her, she was struck by a thought.

"Hey. You haven’t told me the story about the Messiah."

At her question, the knight sitting beside her slowly turned to face her.

"I did. Near the beginning."

"Not the first Messiah. The second one."

"Ah," the knight replied, as if he had just realized. He looked up at the sky.

In truth, he had been waiting for her to ask about that person.

He let out a long sigh—*fuuuu*.

There were two Messiahs in the Grapeland Sea.

The first, Yamata, defeated the Demon Lord who had ruled the world for over five hundred years, about a thousand years ago.

The second defeated the Demon Lord who had returned to this world just under thirty years ago.

"The story of the second Messiah is a very long one."

"I don’t mind if it’s long! I want to hear it!" the girl pleaded, her eyes wide.

A strong spring wind rustled through the trees, making the girl’s black hair flutter and the leaves whisper with a great *zaaa*.

The wandering knight stroked his white beard, his thoughts drifting to days long past.

Days of fierce, heart-wrenching, cruel, yet beautiful moments, lived with a soul ablaze.

"...Very well. But first, let me ask you: what do you know about the second Messiah?"

The girl’s eyes darted about as she tried to recall what she had heard a few times during mass.

"Umm, he was the one who had all eight Holy Orbs by himself!"

"...That’s right. Benevolence, Righteousness, Propriety, Wisdom, Loyalty, Trust, Filial Piety, and Brotherhood—each of the eight orbs had its own Successor. But when a Successor dies, the orb leaves their body and is passed on to a new host. Since a single person can possess any number of orbs, a struggle to collect them naturally began. One by one, the Successors fell… until finally, all eight orbs were held by just two people."

As he spoke, the scents and feelings of that time resurfaced in his chest, a sweet ache blooming from somewhere within.

"To defeat the Demon Lord, a Messiah who possessed all eight orbs was needed. So the last two fought a duel. One died, and the survivor inherited all the orbs, becoming the Messiah."

"Yeah, I know! And then the Messiah beat the Demon Lord and was reborn as eight new Holy Orbs, right?"

The wandering knight patted the girl’s head and smiled faintly.

"...The end of my story is a little different from that one."

"Oh? How?"

"The Holy Archangel Juno appears and passes judgment."

"What, Lady Juno!? Is she real!?"

"She is. She’s a living god, after all."

The girl’s eyes sparkled even more. To think that the Holy Archangel Juno, whom she had only ever seen in religious paintings and wooden carvings, was real and that one could actually meet her.

"What’s Lady Juno like!?"

"...She’s a prankster. She gets so bored in the Angel’s Tower that she sometimes comes down to the city disguised as a citizen to play tricks."

"No way. Lady Juno is a god. She wouldn’t play tricks."

"...I don’t blame you for not believing it. Even as I tell you this, I can hardly believe it myself. Juno’s pranks are on a colossal scale, unfolding slowly over a great deal of time… and I myself am trembling right now."

The wandering knight held out his right hand in front of the girl.

His fingertips were quivering, trembling as if in both fear and reverence of her.

"I don’t get it at all!"

The girl’s ice-blue eyes glittered as she questioned him with a bright, cheerful smile.

The wandering knight offered her a gentle smile and, with a trembling hand, patted her head once more.

"...I’ll tell you the whole story. And when I’m finished, I’ll give you a new name."

"A name? Why?"

"Because it’s a better name than ‘Number Fifteen.’"

Another strong gust of wind blew, scattering petals and bending the forest. The wind swept past the two of them, tossing anemone petals into the blue sky. It was a warm, soft wind, as if blessing the beginning of the story.

*Oh, mischievous Juno. Did you foresee this scene as well?*

*I apologize for ever doubting you. You have indeed worked a miracle…*

With that silent call to an old friend, the wandering knight wiped his eyes with a finger and began the long tale of the second Messiah.
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He had absolutely no idea how things had ended up like this.

Just yesterday, the Gattoland Air Fleet, the strongest in the world, had filled the skies above Gato Island, departing amidst a shower of confetti from the cheering crowds below. Where were they now? What were they doing?

And who was commanding this enemy air fleet currently looming over Gato Island, unleashing an unceasing barrage of cannon fire and bombs? How had they managed to get so close?

Gaga Gattoland, First Prince of the Gato Kingdom, kept turning these questions over in his mind as he ascended the stone steps inside the Armory Tower with an elegant stride.

For some time now, the Gato Kingdom Castle had been under fire from a mysterious air fleet. Reports claimed the second bailey tower and a portion of the northern castle wall had collapsed. With every boom of the cannons, vibrations shot up through his feet, shaking mortar loose from the stonework and sending a shower of dust and pebbles down on his head. If this attack continued, not only this Armory Tower, but the castle walls and even the main keep would be reduced to a pile of rubble.

*We’re just taking this lying down. What is Father doing?*

*Could it be… that our fleet was defeated?*

Impossible. This battle was supposed to have been akin to gutting a small fish with a battle-ax. As an object lesson to any who would defy the Gato Kingdom, Gaga’s father, King Dada, had mobilized an absurdly excessive force to suppress the rebellion at Red Cape: four Holy Orb Successors, five air battleships, and a naval fleet of over thirty ships of the line. There wasn’t a one-in-ten-thousand chance that Dada’s grand air fleet, built up over thirty years, could lose to a provincial lord who possessed only a single air battleship and two medium galley-sails… or so he had thought.

Yet, considering the current situation, the impossible had happened.

Lost in thought, Gaga leisurely reached the top of the stairs and stepped out onto the roof of the Armory Tower.

Under the starry sky, on a rectangular rooftop large enough to be used as a training ground, a girl and a boy were busy inspecting the propeller biplane "Falco" by the light of a perpetual lamp.

The girl, wearing a flight cap, noticed Gaga.

"You’re late, Prince! Run!"

Gaga let the night wind flutter his cat ears, which protruded from his head. He brushed the dust from his silk-collared tunic with one hand and strode leisurely toward the Falco, his long, white-tight-clad legs moving with unhurried grace.

"Don’t rush me, you fool of a woman. Royalty must remain composed, especially in a crisis."

"The building’s going to collapse! Stop walking and run!"

The black-haired girl—Noah Linoa—cut Gaga off. Dressed in an amber camisole-corset, a piratical white shawl, and a riding skirt, she pushed her flight goggles up onto her forehead, fixed her clear blue-green eyes on him, and urged him on.

Despite the castle shaking from the bombardment, Gaga came to a stop directly in front of Noah with an infuriatingly placid gait and a resolute expression.

"Do not order your prince around!"

"I don’t care, just get in already!"

"You will say, ‘Please get in,’ you fool! When will you ever learn some proper manners!?"

As they exchanged fruitless barbs, the miasma engine mounted at the rear of the Falco gave a low growl—*burororo*.

"..."

The mechanic, Leonardo, who had been inspecting it, peeked out from under the fuselage. This extremely taciturn boy, with his white hair, black eyes, and thick linen work clothes covered by an apron, gestured for the two of them to board.

"Alright, alright, I’m going! Get in, quickly!"

Noah hurried Gaga along as she climbed into the cockpit and checked the instruments. Prince Gaga, climbing into the co-pilot’s seat beside her, let out a huff and fastened his seatbelt. The cockpit was incredibly cramped. The miasma engine was right behind them, so close they could reach out and touch the tail propeller. This biplane was a two-seater, which normally meant there was no room for Leonardo.

"........."

With practiced ease, Leonardo donned his flight cap and goggles. He tied a bowstring from a fixture on the side of the cockpit to his belt, sat on the root of the lower wing to Noah’s left, and gripped the strut connecting the upper and lower wings with his left hand. The silent boy’s deadpan expression seemed to say, "This is all I need," as he waited for Noah to connect the engine shaft directly to the rear propeller.

"Contact!"

Noah’s cheerful voice rang out. The propeller began to spin, and the aircraft started to slowly move forward. Gaga, gazing up at the flame-colored night sky, ordered, "Climb above the Floating Sphere. We’ll close in on the enemy fleet and identify them."

"What? Weren’t we getting in this thing to escape?"

"We are getting in to assess the situation from the air! Once we’re airborne, approach the enemy ships without fear, you fool of a woman!"

"Eh—…Two venny gold coins."

Noah’s demand stunned Gaga into silence.

"You dare try to charge me at a time like this!?"

"Of course. I’m a mercenary. If you can’t pay, get out."

"...Air pirates truly are the lowest of the low. It was my mistake to ever hire the likes of you."

"So, what’ll it be?"

"...This is a crisis. I have no choice. I’ll pay you, now fly!"

"Thanks for your business! Alright, Falco, let’s go!"

Noah pulled down her goggles and opened the throttle. With a roar from its miasma engine, Noah’s beloved Falco rattled slightly as it raced across the stone rooftop.

To allow for emergency takeoffs, the parapet-like wall on the north side of the Armory Tower—the breastwork—had been removed. The Falco picked up speed and launched itself off the tower.

"*Hnngh—!*"

With a flash of fighting spirit, Noah gripped the control stick with both hands and pulled back hard.

The whine of the rear propeller shifted to a higher pitch. The aircraft, after dipping for a moment, lifted its nose and shot up into the night sky.

"...!"

Gaga glared out of the cockpit at the Gato Kingdom Castle rapidly shrinking from view, at the starlit farmlands, the port, and the sea beyond.

The burning ground spread out beneath them.

And above it, three ominous ship silhouettes were carved out of the starry sky.

Gaga pointed at them.

"Toward Antares!"

Noah glanced over her shoulder at the constellation Antares and confirmed the enemy ships, which flew trailing the seven colors of the Vogstock Effect. She tilted the control stick, banking the aircraft into a turn.

A series of flashes erupted from the ships flying over the northern part of Gato Island. Flaming cannonballs tore through the night sky like fiery claws. Their target was the Gato Kingdom Castle. Not only that, but from the underbellies of the ships, pots and barrels with lit fuses were being dropped on the shipyards and warehouses. Upon impact, the incendiary material inside ignited, setting the buildings ablaze.

He could tell from the color of the flames.

"They’re using Apollo Fire, the fiends…!"

The incendiary material packed into the containers was a mixture of resin, turpentine, saltpeter, and tar residue. Once ignited, it could not be extinguished with water and would burn until it was spent. It would burn through wooden sailing ships, of course, but it would also set fire to the beams, girders, and cargo inside stone warehouses. Indiscriminate bombing with Apollo Fire from air sailboats was currently one of the deadliest methods of attack.

The three enemy ships, flying in a line, followed a spiraling course centered on the castle, closing in on the center of the vortex as they fired.

From this distance, the crest on the flag flying from the foremast was hidden by the darkness. Whose fleet was it? Madria? Ionia? Or could it be… the Black Rose Knights?

"Get closer, until I can see the crest!"

"Shut up! It’s dangerous to get too close!"

The Falco’s wings were just fabric stretched over a wooden frame, making them vulnerable to shrapnel. Noah climbed higher and banked, circling around to the front of the enemy air sailboat and approaching from above and ahead, where their firepower was weakest.

Gaga leaned out of the cockpit, staring intently at the approaching ship.

It was a medium-sized air sailboat, over thirty meters long and about seven meters wide. Its lower hull, specialized for firepower and cargo capacity, was suspended from a massive, blue, cocoon-shaped upper structure called a "buoyancy body."

The "Floating Sphere"—a special atmospheric layer about twenty meters thick that covered the entire planet at an altitude of five hundred meters, also known as the "Sky Ocean"—gave the buoyancy body its lift. The main mast, rising from the top of the buoyancy body, caught the wind, allowing the enemy ship to fly with majestic grace. The Vogstock Particles that filled the Floating Sphere reacted with the "Floating Stone" material of the buoyancy body, creating a seven-colored spray like a bow wave. The ship, reflecting the fires on the ground below and trailing a rainbow wake as it sailed through the starry sky, was breathtakingly fantastical—but it was sowing death and destruction. If the enemy fleet was left unchecked, Gato Island would be reduced to a scorched wasteland.

The Falco passed just thirty meters above the enemy air sailboat.

On the sails unfurled from the six masts protruding from the buoyancy body was a crest of a black rose and a sword. Recognizing it, Gaga bit his lip hard.

"The Black Rose Knights…!!"

The "Warriors of Juno," with whom they had buried a long-standing grudge and resumed trade just six months ago.

The righteous order of knights, directly subordinate to the Holy Juno Orthodox Church, was now, right before his eyes, betraying them and indiscriminately slaughtering the people of his kingdom…!

"This is beyond cowardly, you fiends!!"

Having flown past the three ships, Gaga looked back and roared a curse.

As if in answer, more cannons boomed, and scorched cannonballs carved red claw marks into the night sky, striking the hilltop castle one after another.

"Prince, the sea!!"

Noah suddenly shouted, and Gaga snapped his eyes forward.

On the silver-dappled sea, illuminated by the moonlight, he saw a cluster of lights.

He squinted. A considerable number of large ships were sailing in formation, heading for Gato Island.

He hadn’t heard anything about a regular convoy docking tonight. If that was the case, then that fleet could only be…

"I need a closer look! Descend!"

Noah pushed the control stick diagonally. The tip of the right wing pointed toward the sea, and the aircraft dove sharply. Beyond the windscreen, the enemy ships grew rapidly closer. It was clearly not a trade convoy, but an invasion fleet, with ships of the line at its head and on its flanks. There were fast-moving small galleys, galleasses with rows of cannons bristling like hedgehogs from their hulls, and large galley-sails with long oars protruding from both sides. And on the flags flying from their foremasts, a black rose and a sword—.

"They intend to land!?"

Behind the ships of the line followed a transport fleet centered around large merchant vessels. Their holds would be filled not with trade goods, but with fully armed soldiers and warhorses. A massive naval fleet of over thirty ships, large and small, was now advancing on the Gato Kingdom…!

"The rebellion at Red Cape was bait to lure us out. The Black Rose Knights’ true objective was this all along…!"

Duke Callistratus’s rebellion itself was likely instigated by Commander Ilias of the Black Rose Knights. They had gathered an army and formed a fleet under the pretense of suppressing the rebellion, when in fact their target from the very beginning had been the Gato Kingdom.

If King Dada’s air fleet didn’t return, soldiers armed with swords and armor would land, and the Gato Kingdom Castle would be occupied. The soldiers and servants left in the castle, as well as the island’s inhabitants, would be sacrificed in droves…!

"Damn it! We have to stop them! If we let them do as they please, I won’t be able to face my subjects!"

"Stop them? Impossible. The Falco doesn’t have any weapons."

*Gnnn…* Gaga groaned, glaring at the enemy fleet. The sacred relic Falco could fly, but it wasn’t equipped with cannons or guns.

Helpless, he could only watch as the three enemy airships began to bombard the urban areas of Gato Island.

Viewed from the Falco flying at an altitude of six hundred meters, the burning island scorched the hem of the night sky, standing out in red against the dark sea. He could almost hear the screams of the fleeing citizens and the frantic clanging of bells.

Gaga snarled like a beast.

*I have to stop them. What kind of first prince am I if I can’t save my people?*

*But I have no way to do it…!!*

Just then, Leonardo, who was kneeling on the root of the left wing, poked Noah and silently pointed not at the naval fleet, but to the northeast.

"Hm?" Noah tilted her head, looked in the indicated direction, and then clapped her hands.

"That’s right, let’s go to Red Cape! Maybe the king doesn’t even realize his own home is being bombed!"

"...Red Cape? It’ll take too long to get there now… No, wait, with the Falco…"

Gaga swallowed the reflexive objection he was about to make and thought.

By ship, it would take over an hour even with a favorable wind, but the Falco could get there in less than the time it took to flip an hourglass twice—about ten minutes. If he could inform the Gattoland Air Fleet, which should be at Red Cape, of the Black Rose Knights’ betrayal, and return to Gato Island with them, they could easily annihilate the three airships and the naval fleet.

*There’s no other option but to use the Falco’s speed now.*

*The Falco can deliver an urgent report far faster and more reliably than a messenger gazelle…!*

Not bad.

"For an idiot, that’s a fine idea! I’ll accept it, you fool!!"

"You could try complimenting me properly for a change…"

"Silence! Fly to Red Cape!"

Arguing all the while, the Falco banked, leaving the besieged Gato Kingdom behind, and flew toward the friendly fleet twenty kilometers away.

"...Forgive me. I will return soon. Hold on, my people…"

Gaga looked back over his shoulder at the distant silhouette of Gato Island, wreathed in orange flames. Outlined by the fires on the ground, the enemy ships, trailing their seven-colored wakes, were just about to reach the skies above the castle.

If he stared hard enough, he could see over a hundred flight soldiers with gliders strapped to their backs leaping from the airships. Their eerie, moth-like silhouettes were headed for the main tower of the Gato Kingdom Castle. Gliding from an altitude of five hundred meters, the flight soldiers could bypass the castle’s outer bailey and attack the main tower in the inner bailey directly.

*I will be back soon. For now, please, escape…!*

All he could do was send a prayer that would never reach the soldiers and servants remaining in the castle. The only thing he could do now was to deliver the urgent news to the friendly fleet at Red Cape as quickly as possible, and then rush back here to fight.

Watching the Gato Kingdom being swallowed by the darkness of night, Gaga turned his eyes forward again. Ahead lay only a pitch-black starry sky and a dark sea that faintly reflected the starlight. Gazing at the scene, which seemed to be a dark omen for his own future, Gaga sank back into thought.

*How in the world did we end up in this situation…?*

Ever since their victory in the Battle of Sea and Air In Three-pronged Strait against the Grapeland Sea City-State Alliance ten years ago, the Gato Kingdom had been the undisputed ruler of the Grapeland Sea, dominating both sky and sea with the strongest fleets. In contrast, the Black Rose Knights had been in decline for the past decade. Just six months ago, they had submitted to the demands of the Chancellor of the Gato Kingdom, Nanahara Yoshiharu, and handed over Commander Ilias’s beloved daughter, Artemisia, as a ward—in other words, a hostage—to finally resume trade with the Gato Kingdom.

But the Black Rose Knights, who were supposed to have repaired relations, had turned on them in just six months, carrying out this large-scale invasion. Even if they managed to occupy Gato Island for a time, it was obvious that the Gattoland fleet dispatched to Red Cape would return and retake it.

*Do they not care what happens to the hostage…?*

After Gato Island was retaken by the Gato Kingdom, Artemisia would surely be executed. The thought of the fate awaiting Artemisia, whose lovely demeanor had earned her the name "Jewel of the Grapeland Sea," made Gaga’s chest ache.

Though a hostage, he had interacted with Artemisia as if she were family, even showing her around the city when they were alone. Unlike Noah, she was well-mannered, with a modest and reserved personality, a lovely girl whose occasional smiles were captivating. Gaga could not comprehend the obsession of Commander Ilias, who would sacrifice such a beautiful daughter to overthrow the Gato Kingdom.

*To make an innocent daughter a sacrificial lamb for his own ambitions.*

*Have you lost your mind, Ilias? You will regret your folly in hell…!*

With seething rage in his eyes, Gaga flew straight for Red Cape.

In the starry sky ahead, he could see the faint image of Artemisia’s sad smile from when they had first met six months ago.

Gaga’s thoughts had drifted back to that first meeting.

Yes, he, his second brother Toto, and his second sister Lulu had met the newly arrived Artemisia on the pier of the Gattoland Airport.

Looking back, Commander Ilias’s plot may have already been in motion even then…
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"Alright, let’s practice our smiles, the three of us. First impressions are everything, you know. Ready? Aaaand… smile!"

At the command of Lulu Gattoland, Second Princess of the Gato Kingdom, her younger brother, Toto Gattoland, the second prince, broke into a wide smile.

"Perfect! Toto, you’re so cute! One hundred and twenty points!"

Beaming, Lulu’s cat ears twitched as she hugged her adorable younger brother, rubbing her cheek against his. Dressed in a silk petticoat with a lace-trimmed train, a bodice that accentuated her ample bosom, flower ornaments, and even goldwork on her hairpins, shoes, and gloves, Lulu looked more mature than her eighteen years.

"Stop it, I’m not a child anymore," Toto protested with a smile as his cheek was being rubbed.

He wore a red surcoat with a white cat crest embroidered on the back, a white silk tunic, velvet trousers, and a rapier at his leather sword belt. At sixteen, his smile still held a trace of boyishness.

[image: illustration]
"And Gaga… zero points."

Her expression suddenly sobered, and Lulu pointed a cold finger at the first prince, Gaga Gattoland.

Dressed in the same ceremonial attire as Toto, with a massive double-edged knight sword that nearly dragged on the ground at his belt, Gaga stood with his arms crossed, staring straight ahead at the sky. He didn’t even glance at his siblings, his cat ears pricked straight up.

"This is absurd. Why must we grovel before the daughter of the Black Rose?"

"No one said anything about groveling. I’m saying we should welcome her as a new member of our family."

"Artemisia is His Majesty’s ward—in other words, a hostage. There is no reason for royalty to kowtow to a hostage."

Lulu let out a deep sigh at Gaga’s resolute declaration. Her brother, who was turning twenty this year, was so preoccupied with his own ideas that he refused to listen to anyone else.

The three royals—Gaga, Lulu, and Toto—stood in a line on the pier of the Gattoland Airport, which was built into the mountainside at an altitude of five hundred meters, gazing at the distant blue sky as the wind blew around them.

The approaching air sailboat with its black sails had been visible for quite some time. With a surface vessel, the mast would first appear over the horizon, followed gradually by the hull. But an air sailboat first materialized as a dot in the blue haze, its silhouette slowly swelling over a long period until its outline became clear.

Lulu’s face contorted in disgust.

"Why do you always have to say such mean things…? Ugh. At least you, Toto, be nice to Artemisia, okay? It would be a disgrace to our entire race if people thought all Minya were as cantankerous as Gaga. Minya are supposed to be cheerful and friendly, always playing together in the sun! Right, Toto?"

Lulu asked pointedly, making sure the first prince, Gaga, could hear. Toto, whose cat ears perked up from his golden curls, answered with a sincere smile, his crimson eyes sparkling.

"I’m happy to have a new sister. Our parents may be enemies, but I believe we can be friends. If humans and Minya are to live in harmony, we must first become friends with Artemisia."

A pang of affection shot through Lulu’s chest. She grabbed Toto’s head with both hands and pulled it into a tight embrace against her bosom.

"...Such a good boy! You’re so cute!!"

"...*Mmph! Mmphhh!*"

"Gaga, negative thirty points! Toto, one hundred and eighty!! Ugh, how can two brothers be so different in cuteness!?"

Toto managed to pry his sister’s arms away and catch his breath. Lulu’s affection was sometimes a bit much.

Gaga glared at Lulu out of the corner of his eye.

"You’ve read too many fairy tales. There’s no way humans and Minya can live together in harmony. It’s highly likely Artemisia’s presence here is a trap set by Ilias. Be on your guard."

Lulu’s face twisted in even greater annoyance. She turned to Toto and cooed, "Honestly. What era is he living in? It’s because of old-fashioned thinking like that that these pointless conflicts never end. We’ll be friends with Artemisia, won’t we, Toto? If we royals don’t set an example by getting along with humans, the citizens will never be able to either."

At her words, Toto returned a faint smile.

"I agree. Let’s prove from now on that humans and Minya can be friends."

Gaga watched their exchange coldly, then snorted.

"They’re close enough to see us now. Stop fooling around. We’ll look weak."

The wind, rushing up the mountainside, passed between the fifteen squires lined up behind them. The crests on their spear pennants fluttered, and the white cats depicted on them seemed to leap in unison. Gaga, Lulu, and Toto stopped their antics and straightened their backs, their gazes fixed on the medium-sized flying galley-sail of the Black Rose Knights, now so close that the figurehead of Saint Juno was visible.

The crest on the foremast flag was a black rose and a sword on a black field, bordered with gold thread.

By his estimation, it was thirty meters long and seven meters wide. From the shape of the main mast on its buoyancy body, he knew it to be the Black Rose Air Fleet’s flagship, the *Demistri*.

"It’s a magnificent ship. The buoyancy body is large, too," Toto remarked.

Gaga snorted.

"It’s nothing compared to our air battleship, the *Vera Clara*. We surpass it in the number of cannons, the size and sturdiness of the hull, and the ornamentation of the castles—everything."

It seemed Gaga was desperate to compete with the Black Rose Knights. The two powers, who had fought for so long, were supposed to build a friendly relationship with Artemisia as the bond between them, so there was no need to be so defensive, Toto thought. He simply nodded in agreement and looked at the intricate carvings on the fore, aft, and mid castles of the approaching air sailboat. It was a splendid ship, decorated with motifs of roses, vines, and ancient gods, but he could count twenty closed gunports on the port side alone of its three-tiered, spindle-shaped hull. In battle, those ports would open, and the gleaming black barrels of 15cm cannons would protrude.

The airport sailors had already begun preparations for docking.

The ship slowed, and the pier workers hooked several grappling poles onto its side. While a surface vessel would drop anchor to moor, with an air sailboat, they first had to line the gap between the pier and the hull with wool-stuffed fenders to prevent damage upon contact, and then secure it with ropes.

Both the ship’s crew and the airport staff, all skilled sailors, worked with practiced efficiency. Soon, a wooden gangplank was laid between the pier and the ship, and the orchestra assembled on the pier began to play. To the elegant melody, a knight of unprecedented size slowly emerged from the air sailboat’s upper deck and descended the gangplank.

For a moment, Toto worried the gangplank might not hold and would collapse under his weight.

He had to be over two meters and thirty centimeters tall. And his features were not human.

"...!?"

A stir went through the squires. Gaga, Lulu, and Toto also showed a flicker of surprise as they watched the misshapen knight step onto the pier.

He was covered in a jet-black mantle bordered with gold thread. On his back was the crest of a black rose and a sword. The halberd he held in one hand had a spearhead as long as a child and an axe head as large as a man’s head, both sheathed in leather. A single swing in a melee would surely fell two or three men at once; the spearhead was far too long.

His shoulders were broad, but the torso visible through the gaps in his mantle seemed slender for his height. His limbs were unnaturally long, and he walked with a slight stoop. And—he wore no armor. His entire body was covered in striped, jet-black fur, and a long, bushy tail protruded from a slit in his mantle.

Most striking of all was his face, covered in the same black fur. While Toto and his fellow Minya differed from humans only in the cat ears on their heads, this creature’s only similarities to a human were that it grasped things with its hands and walked on two legs. Otherwise, it was almost entirely wolf. It had a long snout, and long fangs protruded from its misaligned upper and lower jaws. Pointed beast ears stuck out from its shaggy brown hair, and between the strands of hair, golden eyes burned brightly.

"A werewolf…" Toto whispered. He had heard rumors that in the vast wilderness to the east of the Grapeland Sea, ruled by the Jamkaja Tribe, there lived races of mixed human and beast, but this was the first time he had seen one.

Without realizing it, the hair on his arms stood on end.

He had some skill in martial arts, and his sword master had even certified him as the "fifth-best swordsman in the Gato Kingdom," but Toto couldn’t imagine how he would handle a confrontation with this werewolf. To defeat it with a rapier, he would have to get in close and aim for its legs, but if he closed the distance, he would likely be met with fangs and claws. Though large, its bent, beast-like legs suggested it was also agile.

"Terrifying… Is he going to live with Artemisia too…?" The second princess, Lulu, let a hint of fear creep into her voice. The werewolf exuded such an extraordinary killing intent that it was no wonder a lady would be frightened.

"...Artemisia is not permitted to bring any property, clothing, or handmaidens into the kingdom. The only thing King Dada allowed was a single exclusive knight. And that monster is the one they chose," Gaga said coldly. Ahead of them, the werewolf planted the butt of his halberd on the ground and stood at attention beside the gangplank.

As his palpable killing intent settled over the pier, unnerving the welcoming party—

The pure and graceful presence of the girl who appeared next on the upper deck swept away the grim atmosphere.

"...!"

Once again, a gasp went through the squires, and the three royals—Gaga, Toto, and Lulu—felt the air shift.

Artemisia, the eldest daughter of the Black Rose Knights’ Commander Ilias, descended the gangplank with elegant steps.

Silver hair so long it reached her waist. Under long lashes, her deep purple eyes held a touch of melancholy. A silver bodice, a silver train, and a silver hoop skirt with whalebone supports from which her long, slender legs extended, ending in silver half-boots. Only the rose at her collar, her hair ornament, and the embroidery on her hem were black; everything else was silver.

Stepping onto the pier, Artemisia turned to face Gaga, Lulu, and Toto. She took the hem of her skirt in both hands, drew her left foot back, and curtsied gracefully. Gaga and Toto placed their right hands over their chests and bowed their heads, while Lulu curtsied in return.
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As Artemisia raised her head, her deep purple eyes met Toto’s.

The guiltless gaze, like a shifting starry sky, transformed into an electric current that shot through him.

He felt the nickname "Jewel of the Grapeland Sea" hardly did her justice. "Jewel of the Northdia Continent" or even "Jewel of the World" would not be an exaggeration… his stunned mind whispered to him.

Artemisia lowered her gaze slightly, her tense expression falling to the ground.

Toto could feel his own heart pounding.

*This girl is my sister, starting today…*

The mere thought made his heart race.

After Artemisia, the nobleman who had accompanied her as Commander Ilias’s proxy and his two squires descended to the pier. They respectfully knelt before Gaga and the others, bowed their heads in silent greeting, and began their formal address. A squire held up a portrait of Artemisia, identical to the one sent to the Gato Kingdom beforehand, and the nobleman swore that this was indeed her, explaining her noble lineage in a lengthy speech, none of which registered in Toto’s ears.

An emissary of the King of Gato, who had been waiting, stepped forward and introduced the first prince, Gaga, the second prince, Toto, and the second princess, Lulu, to Artemisia, apologizing that the first princess, Chouchou, was not present due to illness.

When the greetings from both sides were finished, Artemisia boarded the welcoming carriage. The nobleman from the Black Rose Knights, his two squires, and the werewolf Royal Guard surrounded it as an escort. The second princess, Lulu, her face wreathed in smiles, joined Artemisia in the carriage to keep her company on the way.

Gaga and Toto mounted their horses and moved to the front of the carriage to serve as guides.

Toto reined his horse in beside Gaga’s and looked back at the two-horse carriage following them. He couldn’t see inside, but he was sure Lulu was chattering away to Artemisia in her usual cheerful manner. He could tell from Lulu’s sparkling smile that she had taken an instant liking to Artemisia.

Toto’s heart had been pounding ever since Artemisia appeared.

*What is this? I’m so excited…*

*From now on, every day is going to be fun.*

Without realizing it, Toto found himself thinking such things. There would be an opportunity to talk with Artemisia at the banquet. What kind of voice did this unexpected new sister have, and what would she talk about? What would she look like when she smiled…?

***

Inside the carriage, Lulu, sitting opposite Artemisia, was chatting with a cheerful smile.

She showered Artemisia with praise, complimenting her appearance, the rose embroidery on her train, her sophisticated, fashionable bodice, and her stunning figure, before asking, "Hey, is it okay if I call you Misha?"

At her words, Artemisia looked a little startled.

"Misha… Is that a nickname for me?"

"Oh, is it not okay? I was just wondering what I should call you…" Lulu said, looking slightly embarrassed. Artemisia offered a faint, awkward smile.

"Misha… It has a lovely sound. It’s similar to Minya."

"Oh, you like it!? Yay! It’s easy to say, isn’t it, Misha?"

To the innocently delighted Lulu, Artemisia now posed a question.

"Um… What should I call Your Highness Lulu?"

"You don’t need the ‘Highness’! Lulu is fine. Or, you can call me Big Sister!"

Artemisia was speechless for a moment at those words.

"...That would be… far too impolite."

"Huh? Why? We’re family, aren’t we?"

Artemisia looked away from the genuinely puzzled Lulu, as if finding it difficult to speak.

"Um… I am His Majesty King Dada’s ward. I came here to be executed should the Black Rose Knights ever defy the Gato Kingdom. In other words, I am a hostage… For someone like me to call Your Highness ‘Big Sister’…"

"Oh…" Lulu let out a sad sound, then crossed her arms in thought before looking up with a serious expression.

"None of us siblings think of you that way."

"........."

"We’re truly happy to have a new sister. Our eldest sister, Chouchou, isn’t here today, but she’s very happy too. There may be all sorts of adult circumstances, but I think we can get along regardless of all that. So… I want you to stop thinking of yourself as a hostage and hold your head high as a royal of the Gato Kingdom."

Lulu spoke with sincerity.

As Artemisia listened, her eyes flickered with suspicion.

"Um… I have never entertained such an audacious thought…"

Lowering her gaze, Artemisia barely managed to form the words. Lulu quickly forced a smile.

"Oh, sorry, was I being a little too forward? I guess it’s confusing to be told something like this all of a sudden, since we’ve been enemies for so long… But it’s true that we siblings feel this way. We’d be happy if you could slowly get used to it."

"Oh, no, um… I don’t have any siblings, and I’ve never played with children my own age, so… There will be many times when I don’t know how to act, but I will do my best not to be disrespectful…"

Lulu offered a troubled smile at Artemisia’s awkward response and tried to steer the conversation to more trivial topics.

The carriage descended the winding mountain road, enclosed by a canopy of trees, and soon the valley opened up. Lulu looked back and pointed out the window, toward the top of the mountain they had just come down.

"Look, Misha. That’s the Demon Lord’s Tower."

Artemisia lifted her deep purple eyes in the indicated direction.

A U-shaped, jet-black tower protruded from the green mountainside, which traced a gentle ridgeline. Birds that had taken flight from the sea of trees circled the tower once before disappearing into the blue beyond.

"........."

Artemisia gasped, looking up at the distant, hazy tower. It was a relic of a nightmare, known to all who lived in this world.

Fifteen hundred years ago, the Demon Lord Lucifer had descended upon that tower.

Monsters born from Lucifer flooded the world, wiping out civilizations across the globe. The Oyashima Tribe, who had originally lived on Gato Island, were also annihilated by Lucifer, and in their place, the Cat-eared Minya Tribe, who had been Lucifer’s kin, became the masters of the island. Even after Lucifer was defeated by the hero Yamata, the Minya survived persecution, and now, under the rule of King Dada, they have prospered as the most powerful force in the Grapeland Sea.

"You probably already know this, but we Minya were originally monsters that came out of that tower. That’s why some people still call us ‘demons,’ but very few Minya still worship Lucifer. We’re not hostile to the Oyashima Tribe anymore, either. In fact, the Chancellor of the Gato Kingdom, Nanahara, is from the Oyashima Tribe. We want to live together with humans."

Lulu said this, then glanced sideways at Artemisia, as if gauging her reaction.

Artemisia gazed at the ominous tower in the distance, her expression serious.

"...Any human who still believes the Minya are demons must be sorely lacking in intelligence and education. History has proven that the Minya do not favor conflict and have always resolved problems through negotiation. The current prosperity of the Gato Kingdom is also a result of trade, not war. The Minya have shown through their actions that it is possible for a nation to prosper without resorting to violence."

Lulu thought that Artemisia must have practiced those lines. She had likely been taught what to say and do to avoid unnecessary conflict before her departure. Artemisia knew the words she needed to survive among the Minya.

Lulu smiled brightly.

"Thank you. I know many humans dislike us, but I also know there are many good humans. You are a very good person, Misha."

She thanked her and, as if to show affection, wiggled her cat ears back and forth. The prejudice humans held against the Minya ran deep, and it was said that some among the Oyashima Tribe still bore a grudge for being driven from their homeland fifteen hundred years ago and held the eradication of the Minya as their lifelong ambition.

"Let’s go to the Demon Lord’s Tower sometime. The basement is a Miasma Vein, and sometimes you can find sacred relics there. Engines, mechanical soldiers… Oh, look, an airplane."

Lulu pointed to the northern sky.

Looking in the direction she indicated, they saw a winged vehicle flying through the blue sky, trailing a white line behind it.

The sound of its engine could be heard even inside the carriage.

Artemisia had heard rumors of the "airplane" owned by the Gato Kingdom. She recalled that the First Prince, Gaga, had paid a high salary to hire a pilot and mechanic with specialized skills. It was said to be able to fly far above the Floating Sphere, much faster than a high-speed galley, ascend and descend at will, and land on any flat ground.

"Is that an airplane…? It can fly very high."

"Its name is the Falco. Engines are particularly valuable among sacred relics, and the one on the Falco is said to be especially good. The only ones who can maintain it are Noah and Leonardo, who are flying it now…"

The biplane began a leisurely turn. Its silhouette disappeared behind the mountains, and only the distant sound of its engine remained. Lulu and Artemisia turned their gazes forward again. On both sides of the road, thatched-roof houses began to appear. Minya wearing hats with holes for their ears walked by, carrying bundles of firewood and straw on their backs that were twice their height.

"Oh, you can see the castle now."

Where Lulu pointed, beyond a gently rolling green meadow, a long castle wall had been built on a terraced landscape. A magnificent main tower stood on the highest terrace, and from there, towers, churches, enclosing walls, and red-roofed houses were packed tightly together, descending the slope to meet the long wall.

The buildings’ walls were white and their roofs red, making the entire castle look like a white canvas with red horizontal lines and scattered red polka dots. At first glance, it had a peaceful appearance, but upon closer inspection, one could see rows of cannons set up on the terraces, and watchtowers and gatehouses stood imposingly at the bends in the long wall. If one were to attack that castle from the ground, the batteries, arranged like the quills of a hedgehog, would spew fire, and the sky would be filled with burning cannonballs. The Gato Kingdom Castle, the heart of the kingdom, was indeed a formidable fortress city.

"It’s a magnificent city. The walls are high, and it’s very large."

"Thanks to Dr. Vogstock, castle walls don’t mean much anymore. But our air fleet has become our new wall, protecting this island."

Eighty years ago, the discovery of Vogstock Particles by Dr. Iguis Vogstock ushered in the age of air sailboats. Castle walls lost their meaning, and the great powers of the Grapeland Sea became embroiled in bloody struggles over airspace where Floating Stones were abundant and forests with trees over a hundred years old.

"The Gattoland Air Fleet is the strongest in the world. Only a fool who doesn’t know their place would dare to challenge this island."

Lulu received Artemisia’s smooth compliment with a faint smile. She knew it was flattery, and she also understood that the city-states of the Grapeland Sea, including the Black Rose Knights, would form an alliance to challenge the Gattoland Air Fleet if given the chance.

*She must be terrified on the inside, being forced to join the ranks of the ‘demons,’ Misha.*

*But I want her to understand. The Minya aren’t dangerous…*

By living here on this island among the Minya, might Artemisia one day become a bridge between humans and Minya? It might be a selfish hope, but Lulu believed that a person with influence over both humans and Minya was essential to ending the thousand-year-long struggle between the great powers of the Grapeland Sea. Artemisia, who from this day forward would be a member of the Gato royal family, could be that bridge to coexistence beyond race.

The Gato Kingdom Castle, with its base colors of white, red, and the indigo of the castle walls, drew closer. Townspeople and farmers who noticed Artemisia ran up, and instead of waving, they took off their hats and wiggled their protruding cat ears to show their welcome. Lulu smiled and wiggled her cat ears in return, while Artemisia, who had no cat ears, waved from the carriage window.

At the edge of Artemisia’s vision, the biplane Falco came into view again. It had been circling the island, likely patrolling the airspace around the Gato Kingdom for suspicious airships. With a craft that small and fast, it would be foolish not to use it for patrol missions. As long as that plane existed, a thirty-kilometer radius around the Gato Kingdom was under constant surveillance. This meant that a surprise attack by an air fleet was impossible for the great powers of the Grapeland Sea.

The Falco spread its wings leisurely and descended toward the top of the mountain, near the Demon Lord’s Tower.

"........."

Artemisia watched the Falco’s silhouette for a moment before silently turning her eyes forward again.

The carriage was about to pass through the first gate tower leading to the main keep.

***

†††

***

At the "Misshapen Mountain Mining Site," very close to the Demon Lord’s Tower.

After landing on the Falco’s dedicated runway next to the site and taxiing into the hangar, pilot Noah Linoa disengaged the engine shaft from the tail propeller. Once she confirmed the propeller had stopped, she shut down the miasma engine. The mechanic in the co-pilot’s seat, Leonardo, closed the fuel valve as two apprentice mechanics rushed over.

"The skies were clear yesterday and today. It’s almost boring when it’s this peaceful, isn’t it?"

Having finished today’s reconnaissance mission, Noah said this to Leonardo beside her. She swung her leg from the cockpit to the wing root and jumped to the ground. Leonardo just nodded in response and began inspecting the miasma engine with the apprentices.

Leonardo opened the boiler section of the miasma engine at the tail and scraped out the burnt miasma ore residue with a small spoon. Then, he added a new piece of bluish-black miasma ore about the size of a mouse. With just this much fuel and water, the Falco could fly for a whole day.

"Well, Leo, see you later. I have a party to get to."

"........."

As Noah waved with a smile, Leonardo, with his usual deadpan expression, just gave a silent nod. It wasn’t that he couldn’t speak; the extremely taciturn Leonardo simply used hand signals to direct his two subordinates as they began inspecting the miasma engine and other parts of the aircraft.

Exiting the hangar, Noah pushed her goggles up onto her forehead and ran a hand through her black hair. The April sunlight glittered, scattering at the ends of her tied-back hair. As a human, she had no cat ears. With a determined look in her slightly upturned blue-green eyes, Noah walked briskly toward her tent. Normally, this would be her free time, but today an invitation to Artemisia’s welcoming ceremony had arrived from the castle.

"Ugh. What a pain, but I have to go."

King Dada held banquets whenever he had a spare moment, inviting guests from all over the Grapeland Sea to display the power of the Gato Kingdom. She didn’t want to go because there would be a lot of boorish idiots, but she had no choice, as she couldn’t maintain the Falco without the support of the Gato royal family.

In a corner of the "Misshapen Mountain Mining Site," Noah changed in the noble’s campaign tent assigned to her, putting on a glossy red dress, and headed for the station building.
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Around her, slave miners, their feet bound in chains, walked awkwardly as they pushed carts filled with pickaxes, hammers, and shovels, heading into the depths of the mine tunnels while being yelled at by Minya overseers. Miasma ore emitted toxic fumes, so all the miners who worked here were either slaves or serious criminals. Working here every day, most of them would contract a skin disease called "Polka Dot Disease" within three years, their bodies breaking out in blue, polka-dot-like patterns before they died. Of the three hundred miners currently working, the longest-serving one was in his sixth year, which meant that most died from the disease within five.

From the mine tunnel that led to the underground labyrinth of the Demon Lord’s Tower, miners covered in bluish-black grime emerged, pushing carts laden with miasma ore to the refinery. They were all ordinary humans, with no cat ears on their heads. They had been captured as prisoners of war or abducted from their homes by the kingdom’s army and brought here. A Minya overseer whipped a miner’s bare back, yelling at him to move faster.

*I’m so glad I can fly the Falco…*

Noah thought this to herself, glancing at the pitiable slaves. Though she was a human with no cat ears, her special skills in piloting and maintaining the Falco had earned her a high salary, guaranteed food and lodging, and even tolerance for her rough way of speaking.

Soon, she reached the mining site’s station. When going to the castle, she would usually rent a post horse here, but since she was in a dress today, she decided to take the public carriage bound for the castle.

Just then, a Gattoland knight with a flippant smile, his white mantle with a red border fluttering, approached her on his bay warhorse.

"Hey, Noah, that dress looks good on you. Your flight suit is nice, but this isn’t half bad either. You’re heading to the ceremony, right? I’ll give you a ride, hop on behind me."

The handsome knight gestured with his chin to the back of his saddle, his cat ears twitching as he smiled brightly.

Noah’s expression soured.

"No thanks. I’d rather go with anyone but you."

Despite her rejection, the Gattoland knight, Gasper Natale, his handsome features brimming with absolute confidence, said, "So cold. Just be honest with yourself, Noah Linoa. Why do you refuse me? I may be the son of a concubine, but I’m still a prince of this country."

Letting out a weary sigh, Noah muttered to herself, "There are too many princes in this country. And they’re all idiots."

"I heard that. True, there are enough princes to shake a stick at. But the number of princes who earned their title through skill can be counted on one hand. And I’m the middle finger of that hand. Don’t lump me in with those other idiots."

With a conceited tone, Gasper leaned closer, his gaze on Noah now tinged with seduction.

He had wavy golden hair, a confident mouth, sharp eyes, and a high-bridged nose. Normally, Gasper dressed casually for his job supervising the slaves at the mining site, but today, under his white cat crest mantle, he wore the formal uniform of the Gato Kingdom army: a white jacket with epaulets, a rapier at his sword belt, and leather military boots over white trousers. The way he held the reins of his warhorse was as beautiful as a knight from a picture book. But.

"Go flirt with some loose woman. My only love is the Falco. I’m not interested in you."

It was true that Gasper was popular with the town girls, and she had heard that some of them even came all the way up to this remote mountain peak just to see him. But Noah couldn’t stand being lumped in with such shallow girls.

"Hey, now, are you going to waste your precious time on a vehicle? There are plenty of things more interesting than an airplane. Especially today’s ceremony—with the Black Rose princess and a werewolf, it’s bound to get wild. Come with me, Noah. I’ll give you a front-row seat to a spectacle that will be talked about for the next hundred years."

Turning her back on Gasper’s words, Noah boarded the noble’s carriage and greeted the merchants and nobles already inside with a friendly smile. Then, she opened the gauze curtain and glared at Gasper through the window.

"Are you planning to cause a scene again?"

"‘Cause a scene’? How rude. I fight for the honor of a knight."

"In my book, that’s what barbarians do. Don’t the Minya want peace?"

"It is because there is peace that we duel. It’s also one of the few ways a disposable prince like me can rise. …You should accept the offer of a future general while you can, Noah. Otherwise, you’ll regret it later."

In response to Gasper’s words, Noah stuck out her tongue at him with a great *akanbe*, and then shut the curtain with a sharp *shat*.

***

The public carriage carrying Noah departed for the castle, leaving behind the peaceful clatter of hooves.

A boy in the same formal Gato Kingdom army uniform as Gasper approached on his dapple-gray warhorse, coming to a stop beside him.

"Do you die if you don’t flirt with every girl you see?" the boy asked, studying Gasper’s profile with a calm tone.

"How rude, Jangiacques. I only flirt with women who strike me like a bolt of lightning from fate."

Jangiacques Natale, a knight of the Gato Kingdom, placed a fist under his chin and fell into thought. He had silver hair with hints of pale pink showing through. In contrast to his calm tone, his eyes were a burning crimson. A bastard sword hung at his belt. A single cat ear, a characteristic of a half-Minya born to a human and a Minya, twitched.

"Your obsession with women is abnormal. You’re just like King Dada. I guess it can’t be helped since you’re his son. By the way, are you planning to start another duel? You just had a big one not long ago."

Gasper chuckled, giving Jangiacques a scornful look out of the corner of his eye.

"Modesty will be your ruin, Jangiacques. Are you just going to sit here and accept your fate of dying covered in polka dots in five years? I won’t end as ‘Natale, son of a concubine.’ I will use every ability I was born with to rise, and I will share my bed with countless beautiful princesses!"

"Good luck with that. But I think you’ve been a bit too reckless lately. My intuition is chirping that you’re going to die soon, but what’s your take on it?"

Jangiacques asked, sounding exasperated as he scratched the base of the wooden "fake ear" shaped like his left cat ear. Gasper gave a fearless smile.

"You know that I am a Successor of a Holy Orb, don’t you?"

"........."

"Once you become a Successor, you’ll understand. This is an invincible power. As long as I have this power, I will never lose a duel, no matter who my opponent is."

Suddenly—a pale green pattern materialized behind Gasper.

Like the halo of a divine statue, foreign characters, wreathed in a curtain of faint, aurora-like light, hovered behind him.

They were said to be characters of the Oyashima Tribe, but Jangiacques didn’t know how to read them.

Gasper curled his lip.

"Right now, I am a match for both Gaga and Toto. I am the greatest swordsman in the kingdom."

After his declaration, the curtain of light vanished. The floating characters dissolved like crumbling sand, and the familiar scenery returned.

Gasper, who was born to one of the castle laundresses, had slipped into the princes’ sword training as a child and been recognized by the master instructor, allowing him to train alongside them. From Jangiacques’s perspective, it was true that Gasper’s skill, now augmented by the Holy Orb, rivaled that of the two princes.

But.

"You’re not planning to duel a prince, are you?"

"If I were allowed, I wouldn’t mind. Do you think I would lose to them?"

"........."

At the question, Jangiacques thought for a moment. In the two years since they had met here, he and Gasper had fought ferocious drum worms together in the labyrinth, shared a secret they had accidentally discovered deep in the mine tunnels, and trained with their swords in their spare time. He had the skill, the Holy Orb, and a trump card. It was true, as Gasper said, that he might be the strongest in the kingdom when it came to dueling. But.

"During training, I don’t think Prince Toto goes all out."

Jangiacques had sparred with Toto several times in the Gato Kingdom Castle’s training grounds. On those occasions, Toto had clearly been holding back.

"He’s probably being considerate of Prince Gaga. In my opinion, the strongest swordsman in the kingdom is either you or Prince Toto."

To Jangiacques’s surprise, Gasper nodded in agreement with his assessment.

"What a coincidence. I think so too. Gaga is strong, but he’s too straightforward with his power. There’s no foreshadowing, no calculation, nothing, so it’s easy to trap him. I pretend to lose during training, but in a real fight, I’m confident I could take him down. But Toto clearly restrains his true abilities. He knows that if the younger brother outshines the older one, it could lead to civil war. That’s why he holds back even when sparring with me. I don’t know how strong he would be if he got serious, but his true strength would likely be revealed on the battlefield. Whether that’s above or below me, I can’t say at this point."

Jangiacques had expected Gasper to argue, so he was surprised that he readily acknowledged Toto’s skill. He had a newfound respect for Gasper’s perceptiveness, and it reaffirmed just how great the hidden aptitude of the second prince, Toto, was, that even the arrogant Gasper had to admit it.

Then, Gasper smirked and added, "Speaking of which, you also blatantly held back against Prince Toto, didn’t you?"

At that, Jangiacques sighed. So Gasper had noticed that too. He was more observant than he had thought.

"...There’s no point in fighting seriously against someone who’s holding back."

As Gasper had said, during their match, Jangiacques had noticed Toto was holding back, so he had held back as well. He had thought only Toto had realized.

"The temperament you hide is far more ferocious than mine."

Gasper said this as if he had seen through him. Jangiacques’s mouth twisted into a frown.

"That’s a terrible insult. I’m hurt."

"It’s the truth. Sometimes, you scare me."

With a tone that was hard to tell if it was a joke or serious, Gasper gazed at the distant palace, stretched, and smiled.

"Well, let’s go. To the grand stage we’ve been waiting for."

"Your grand stage. I’m not doing anything."

"You should have a little ambition. Is ‘she’ in the depths of the mine the only thing you desire?"

His sore spot having been poked, Jangiacques’s mouth twisted into a frown again.

"...Maybe so. Rather than having foolish ambitions, I… I like spending time with ‘her.’"

At his honest admission, Gasper gave a faint smile.

"You tease me for being a womanizer, but you’re quite something yourself. But that is an ancient doll. Not human, and not even alive."

"...I know. ...It’s not love. ...It’s just… when I look at her, my heart calms down for some reason. That’s all."

Gasper’s smile was tinged with pity. He tapped the reins and turned his horse toward the castle.

"So you’re going to die covered in polka dots? I’d rather not have a life like that. Tonight, I will become not a disposable prince who dies in a dumpster, but a prince with the right of succession."

Jangiacques watched the raging Gasper out of the corner of his eye and sighed. Even if he did get it, there were still four true heirs above him.

"This is going to be a drag. It looks like it’s going to be quite a ceremony."

"Any poet present is lucky. It will be a night sung about for the next hundred years."

Gasper said this with high spirits and spurred his horse forward.

***

†††

***

Artemisia’s welcoming ceremony was held during the day at the Saint Nina Cathedral in the inner bailey of the Gato Kingdom Castle.

Nearly a hundred people—knights, nobles, wealthy merchants, intellectuals, and cultural figures from the cities around the Grapeland Sea—had gathered. Upon entering the inner bailey, they entrusted their weapons to their squires, who were to wait for their masters in the outer bailey until the banquet was over.

Inside the cathedral, King Dada Gattoland VII declared to the attendees that he was welcoming Artemisia, the daughter of the Black Rose Knights’ Commander Ilias, into the Gato royal family as his ward. Artemisia herself swore to look up to King Dada as her father and to strive for the prosperity of the Gato royal family, and the audience responded with applause and cheers.

Afterward, the prominent nobles and their representatives, great merchants, priests, scholars, and wealthy individuals from the Granadio Seven City Alliance of the Upper Jaw Peninsula and the Apollodeo Four City Pact of the Lower Jaw Peninsula formed a line and offered their congratulations one by one. A courtier who had memorized the faces, names, and ranks of all the attendees would whisper the information to the queen, who would then offer a witty remark to each person. Toto Gattoland, watching the endless stream of faces coming and going, pretended to listen to the congratulatory speeches while occasionally glancing out of the corner of his eye at his new stepsister.

Artemisia’s loveliness had long been the talk of the lords of the Grapeland Sea. His mother, Queen Mariana, was said to be renowned as the "Most Beautiful Woman in the Grapeland Sea" even on the Northdia Continent, despite having given birth to four children. But Artemisia possessed a different kind of radiance, a special brilliance that only a girl of her age could have. From the beginning of the ceremony, the gazes of the middle-aged nobles in the cathedral had been shifting back and forth between Queen Mariana and the third princess, Artemisia. Even Toto, who had grown accustomed to his mother’s beauty, would sometimes find his eyes drifting to Artemisia’s profile, captivated.

"Is Princess Chouchou unwell?"

Startled by the question from the elderly nobleman in front of him, Toto straightened his back. It was Viscount Salpedon, Harry Stratos, a nobleman in his seventies with white hair and a white beard. This nobleman, a distant relative of the Gattoland Royal Family, was one of the few attendees who was concerned about the absence of the first princess, Chouchou.

"Thank you for your concern. My sister has been bedridden for the past few years."

"Ah, that is a shame. I pray for her recovery. Princess Chouchou has had a talent for music since she was a child, and I had very high hopes for her future… Please convey to Princess Chouchou that she is welcome to come to Salpedon for her convalescence. It is a warm land with abundant fruit; I am sure the sea breeze will blow away any illness…"

Toto thanked Viscount Salpedon and promised to convey his words to Chouchou.

In the shadow of the attention showered on Queen Mariana and the third princess, Artemisia, the first princess, Chouchou Gattoland, who had been blind since birth, was once again shut away in her room. King Dada did not wish for his visually impaired child to appear in public, and on occasions like this, Chouchou was always reported as being ill.

According to the teachings of the Holy Juno Orthodox Church, the cause of disabilities lay in the "sins of one’s ancestors." Royal and noble families, who particularly valued their family names, were loath to let it be known that such a child had been born into their house. Thus, despite being the legitimate heir of the Gato royal family, Chouchou was treated by King Dada as a "child who does not exist." At twenty-two, she was still unmarried and spent her days alone in a small tower on the edge of the inner bailey, with only her musical instruments for friends.

Toto himself rarely saw Chouchou anymore. When he was a child, he had visited his sister in her tower several times, but her disability made it difficult for them to play together, and as he made friends his own age, his visits grew less frequent.

*I have to introduce Artemisia to Chouchou, too. She’s an important new member of our family…*

With such thoughts, he waited for the long line of well-wishers to end.

***

At dusk, the members of the Gato royal family and their hundred guests finally left the cathedral and moved to the inner bailey’s square for a banquet. The festival-loving King Dada had held a large-scale banquet just two weeks ago to commemorate the treaty of friendship with the Black Rose Knights, but this time too, he had thrown a lavish feast, flaunting his abundant wealth.

Under the twilight sky, wires were strung between a dozen iron poles in the square, from which hung hundreds of lanterns. Stalls were set up, offering free food from various regions, not just the Grapeland Sea but even the surrounding islands of the Sea of Rocks: lamb steak, roasted fattened chicken with herbs, sautéed quail, lamprey pie, boiled crab, spiced lobster, wild boar rib steak, apple chips, Gato-nougat, and pear stewed in wine. An orchestra played lively music with flutes and drums.

Soon, stars began to twinkle in the sky, and the lanterns on the wires were lit. Each lantern was covered with colored parchment, and the pools of green, red, and yellow light dyed the square in fantastical colors. Barrels of wine, whiskey, ale, and beer were opened one after another, and prostitutes mingled with the crowd. The high-spirited young knights were also served alcohol, and their words gradually grew rougher.

Eventually, King Dada, flanked by two armed Royal Guards, descended from the high seat into the square and began to mingle with the knights from other cities. He wore no mantle, surcoat, or jacket; his sculpted upper body, covered in sword scars, was bare except for a golden pectoral and a sword belt.

He was sixty-three years old. The countless slash and stab wounds on his torso told the story of a king who had continued to fight on the front lines. It was nothing short of brute courage, but it was also a fact that since Dada’s ascension to the throne, the Gato Kingdom had been virtually undefeated in battle, rising to become the leader of the Grapeland Sea in a single generation. The knights from other cities who came face to face with King Dada were delighted to be able to drink with the king and raised their mugs high.

"Glory to His Majesty King Dada!" "To the friendship between the Gato Kingdom and the Apollodeo Lower Jaw Peninsula!" "His Majesty King Dada’s valor echoes even to our Upper Jaw Peninsula of Granadio!"

They praised King Dada with one voice. Some were thoroughly drunk and approached the king so closely that they had to be stopped by the Royal Guards.

"Your Majesty King Dada! Please, could you show us the power of the Holy Orb of Benevolence!? I have always wished to see the famous Firebird with my own eyes!"

A drunken, middle-aged knight from the Granadio Seven City Alliance, judging by his red and gold-trimmed attire, made a selfish request to the king.

"Hah!" King Dada laughed. "You want to see it? I can show you."

"R-Really!? T-That is most generous! I will tell this story for generations to come!"

"But the Firebird can’t return to the underworld empty-handed. Can I let it take you as a souvenir?"

The drunken knight stared at the calmly smiling king with a blank expression for a moment, then, realizing the meaning of his words, laughed a high-pitched, "Wahahaha!"

"My apologies! Please, try it on another knight! I am merely an observer!"

"What’s this, you’re so modest! When we meet on the battlefield, I’ll send it flying right at you. You can watch it up close!"

King Dada put his arm around the drunken Granadio knight and roared with laughter. The crowd, though slightly bewildered by a king who would put his arm around a knight who was a complete stranger, cheered and raised their mugs.

"To Dada’s valor!" "To the renowned Holy Orb of Benevolence!" "To the invincible Firebird!"

The night wind blew, and sparks from the bonfire danced up into the starry sky. The banquet had only just begun; everyone among the hundred guests present knew that the night was still young…

***

Weaving through the shouts, yells, screams, the peaceful melody of the flutes and drums that played on regardless, and the high-pitched laughter of the prostitutes, Toto tried to speak to Artemisia, who was sitting beside him.

"His Majesty King Dada loves festivals. He holds a banquet at least once a month. I wish he would drink a little more elegantly, though…"

Artemisia, who had not moved from the seat of honor on the high platform since the beginning of the banquet, turned her deep purple eyes, which reflected the stars, to Toto.

"Ah… It’s very lively, isn’t it?" she answered awkwardly, then looked down.

Silence. Toto felt somehow out of place. He was uncomfortable having his new sister see this boisterous, barbaric banquet that seemed to encourage fighting. If his sister Lulu were here, she would surely be making fun of the adults in her usual lighthearted manner, but she was currently away greeting distant relatives. The first prince, Gaga, had also gone off somewhere with his entourage, leaving only Toto, Artemisia, and Queen Mariana at the seat of honor.

Just then, Queen Mariana, who had been sitting in silence, spoke to Toto.

"Toto, why don’t you take Artemisia to the food stalls? There are many unusual sweets out."

Peeking out from the opening of her pure white gown was a golden lining. She prompted him with a faint smile. Her cat-eared hair was adorned with gold filigree, and her chest was decorated with a pearl and gold necklace. Though a mother of four, Queen Mariana was magically youthful, and next to Artemisia, they looked like sisters. In such a setting, Toto could see that most of the male guests were gazing at the queen with rapt expressions. Toto nodded awkwardly and turned to his stepsister.

"It’s boring just sitting here, isn’t it? Shall we take a little walk?"

"Oh, yes. …I’d be delighted."

Artemisia accepted Toto’s offer in her usual hesitant manner.

As the two of them were about to walk side by side toward the food stalls set up on the outer edge of the courtyard where the attendees were carousing, the werewolf stood up straight behind Artemisia.

"Ah…"

Toto turned to the werewolf and let out an involuntary sound.

"..............."

The werewolf, without a word, stood about three paces behind them, his jet-black mantle fluttering in the wind. He had left his massive halberd with a squire in the outer bailey, so he was unarmed, but the canines protruding from his closed jaws and the claws on his hands gave off a sinister, dull gleam.

Toto silently looked up at the werewolf’s massive frame. He could feel a pressure emanating from the body that was a seamless blend of suppleness and strength. He wondered what steps he would take to defeat this creature if they faced each other on the battlefield as he spoke to him.

"Hello. May I ask your name?"

"..............."

The werewolf did not answer. As Artemisia’s exclusive knight, he was under no obligation to show Toto any courtesy, but was this a deliberate snub, or did he simply not understand human speech? Unable to judge, Toto turned to Artemisia.

"...Please forgive his rudeness, Prince Toto. Though he is a knight of the Black Rose Knights, he is of slave origin and does not know proper etiquette."

Artemisia blushed and said this with embarrassment, then looked up at the werewolf.

"State your name to Prince Toto."

At her sharp command, the werewolf lowered his gaze slightly and said, "I am Laggy Daylight, knight to Her Highness Princess Artemisia, Prince Toto."

Laggy’s words sounded much like a human’s, and they carried an air of intelligence. Toto nodded.

"To be knighted from slavery, does that mean you are from the colosseum on Athena Island?"

"...Indeed."

The Black Rose Knights’ base, Athena Island, had a colosseum that had existed for over a thousand years, where slave gladiators fought bloody battles day and night. The rule was death for the loser, and honor and a lavish meal for the winner. This cycle repeated endlessly, and the one champion out of hundreds would be knighted and allowed to leave the colosseum. The Laggy before him was one of the chosen few who had survived that hell.

"I would like to spar with you in the training grounds someday, Sir Laggy."

"...With all due respect, I must decline. I once seriously injured a nobleman’s son and was nearly executed for it."

Laggy said this curtly and turned his gaze to the empty sky.

Artemisia’s face went pale.

"Sir Laggy, refrain from such speech…!"

Her voice trembled at the end, whether from anger or fear. Toto, as if to calm them, looked at both Artemisia and Laggy and said, "No, he means no insult. …I understand, Sir Laggy. However, I have been injured many times by common soldiers in the training grounds, and I have never punished them for it. There is no point in training if you don’t go all out. So, I hope to spar with you soon."

At his mediation, Laggy turned his gleaming eyes to Toto.

"...As Your Highness wishes. However, I am incapable of holding back, so you will need to be prepared accordingly when we face each other…"

He dropped the words softly. Depending on how one took it, it could sound like a threat, but from the werewolf’s expression, Toto could tell there was no sarcasm or mockery, and that he was simply speaking his mind honestly.

"I will remember that, Sir Laggy. I will stand before you with resolve, even in training."

Having confirmed that he could communicate with this werewolf, though he lacked proper etiquette, Toto turned his eyes back to his side.

"Lord Ilias has given you a reassuring guard, Misha."

"...In matters of martial arts. As for etiquette, I apologize that our education has been insufficient. It is my father’s wish that he be taught to obey only my commands…"

Artemisia apologized and lowered her eyes.

*There’s no need to be so deferential.*

Toto sighed inwardly. He knew because he had been sitting next to her for so long, but even after the banquet began, Artemisia had maintained a tense expression, her nerves on edge. It was understandable that she would be nervous, having been brought to an unknown land and suddenly become family with strangers, but Toto found her state painful to watch. He wanted her to slowly get used to this place and one day relax as if it were her own home.

"There’s a nougat stall over there. It’s a specialty of Gato Island and popular with the girls. Let’s go have a look."

When he invited her again, Artemisia nodded awkwardly and walked a little behind Toto. Her exclusive knight, Laggy, followed behind them, keeping a distance of about three paces as always.

"Oh, it’s Prince Toto!" "A pleasure to see you, Princess Artemisia!"

Guests and knights who noticed them offered greetings, and Toto exchanged brief words with nobles, wealthy merchants, and local dignitaries he knew. Artemisia, who had become a member of the Gato royal family today, was also bewildered at being called "Princess" for the first time, but she responded in accordance with etiquette.

And, as expected, people’s eyes were drawn to the large werewolf following behind them.

Laggy seemed accustomed to being the object of curiosity. He kept his gaze fixed on the empty sky, his misshapen features exposed to the moonlight. Drunken Gattoland knights also looked at Laggy with interest, but none dared to pick a fight with the third princess’s exclusive knight. They could be punished if they incurred King Dada’s displeasure, and Laggy himself looked so terrifying that even in their drunken state, they knew they couldn’t win a fight against him.

Protected by Laggy, Toto and Artemisia walked side by side through the crowd.

The warm night wind blew between them, making Artemisia’s silver hair stream behind her.

A sweet scent like spring flowers tickled Toto’s nostrils. His heart began to pound.

"........."

His gaze drifted to her side.

"...?"

His eyes met Artemisia’s as she happened to look over, and Toto’s cheeks flushed even redder.

"Oh, it’s nothing."

He looked away to hide his embarrassment. Artemisia also looked around uncomfortably, then, as if making up her mind, she lifted her head and put a strength into her deep purple eyes.

".........Um, Prince Toto."

"?"

"...Thank you for your consideration."

"...Eh?"

"...No. ...I mean, thank you for taking the trouble to invite someone like me…"

The strength in her words at the beginning dissipated as she spoke, and by the end, it vanished like smoke. Artemisia bit her lip and lowered her gaze.

He didn’t know how to respond when she was so apologetic.

"Oh, no, it’s because I was bored."

"...Is that so? ...That is… I am most sorry…………"

Artemisia started to say something, then stopped, her eyes darting around again.

*We’re not connecting at all.*

Artemisia probably wanted to interact with him, too. But they were both so awkward that they didn’t know how to communicate.

Feeling a sense of frustration, Toto reached the stall he was looking for.

A large pot filled with honey, starch syrup, egg whites, sugar, almonds, and dried fruit was being stirred by the owner with a large spatula. On the counter were thin rectangular slices of two-colored nougat, with cute color combinations like white and red, white and yellow, and white and pink.

"Why, it’s Princess Artemisia! We are honored by your visit! Please, have this special batch!"

The stall owner, delighted by the visit of the night’s guest of honor, Artemisia, handed her a small bag of specially made three-colored nougat with a smile. Artemisia accepted it hesitantly, admired the cute colors, and put a piece in her mouth.

"Oh…"

The sweetness of the honey melted on her tongue, and when she bit into it, the nutty aroma burst forth. The scents of strawberry, blueberry, and pear filled her nose. It was a simple yet rich flavor.

"It’s delicious… isn’t it?"

Artemisia turned to Toto, her expression softening slightly. Toto also put a piece in his mouth and smiled faintly.

"Yes. It’s delicious. Do you like it?"

"...Yes. ...Very much."

"I’m glad. There are a lot of other delicious things on this island. Let’s tour the stalls."

"...Yes. ...I’d be delighted."

Artemisia said this and finally smiled.

That first smile he had ever seen was like a nougat made from concentrating all the loveliness in the world, and Toto’s heart melted in an instant.

*This sister is too cute…*

He couldn’t help but groan inwardly. To keep her from seeing his blushing cheeks, Toto turned his head away and quickened his pace.

Toto and Artemisia toured the stalls, eating apple pie and pear stewed in wine, and drinking apple juice. The smell of roasting meat, burning butter and sugar, heavily spiced stews, wine, whiskey, ale, and the body odor of unwashed men mingled together, making one feel drunk just by walking around. The adults were mostly drinking, and soon, interactions that crossed city lines began, and, as was natural, fistfights broke out.

Fights were an event at the banquet, and the boastful knights who had gathered from all over began to roll up their sleeves, as if to say, "Finally, it’s starting." Since their weapons were with their squires in the outer bailey, it was a bare-knuckle brawl, so the crowd didn’t try to stop them, instead egging them on and placing bets.

Every time a fight broke out, a circle of people would form, and onlookers would gather. The flow of people became more intense, and Toto was in danger of being separated from Artemisia.

"Misha, this way…"

"Oh, yes. …Oh!"

A drunken knight heading to watch the fight nearly bumped into Artemisia, and she stumbled. Toto instinctively reached out and grabbed her hand.

"Ah…"

Through the silk gloves they were both wearing, he felt the cool palm of Artemisia’s hand.

"Ah…"

Artemisia also registered that their hands were joined—.

*Smack.*

With a sharp sound, Toto’s hand was slapped away.

"Eh…?"

"Ah…"

Toto was surprised, and Artemisia’s eyes widened.

"I-I’m sorry…!" she apologized, her face bright red. Toto, flustered, replied, "No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I startled you…"

It was less of a slap away and more of a forceful swat, so he was a bit bewildered and slightly hurt.

Artemisia, flustered, said, "I-I can’t stand being touched by people… I’ve been like that since I was a child, it’s just my disposition… So…………"

She strung together a series of awkward words. Toto waved his hands in front of his face.

"No, that was my fault! I didn’t know you had a condition like that…!"

"No, um, I hit Your Highness, so…"

"If it’s your disposition, it can’t be helped. I’ll tell my siblings, too. We’re a very hands-on family, so if I don’t tell them first, Lulu will be all over you for no reason…"

As he was apologizing, a voice suddenly came from their side.

"Oh, it’s Prince Toto, and Princess Artemisia!"

A handsome knight stepped out from the circle of people and greeted them. It was a familiar face, one he had sparred with many times in the training grounds.

"Good evening, Sir Gasper. You look well."

Under his wavy golden hair, his sharp eyes and the upturned corners of his mouth were steeped in confidence. Gasper Natale, wearing a mantle with a white cat crest and a military uniform of white with red vertical stripes, turned his handsome face to Artemisia, feeling the gazes of the ladies present on him.

"I am Gasper Natale, guard knight of the Misshapen Mountain Mining Site, Your Highness Princess Artemisia. It is an honor to meet you! You are even more beautiful than the rumors say…!"

Gasper said this with an exaggerated gesture, then turned his gaze from the bewildered Artemisia to the werewolf who stood out a head and shoulders above the crowd behind her, and smiled fearlessly.

Toto had a bad feeling.

"For such a beautiful princess to have such an ugly shield does not sit well with me as a Gattoland knight."

He said this out of the blue.

*Oh, no,* Toto sighed briefly, realizing he had been caught up in a troublesome situation.

Gasper had probably decided to do this before the banquet even started.

"What say you, Princess Artemisia? How about you dismiss that ugly beast and, from this night forward, have a stronger, more beautiful shield by your side?"

As expected, Gasper said this, then theatrically drew his back foot, and placed a hand over his chest.

Artemisia blinked a couple of times and asked Gasper, "Are you suggesting that I replace Laggy with you as my exclusive knight?"

"Precisely, Your Highness."

Artemisia silently gazed at Gasper’s bowed head.

"...Laggy was knighted by Commander Ilias and serves as my knight. If you wish to overturn that decision, you should petition Commander Ilias, not me."

She stated the facts in a calm tone. Gasper’s mouth twisted slightly into a frown as he listened.

"I understand that Princess Artemisia is no longer a member of the Black Rose Knights, but a princess of Gattoland. Since we are in the Gato Kingdom, it is only proper to seek the approval of His Majesty King Dada for the appointment and dismissal of a knight. His Majesty has always said that status is to be seized by force, so it would not be so strange here for the winner of a duel to serve as Your Highness’s exclusive knight…"

After spinning his specious argument, he didn’t give Artemisia a chance to object, instead raising his gaze to Laggy’s massive frame.

"Do you hear me, beast? Do you truly have the skill to protect the princess? From what I can see, you’re all brawn and no brains, not even as much as a dog."

He threw a blatant insult at him, but Laggy just turned his disinterested gaze to the empty sky. He didn’t even glance at Gasper.

Gasper smiled.

"Don’t even have the brains to understand an insult? It may be different in the Black Rose Knights, but here in the Gato Kingdom, a princess’s knight is required to have both swordsmanship and intelligence and grace. For an ugly beast like you to guard the princess is nothing but a laughingstock. I, Gasper Natale, will teach you what it means to be a knight. Accept my challenge."

He challenged Laggy to a duel in a grand tone.

The drunken onlookers grinned and applauded, their eyes on Laggy.

"What’s wrong, dog-face, accept the challenge!" "Scared? So you’re all talk after all!" "If you’re a knight, don’t run away, fight with honor!"

It was a familiar scene at a Gato Kingdom banquet. A knight of the kingdom would never refuse a duel after such an insult. To refuse would be to be branded a "coward," and his family name would be tarnished. To repair a tarnished family name, one would have to risk one’s life for the king on the battlefield.

But.

"........."

Laggy, as always, looked at the empty sky with a disinterested expression. Gasper’s words were like the wind, passing through him without effect.

Gasper turned his gaze to Artemisia and made his plea.

"I beg of you, Your Highness. When I have defeated that monster, please promise to appoint me as your exclusive knight. In the name of Gasper Natale, the new sword saint of the Gato Kingdom, I will protect you for the rest of my life."

At his offer, the onlookers cheered and whistled, egging them on. They praised Gasper’s manliness for seeking a fight, and jeered at Laggy, who stood there like a block of wood.

Artemisia turned a troubled expression to Toto. Toto leaned close to Artemisia’s ear.

(You should refuse.)

He whispered. No matter who won, there was no benefit for Artemisia. It was best not to roll dice with no chance of winning.

Artemisia nodded at Toto’s words, then lifted her head resolutely to face Gasper and the onlookers and opened her mouth.

"Sounds interesting. Go ahead, I allow it."

"I refuse."

King Dada’s words cut in before Artemisia’s.

King Dada, who had somehow slipped into the crowd, his sculpted upper body flushed red, a leather wineskin in one hand, said, "Gasper recently inherited the Holy Orb of Loyalty. He’s a skilled swordsman, sharp-witted, ambitious as hell, and has a terrible weakness for women. Just like me. I have high hopes for you, Gasper, more than any of my other bastards. I’m expecting you to lead the kingdom’s army in the future. Don’t betray your father’s expectations, you hear?"

He asked in a drunken slur.

Gasper gave one of his theatrical bows.

"To hear such words directly from Your Majesty is the highest honor. As the Successor of the Orb of Loyalty, I will be sure to show you that dog-man turning tail and running."

King Dada roared with laughter at his words and turned his drunken gaze to Artemisia.

"You heard him, my daughter. The winner becomes your exclusive knight. No objections, right?"

Artemisia received King Dada’s words with a frozen expression, then drew her left foot back and bowed her head.

"...As you wish."

She could not defy King Dada’s words. Behind her, Laggy still stared at the darkness of the night, as if he were above it all.

Artemisia turned to Laggy.

"...Prepare yourself, and fight him."

Only when his master spoke did Laggy reply.

"As you command."

His tone was flat, with no excitement or anger.

*Ooooh,* the crowd let out an excited roar. They had no idea how this werewolf would fight against a Holy Orb Successor.

"Bring me my weapon," Gasper ordered a squire who was standing by, telling him to fetch the weapon he had left in the outer bailey.

Laggy’s halberd was also with a squire in the outer bailey, but.

"This will be enough for me."

Laggy held up a hand in front of his chest, showing his dully gleaming claws. Gasper looked displeased.

"You don’t need that halberd?"

"I’ve eaten hundreds of thugs like you with these claws."

A stir went through the crowd at Laggy’s reply. He was going to face Gasper, one of the kingdom’s foremost swordsmen, without a weapon? More than that, this werewolf ate people?

Gasper, undaunted, gave Laggy a look of utter contempt.

"The colosseum is nothing more than amateurs killing each other. Killing a hundred slaves who don’t know how to handle a sword is nothing to brag about. I will teach you what a true knight is. Choose now: honor or mercy."

Gasper took a rapier from his squire and said this.

"You called me ugly earlier. I will show you true ugliness."

From the fingertips of his fur-covered hands, Laggy extended three claws, each about fifteen centimeters long. He arched his back like a cat and leaned forward.

*Ooooh,* the crowd cheered, and a circle of people quickly formed around the two of them.

The wind blew through the inner bailey, and sparks from the bonfire danced between the two combatants.

The cheers of the onlookers grew even louder.

"Alright, go!"

At King Dada’s signal, Gasper thrust his first blow at Laggy’s face.

Laggy didn’t even try to dodge. He knew it was just a feint to gauge his distance. The tip of the sword, which had come within a hair’s breadth of his brow, was withdrawn, and Laggy stepped forward in time with the retreating blade, swinging down his right claws.

Gasper dodged with a slight tilt of his head. A lock of his golden hair was cut, dancing in the twilight. With a smirk, he stepped to the outside of Laggy’s dominant arm and, moving inside the distance he had measured with his first feint, launched a second and third attack.

Laggy parried the sword tip, dodged, and, whenever there was an opening, stepped in and swung his left and right claws. Every time claw and sword crossed, a flash of light erupted, and sparks flew.

The crowd cheered. The trajectories of both sword and claw changed vertically and horizontally, and silver afterimages flashed in the space between them, the weight of their clashing blows shaking the very air. Both were unleashing strikes that were both fast and heavy, the kind that would end the match with a single hit.

Toto silently observed the swordplay before him.

After six exchanges, the situation became clear.

*The rapier has the advantage.*

Laggy was large, but the reach of his claws was shorter than Gasper’s rapier. Gradually, the tip of the rapier was grazing and cutting Laggy’s body. Their speed and power were equal, but there was a subtle difference in their effective range.

But.

*He wouldn’t have been able to survive the colosseum with just this level of skill.*

*This werewolf is luring Gasper in…!*

"Stay focused, Gasper," Toto couldn’t help but call out. He had a feeling Laggy was aiming for something. Weren’t the alternating claw strikes a setup for a final move? Otherwise, they were far too monotonous.

He had trained with Gasper in the castle’s training grounds since they were children. He was an excellent swordsman, ambitious and fearless, who had inherited a great deal of King Dada’s blood. He didn’t want to see a man who would likely lead a unit of several hundred in the future be killed or injured here.

"Sir Laggy is planning something. Don’t rush, see what he does."

Without realizing it, Toto was advising Gasper. Whether his voice reached him or not, Gasper, with a fearless smile still on his face, put more and more of his strength into his strikes, making them deeper and more powerful…

***

*This one is cunning.*

With a silent click of his tongue behind his fearless smile, Gasper readied his rapier again.

Before him, Laggy stood like a wall of rock. His already large body seemed to be expanding even more as they fought.

*And he’s hiding a trump card…*

The advice from the second prince, Toto, had reached Gasper’s ears. He wished he would shut up; if he said it out loud, the werewolf would become wary. He had already figured that much out on his own.

*Insolent Toto. The only thing you have over me is your birthright.*

*I don’t need you to tell me how to fight…*

The werewolf was likely aiming for an attack with his fangs after drawing him in close.

It wasn’t just his claws. The many fangs protruding from his upper and lower jaws were also deadly weapons. This monotonous claw attack was, without a doubt, a setup to lure Gasper in close.

*I won’t fall for it, you dog-man.*

Gasper increased the speed of his rapier. He wasn’t aiming for a killing blow, but to pierce Laggy’s flesh. He didn’t need to run him through; just scraping the surface, piercing the flesh ever so slightly, was enough.

*Your failure to wear armor is your undoing.*

The more they exchanged blows, the more his opponent’s body would be cut, and his stamina would be drained. In a long fight, a larger body was at a disadvantage in terms of stamina, and the poison he had applied to the tip of his sword would gradually invade Laggy’s nerves.

*Savor this. It’s a neurotoxin extracted from sharkworms.*

Gasper regularly collected "sharkworms" from the depths of the mine tunnels under the "Demon Lord’s Tower," crushed their heads in a stone mortar, and applied the paste to the blade of his rapier along with oil. Sharkworm venom was fast-acting, but its effect was only a slight delay in reaction time, making it difficult to detect its use. The victim wouldn’t even realize they had been poisoned, mistaking the delayed reaction for physical fatigue.

*What’s wrong, monster? Your movements are getting sluggish.*

As time passed, the poison would spread through Laggy’s limbs, gradually robbing him of his reaction speed. He had cursed his fate when he was appointed guard knight of the mining site, but the silver lining was that these worms were abundant in the tunnels.

*The poison of the sharkworm and the power of the Holy Orb. With both combined, I cannot lose a duel.*

Gasper had won a duel against the previous Successor of the Orb of Loyalty with this very poison. He was confident that he was now the strongest in dueling, not just in the kingdom, but in the entire Grapeland Sea, no, in all of the Northdia Continent.

*I will defeat this thing, become Artemisia’s exclusive knight, and rise even higher.*

At the edge of his vision, as he stared at Laggy, King Dada came into view. The king was chugging wine from a leather skin, laughing and joking with his aides. He was probably making a bet. He had to be betting on him, of course.

*Keep laughing. Your successor will be me.*

The opportunity to stand out from the more than two hundred "Natale bastards" and join the ranks of Gaga and Toto as a "Gattoland with the right of succession" was within his grasp.

He could not lose. He would use any means necessary to seize victory. His life of inhaling toxic fumes in a dark mine tunnel while fearing the Polka Dot Disease was over.

Since he was a child, whenever he had free time, he would go to the inner bailey’s training grounds and watch Gaga and Toto learn to sword fight. Though they shared the same blood of King Dada, he had been envious and at the same time resentful that Gaga and Toto were in a privileged position to learn the sword just because of who their mothers were. He had channeled that resentment into a stick and fought with the other children of the same status who lived in the castle. Eventually, he was noticed by the castle’s master instructor and given permission to be Gaga and Toto’s training partner. With only his swordsmanship to rely on, he had become a knight and had survived to this day as a guard knight, fearing the Polka Dot Disease.

This stage was the culmination of all the training he had accumulated.

If he lost here, everything he had built would be meaningless. No, not just meaningless, he would lose his life.

*I will win and survive, no matter what it takes.*

*With this sword, I will obtain land, a castle, status…!*

Laggy’s movements were slowing. He saw a hint of panic in the werewolf’s eyes.

The end was near.

Gasper took a large step forward and entered deep into Laggy’s guard.

Because of the poison, Laggy’s right hand was slow to react.

Right before him was an unguarded lower abdomen.

*My castle. My land. Countless servants and beautiful women.*

He drew back his rapier, the tip aimed at the enemy’s lower abdomen.

As predicted, Laggy’s jaws opened wide.

*I will seize my life.*

He shifted the aim of his sword tip from the enemy’s lower abdomen to his lower jaw.

With his eyes blazing, Gasper’s life-or-death strike shot upward, aimed at Laggy’s lower jaw.

***

He had smelled the sharkworm venom on Gasper’s blade from the very beginning.

A human wouldn’t have been able to detect it, but a werewolf’s sense of smell could pick up even a single grain of poison and even estimate its effect on the body.

So, all he had to do was pretend the poison was working. This human would surely let his guard down and come in close when he thought the poison had spread throughout his body.

*The moment he does, this man named Gasper’s life will be over.*

As he launched his monotonous claw attacks over and over, Laggy was constructing the flow of this duel toward its conclusion in his mind.

To make Gasper let his guard down, he slowed the swing of his arm. To convince this cowardly knight that the sharkworm poison was working.

In reality.

*An insect cannot defeat a wolf.*

One could not survive in the wild without a resistance to insect venom. Wild animals already had a resistance to most of the insect venoms that existed in the Grapeland Sea area. Gasper, while calling Laggy a "beast," had underestimated a wild animal’s resistance to poison.

*That is your undoing.*

As he whispered this in his mind, Gasper, as predicted, took a large step forward and entered deep into his guard.

The tip of his sword was aimed at Laggy’s lower abdomen… but.

*He’s aware of my fangs.*

After six exchanges, he had sensed that Gasper was wary of his fangs. He already knew that there would be an attack with his fangs if he entered his range.

In that case, he would use his fangs as a feint as well.

Laggy deliberately opened his jaws wide. If he were serious about biting, he wouldn’t need to open his mouth this wide, but as a feint, this was fine.

As expected, Gasper’s sword tip smoothly shifted its aim from Laggy’s lower abdomen to his lower jaw.

He intended to pierce Laggy’s lower jaw, tongue, and upper jaw all at once.

But.

*Do you know this trick?*

Laggy’s right knee slammed into Gasper’s unguarded side.

"...!?"

Gasper’s body folded in a V-shape.

His eyes widened as if they were about to fall out.

The sensation of bones shattering traveled up from his knee.

*Three ribs.*

Blood spat from his mouth, wetting Laggy’s thigh.

*Time for the finishing blow.*

Laggy sank his fangs into Gasper’s left shoulder.

The elasticity of the muscle, the tearing of sinews, and the warmth of blood filled his mouth.

He had aimed for the neck, but Gasper had twisted, and he was slightly off. But it didn’t matter. If he tore through the trapezius muscle, he wouldn’t be able to swing a sword properly anymore.

Screams and roars from the crowd.

He clenched his jaws, about to tear through the muscle fibers, when.

"...You… lose…!!" Gasper said, even as he was being bitten.

In that instant, green flames erupted from Gasper’s back.

Like the halo of a divine statue, a geometric pattern of green light appeared in the air.

‘Loyalty’

The Oyashima character was projected onto Laggy’s retina.

A curtain of aurora-like green light covered Gasper’s back.

"...!?"

This time, it was Laggy’s eyes that widened.

The jaws that had been clamped onto Gasper’s shoulder were released against his will.

His jaw, opened.

The fangs that should have been sunk into flesh were withdrawn, contrary to Laggy’s will.

*What is this?*

His body wouldn’t move as he wished. His will wasn’t reaching his limbs, and they were taking actions he didn’t intend.

It wasn’t poison. There was no poison like this. It was as if his body was being controlled by Gasper.

A phenomenon Laggy had never experienced before, despite having fought in hundreds of duels…

*The power of a Holy Orb.*

The eight Holy Orbs—Benevolence, Righteousness, Propriety, Wisdom, Loyalty, Trust, Filial Piety, and Brotherhood—were said to grant their hosts power that transcended the laws of the world.

One of them, the power of "Loyalty," was now invading and controlling Laggy’s entire body…!

Now, Laggy, who should have been biting down, had withdrawn his fangs and was just staring at Gasper’s face from close range, standing stock-still.

Before him, the blood-soaked Gasper smirked, raised his rapier again.

Blood was streaming from his shoulder, dyeing his white uniform crimson. He leaned slightly to protect his broken ribs, but he mustered his remaining strength and pointed the tip of his sword at Laggy’s heart.

Once again, the crest of "Loyalty" glowed with a faint green light.

*Am I going to lose…?*

Laggy tried to send strength to his unmoving right hand. But his body seemed to be under the control of another will; he couldn’t even move a finger.

The tip of the rapier Gasper held aloft crept closer.

If he took one more step, that sword tip would pierce his heart.

*To this smirking man, I, of all people…*

Something hot welled up from the pit of his stomach.

He had no attachment to life. But he was furious at the thought of losing.

*To a guy like this…!*

Laggy sent all his strength to his fingertips, whipping his unmoving body into action…

***

The werewolf was confused.

He still couldn’t figure out what was happening to him.

*Stay right there.*

Gasper did his best to keep the pain from his face and poured his remaining strength into his right arm.

A broken rib was piercing an organ. Blood was welling up in his throat. Blood was streaming from the shoulder where his flesh had been torn. The trapezius muscle in his left shoulder had been torn through, and dark blood was flowing from the wound, but his artery was intact.

*Holy Orb, hold his movements for just three more heartbeats.*

Gasper called out to the Holy Orb that had merged with his heart.

Just then.
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The dream I had was far too unsettling.

Three months ago, when I first became a Successor, Nanahara Yoshiharu had advised me to consult an expert on Holy Orbs in a case like this. That would be the best course of action. I knew that, but…

—This is… not something I should discuss with someone of high standing…!

Having reached this conclusion, Toto, Second Prince of the Gato Kingdom, ordered an attendant to prepare a horse and readied himself for a long ride. He dressed in a blue sleeveless jerkin, a white velvet bodice with a gold-thread lining, a white surcoat with gold trim, white trousers, and leather half-boots. Hanging his favorite rapier from the sword belt at his waist, Toto descended the residential round tower where his room was located and went outside.

A groom was just leading Toto’s favorite horse from the stables into the inner bailey.

Two of his attendants took the horse’s bridle, intending to accompany him.

"You two wait here."

From his saddle, Toto refused their company. From this point on, he thought, the fewer people who knew his unnecessary secret, the better.

"B-but, Your Highness…"

"I’ll be back by the evening bell."

With that, he spurred his horse’s flanks. Leaving the stunned attendants behind, Toto passed through the gate in the enclosure wall and into the outer bailey. Under the pouring morning sunlight, knights and squires were hard at work in the training grounds, kicking up clouds of dust.

"…"

He could see the First Prince, Gaga, covered in grime, swinging a bladeless sword. The training, as intense as a real battle, had grown even more fierce in preparation for the impending implementation of the Three-pronged Strait passage tax.

Normally, Toto would have joined them, but today he had an urgent matter to attend to. Watching the apprentice squires march with the tips of their lances aligned, he made his way toward the western gate tower.

A two-horse carriage was parked in front of the gatekeepers. The chief guard was speaking with someone inside through the window. Behind the carriage, the werewolf Laggy, who was taller than the vehicle itself, stood watch with his cape fluttering in the wind. Toto guided his horse closer to the carriage, peered inside, and found a familiar face.

"Oh, Toto? Are you going out?"

Second Princess Lulu’s eyes widened happily as she waved to him from inside. Seated across from her was Third Princess Artemisia, who offered Toto a smile.

"Prince Toto! Are you alone? Where are you headed?"

His stepsister’s smile hit him directly, and Toto’s heart thumped. But he kept his composure, not letting it show on his face.

"I was thinking of going to the ‘Demon Lord’s Tower.’"

At his reply, Lulu and Artemisia exchanged looks of surprise.

"Huh? Huh? Huh?! Why the ‘Demon Lord’s Tower’ of all places?!"

Slightly taken aback by Lulu’s forceful question, Toto replied, "Well, there’s just something I want to check…"

"What’s that? D-d-d-don’t tell me, is it about the Holy Orb?! We’re on our way to the ‘Demon Lord’s Tower’ right now, too! There’s something we’re really curious about…!"

Lulu’s words startled Toto, while beside them, the chief guard’s expression grew suspicious.

This was probably going to get complicated, and it was best if others didn't overhear. Sensing this, Toto leaned closer to the carriage window.

"Uhm, are we heading to the same place? If so, can I ride with you? I’ll let Laggy handle my horse."

Lulu and Artemisia smiled in agreement and invited the dismounted Toto into the carriage.

Toto sat down next to Artemisia. His stepsister’s pleasant scent wafted from beside him, making Toto feel a bit self-conscious. Outside, Laggy, still standing on the ground, took the reins of Toto’s horse in one hand. He showed no sign of mounting, apparently planning to run while leading the horse. Feeling sorry for him, Toto turned his head outside.

"Laggy, it’s all right for you to ride."

"…If I ride, the horse will be crushed."

Receiving the blunt reply, Toto smiled wryly. True to his word, Laggy, who stood over two meters and thirty centimeters tall, was far too big to ride Toto’s beloved horse.

Toto turned back inside and asked Artemisia, "Does Laggy always run alongside your carriage, Misha?"

"…Yes. It is what he wishes…"

"…I see. That must be tough. There are plenty of guard knights at the Demon Lord’s Tower, and I’ll be there too. We’re not in the urban area, so I don’t think you need an escort. I think Laggy can wait at the castle."

"Understood. If that is what Your Highness wishes…"

Artemisia leaned out the carriage window and looked up at Laggy.

"We don’t need an escort today. Please wait at the castle."

Without a word of protest, Laggy responded with a sharp "Yes, ma’am," straightened his back, and struck the ground with the butt of his halberd.

The chief guard gave the order, the driver cracked the reins, and the carriage passed through the gate tower. Left behind, Laggy took Toto’s horse by the bridle and headed back into the castle.

The drawbridge over the outer moat was down, and a line had formed of merchants coming to file reports, people appealing problems, and supply wagons carrying provisions and daily necessities, all undergoing inspection by the gatekeepers. Toto’s carriage drove past them, turning its horses toward the misshapen mountain where the ‘Demon Lord’s Tower’ stood. Thanks to the stone-paved road, free of even a single pebble, and the spring-supported chassis, the ride was comfortable with barely a jolt.

"So, Toto, what happened?" Lulu asked from across him, her face full of curiosity.

"…I keep having this dream. I think it’s a memory from the previous owner of the ‘Loyalty’ Holy Orb… Sir Gasper. There’s a scene in it that I just can’t get out of my head, and I need to go confirm it…"

"Wait. Could this possibly be… related to Jangiacques…?"

Lulu’s words surprised Toto.

"Y-yeah. Jangiacques is involved. …Lulu, have you also been dreaming about him?"

Jangiacques Natale, one of King Dada’s illegitimate sons. He was a man of exceptional talent who, among the two hundred "Natales," had achieved distinguished merits and was knighted alongside Gasper. Toto had sparred with Jangiacques several times in the training grounds and recognized him as one of the kingdom’s finest swordsmen.

"W-well… ‘related’ isn’t quite the word, how should I put it…"

Lulu mumbled something, then suddenly looked up at Artemisia, her face turning bright red. Then she started shaking her head from side to side.

"…I can’t explain it well! …You see, if I say something rash and it turns out to be wrong, it might cause trouble for everyone…"

She mumbled incomprehensibly, failing to make any sense.

"You know, it’s just a dream! It’s vague, the facts are all jumbled… So… it could be that my memory of the Holy Orb is mistaken! That’s why… I’ll tell you everything properly after I confirm it with Jangiacques…"

Looking uncomfortable, Lulu lowered her bright red face, leaving Toto and Artemisia, seated across from her, to do nothing but exchange puzzled glances.

"Hmm… So, you can’t tell me right now?"

"I’m sorry, but I don’t want to bother someone just by taking a dream seriously…"

Realizing he wouldn’t get a straight answer out of Lulu, Toto turned to Artemisia.

"So, Misha, did Lulu drag you along?"

"Yes. I have never been to the Demon Lord’s Tower before. I had asked Sister Lulu some time ago to please take me if she ever had the chance…"

"Big Sis!"

"…B-Big… Sis…"

Watching Artemisia being forced to say it, Toto continued, "…I’m not entirely sure myself… but I can’t explain it well either. After all, it’s hard to judge how much of the Holy Orb’s memory is rooted in reality."

As he said that, Artemisia, beside him, furrowed her brow in concern.

"Um… from what I’m hearing from you both… is your trip to the ‘Demon Lord’s Tower’ today related to the Holy Orbs?"

"Ah, yeah, it is, but…"

"…"

Artemisia fell silent, simply giving Toto a troubled look. He was about to wonder what she was worried about when he remembered King Dada’s words.

*‘What is about to happen here must not be spoken of to anyone other than the seven of us present.’*

*‘The secrets of the Gattoland royal family are known only to these seven. Trust no one who is not here.’*

The matter of the Holy Orbs was a secret known only to the six direct members of the Gattoland royal family—King Dada, Queen Mariana, First Prince Gaga, First Princess Chouchou, Second Princess Lulu, and Second Prince Toto—and the Chancellor of the Gato Kingdom, Nanahara Yoshiharu.

—I must not tell Artemisia the secrets of the Holy Orb.

—I shouldn’t even tell her who succeeded which orb…!

Remembering this, Toto realized his own carelessness. If Artemisia hadn’t been so considerate, he might have just kept blabbering on about the Holy Orbs.

He glanced at Lulu across from him.

Her expression was that of someone slightly displeased.

Toto knew that Lulu had realized this fact long ago.

"It’s fine if Misha knows. She’s family, after all," Lulu said, just as he’d expected, puffing out her cheeks at him.

Toto thought so too. To exclude only Artemisia, after having welcomed her into the family, didn’t feel right.

However, telling Artemisia the secret also meant disobeying a royal decree. Even for a legitimate child, punishment would be unavoidable if it came to light…

"Um, I will return. I can walk back to the castle from here. I believe it would be best for the two of you to go to the ‘Demon Lord’s Tower’ alone."

Sensing the situation, Artemisia suggested this. Lulu’s expression instantly changed.

"No, that won’t do! It’s fine for you to know, it’s not that big of a secret anyway! I inherited the ‘Filial Piety’ Holy Orb, and Toto is the Successor to the ‘Loyalty’ Holy Orb! So what? There’s no point in hiding something like this!"

She blurted out the secret she was told to hide to Artemisia.

Artemisia turned pale in an instant.

"Ah, um, but, if His Majesty the King gets angry at you because of me…"

"There’s no problem if we keep it quiet! It’s not like he cares about us anyway. The only things that man is interested in are his mistresses and war! So it’s totally fine!"

Lulu said it all in one breath and leaned back haughtily in her seat. Toto was terrified that the driver might have heard her.

"Uh, um, I don’t need to know, and I didn’t hear what you just said, so…"

Finally, Artemisia covered her ears with her hands and began to tremble in fear. Toto stopped the worked-up Lulu and gave Artemisia a reassuring smile.

"Lulu is always like this. And besides, it pains my heart to keep secrets from you, Misha. …I don’t want to hide from you that we are Holy Orb Successors. That’s why I want you to come with us today."

As he spoke his true feelings in one breath, Artemisia looked up at Toto with timid eyes, a hint of fear still reflected in them.

He saw his own face reflected in her slightly teary, deep violet eyes, and Toto’s chest tightened.

"…But… I am…"

Before the word ‘hostage’ could leave Artemisia’s lips, Toto cut her off.

"You’re our family."

"…"

"We don’t keep secrets from family."

When he said it firmly, Artemisia’s teary eyes welled up with a new color.

Lulu, sitting across from them, clapped her hands once with a deliberately cheerful smile, as if to change the atmosphere.

"Exactly, that’s right! It’s okay, nothing bad will happen. This island will always be peaceful, and we’ll all live happily together. So, let’s not keep any secrets and tell each other everything, okay?"

Artemisia’s eyes welled with emotion.

"…Sister Lulu…"

"Big Sis!"

"…Big… Sis…"

"Well done! You’re just so cute!"

Watching the exchange between Lulu and Artemisia, Toto felt a slight weight lift from his chest. Like Lulu, he had felt guilty about keeping secrets from Artemisia and had been thinking for the past three months that he wished he could tell her about the Holy Orbs one day.

—This was for the best.

—From an adult’s perspective, it might be wrong.

—But for us, this is right.

With such thoughts, Toto was rocked by the carriage. Before long, the road became a series of switchbacks climbing uphill. Through the lush, verdant trees, he could catch glimpses of the ‘Demon Lord’s Tower’.

As they climbed the road, Toto suddenly remembered a rule of the Gattoland royal family. Since he had revealed the secret of the Holy Orbs, Artemisia should naturally know this rule as well.

"You know, Misha. If this island were ever to be attacked, and the castle was about to fall, it’s been decided that the royal family’s meeting point is the Gattoland Airport up ahead."

When Toto told her this, Artemisia blinked suspiciously.

"…Is such a thing even possible? This island is protected by the Gattoland fleet, so I don’t think anyone could ever conquer it…"

"This is for the one-in-a-million chance that it does happen. I don’t think it will, though. And not just on this island. For example, if we were to lose a battle in another city during an expedition and get separated, we are to head to the nearest airport, to a place where an airship can dock. It’s safer to escape to a flying ship than to flee into the woods, roads, or city."

If defeated in battle, not only would freelance knights and mercenaries roaming the roads, but even townspeople and villagers would arm themselves and start hunting down defeated soldiers. Amidst a sea of enemies, it would be impossible for royalty, a prime target, to escape. But if they could just board an airship, common folk couldn’t fly to pursue them and would have no choice but to give up. Also, for those trying to rescue a wandering royal, having a rule to "escape to the nearest place an airship can dock" conveniently narrows down the search area.

"The enemy might have secured the airport, so you look for a place nearby where a ship could dock. If you do that, allies will come to help."

Toto’s words made Artemisia nod, though with some trepidation.

"…I understand. Whether here or in enemy territory, if I am separated from everyone, I am to go to the area around the nearest airport, at an altitude of five hundred meters, correct?"

"Yes. I pray it never comes to that, but just in case."

As they spoke, the carriage was nearing its destination.

There were only a few people in front of the ‘Misshapen Mountain Mine’ station building.

The ‘Demon Lord’s Tower’ was one more station away, but Toto’s group got off the carriage at the ‘Misshapen Mountain Mine’ station and looked for Jangiacques, who was supposed to be working there.

The strong afternoon sun of July beat down, illuminating the ground carved out of the mountainside in a stark white light.

Slave miners with chains on their legs moved about the quarry, while the guard knights and soldiers overseeing them constantly barked orders and cracked their whips. A line of wagons carrying refined miasma ore stretched all the way to the mountain road, and shirtless slaves, their backs wet with sweat and marked with whip scars, loaded large hemp sacks onto the carts.

In a corner of the quarry was a campsite for the guard knights. Beyond a cluster of small, neatly arranged tents, a large tent with two pointed roofs, likely for the commander, stood tall. In front of it was a cooking area, and water drawn from a nearby river flowed through the surrounding ditches. The Gattoland Airport, a docking area for airships, was nearby, and the people working there also stayed at this campsite, so the living facilities were impressive and new.

Just as Toto was about to ask a nearby soldier where Jangiacques’s tent was, a cheerful, high-pitched voice reached him from the side.

"Hey, Toto? Lulu and Misha, too! What are you all up to, exploring?"

The mercenary pilot, Noah Linoa, approached with a bright smile, her black hair and amber eyes shimmering in the sunlight. She wore a camisole corset and a skirt.

Lulu’s face lit up as well.

"Noah, perfect timing! Are you free right now? We’re looking for Jangiacques, do you know where he is?"

"Jang? At this time, he’s probably down in the tunnels. What’s up, what do you need Jang for?"

Her eyes sparkling with curiosity, Noah leaned closer to Lulu. Lulu, with a serious face, said, "I need to interrogate him. It would be a problem if he doesn’t spill all his secrets."

"Ooh, is it something kinky?!"

"Depending on Jang’s attitude… it might get kinky."

"Yay, kinky torture! I want to join! Take me with you!"

Noah pressed her flushed cheeks with both hands and writhed as she pleaded with Lulu. With a sensual smile, Lulu placed her index finger on Noah’s chin, tilting it up.

"Are you okay with an all-nighter?"

"Totally okay!!"

Unable to keep up with Noah and Lulu’s conversation, Toto cleared his throat.

"We’re not going to torture him. We just have something we need to confirm with Jangiacques privately. Do you know where he is?"

"Aww, no torture? Let’s do it. Like this, you grab him firmly, and then, bam…"

Noah mimed grabbing something invisible and pulling. It was terrifying to imagine what she intended to grab and pull. Just as Toto was at a loss, a saving grace appeared before his eyes.

"…"

Noah’s partner, the mechanic Leonardo, stood there with his usual expressionless face, pulling on Noah’s sleeve. This extremely taciturn boy looked down at Noah, who looked back at him with a start.

"Huh, Leo? What are you doing? We’re not flying today."

"…"

"You want to come with us? Even though it has nothing to do with planes? That’s rare, why?"

"…"

"It doesn’t matter why? What, now that you say that, I’m even more curious. Why, why, why? Why does Leo want to come along? Hey, why is that, huh?"

Leonardo remained silent, showing no signs of speaking, but for some reason, Noah could understand his intentions. After a brief exchange with her silent companion, Noah turned to Toto with a smile.

"I don’t really get it, but Leo’s coming with us too. So, what was it again, Jang’s location? I have a general idea. Follow me."

Without waiting for Toto’s reply, Noah started walking briskly, weaving through the miners, crossing over the cart depot and several tracks, and finally stopping in front of a deserted mine tunnel.

"Jang’s been investigating this tunnel recently, I think. He said there was something that caught his eye and sometimes stays down here alone until night."

At her words, Toto gazed into the darkness of the tunnel carved into the rock face. There was no sign of anyone, and the tracks were rusted, suggesting the tunnel had been abandoned long ago.

—This is it. There’s no doubt.

Toto felt it intuitively. It was the same tunnel he had been seeing in his dreams almost every night.

—Which means, if I proceed as I did in my dream, Jangiacques will be there…

From this point on, he wanted to go alone if possible. It would be easier to deal with any monsters that might appear, and it would also be easier to talk with Jangiacques. With that in mind, Toto turned to face Lulu, Noah, Artemisia, and Leonardo behind him.

"You’ve got that ‘I’m going alone’ look on your face."

Lulu cut him off before he could speak, and Toto swallowed his words. Noah, looking dissatisfied, said, "Aww. Let’s go together. We all want to explore, right, Misha?"

When asked, Artemisia also nodded awkwardly.

"Yes. Since we’re all here, let’s go together…"

Even so, Toto was honestly reluctant.

"…The inside is filled with miasma from the miasma ore, which is bad for your health. Plus, if a monster appears, I can’t guarantee everyone’s safety."

"A little miasma won’t be a problem if you just breathe it in for a bit! And as for monsters, leave them to me!"

Noah drew the pistol from her hip and winked. This weapon was an arc, a holy relic discovered along with her plane, which could fire bullets using the power of a small miasma engine to attack distant enemies. Beside her, Leonardo pulled an iron wrench from his waist and nodded as if to say, "I’ve got this."

Lulu and Artemisia huddled behind Noah.

"We’ll just hide behind Noah! And if it comes to it, we’ll use the power of our Holy Orbs! We’ll be totally okay!"

Toto didn’t know what kind of ability Lulu’s ‘Filial Piety’ was, but she seemed confident, so she could probably handle it. Artemisia, who had no combat skills, was a concern, but he couldn’t just leave her here alone.

"…I guess there’s no choice. …Alright, the five of us will go."

Resigned, Toto took the lead, and with the three girls and one boy following, he lit a lantern and entered the depths of the tunnel…

The inside of the tunnel was a labyrinth. Every time they reached a fork, Toto relied on his dream memories to navigate the narrow passage illuminated by the lantern’s light. The ceiling, initially made of stone, eventually changed to old wood, and the puddles underfoot became more frequent.

As they ventured deeper into the darkness, Lulu and Noah’s idle chatter increased.

"Ugh, this is so creepy, it feels like a monster could pop out at any moment…"

"They actually do, about once a month recently."

"Ew, no way, that’s scary. If one shows up, Toto will handle it, right?"

Asked from behind, Toto, leading the way, shrugged.

"I’ve fought Drumworms a few times, so I’ll be fine. I don’t think anything else will be a problem either, but just in case, try to remember the way we came. It would be bad if you got lost."

"Okayyy," Lulu replied, slightly scared, but she showed no signs of turning back and continued to follow Toto. He was aware that the three girls trusted him and were enjoying this adventure.

—In reality, I won’t lose to a monster…

Toto was well aware of his own abilities. Now that he had inherited the ‘Loyalty’ Holy Orb, he wouldn’t be outmatched by the small-fry monsters that appeared in the tunnels. He could dispatch the kind of monsters the guard knights fought on a daily basis in two or three moves.

Eventually.

At the end of a path so narrow that two adults would have trouble passing each other, a part of the side wall had collapsed, leaving an open fissure.

"This is the entrance."

Toto illuminated the inside of the fissure with his lantern. The light couldn’t penetrate to the back, swallowed by the darkness. If he hadn’t been told it was an entrance, he would have definitely passed by what looked like just a crack in the wall.

Lulu asked anxiously, "Uh, can we even get in there?"

"There should be… an artificial cave ahead."

Toto said this and stepped into the fissure without hesitation. If Gasper’s dream memory was correct, he just had to force his body into this crack, and after wriggling like a worm through about five meters of darkness…

"…!"

Toto’s lantern illuminated an open space.

The roots of a large tree, bedrock, and giant quartz formed the walls of a wide, triangular pyramid-shaped underground space. From the walls, floor, and ceiling, hexagonal columnar quartz crystals—what one would call crystals—poked out their translucent heads, dirtied by dust, and refracted the lantern’s light.

On the exposed ceiling, there was a hole for smoke to escape. At the back of the clearly man-made space, a massive crystal, about six meters tall and two meters wide, jutted out diagonally from the ceiling like an altar, its pointed tip piercing the ground.

And, in front of that giant crystal, a figure stood, turning to face them with a surprised expression.

"…Prince Toto?!"

Guard Knight Jangiacques Natale stared in bewilderment as Second Prince Toto suddenly entered the secret space, followed by Second Princess Lulu, Third Princess Artemisia, the mercenary pilot Noah, and the mechanic Leonardo.

"…Sorry to surprise you. …I just felt I had to confirm this now."

Toto explained as he slowly approached Jangiacques, illuminating the inside of the artificial cave with his lantern.

Likely off-duty, Jangiacques was wearing a coarse-woven tunic and cloth trousers, with a bastard sword hanging from a sword belt slung diagonally at his waist, and a torch in one hand. From his silvery hair, mixed with a hint of light pink, a single cat ear, a characteristic of a half-Minya, protruded. Perhaps he had intended to camp here, as there was a campfire in front of the large crystal, and a bulging rucksack lay nearby.

"…How did you find this place?"

Jangiacques’s voice, his secret exposed, held a note of caution and anger. Though usually calm and cynical, Toto had long sensed a fierce passion hidden within him. The first time they had sparred in the training grounds, Jangiacques had seen through Toto’s half-hearted attempts and had blatantly held back in return. The unspoken message in Jangiacques’s sword at that time was clearly ‘Do not insult me.’ Since then, Toto had been careful not to hold back as much as possible when sparring with him.

Jangiacques was an excellent swordsman. If they were to fight seriously, he was probably stronger than Gasper. And right now, Toto was the only swordsman here. If he were to question the situation high-handedly, he might just draw his bastard sword.

Toto spoke as gently as possible.

"…Would you believe me if I said it was Gasper’s will? Having inherited his Holy Orb, I also inherited his memories. That’s how I knew about this place…"

He explained briefly.

The initial caution in Jangiacques’s suspicious eyes lessened slightly. Believing that if he explained honestly, the intelligent man would understand his situation, Toto continued.

"I have no intention of accusing you. I just wanted to see what Gasper saw with my own eyes. If it truly exists, I wanted to see it myself and then decide with my own head what to do."

As he spoke, Toto’s gaze shifted from Jangiacques’s shoulder to the massive crystal that pierced the ground diagonally from the ceiling.

"…It’s just like in the dream. …It really… exists…"

His eyes were glued to the being sealed within the crystal.

Toto, as if in a fever, walked past Jangiacques, stopped in front of the crystal, and looked up at the being sealed inside.

At first, she looked like a mermaid falling to the bottom of the sea.

But the girl sealed in the crystal, though upside down, had the form of a human with two legs.

As if captured mid-fall from the sky, the beautiful girl had long black hair flowing, her eyes closed as if in sleep, her head pointing towards the ground and her toes towards the ceiling, sealed within the crystal.

—Is this girl… human…?

Toto’s eyes were drawn to the girl and couldn’t move. The clothes she was wearing were also of a shape he had never seen before: a red collared jacket with an unknown black and gold insignia on the chest, a white shirt of unknown material underneath, a black ribbon at her chest, and from her plaid skirt, which ended above her knees, her fresh, plump thighs were exposed. The short navy tights covering her ankles were also of an unknown material, and the leather shoes she wore were of a shape he had never seen, with a gold buckle on the strap, perhaps of foreign make.

"W-w-what is this?! Is she dead?!"

"Huh, it’s a doll, right?! Such weird clothes, her thighs are showing!"

Lulu and Noah approached, letting out high-pitched cries, and looked up at the same thing as Toto. Jangiacques, his expression clouded, turned to Artemisia and Leonardo, who were following a little behind.

"What is all this, so suddenly…"

Artemisia stared at the girl in the crystal from a short distance away, then turned to Jangiacques, her gaze holding an interest no less than what she had for the crystal girl.

"Hmm…?"

Jangiacques noticed Artemisia’s gaze and turned his eyes to her.

"…Princess Artemisia…? Is there something I can do for you?"

When asked, Artemisia stared intently at Jangiacques’s face.

"…Forgive me. …Has anyone ever told you that you resemble someone?"

Not understanding the question, Jangiacques stared back at Artemisia.

"…No, not in particular. …Who do you think I resemble?"

Artemisia observed Jangiacques with an increasingly suspicious look in her eyes, then suddenly her gaze clouded over.

"…Forgive me. …Please pay it no mind. …I was mistaken."

With that, she shifted her gaze to the crystal. But her profile seemed to betray something that contradicted her words.

Though curious, he couldn’t very well question the third princess about the meaning of her question. Feeling somewhat disgruntled, Jangiacques turned his eyes back to the intruders.

Ignoring Jangiacques completely, Toto and Leonardo remained silent, while Noah and Lulu spouted wild speculations, each admiring the girl in the crystal. Annoyance at having his precious space trampled upon gradually welled up in Jangiacques’s chest, and he walked over to Toto, who seemed to be the only one he could have a sensible conversation with.

"Shall we inform the ‘Tower of Learning’?"

When asked, Toto slowly turned his face to Jangiacques.

"That would be the wise thing to do."

Toto replied coolly, his expression unreadable.

Jangiacques shrugged.

"To be honest, I can only think that the Masters at the ‘Tower of Learning’ have all suffered some sort of head injury."

"…"

"I even doubt they can distinguish between doctrine and science. If we were to show them this girl, they would probably smash the crystal to pieces, put her in a jar, slap a ‘Monster’ label on it, and lock her away in a warehouse."

Toto listened to Jangiacques’s words in silence, nodding inwardly. The scholars gathered in the ‘Tower of Learning’ were obsessed with their own status and had forgotten their true purpose. In particular, some members of the Orthodox Church faction would lump anything they couldn’t understand under the label of "heresy" and proudly burn their subjects of research at the stake.

However.

"…So, we just leave her as she is?"

At Toto’s question, Jangiacques’s gaze clouded over.

"…Is that wrong?"

When the question was returned, Toto slowly peeled his gaze away from Jangiacques and shifted it to the girl in the crystal.

He wanted to leave her as she was, undisturbed. He didn’t want to entrust this pure being to the hands of fools who were only interested in protecting their own status. He understood that feeling very well.

However, her identity was unknown. Considering that this was directly beneath the ‘Demon Lord’s Tower,’ the possibility that this girl was a demon could not be dismissed. He had also heard stories of monsters using their beauty to deceive humans, and he was hesitant to just leave her here.

"…I will ask Chancellor Nanahara and Grand Meister to form a specialized research team to investigate. With Chancellor Nanahara in charge, even the Orthodox Church faction won’t be able to interfere. After that, if we request the Royal Library to search their documents, we might find a description of her identity. I will be careful to ensure that the situation you are worried about does not occur… so could you please leave this matter to me?"

Only a privileged few were allowed to view the documents stored in the Royal Library, and for a knight to do so, a letter of recommendation, a petition, and the Grand Meister’s permission were required. Naturally, in the process of review, the existence of the girl in the crystal would become public, so Jangiacques had never attempted to consult the documents before.

At Toto’s proposal, Jangiacques remained silent for a while.

"…I do not have the authority to interfere with Prince Toto’s judgment."

Though his words were polite, an emotion akin to resentment festered in his eyes.

Just then, Lulu chimed in from the side.

"What, you’re going to tell the Grand Meister? Let’s not, that old man is senile. Admiral Rendon had to have his wrist amputated because the finger wound the Grand Meister treated got infected. He might have been good in the past, but I doubt he can even tell the difference between medicinal herbs and spinach now."

From beside her, Noah let out a loud laugh.

"The Grand Meister? You mean that old man with the white beard?! He tried to study the Falco’s mechanics, but in the end, he couldn’t figure it out and couldn’t even put it back together after taking it apart. It took all the mechanics two weeks to fix it, and a few parts went missing, so we had to make our own replacements. Leo was so mad. There are way too many weirdos among the important people in this kingdom."

With the highest authority on knowledge in the kingdom being openly mocked, Toto could only fall silent. It was true that corruption in the upper echelons of the Gato Kingdom had become serious over the past ten years, and even scholars and ministers who were once competent had degenerated during the peaceful times, and now there were not a few old men whose only purpose in life was to cling to their own positions.

"But… even so, just leaving her here like this…"

Toto’s words trailed off as he turned his eyes back to the girl in the crystal.

Isolated from the sullied space filled with the miasma from the miasma ore, the girl sealed in the crystal remained pure and still.

She’s beautiful, Toto thought. If they were to take this girl out of here, there was a high probability that she would be cut up and preserved in chemical solutions. That would be a pity, but…

Just then.

"…Hmm?"

Suddenly, something that was not himself stirred deep within Toto’s chest.

All at once—it was as if his heart had gained a will of its own and had begun to reverse the flow of his blood.

"…?!"

The sensation of his own body was no longer his. Something lurking in the depths of his consciousness had broken free from the control of his will—

"This is…!!"

A pale green aura shot out from Toto’s back, and in its center, a dazzling Oyashima character floated.

"Loyalty."

The moment that character was drawn in the space behind him.

"Huh, no, what?!"

From behind Lulu, who let out a startled cry, a golden aura exploded. It flickered like a flame, and in the center of the burning light—

"Filial Piety."

The name of the Holy Orb Lulu had inherited floated, glowing.

"…The Holy Orb?!"

Jangiacques’s eyes widened. Neither Toto nor Lulu could understand why their Holy Orbs had suddenly activated here.

"What is this…" "Huh, huh, what’s going on?!"

Artemisia and Noah’s eyes widened as they backed away, staring at the suddenly manifested crests of ‘Loyalty’ and ‘Filial Piety’.

Beside them, Leonardo, with a calm expression, tugged on Noah’s sleeve with one hand and silently pointed in the opposite direction of Toto and Lulu, towards the crystal.

"Huh, what, just now… whaaaaaaaaaaat."

Turning to look at the crystal girl Leonardo was pointing at, Noah let out an especially high-pitched scream as she recoiled.

"Hey, her eyes, her eyeeeees!!"

Flustered, waving her hands frantically, Noah drew everyone’s attention back to the girl in the crystal. The gazes of Toto, Lulu, Artemisia, and Jangiacques now shifted to the crystal.

"Huh?" "Whoa." "What?!" "…!!"

Everyone except Leonardo showed expressions of astonishment.

"…"

Only Leonardo, alone, turned a cool, transparent expression towards the girl who had opened her eyes inside the crystal.

"Her eyes, they’re open!!"

Noah, who had fallen on her bottom, shouted as she pointed at the crystal.

The eyes of the girl sealed in the crystal were wide open, as if she had just woken up.

Just a moment ago, beneath her long eyelashes, both of her eyes had been closed as if in sleep. But now, her clear, ice-blue eyes were clearly imbued with a living will, wide open…!

"…She’s waking up…?!"

Jangiacques gasped, looking up at the girl with whom he had spent time in this cave for the past year.

The pale green aura from the character for ‘Loyalty’ and the golden aura erupting from ‘Filial Piety’ intertwined in the space, burning ever more fiercely as if fueling each other, and enveloped the cave.

There was no heat to this flame. There was only a dazzling dance of colors. The crystal that had sealed the girl was swallowed up in the midst of that heatless flame.

—The Holy Orbs and that girl are reacting…!

Toto realized this. The cause of the Holy Orbs going out of his control was undoubtedly the girl in the crystal.

—So she is a demon…!?

The Holy Orbs were fragments of "Yamata," who had defeated the Demon Lord. For them to react so violently meant that this girl’s true identity was…

Beyond his wide-eyed gaze, beyond the fiercely dancing colors, a crack ran across the surface of the hexagonal columnar crystal.

A sharp glare.

The eyes of the girl, sealed upside down, momentarily glared at Toto.

—It’s going to break…!

Toto realized this.

"…Everyone, get down!"

At the same time as he shouted, a clear, high-pitched *parin* sound echoed.

The shattered fragments of the crystal momentarily scattered into the space—

"Whoa!" "Kyaa!" "Kuh!"

Lulu and Noah hugged each other, Jangiacques and Toto dropped to the ground, Artemisia backed away with a stern expression, and Leonardo stood motionless, glaring forward.

Tiny particles of light sparkled, filling the cave like powdered snow.

Simultaneously, the glow of ‘Loyalty’ and ‘Filial Piety’ vanished.

The sea of heatless flames that had been raging receded from the space as if the tide had gone out, leaving behind only mist-like fragments of light floating in the air—

A soft footfall.

A pair of foreign-style leather shoes landed on the earthen floor.

With a flutter, a plaid skirt swayed, and a pair of white thighs moved forward.

"…"

The light from the lantern slid across the surface of her long, glossy black hair, and droplets of light scattered from the tips.

The girl, freed from the crystal, raised her ice-blue eyes firmly, and her cool, clear gaze slowly swept across the cave.

"…!!" "…H-h…" "Hey, wait, seriously…?!"

The girl, with a serene expression, looked around at the six boys and girls who were either lying on the ground, sitting on their bottoms, or hugging each other.

"…"

She silently turned around and looked at the remains of the crystal that had confined her.

And then, silence.

The particles of light fell to the ground, the Holy Orbs completely calmed down and stopped glowing, and the cave was once again lit only by the light of the lantern and the torch.

"Uh, uh, uh…" "Hey, wait, this is…"

In front of the astonished group of six boys and girls, the girl who had just stepped out from within the crystal into the outside world looked around the cave with a slightly suspicious expression.

—What… is this girl…!?

Toto was overwhelmed by the girl’s presence. A different kind of palpitation from when he first saw Artemisia, a natural reverence, welled up from the depths of his heart.

Her slender, long limbs extended from her strange, unfamiliar clothes made of an unknown material. Her perfectly styled black hair shone so glossily that it formed a halo of light. Her long eyelashes, clear ice-blue eyes, and cherry-pink lips were those of a girl in her late teens, but her posture held a clear dignity that was intimidating even to Toto, a royal.

Suddenly—

The girl turned her face to her right and called out into the empty darkness.

"…Astaroth. …Sariel."

Her voice was that of an ordinary girl. Her words were swallowed by the darkness, but nothing happened.

The girl stood silently for a moment, then turned her face to her left and called out again.

"…Barbelo. …Leviathan."

A profound silence answered the girl’s voice.

The girl’s brow furrowed slightly. As if irritated by some abnormality, her voice took on a slightly sterner tone.

"Lilith. …Forneus. Duma."

She listed off such words into the surrounding darkness one after another, but the only response was silence.

The girl looked around the empty darkness for a while, then finally turned to the six of them and spoke.

"You there, Minya. Prostrate yourselves."

She said this in a tone like a morning greeting, neither threatening nor intimidating.

Of the six people present, Jangiacques was half-Minya, and Artemisia, Noah, and Leonardo were human, so the only Minya were Toto and Lulu.

Toto couldn’t help but gulp, looking up at the girl standing on the raised platform.

Clothed in a divine aura, the girl looked down at them with serene, ice-blue eyes.

Toto steeled himself. And he reminded himself of the fundamental mindset of royalty.

—I am royalty. I must not be afraid.

Royalty must handle any emergency without showing emotional turmoil, just as they would in normal times. To rashly display emotion is to lose dignity, and subjects will not obey such a royal. A royal’s dignity is a weapon, and that weapon is maintained by composure.

—Act as if nothing is wrong…!

Toto boldly lifted his face and took a step forward.

"…Hello. It’s a pleasure to meet you."

"…"

"…I am Toto Gattoland, Second Prince of the Gato Kingdom. It is an honor to meet you. And this is…"

He indicated Lulu beside him with his eyes. Lulu, like Toto, had been taught from a young age that royalty should not lightly show their agitation, and with a carefully calm tone, she said,

"Lulu Gattoland, Second Princess of the Gato Kingdom. A pleasure to meet you. May we have your name?"

She introduced herself politely and asked.

From the platform, the girl looked down at the two with a suspicious gaze, confirming their cat ears.

Then, with a slight hint of contempt in her voice.

"Prince, Princess? …You are Minya, are you not? It is absurd for lowly servants to call themselves royalty. There are humans mixed in on the throne. Kill them at once."

Without so much as a glance at Noah, Jangiacques, Leonardo, or Artemisia, the girl fixed her gaze solely on Toto and Lulu, calmly uttering such words, and crossed her arms, tapping her foot impatiently on the ground.

Toto and Lulu exchanged stiff glances.

Just now, this girl had certainly ordered someone she had just met to be "killed."

Perhaps they had indeed awakened something that should not have been awakened.

(Hey, this might be bad…)

(What’s with her, is she a demon? A dangerous person? Shouldn’t we run?)

They whispered to each other so the mysterious girl couldn’t hear, but they could come to no conclusion.

"…Are you not there, Astaroth? …It is I who calls, come out at once."

Meanwhile, the girl was muttering to herself, still calling out unfamiliar names into the darkness.

It was Noah who broke the stalemate.

"Uhm, excuse me? Are you, by any chance, a demon?"

She threw the overly direct question in her usual calm tone.

Suddenly, the mysterious girl’s eyes blazed with fury.

"Who do you think you’re speaking to, human?!"

As she shouted, she flicked her right index finger upwards.

In that instant, Noah’s body was sent flying upwards… or not. Only silence hung in the air.

"…Hmm?"

The black-haired girl, her index finger still raised, blinked.

"…Hmph!"

With a spirited cry, she raised her index finger upwards once more.

"…"

Only an awkward silence hung in the air.

The black-haired girl cleared her throat, her expression tightened.

"It seems you have forced me to get serious."

"…"

"I will turn you all to dust, you lowly servants!"

As she spoke, she stepped forward with her right foot, half-turned, raised her right hand, twisted her body, and swung it down diagonally with all her might.

"…"

Naturally, the awkward silence was not broken.

The girl knelt on her left knee, her right hand still down in a forward-leaning posture, and did not move.

A somewhat painful atmosphere hung in the air.

After holding the strange pose in silence for a while, the girl bit her lip, stood up, brushed the dirt from her left knee with one hand, and once again crossed her hands in front of her chest and puffed it out.

"…Come forth, six lords of the underworld. Sariel. Barbelo. Leviathan. …Lilith. …Forneus. Duma."

She spun such words and surveyed the cave with a straight face.

A long silence.

*Plop.* The sound of a water droplet falling somewhere on the ground.

A hint of sadness crept into the girl’s expression as she stood with her arms crossed.

—If I leave her like this, she might start crying…

Worried, Toto asked carefully, so as not to frighten the girl.

"Um, I don’t quite understand… but are you perhaps calling for your companions?"

"…"

The girl bit her lip and glanced at Toto, looking a little regretful.

"…I think the situation has probably changed. …As far as I know, you have been sealed in a crystal for a long time. I don’t know for how long, but a much longer time has passed than you think… and you may not be able to use your powers as you used to."

Choosing his words carefully so as not to anger the girl, Toto spoke.

The girl listened to Toto’s words in silence with her arms crossed, tapping her toes on the ground impatiently.

"…I permit it. Continue, lowly servant."

"…So, could we… talk calmly? We don’t wish for conflict, and we want to learn who you are and, if possible, help you."

Those words seemed to touch a nerve with the girl.

"You dare to think you are my equal, you Minya?!"

With an angry expression, she stepped forward with her right foot, raised her right hand, half-turned, twisted her body, and swung it down diagonally with all her might, and nothing happened.

Toto felt sorry for her and rephrased.

"U-uhm, I went too far. Let me see… I want to cooperate with you."

The girl remained still for a while, her left knee on the ground, leaning forward, bit her lip, slowly brushed the dirt from her left knee with one hand, returned to her original posture, and puffed out her chest.

"…I understand now. It seems I am having a bad dream. This is a dream. Is it not, Minya?"

It seemed she was the type to blame everything inconvenient on dreams. Toto nodded.

"Yes, if you… you are content with that."

"It must be so. It seems that even I, the Demon Lord Lucifer, can have nightmares."

At those words, Toto and Lulu exchanged glances.

(She’s saying she’s Lucifer…)

(What, the real one? She’s a girl?)

(I don’t know. It’s possible she just believes that…)

There were an annoying number of people in the world who claimed to be demon lords or demons. But in this girl’s case, she had been sealed in a crystal until just a moment ago, and this was the basement of the ‘Demon Lord’s Tower.’ It probably wasn’t a good idea to dismiss it completely…

As he was thinking, Noah suddenly stepped forward with Leonardo, smiling cheerfully.

"You’re the Demon Lord Lucifer?! That’s amazing, give me a hug!"

She strode up to the platform where the girl was and opened her arms wide.

"Vanish, lowly servant!!"

Lucifer half-turned, raised her right hand, and swung it down, but.

"Kyaa, you’re so cute, and beautiful! So this is what a demon lord is like, amazing."

Noah put her hands under Lucifer’s arms, forced her to stand, and hugged her tightly.

"What are you doing, servant?! Let go!!"

"You’re so soft, and your body is warm! You’re just a normal human!"

As Lucifer struggled with a pained expression, Noah held her tight.

"I’ll call you Lucy. Nice to meet you, Lucy."

"Sariel!! Barbelo!!"

Finally, on the verge of tears, Lucifer called out her minions’ names, but no one came.

"You were trapped in that crystal for so long, you must have been so cramped. You endured being alone for so long, you’re so amazing. It’s okay, don’t worry, we’ll arrange for you to be able to live in the kingdom from now on. After all, we’re already friends."

Noah bulldozed through any personal boundaries, unilaterally declared them friends, and even decided her future. Lucifer, unable to move while being embraced by Noah and Leonardo, finally broke down into a full-blown crying face.

"Lilith!!"

She cried out, but Noah brought her face close to Lucifer’s.

"For now, it’s dark and dusty in here, so shall we go outside? That’s right, let’s go for a swim! There’s a nice river nearby, let’s all swim together!"

She threw out the sudden suggestion and, naturally, smiled.

"Uu… Uuuu…"

Lucifer desperately writhed to escape Noah and Leonardo’s grasp, but Noah held on tightly from the front, and Leonardo from the back, not letting go.

"Stop it, let go…"

Gradually, the strength drained from Lucifer’s voice, and she finally slumped to the ground, still held by the two.

"Yes, yes, you’ve been suddenly thrown into a strange world and you’re confused, right? It’s okay, we’re all on your side! So, let’s go for a swim! Toto, Jang, Leo, you help too!"

Casually patting the half-crying Lucifer’s head, Noah turned to the boys and asked for their help as if it were the most natural thing in the world…

†††

I’m pretty sure I had business with Jangiacques and rode in the carriage with Misha this morning. How on earth did I end up skinny-dipping with three other girls?

Lulu Gattoland, Second Princess of the Gato Kingdom, briefly pondered this, but hearing the splashing water and open laughter, and feeling the strong July sun that made the riverbed visible, she decided to let the small details go.

"Aah, this feels great!"

The mercenary pilot Noah shouted with joy as she swam in the slow-moving stream with a doggy paddle.

All four of them had wrapped thin silk cloth brought from Noah’s tent around their naked bodies and were immersing themselves in the mountain stream as they pleased. It wasn’t a swimsuit, just a piece of cloth wrapped around their bodies, so when they swam, it would inevitably come loose, revealing an indecent state, but it was just girls, so it was probably fine. They were shielded by trees on both sides, and Toto, Jangiacques, and Leonardo were standing guard on the path leading here, so the girls could enjoy their swim without worry.

Right there was a small waterfall about three meters high, with a pool of water so clear you could see the small fish swimming in it. Lulu walked to the edge of the waterfall, jumped right into the pool, and treaded water in a place so deep her feet couldn’t touch the bottom, paddling the cool, clear water.

"Haa, this feels so good…"

It had been a while since she had bathed in a mountain stream. This was the first time she had known there was such a good stream deep in the Misshapen Mountain.

"Lulu, do you like it? It’s a great spot, isn’t it?"

Noah doggy-paddled over to the treading Lulu with a smile.

"It’s the best. I want to come back as many times as I can this summer."

"Apparently, it’s dangerous at night because of wild dogs and wolves. But it’s nice during the day, right? There are few people since it’s deep in the mountains."

The only people living deep in the Misshapen Mountain were the slave miners from the quarry or the guard knights. Other than that, there were only charcoal burners, woodcutters, or ash makers living in deep mountain huts. So they could expose their naked bodies to the sunlight without worrying about prying eyes.

She glanced at the riverbank and saw Artemisia, with a cloth wrapped around her body, dipping her ankles in the river.

Lulu waved to her.

"Misha, can you not swim, by any chance?"

When she called out, Artemisia looked up with a slightly troubled face.

"I-I can swim. But…"

She seemed to have trouble saying something, fumbling with her words. Lulu somehow guessed what Artemisia wanted to say.

"It’s okay, Noah, you won’t touch her, right?"

Artemisia extremely disliked being touched by others. Noah didn’t know that yet.

"Huh, you don’t like being touched? Is that a thing you have? Got it, it’s okay, I won’t do anything weird, come on over. The water feels great."

After Lulu’s explanation, Noah promised not to touch Artemisia.

"…Ah, no, yes…"

Artemisia made up her mind, immersed herself in the clear stream, and swam towards the waterfall basin.

Then Lulu turned her eyes to the girl in question.

A challenging glare returned her gaze from nearby.

"What? Do you have a problem? Is it forbidden for a demon lord to bathe?"

"Ah, that’s not it. I was just thinking, you know, I’m happy we can play together…"

She had expected more resistance and reluctance, but the self-proclaimed demon lord Lucifer had surprisingly readily followed them out of the cave, and upon arriving at the stream, had quickly stripped off her clothes, wrapped herself in a cloth, and jumped in. Perhaps she was happy to be able to breathe the outside air after being trapped in a crystal for so long. It was clear that Lucifer was enjoying the swim here.

The self-proclaimed demon lord snorted at Lulu’s words and, with cloths wrapped around her upper and lower body, swam gracefully through the waterfall basin with a doggy paddle.

"I will admit that it is pleasant. It seems to be summer now, so it is natural to wash away sweat and dirt frequently by bathing. And I am far more skilled at swimming than you are."

With that, Lucifer demonstrated a strange way of swimming, extending one hand fully in front of her head, pulling it through the water to her waist, repeating this with both hands alternately, and adding propulsion by flapping her aligned toes.

"Wow, that’s amazing, Lucy, you’re so fast!"

Lulu’s eyes widened. It was a much faster and more impressive swimming style than the doggy paddle she and Noah were doing.

"Hahaha, are you impressed, you servants? This is the power of a demon lord!"

Propelling herself with both hands, Lucifer lifted her face from the water in time with her arm strokes, laughing loudly as she swam freely through the waterfall basin. Lulu and Noah exchanged glances and tried to imitate her swimming style.

"Eh, this is hard!" "Like this? My hands? Do I put my face in the water?"

Lucifer raised her eyebrows at the two splashing girls.

"Wrong! Turn the back of your hands inward! By doing so, you can reduce the water resistance!"

She instructed them sternly.

"L-like this?" "Is this it?" "Wrong, like this!" "Like this?" "Wrong!"

After repeated and intense instruction, Lulu and Noah eventually managed to imitate Lucifer and began to swim through the waterfall basin with the new, albeit clumsy, swimming style.

"Haha, this feels great!" "This is awesome, let’s teach everyone else!"

Artemisia, watching them, also began to swim, imitating them awkwardly, and as the four girls swam and played together,

"Hey, my cloth is gone!" "Ah, we swam too much. Oh well, who cares!"

Lulu and Noah realized that the cloths covering their bodies had fallen off and been swept away.

"Huh? Wha—" "Eh, ah, kyaa!"

Lucifer and Artemisia also realized that they had been swimming in their birthday suits without noticing and hastily covered their underwater bodies with their hands.

"It’s just girls, so who cares! Since we’re at it, let’s have a competition to see who has the biggest chest. I’ll go first, ta-da!"

Lulu, Lucifer, and Artemisia completely ignored Noah, who had emerged from the water, placed her hands on her hips, and proudly displayed her naked body. They searched for their lost cloths, but they seemed to have already been carried downstream.

"We’re all naked…" "Oh well, don’t worry about it!" "Nnngh…" "Ugh…"

Lulu gave up, Noah laughed, and Lucifer and Artemisia, bewildered, watched as the July sun filtering through the trees illuminated each other’s bare skin in white.

"You all have great figures! Lucy, Misha, and Lulu too! My arms and legs might be a bit short, but I think my chest is pretty decent."

Casually saying this, Noah admired everyone’s naked bodies and gave her comments. Lulu, troubled, said, "Noah, your gaze is lewd…"

"Yeah, since we’re at it! Hey, Misha, did you get bitten by a bug?"

Noah noticed red spots on Artemisia’s neck and chest. When pointed out, Artemisia hastily covered the area with her hand.

"Ah, it seems I just got bitten…"

"Whoa, scary! Everyone, watch out for bugs, bugs!"

As Noah called out the warning, Lucifer swam past her. Noah, her gaze drawn to the line of her waist and well-formed buttocks visible through the clear water, noticed a strange line on Lucifer’s back.

"Lucy, your back, what’s that…?"

"Huh? My back?"

When pointed out, Lucifer tried to look at her own back over her shoulder, but she couldn’t see it properly.

Noah went behind Lucifer and observed it. On both sides of her spine, on the inside of her shoulder blades, something like a metal rod was faintly exposed to the outside, forming an inverted ‘V’ shape.

"Whoa, that’s amazing, it looks like there’s some kind of machine embedded in you!"

Noah stared at the strange object in fascination. It was a slender rectangle about a centimeter wide and twenty centimeters long, and upon closer inspection, there was a groove-like incision in the center.

When told, Lucifer tilted her head.

"A machine embedded in me?"

She didn’t seem to have any memory of it and desperately tried to turn her head to see her back, but she only ended up spinning like a dog in the water.

"It’s true, there’s a machine embedded in you. You don’t know about it, Lucy?"

Lulu confirmed the same thing and asked. Lucifer, with a slightly flustered expression, replied,

"U-uh, nngh…"

Her reply was not an answer.

Lulu thought for a moment.

—As I thought, Lucy is very different…

There was no doubt about that. But,

—I want to observe Lucy a little more, just among ourselves…

If she was a demon lord as she claimed, they should immediately report it to the castle and subjugate her. But if not, she thought they shouldn’t inform the adults. They would surely see the fact that she was sealed in a crystal and the machine embedded in her body and declare her a "heretic" or a "witch" and execute her. Lulu had seen with her own eyes many innocent women burned at the stake after a sloppy inquisition by priests of dubious origin.

The boys and girls gathered here today had no such prejudice and could judge Lucifer’s humanity with an impartial eye. From their interactions so far, it was clear that although Lucifer had a haughty attitude, she was enjoying the swim with them, and there wasn’t a huge difference between her and any other girl in her late teens. If they continued to spend time together, she would eventually open up, and her memories would return. It wouldn’t be too late to decide her fate then…

Beside the pensive Lulu, Noah was still clinging to Lucifer’s back, poking her fingertips into the metal rod and sniffing it.

"What’s this groove-like thing? I wonder if something will come out of it."

"Hey, stop it, don’t, it tickles…"

"I’ll just try to pry it open a little, something might come out from inside."

Chasing after the reluctant Lucifer, Noah tried to stick her fingertips into the machine and feel around.

"St-stop, hey, that tickles!"

"Sorry, just bear with it a little longer."

Just as she was feeling Lucifer’s back with a persistence that made it unclear who the real demon lord was,

*Guuuuuuuu…*

An out-of-place sound echoed through the area, as loud as the waterfall.

"Huh?" "Whoa." "…"

It was clearly the sound of a stomach rumbling. Noah looked around and saw an indifferent Artemisia, Lulu waving her hand in front of her face, and Lucifer biting her lip in frustration.

"Ah, Lucy, are you hungry by any chance?!"

"…"

Lucifer looked down, her face bright red, and bit her lip even harder.

"…Meat…"

She voiced her frank request. Noah’s face lit up with a smile.

"Sorry, I didn’t realize, of course! You were in that crystal for so long, so you must be hungry! That’s right, let’s camp here tonight! There’s a riverbank, and we can just bring food from the quarry! Leo, Jang, and Toto too!"

Lulu smiled back at the suggestion.

"Oh, that’s a great idea! I want to camp! You’re okay with it too, right, Misha?!"

"…Ah, yes, I have no problem with it at all. But, we need to let the castle know…"

"I’ll just fly to the castle in the Falco! I can be back before sunset, and I can bring food from the castle kitchen! Great, it’s decided, we’re camping! Aah, this is getting exciting!"

Noah was overjoyed and volunteered to be the messenger to the castle. As she said, the Falco could take off and land on the roof of the castle’s armory tower, so it was a faster and more reliable means of communication than a gazelle bird.

"It’s okay, right, Lucy? I’ll bring lots of meat from the castle! Meat pies, and apple pies too!"

When Noah, still clinging to her back, said this, Lucifer turned around with a start.

"…Meat…!!"

She reacted as if she were about to drool.

"Do you eat it raw, by any chance?!"

"I eat it roasted!!"

"Yay, you’re just like us! Just wait, I’ll bring it right away! Alright, I have to tell Jang and the others too!"

Excited, Noah started to run towards the path completely naked, but was stopped by Lulu and hastily got dressed. "We have everything we need at the quarry campsite! You guys get everything ready!" she said cheerfully and disappeared beyond the trees.

Lulu, left behind, clapped her hands once towards the still dazed Artemisia and the meat-dreaming Lucifer.

"Well then, shall we get ready too? We’re going to cook and sleep here, so what we need to do is, uhm…"

Lulu intended to start preparing for the camp, but since her maids and servants always did this sort of thing, she didn’t know what to do. Artemisia and Lucifer didn’t look very reliable either. In any case, it would be best to get dressed and consult with Toto, Jangiacques, and Leonardo, who were waiting on the path outside…

By evening.

After they had gathered dead branches, built a stone hearth on the riverbank, and started a fire, and had set up the tent they had borrowed from the quarry campsite, the sound of the Falco’s propeller echoed from beyond the trees.

Jangiacques and Leonardo, while cutting up the ingredients they had just procured at the campsite, confirmed that the propeller sound was fading away in the direction of the distant Gattoland Airport.

As they cooked and waited, Noah’s bright smile soon appeared from between the lush green foliage, a large rucksack on her back.

"Sor—ry. When I went to the castle, something weird followed me back!"

Then, from behind Noah, the First Prince, Gaga Gattoland, appeared with a resolute expression, surprising everyone except Lucifer.

Gaga, dressed in a white linen shirt, navy trousers, and leather boots, with a rucksack on his back and a double-edged knight sword at his hip, surveyed the relaxing boys and girls with his usual stern expression.

"Hearing that you were camping alone, I came, thinking your fighting strength would be insufficient if you were attacked by beasts or bandits. There is no need to be overwhelmed with emotion, you may relax. Hmm, so that ill-tempered woman over there is the monster that was sealed in the crystal. At first glance, she appears human, but there is a possibility she is a monster in a woman’s guise, deceiving humans. Whether she is truly the Demon Lord or not, I will determine with my own eyes tonight. By the way, was that ‘weird thing’ you mentioned me, by any chance?"

Gaga abruptly grabbed Noah by the chest with both hands and, while squeezing tightly, asked with a straight face.

"Answer me. Did you just call the First Prince of this country a ‘weird thing,’ hmm?"

As she was being choked, Noah, not to be outdone, crossed her wrists, grabbed Gaga’s collar, and boldly returned the chokehold.

"Well, you are weird, aren’t you…!"

Her eyes bloodshot, she threw a curse at him. Gaga, also being choked, his eyes equally bloodshot, replied,

"…What are you doing… Don’t choke me…!!"

"…You’re the one… choking me…!!"

"It’s… fine for me, you idiot woman…!!"

"…What’s fine about it… you idiot prince…!!"

As the two grappled, choking each other, Lulu stepped in between them and mediated with a smile.

"Alright, alright, you two are getting along so well today. Stop playing around and separate, okay? Welcome, Gaga! The more the merrier, so we’re happy to have you! But if you want to join in, no lectures, and no bossy attitude. Today is for everyone to have fun, okay?"

She admonished Gaga as if he were a child.

"I am not bossy, I am great! I am the First Prince of this country, the future king!"

"Yes, yes, of course, you’re so great. Now, Noah, did you get the ingredients?"

"Leave it to me!"

Noah said cheerfully, took off the large rucksack she was carrying, and opened it. It was packed with so much beef, chicken, and lamb, as well as pork sausages, that they couldn’t possibly eat it all, and Lulu couldn’t help but let out a cry of joy.

"Wow, amazing! Did you buy all this?! It must have been expensive!"

"When Gaga told the castle cook, they just started stuffing meat in! He’s an idiot, but he’s a prince, so he’s useful at times like these!"

Noah said this, winked, and gave a thumbs up.

Beside her, Gaga nodded magnanimously, took off the rucksack he was carrying, and took out a wineskin. Though it was alcohol, in the Gato Kingdom, drinking was permitted from the age of twelve as a substitute for water, so it was fine for Toto to drink.

"Royalty does not buy ingredients. We command them to be provided. On my way here, I ordered the officer in charge of provisions at the quarry campsite to bring barrels of wine and ale. There will be more than enough to drink for the eight of us camping. By the way, you, was that ‘idiot, but he’s a prince’ me, by any chance?"

Lulu mediated between the two, who had started choking each other again, and took the rucksack to Jangiacques and Leonardo, who were in charge of cooking. They were both happy and started cutting up the meat.

Camping here today were First Prince Gaga, Second Prince Toto, Second Princess Lulu, Third Princess Artemisia, the mercenary pilot Noah, the mechanic Leonardo, the guard knight Jangiacques, and the self-proclaimed demon lord Lucifer—eight people in total. It was a strange group that would likely never gather again, and it was rare for four members of the royal family to camp without any attendants. Lulu had no idea what kind of night it would turn out to be…

Eventually, the leaves of the trees were tinged with patches of deep red. As the afterglow faded from the western sky, the constellations in the zenith became more vivid. The birds had settled down to sleep, and the chirping of insects and frogs began to mingle with the murmuring of the stream, by which time the skewered meats arranged around the bonfire were dripping with fat.

"Meat!! Delicious! You there, cook, I praise you!"

The self-proclaimed demon lord Lucifer, holding a large skewer of beef in her right hand and a skewer of river fish in her left, shouted at the back of Jangiacques, who was busy cooking at the stone hearth next to the bonfire.

"I’m glad you like it."

Jangiacques replied without turning around, placed a metal plate on the stone hearth, and heated it over the charcoal fire. This metal plate was of his own making, a flattened piece of armor scrap. He greased it, scattered some vegetable scraps, and after confirming it was sufficiently hot, arranged the salted lamb on it.

"The meat and fish are both delicious!"

Lucifer alternately devoured the beef and river fish skewers in her hands, poured wine from the wine barrel that had been brought by cart earlier into a wooden cup, and drank it down boldly.

"Lucy, you must have been really hungry!"

Across the bonfire, Noah said this, tore a piece of meat from a bone, and smiled at everyone.

"Delicious! Camping is the best! You have a talent for cooking, Jang!"

Jangiacques, who was almost single-handedly in charge of the cooking, received the praise on his back, gave a silent thumbs up, and turned back to the hearth. He seemed to want to concentrate on cooking and didn’t need any unnecessary compliments.

"I can gut the game from a hunt, but…"

Second Prince Toto said this as he ate a roasted fish by the bonfire. The fluffy white meat fell apart in his mouth, and the scent of river moss from the innards and a faint saltiness mixed in his mouth, the flavor growing richer the more he chewed. The fish Jangiacques had grilled was perfectly cooked, and though it was a white fish, the fat was clearly noticeable. To be honest, he was a better cook than the castle’s chefs.

Impressed, Toto’s gaze drifted to Artemisia beside him.

The stepsister held a skewer of river fish with both hands, puffing to cool it in her mouth as she chewed.

Just watching her eat fish was so adorable it made him smile.

"Have you ever been camping before?"

He just felt like talking to her.

Her silvery hair, blowing in the night wind, was dyed orange by the color of the bonfire. Artemisia, against the backdrop of the starry sky, seemed to emit a faint light like a forest fairy, appearing to float above the night.

"Ah… This is my first time."

A slightly shy reply escaped her cherry-pink lips.

"I see. I heard you got bitten by a bug, are you okay?"

"Ah, I’m fine. It’s gone down now…"

They exchanged words awkwardly, then both fell silent.

—I wish I could talk to her more smoothly. What should I talk about?

Toto cursed his own poor conversational skills. Just when he had a chance to talk with Artemisia like this, he couldn’t find the right words…

"Misha, are you eating? You should eat a lot more!"

From the side, a slightly flushed Lulu chimed in. And from beside her,

"Wow, even in the light of a bonfire, Misha is still so beautiful. Hey, who do you think is prettier, me or you?"

The pilot Noah, a wineskin in one hand, posed an arrogant question to Artemisia.

"Ah, no, uh…"

As Artemisia’s eyes darted around in confusion, Noah brought her face even closer with a mischievous look.

"‘It’s me, obviously, you slut!!’ …is what you just thought, right? I can hear people’s thoughts, you know. I see, I see, so that’s your true nature."

"N-no, that’s not true! I would never think such a thing! I-I don’t really care about appearances or things like that…"

"Noah, don’t bully Misha so much. You’re both beautiful and cute. Though it’s a bit much for you to say it yourself, Noah…"

"Because I am cute! You can tell by the way the guys flock around me. I’m not an idiot or dense. It’s more refreshing to just admit it, right?"

Noah said this, puffed out her chest, and chugged the wine from the wineskin. From behind the speechless Artemisia and the troubled Lulu and Toto, Gaga now appeared, cast his gaze at Noah, and said,

"Hey, you ugly idiot woman. Give me the wine."

He called out, but of course, Noah didn’t answer.

"Can’t you hear me, you monkey? You, you. Fine, I’ll get it myself."

Gaga strode over, snatched the wineskin from Noah’s hand, and chugged it.

"Gyaah! You put your mouth where I put my mouth!"

Noah let out a sarcastic shriek and condemned Gaga, but.

"Apologize. Some of your saliva has adhered to my lips. What will you do if your stupidity infects me, the First Prince of the Gato Kingdom?"

At Gaga, who said this with a puffed-out chest, Noah hurled a string of curses that seemed not of this world. Gaga unhesitatingly choked Noah, and Noah, not to be outdone, choked Gaga back, and they rolled around on the riverbank, playing rough.

"Why don’t you two just get married already?"

Lulu shot an exasperated look at the two and brought the wine to her lips. Jangiacques, Lucifer, and Leo also joined the bonfire, and the lively feast continued late into the night—

A sky full of stars glittered above them.

Accompanied by the hooting of owls, the murmuring of the stream, and the chirping of insects, the gathering had, at some point, turned into a political debate centered around Gaga.

"…And for that reason, military action by the Gato Kingdom is essential for the unification of the Grapeland Sea. Do you understand, Demon Lord?"

When asked, the self-proclaimed demon lord Lucifer chugged from a wineskin full of whiskey, let out a snort, and turned her drunken gaze to Gaga.

"Umu… I see… I think I get it, but I’m not sure… Anyway… I’m all for war! A lot of people will die, after all! Humans and demi-humans should just kill each other and turn the whole world into a sea of fire!"

She said something outrageous in a carefree tone. Toto, sitting at the same bonfire, turned a troubled face to Artemisia beside him.

"Gaga and Lucy are both drunk… I think they’re joking."

Artemisia silently shook her head.

"…Hearing Prince Gaga’s frank opinion is very educational."

She said this in a brave voice. It was clear to Toto that Artemisia, the daughter of the Commander of the Black Rose Knights, had endured a great deal to say those words, and feeling sorry for her, he couldn’t help but say to Gaga,

"…But brother. Even if the Gato Kingdom unifies the Grapeland Sea by force, the humans’ hatred for the Minya will remain, right? In that case, won’t we just end up repeating the same conflict over and over again?"

Gaga turned a suspicious look on Toto. This was the first time Toto had challenged his brother in a direct debate.

Feeling a little intimidated, Toto spoke not just to Gaga, but to everyone gathered around.

"Lately, I’ve been thinking about my sister who died ten years ago. Her name was Lala, she was our half-sister, and I respected her very much…"

Realizing Toto’s words were directed at her, Artemisia nodded.

"…I know of her. Princess Lala Gattoland. They say she was full of wisdom, beautiful, and achieved outstanding results even when leading an army."

"Yes, that Lala often said that as long as we distinguish between humans and demi-humans, the conflict will never end. What’s needed is not the Gato Kingdom, the Seven City Alliance, or the Black Rose Knights, but a new country where everyone is governed by the same rules."

"…"

"Ten years ago, I didn’t understand what Lala was saying. But now, I completely agree with her. To eliminate conflict from this world, we have to eliminate the barriers between races. It’s wrong to kill each other just because we look different, come from different places, and have different beliefs. I want to seek a world where there are no such barriers, where all living things accept each other and live together. Not just Minya, but humans, werewolves, and other demi-humans too, all living in peace and equality."

"…"

As he spoke, Toto observed the people gathered around the same bonfire. Second Princess Lulu, Third Princess Artemisia, Guard Knight Jangiacques, and Mechanic Leonardo were listening with serious faces. The pilot Noah was lying on her back on the riverbank, snoring happily. The self-proclaimed demon lord Lucifer had lost interest halfway through and started eating a piece of meat on the bone. And, of course, the ever-exasperated First Prince Gaga.

"I know it sounds like a dream, but… what do you think?"

Toto asked the group. Lulu was the first to smile brightly and clap her hands.

"That’s right, Lala did say something like that, I remember now! That’s it, not just humans and Minya, but if all the other races live together under the same rules, there won’t be any more conflicts!"

Without hesitation, Lulu patted Toto’s head in front of everyone and praised him. Toto smiled awkwardly.

"I’m just repeating what Lala said. …But I completely agree, and I think there’s meaning in thinking about what we should do to achieve it."

As he answered, he glanced at Artemisia.

The third princess, who was always so considerate of others, smiled a little awkwardly.

"That’s a wonderful idea. To eliminate conflict from this world, I also believe there is no other way."

She agreed with Toto.

"Jang, what do you think?"

Toto asked Jangiacques, who was sitting at the same fire. He had been poking the bonfire with a thoughtful expression while listening to Toto’s story, and he was curious about what he was thinking.

Jangiacques looked up at Toto with a start, then smiled.

"I am not in a position to offer my opinion to the prince."

To the calmly speaking Jangiacques, Toto said,

"We are comrades sharing the same fire, so it’s fine today. More than anything, I want to hear your opinion."

Jangiacques looked at the fire for a while, then answered quietly.

"It will be impossible in our lifetime. Our children, the children they have, and then their children, perhaps several generations later, they might be able to live under such an ideal."

Hearing that answer, Toto nodded. He had no objection, as he himself thought the same.

"Of course, I don’t think it’s an ideal that can be achieved right away. But if someone doesn’t take the first step, it can never be achieved. That’s why I want to be that first step."

When he said this firmly, Lulu’s smile grew even brighter.

"It would be wonderful if a country like that really existed. I want to live there too! If we all just ate the same food and lived together like this, there wouldn’t be any wars! …Hey, hey, I just thought of a name for that country. Can I announce it?"

She asked with a mischievous smile. Toto smiled back.

"A name for the country? Great, tell me."

"I learned this from a scholar the other day. Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet… They did an experiment a long time ago where they layered seven colored glass panes and held them up to the sun to see what color would be projected on the ground. The result was white on the ground. The parts where the glass didn’t overlap remained their original colors, but the part where all seven overlapped was white. When I heard that story, I thought it was wonderful. Isn’t it great that when all the colors in the world overlap, they become white? So… the name of the country Toto will create, where all the races live together, is ‘The White Nation’!"

Lulu said this and looked at Toto expectantly.

"…Is it no good?"

Toto returned a smile to Lulu, who tilted her head slightly in embarrassment.

"I like it. It’s a deal."

"Yay! Let’s build ‘The White Nation’ together!"

Lulu said this like a slogan and raised her hands in joy.

"I have no objection."

Jangiacques also smiled and said this, and Artemisia beside him added,

"I agree as well. It’s simple and nice, ‘The White Nation.’"

She affirmed with a lovely smile. But.

"That’s childish beyond belief."

Gaga, who had been wearing an exasperated expression the whole time, cut them down with a single phrase.

"The history of the Grapeland Sea is a history of conspiracy and betrayal. For the past thousand years, there has never been a time when conflicts, large and small, have ceased, and those who trusted others were the first to be destroyed. Have you forgotten what the Black Rose Knights did to Queen Alisha when they tricked us and landed on Gato Island one hundred and fifty years ago? The conflict will not end until either humans or Minya are extinct. It is impossible for us to trust each other and become one now."

Gaga said this firmly and looked around the group, his eyes stopping on Artemisia, and a flicker of "oops" crossed his face. Even though he was drunk, it was too cruel to condemn the evil deeds of the Black Rose Knights of old in front of Artemisia.

Lulu hurriedly turned her gaze to Artemisia.

"Misha, Gaga is drunk, so…"

"…No. …It is a fact."

Artemisia looked down and clenched the fists on her knees. Toto couldn’t stand it anymore and raised his face resolutely to Gaga.

"…That was long before we were born, right? We shouldn’t be trapped in the past like that, we should be talking about the future."

Gaga, looking slightly awkward, said,

"…I take back what I said about the queen’s incident. But it is also a fact that if you easily trust others, you will get your throat cut. Your opinion is a laughing matter for commoners, but it is too dangerous for a royal to say. If the lower nobles perceive that you are dissatisfied with the country’s policies, it could become a seed of internal conflict. Be careful not to speak those childish words outside of our circle."

Being strongly reprimanded, Toto felt a slight anger.

"It may be a fairy tale. But that doesn’t mean that continuing on the current path is the right thing to do. It’s a distant ideal, but if it’s something that everyone desires, someone has to take the first step, and I believe that is the role of royalty."

Normally, Toto would never argue with Gaga in front of everyone. To do so would be to damage the First Prince’s dignity. But right now, a strong feeling was welling up from inside Toto, enough to shake off such self-restraint.

Gaga glanced at Toto with a displeased look.

"What is the content of this first step? What action will you take to establish a country where all races live as equals?"

"That is… first, I will gather people who agree. I will increase our allies in the court and private salons, we will all research together, and create a written opinion…"

"And then your proposal will be kicked to the curb by His Majesty King Dada. If I were king, I would consider the organizer of such a suspicious group a spy and imprison them."

For a moment, blood rushed to Toto’s head. His anger turned into a torrent of words.

"I’m just gathering people who agree. They don’t have to be royalty or nobles or influential people, just ordinary townspeople. I’ll start by creating a movement towards a new order. It will probably be difficult to achieve in my lifetime, but even after I’m gone, I’m sure that a strong and just ideal will be carried on. Not by one person, but by tens, hundreds, thousands… The more the word spreads, the more people who agree should increase. A peaceful and equal society where all living creatures accept each other and live together… I believe that the concept of ‘The White Nation’ has that much appeal. I don’t mind being one of the small stones built into the foundation of ‘The White Nation.’ For me, this is not a question of whether it can be done or not, it’s a question of whether I have the courage to step towards a distant dream, a question of conviction."

Uncharacteristically, his words were filled with emotion, but Toto had finally gotten his thoughts out.

Gaga distorted his expression in displeasure and just looked at his younger brother.

Lulu smiled happily and nodded repeatedly, and Artemisia beside her also threw a smile of approval at Toto, while Jangiacques nodded once with a solemn expression.

A log in the fire popped once, sending sparks flying.

A soft night breeze blew between them.

Finally, Gaga snorted, gathered his composure, and said,

"…Being able to harbor grandiose delusions is a privilege of childhood. You are averting your eyes from reality, immersing yourself in a picture book-like fantasy, and are infatuated with yourself."

Toto replied firmly, without a pause.

"I know I’ll be laughed at, and I expect to be made fun of. I just don’t want to become someone who does nothing themselves and just scoffs at others."

"Do you think I am doing nothing?"

"Then what is your ideal, brother? After you inherit this country from His Majesty, what will you do to ensure the people live in peace?"

Just as Gaga, at a loss for words, was about to erupt in fury,

"Okay, Gaga, that’s enough. Toto, you’re a little worked up too. Both of you calm down."

Lulu mediated, and Gaga swallowed the words he was about to say.

"I won’t laugh, Toto. I’ll support you completely. Everyone is too caught up in the past. Times are changing, so we have to forget about that and find a way to get along. You think so too, right, Misha?"

When Lulu turned the conversation to her, Artemisia also bravely tightened her expression.

"Yes. The leaders of the Black Rose Knights also want to make peace with the Gato Kingdom. I believe that one day, humans, Minya, and demi-humans will all live in an equal society."

Hearing the words of the two princesses, Gaga scowled deeply.

"Was this a tea party? This is utterly absurd. Let’s drink, Demon Lord. You are the one with the most sensible sensibilities here."

He handed a wineskin of ale to Lucifer, who had been eating meat on the bone by herself for a while. Lucifer, holding the meat in her right hand, took the wineskin in her left, chugged it down, let out a loud belch, and said,

"You’re overthinking difficult things! Just kill everyone you don’t like, and make the rest slaves, and there will be no problem!"

She declared this, a demon-like smile playing on her lips.

"Umu, it’s crude, but it’s more realistic than Toto. Drink, Demon Lord, there is still plenty of wine."

"By the way, cook, I praise you! The meat you grilled is truly delicious!"

Praised by Lucifer, Jangiacques, while adding a new log to the bonfire, said,

"You really eat a lot…"

He sent a wry smile to Lucifer, who had been eating non-stop since the beginning of the feast.

Before long, the atmosphere relaxed.

Gaga drank and chatted with Lucifer, Toto and Artemisia started talking about something by themselves, Noah and Leonardo were sound asleep, and Lulu, in a low voice that the others couldn’t hear, spoke to Jangiacques.

"Um, Jang, may I ask you a question?"

"Me? Yes, of course."

"Um… May I ask about your background?"

Jangiacques returned a suspicious look. He couldn’t understand why a second princess would be interested in the past of one of the two hundred "bastard sons, the Natales." But he had no reason to refuse.

"…Since I can remember, I have been doing odd jobs at a church near the port. A priest taught me to read and write, fishermen and shipwrights were my father figures, and the wives working at the port were my mother figures… I heard from the priest that my father was His Majesty King Dada. My mother, after telling me to wear this left attached ear even as an adult, disappeared somewhere. At ten, I became a steward on an airship, and at sixteen, I was knighted for my meritorious service in a battle with sky pirates, a knight in title only. For the past two years, I have been working as a guard knight at the Misshapen Mountain quarry. …That is all."

"Uhm… so you’re eighteen now?"

"That is correct."

At this, Lulu counted on her fingers, thought for a moment, and then looked up.

"Thank you. …I will investigate the rest. I might have a clue about your mother…"

"…About my mother? …Princess Lulu?"

Jangiacques had no idea what the connection could be. Lulu, realizing she had said too much, said,

"…I’m sorry. There is little I can say right now. I cannot speak without proof. …That is all I wanted to ask. …Good night."

With that, she ended the conversation and slipped into her sleeping bag laid out on the riverbank.

Jangiacques blinked a couple of times, turned his eyes back to the bonfire, and let out a sigh.

—Royalty is full of strange people.

He grumbled to himself and drank the remaining wine in his cup.

As the night deepened—

"Zzz…" "Guu…" "Ngaa. Ngaa…"

Sleeping bags were lined up on the riverbank, and their respective snores and breathing mingled with the sound of insects.

They had set up a tent, but the July night air was pleasant, and it was fine to sleep directly on the riverbank.

Everyone was sound asleep, but.

"…Mu… nu…?"

Thinking he heard something, Jangiacques rubbed his sleepy eyes and sat up. It was probably a wild animal, he thought, as he seemed to hear the rustling of clothes nearby.

"…?"

He looked around. The bright blue light of the full moon revealed the gravel riverbank and the shadow of the forest that cut off the edge of the starry sky.

And then, one person.

Jangiacques noticed a girl standing by the river’s edge.

"…Lucy?"

There was no mistake. She seemed to have drunk a lot of alcohol, but was she okay?

Worried, Jangiacques stood up and walked towards Lucifer, who was about ten meters away, and then he realized.

"Whoa…!"

Lucifer had taken off her shirt and skirt and was in her birthday suit.

Her black hair swayed in the night wind, her elegant back, the curve of her waist like a stringed instrument, her pure white buttocks, her glossy thighs and toned calves, her slender ankles.

Her white naked body, illuminated by the full moon, floated ethereally in the night like a fairy.

Jangiacques was momentarily captivated by her form.

—Beautiful.

The moment he thought that, Lucifer looked back over her shoulder, and their eyes met.

The self-proclaimed demon lord… smiled.

The next moment, she turned her face forward and, without hesitation, dived headfirst into the water.

Dumbfounded, Jangiacques stood with his mouth half-open.

"Puhah!"

Lucifer’s face emerged from the water.

"Guh… hah… guh… guh… buh…"

Her hands flailed in the air, and she clawed at the air in agony as she was swept downstream.

"What are you doing—?!"

Coming to his senses, Jangiacques frantically ran, threw off his jacket and shoes, and, still in his shirt and trousers, dived into the water after Lucifer.

"Lucy!"

Diving into a river while drunk was a suicide attempt. The current near the shore was gentle, but in the middle, it was quite strong, and here and there, large rocks protruded from the water. If she hit one of those, she wouldn’t be unscathed.

"What… are you doing!"

He spat out, and Jangiacques swam with a crawl stroke.

In the center of the river surface, illuminated by the full moon, Lucifer continued to flail her arms, sinking and surfacing as she was carried away.

Although there was moonlight, it was night. It was difficult to keep sight of Lucifer while swimming. Keeping his eyes forward as much as possible, he cut through the water with a crawl stroke, closing the distance to Lucifer—

"!?"

A large rock protruding from the water entered Jangiacques’s field of vision.

Exposed to the moonlight, it was as large as a dragon trying to ascend to the night sky.

The next moment.

"Guhah!"

The drifting Lucifer slammed her face into the rock, letting out such a cry.

"Lucy!!"

Shouting again, Jangiacques dipped his face into the current and paddled with all his might.

Amidst the splashing water he was creating, he strained his eyes forward.

A limp Lucifer was floating on her back on the water, being carried away without resistance.

Jangiacques gritted his teeth. He avoided the rock in his way, mustered all his strength to paddle, and with his outstretched hand, he finally caught Lucifer’s body.

"Hah, hah, hah…"

While steadying his ragged breath, he wrapped one arm around Lucifer’s side in the water and pulled her towards the shore.

Lucifer, having apparently lost consciousness when she hit the rock, had her eyes closed and her back resting against Jangiacques’s chest, motionless.

"What… are you doing, you…!"

Grumbling, Jangiacques placed his bare feet on the riverbed, lifted Lucifer, and somehow managed to pull her onto the sandy shore.

"Gehoh, gehohoh…"

On all fours on the soft sand, he spat out river water, wiped his mouth with his arm, and caught his ragged breath.

"Hah, hah, hah…"

He looked around. He had been carried more than two hundred meters downstream from the campsite, and there was no one around. The opposite bank was a cliff, and on this side, a dense forest encroached on the narrow riverbank.

And—at Jangiacques’s feet, a naked Lucifer lay on her back with her eyes closed, her mouth slightly open.

"Hah, hah…"

Finally, his breathing steadied, and Lucifer’s naked body, illuminated by the full moon, came into sharp focus, making Jangiacques blush and turn his face away.

"W-what is all this, seriously…"

Grumbling, he took off his coarse-woven tunic anyway and placed it over the front of Lucifer’s body. He thought about taking off his cloth trousers as well, but that would leave him completely naked, so he couldn’t.

His eyes kept straying to Lucifer’s exposed breasts. The tunic alone couldn’t hide everything. Lucifer lay on her back, motionless as if dead, not even breathing.

No, could it be—

Jangiacques knelt down, leaned forward, and placed one ear to Lucifer’s lips.

No breath.

"Hey. Hey…!"

Jangiacques grabbed Lucifer’s shoulders and shook her, but there was no response.

—She’s swallowed water.

Having been on ships since he was a child, he knew how to deal with a drowned person. But that method inevitably involved intimate physical contact.

But there was no time to hesitate. The longer he delayed, the more oxygen would be lost from Lucifer’s body, leading to serious after-effects.

"…I’m telling you now, this isn’t for any lewd purpose. This is the only way to save you, so I’m doing it out of necessity…!"

After giving a heads-up to the unconscious person, Jangiacques tilted Lucifer’s chin up slightly, pressed his own lips to hers, and blew his breath into her body.

The wind blowing across the river surface passed by the two of them.

After doing this for a long time, Jangiacques separated his lips and checked for any change. There was none.

He took another deep breath, pressed his lips to hers, and blew his breath in.

He felt a slight life rhythm in Lucifer’s body, beyond her lips.

He separated his lips. Lucifer’s expression seemed to have taken on a slightly pained look.

"Don’t die…!"

Next, he had to perform chest compressions. He moved the tunic covering her naked body to where her heart was, then placed his right hand directly over her heart and applied pressure with his own body weight.

Through his palm, he felt Lucifer’s ribs creak slightly. He was careful not to break them as he applied pressure, but the swaying mounds of her breasts were impossible not to see, and the soft sensation was transmitted to his palm. He felt guilty for doing this to someone who couldn’t move, but if he didn’t, Lucifer would die.

—I don’t want to lose you like this.

Praying, Jangiacques repeated the compressions, took a breath, pressed his lips to hers, and blew his breath into Lucifer’s body.

Ever since he first discovered Lucifer in that cave, he had visited the cave whenever he had time and spent his days gazing at Lucifer, sealed upside down in the crystal.

For some reason, being in front of her calmed his heart and made him feel peaceful and serene.

He didn’t know why he felt that way. He just felt that his own loneliness, having no family, no purpose in life, and just working at the quarry to eventually die from the Polka Dot Disease, resonated with Lucifer’s loneliness, sleeping alone in the crystal.

Today, Lucifer had woken up, and her personality was haughty, arrogant, and extremely selfish, but Jangiacques had enjoyed just watching the lively Lucifer move around, and he had even wished for such times to continue.

To think that just after they had finally met and been able to exchange words,

He didn’t want her to die so suddenly.

"Open your eyes…!"

He whispered, and once again, their lips met.
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He blew his breath into her, felt the rhythm of her body, and prayed.

Jangiacques had rarely cared about anyone’s life.

When Gasper died in a duel the other day, he was sad, but not enough to cry, and he quickly accepted it as it was. People all die easily. Since he was ten, he had been on airships, and he had learned that well. His companions who had been laughing and talking just a moment ago were blown away by cannons in front of his eyes, crushed by the side of an enemy ship that had collided with them, lost their balance and were thrown into the air, and died for various reasons without a fuss.

After seeing so many deaths, he understood that life was like trash, and that one day he too would die like trash. He was born without being wanted as a result of King Dada’s womanizing, and since he had no reason to die, he was just living. His life had no value, and it was the same for other commoners. Only a handful of royalty and nobles could choose their own way of life and carve out their own future. Everyone else lacked even the food to eat for the day and were just insects or trash that would die at the whim of the royalty and nobles.

That’s how it was supposed to be.

"Don’t die, Lucy."

He continued, took a breath, and poured life into Lucifer.

The scenery was as if dead, and only silence enveloped the two of them. The murmuring of the stream, the chirping of insects, the sound of the wind blowing through the trees had all disappeared from around them, and it was as if they were alone in the world.

Suddenly, the silence was broken—

*Thump.* A single heartbeat echoed.

Jangiacques, still kissing her, felt it.

*Thump, thump.* From beyond their joined lips, he felt a definite breath of life.

—Lucy…

The heartbeat spread from Lucifer’s naked body.

Suddenly, *thump*, Lucifer’s back arched.

Jangiacques separated his lips and looked closely at her face.

At some point, Lucifer’s eyes had opened.

Jangiacques saw his own face reflected in her ice-blue eyes that reflected the starry sky.

"Lucy…"

Her name tumbled from his lips of its own accord.

—What a beautiful person.

Jangiacques thought this clearly.

Lucifer stared blankly at Jangiacques’s face for a while—

And smiled.

A smile that could shoot down the stars.

Her glossy lips, colored by the moonlight, parted.

"Bleegh—"

She spat out a large amount of water right at Jangiacques’s face.

Jangiacques, smiling, took the water she spat out.

"Lucy!!!"

When Jangiacques let go, Lucifer, still naked, got on all fours on the sandy shore.

"Bleeergh—"

With such a sound, she spat out a large amount of water.

"Thank goodness, you’re alive, Lucy, I’m so glad…"

Jangiacques, his eyes slightly teary, shouted with joy, knelt beside Lucifer, and rubbed her exposed back.

"Bluuuurgh—"

After spitting out water a third time, Lucifer coughed repeatedly from a dry throat, tears streaming from her eyes, and caught her breath. Jangiacques, worried, rubbed her back and waited for her to calm down.

"Haa, haa, haa, haaaaa…"

After vomiting everything in her stomach, Lucifer, her eyes still teary, hung her head and didn’t move.

"…Are you okay? Shall I start a fire? …Do you remember what you did?"

From right beside her, Jangiacques asked worriedly and peeked at Lucifer’s profile.

*Glaaaare.*

With such a sound, Lucifer turned her ice-blue eyes, still slightly teary, to Jangiacques.

"…‘Okay’… you say?"

She was clearly angry. Come to think of it, Lucifer had regained consciousness towards the end of the artificial respiration. An explanation for that act was necessary.

"…Um, Lucy. May I explain?"

Jangiacques knelt on one knee on the spot and looked at Lucifer head-on.

And then—he remembered that Lucifer was naked, and he himself was half-naked.

Confirming their exposed bodies illuminated by the blue moonlight, Jangiacques blushed again and averted his eyes, and in the next moment.

*Kishaaaaa,* Lucifer’s eyes narrowed, and the corners of her mouth stretched towards her ears.

"…My untainted lips!! My first kiss!! And you have the nerve to ask if I’m okay, do you really think so?!"

Lucifer raised her right hand on the spot and swung it down, but as usual, nothing happened. But it was clear that Lucifer was genuinely angry.

Jangiacques, flustered, waved his hand and explained.

"No! It wasn’t for any lewd purpose, I was trying to save your life…!!"

"You kiss people to save their lives, do you?!"

As he thought, Lucifer didn’t know the concept of artificial respiration. She was convinced that he had done it to satisfy his own primal desires. To explain this, he would first have to make her understand the principle of expelling swallowed water.

And what’s more.

"W-w-why am I naked?! Y-y-you weren’t satisfied with just a kiss, you were going to do… even more, you shameless pervert!!"

Realizing she was naked, Lucifer hugged her chest with both arms, collapsed sideways to hide her lower abdomen with her legs, and her face turned bright red with shame as she accused him.

Jangiacques was speechless.

—Explaining this is going to be such a pain…!!

It was Lucifer who had gotten drunk, stripped naked, and dived into the river and drowned. But Lucifer, now completely sober after being revived, had lost her memories of being drunk and now only recognized Jangiacques as a pervert.

—Isn’t this the most annoying type of drunk…!

—Do I have to explain this from the beginning and make her understand?!

Just as he was despairing at the seemingly endless road ahead—

"…Jang! Lucy! Answer me!" "Jaaang. Lucy. Where are you?"

Voices of salvation echoed from the distant trees. It was Toto and Artemisia’s voices. They had noticed that Jangiacques and Lucifer were gone and were searching for them.

—Saved…!

Jangiacques wiped the sweat from his brow with his arm, let out a sigh of relief, and, to let them know their whereabouts, answered them in a loud voice…

Rewinding time a little—

Toto and Artemisia, who had been asleep until a moment ago, were woken up by someone’s shout of "What are you doing—".

Immediately after, there was the sound of water. Wondering what was going on, they looked and found Lucifer’s discarded clothes on the riverbank, and Jangiacques was also gone. Thinking it might be an incident, they took the discarded clothes and set off into the forest together to search.

And then, as they walked through the dark forest, calling Jangiacques’s name with a lantern in hand—the atmosphere became quite nice.

"Are you okay, not sleepy? I’m sorry for making you come with me…"

"…No, I’m worried. I hope nothing bad has happened…"

Artemisia walked along the dark forest path, as if huddling close to Toto. Every time an owl hooted or the grass rustled, she would jump and cling to him. Every one of her gestures was so adorable.

—My heart is pounding…

Every time Artemisia’s small body brushed against him, Toto’s heart raced. He knew that she extremely disliked physical contact, so he couldn’t even hold her hand, but the lemon-like scent coming from so close, and her deep violet eyes that floated in the lantern’s light like the surface of a winter lake. The words spun from her glossy, cherry-pink lips also echoed like they were played on a harp, and just walking with her like this made him happy.

As they walked side by side, they forgot they were searching for Jangiacques and the others and started making idle small talk. Perhaps it was the fairy-tale-like atmosphere of the night forest that made them gradually open up to each other.

"I don’t understand King Dada’s intentions, nor Commander Ilias’s, and I probably wouldn’t understand even if I asked. …There are so many people around, their interests are intertwined, and it’s so complicated that even the people involved don’t know what’s what anymore… That’s how I feel."

"…Yes. …I also wonder why I am here, but… halfway through, I started to give up, thinking there’s no point in thinking about it. …Even if I did understand, there’s nothing I could do about it anyway…"

Artemisia said this and looked up at the starry sky, framed by the canopy of branches and leaves. The three thousand stars were reflected in Artemisia’s eyes, and to Toto, they looked more beautiful than the real night sky.

"My father probably intends to obey the Gato Kingdom. But the people around him… the Pope, the Three Saints, and the other nobles and merchants, they are not happy with the Minya’s rule… and they might incite my father and plot something. I’ve come to think recently that my father sent me here just to keep the people around him in check."

The liveliness gradually faded from Artemisia’s words. Her painful circumstances seeped into Toto’s heart, and wanting to cheer her up somehow, Toto spoke.

"This goes back to what I was saying about my sister… Princess Lala, who died ten years ago. Lala used to say, ‘Life is a story where you are the main character, so it’s good to decide what you want to do and live for that.’ The protagonist of a story always has a purpose, overcomes many trials, and in the end, reaches a happy ending… She said that also applies to reality, so you should decide what you want to accomplish in your life and live for that… That’s why I’ve been thinking all this time about what I should accomplish before I die… and today, I think I’ve found my goal."

"…"

Artemisia silently gazed at Toto. Toto thought for a moment, organized his thoughts, and then opened his mouth.

"The story where I am the protagonist is ‘The Story of the White Nation.’"

"…"

"As I said earlier, I can’t complete it by myself. My children, their children, and their children’s children… It will take many generations, two hundred, three hundred years… maybe even longer. It will be a long, long story, but I’ve decided to take the first step from this place today."

With that, Toto turned his serious gaze to the side.

Artemisia responded with a lovely smile.

That adorable smile tightened its grip on the depths of Toto’s heart.

"…I need your help. For all races to live as equals, first, the Black Rose Knights and the Gato Kingdom have to get along. I think it’s some kind of fate that you are here now. …I want you to join my story."

When he asked, Artemisia smiled like a spring flower.

"…Do you think I would refuse?"

That smile was so lovely that Toto’s heart squeezed tight.

"…Yes. I, too… would like to participate in the story of creating ‘The White Nation.’"

She said this and looked down shyly.

His heartbeat grew even faster.

"Thank you. …Yeah. …This has become a bit of a grand-scale story, hasn’t it? I’m sorry, right, we need to find Jangiacques and the others…"

If this continued, he was afraid Artemisia would hear his heartbeat itself, so Toto started shouting Jangiacques’s and Lucifer’s names in a loud voice.

Before long—

"Prince Toto, Princess Artemisia! Over here, Lucifer is…!"

Jangiacques’s slightly panicked voice came from the darkness, and Toto and Artemisia exchanged glances, hurriedly ran towards the voice, and found a naked, half-crying Lucifer, turned their astonished gazes to Jangiacques, listened to a whole mess of an explanation, somehow managed to get Lucifer dressed, and then everyone returned to the campsite.

In the end—

Everyone except Lucifer was convinced by Jangiacques’s explanation, but Lucifer’s anger did not subside. Jangiacques, who was continuously berated, also couldn’t hold back and criticized Lucifer’s actions, and the situation only got worse. Finally, Toto and Lulu stepped in to mediate and decided to take Lucifer on as Jangiacques’s apprentice squire and arrange for a citizen ID to be issued.

"This will give you a place to live, right?" "Sir Jangiacques will provide for you. Isn’t that great, Lucy? Let’s thank Jang."

With her status guaranteed by royalty and a knight as her guardian, Lucifer could live in this country with her head held high. A commoner would jump for joy at such favorable conditions, but.

"Do you think that’s enough?! He kissed me while I was naked! Turn his asshole inside out!! I will never forgive him until that inside-out hole covers his entire body!!"

Lucifer’s anger was not appeased. Jangiacques, whose patience had long since run out, also threw his usual composure to the wind.

"I don’t know what you’re talking about, how would that cover his entire body?! Draw me a picture, a picture of that inside-out thing covering a whole body!!"

"Shut up, you idiot! If you don’t understand, I’ll teach your body directly, show me your ass!!"

The enraged Lucifer lunged at Jangiacques and tried to pull off his trousers. Toto and Lulu hurriedly stopped Lucifer, Noah fanned the flames of the conflict, Gaga drank whiskey as if he didn’t know there was a commotion, and Artemisia just watched the foolishness from the sidelines, looking left out.

The night deepened, the wine barrels emptied, and when silence finally enveloped the riverbank, everyone was lying on their backs on the riverbank, sound asleep. The newly formed master and servant, Jangiacques and Lucifer, were also lying side by side on the gravel, sleeping peacefully with gentle breaths…
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Confetti rained down from the blue sky, laying a seven-colored carpet over the streets of the Gato Kingdom. The assembled crowd of five hundred thousand Minya citizens all smiled toward the heavens, sending whistles and cheers to the world’s strongest air fleet as it passed overhead. The confetti fluttering down from the hull of the flagship, the Vera Clara, would turn into a rain of bombs by the time it reached the enemy territory of Red Cape.

"Whoever controls the Sea of the Sky controls the world."

This doctrine, born with the invention of the airship, had proven itself true in the eighty years since. It was difficult to attack a ship flying at an altitude of five hundred meters from the ground or sea, yet from the sky, one could ignore moats and castle walls to drop bombs with impunity. To avoid being invaded, one had to build and maintain more airships than the enemy. Such was the survival strategy for the monarchs of the Grapeland Sea.

Building an airship required Floating Stone, the material used for its buoyant body. To amass the naturally occurring Floating Stones from the Floating Sphere, one had no choice but to dispatch airships over a vast area to collect or seize them. Thus, the more airships one possessed, the more Floating Stones one could gather, enabling the construction of even larger airships. What had made the Gato Kingdom the world’s strongest was an act from thirty years prior, when the Chancellor of the time, the "God of War" Cassandra Cruz, persuaded King Dada to pour a third of the national budget into building an air fleet before any other nation.

The cheers of the five hundred thousand citizens were unending.

To the accompaniment of a military band, voices praising King Dada and the kingdom rose high into the autumn sky, one on top of the other.

Children, adults, the elderly, even the slaves—all looked up as one to pray for the fortunes of the celestial warriors heading into battle. Those five flying warships, and the grand fleet of over one hundred ships assembled on the sea and awaiting departure, represented the future of the five hundred thousand Minya. This great fleet of the sky and sea, built over thirty years through the combined efforts of half a million citizens, would surely bring an end to the centuries of conflict in the Grapeland Sea.

"Long live King Dada!" "Glory to the Gato Kingdom!" "For the peace of the Grapeland Sea! Good luck, everyone, and come home safe!"

The citizens’ cheers, which sounded almost like prayers, reached the sailors on the warships five hundred meters above as a great wave of sound. The four royals standing on the upper deck of the lead warship, the Vera Clara, bathed in the seven-colored confetti dancing on the air currents and the adulation of the half-million citizens who filled the ground below. Some waved, some chatted, and others were lost in thought.

King Dada, who had been looking down at the ground from the ship’s rail, let out a scornful "Heh," and brought his gaze back to the upper deck.

"All this fuss for putting down a rebellion in the sticks."

As usual, he wore neither tunic nor jacket. His bare chest was adorned with accessories and a sword belt, and below he wore only hunting trousers. As King Dada stood dressed for a deer hunt, the Second Prince, Toto Gattoland, returned a cool gaze.

"That’s because this fleet is far too grand for simply putting down a rebellion in the sticks."

He threw the fact that every citizen was thinking directly at the king. This was clearly a meticulously planned invasion, but the king insisted on presenting it to his people and other city-states merely as "suppressing the Red Cape rebellion."

About a month and a half ago, on August 20th.

Duke Callistratus, a powerful noble from the southern coast of the Grapeland Sea, had suddenly sortied three airships of his own construction. They had bombarded the Gato territory of Red Cape Fortress, while a thousand soldiers attacked from the land, capturing the fortress in just two days.

Having lost the "lower jaw" controlling the strait just before the implementation of the Three-pronged Strait transit tax, the Gato Kingdom began mobilizing troops to retake Red Cape. In response, the other great powers of the Grapeland Sea also began to gather their soldiers. Toto knew why.

"After you suppress the Red Cape rebellion, you intend to invade the other city-states, don’t you? Any pretext will do. That they secretly supported the rebellion, or incited treason. Your Majesty’s goal isn’t to suppress a rebellion, but to use it as a spark to set the entire Grapeland Sea ablaze… The powers of the Grapeland Sea are hastily mobilizing their forces to prepare for your invasion. …Am I wrong?"

King Dada listened to Toto’s accusation with his eyes closed, picking at his ear. The moment Toto finished, the king puckered his lips and blew the earwax from his fingertip at him.

"You’ve gotten smart, Toto… Think I’m going to get all emotional and cry about it? Of course it is. I’ve been preparing for this for a long time. After I crush the rebellion at Red Cape, I’ll find some fault with the nearby cities and crush them one by one so they can never defy me again. The transit tax was just bait for this. I can’t thank Duke Cali enough for falling for it and making his move."

The skin on his face was as rough as if carved with a knife, and his body was covered in scars like writhing earthworms. Emitting an intimidating aura befitting his moniker of "Brave King," King Dada turned his radiant face to the distant sky.

"It took fifty years to get here. All of the Grapeland Sea will be mine, and the long war will end. Order isn’t brought by words on paper; it’s brought by power. A new order where humans and demi-humans coexist will be born only after I’ve crushed my enemies by force."

King Dada’s dream was that of a boy, and it had remained unwavering for forty-eight years, ever since his coronation at fifteen. He had united the Minya, who had been forced into servitude by the Grapeland Sea’s powers, and through battle after battle had raised the Gato Kingdom into the region’s strongest nation. Now, the "Brave King" was about to chase his final dream of unifying the Grapeland Sea.

Toto, like King Dada, dreamed of a society where humans and demi-humans—the Minya and all other beastfolk—could live together. He had no objection to the goal, but he couldn’t believe that using violence was the right way to achieve it. He was certain his late, beloved sister would agree with him.

King Dada had not been the first to dream of a society where demi-humans and humans could live in harmony.

That dream had begun with Toto’s older half-sister, the First Princess Lala Gattoland. Chouchou, Toto, and Lulu had all been influenced by Lala from a young age, learning to cast aside their prejudice against humans and strive for a society where they could live together.

But ten years ago, Princess Lala was defeated by Ione, the "Sword Saint," and died in the decisive Battle of Sea and Air In Three-pronged Strait. King Dada still called out Lala’s name in his sleep, having poured such deep expectations and love into the child from his previous wife. The "future where demi-humans and humans coexist" that King Dada now spoke of was a version of Lala’s dream, and perhaps he had started this war to make his beloved daughter’s dream a reality.

But, for the king to fulfill Lala’s dream…

Toto decided to ask the king one more thing that had been bothering him.

"Duke Callistratus’s rebellion occurred at an awfully convenient time, right before the transit tax was to be implemented. Could it be that the rebellion itself is a strategy by the Grapeland Sea powers to trap Your Majesty in a snare?"

At Toto’s words, King Dada shot him an amused sideways glance.

"Oh? And?"

"…There are rumors… that there is a traitor in the heart of the Gato Kingdom, leaking information to other nations."

For some time now, such rumors had been circulating in the court and the markets, and among them was a name that could not be ignored.

Chancellor Nanahara Yoshiharu.

Incredibly, the man discovered by King Dada, who despite being from the Oyashima tribe had risen to the position of Gato’s Chancellor, was now rumored to be betraying the king and leaking vital information to the Grapeland Sea powers. These whispers had lately been circulating in the city as if they were true.

*If the Chancellor really has betrayed us, our chances are slim…*

*After all, he knows secrets that even we, the legitimate children, do not.*

Toto’s answer was met with a hearty laugh from King Dada.

"I see. So there’s a traitor among my inner circle. That’s not good."

Then he ruffled Toto’s hair roughly with one hand.

"You’re right. If that’s the case, the humans will all confidently join forces and defy us Minya."

He said this cheerfully, then fixed his gaze on the northeastern sky.

"Conversely, that traitor can give them confidence and set them up to make war with me. It’s a real blessing. I’ve been dying to smoke out who my enemies are and crush them."

That was what King Dada said.

Toto didn’t quite understand what the king was saying. A traitor who wasn’t actually a traitor, but was acting on King Dada’s will…?

"As you know, Ilias, who leads the Black Rose Knights, and our Yoshiharu were both disciples of the ‘God of War’ Cassandra. Fellow disciples, now on opposite sides, are about to begin a game of deception. Watch closely from my side what a clash between rulers looks like."

The king’s confidence was absolute, but Toto couldn’t clearly see the future he was painting. Perhaps only Nanahara Yoshiharu could.

"…Yes. I will learn."

Answering with all the reason he could muster, Toto looked up at the sky.

His view of the clear October sky was… gone.

What filled Toto’s vision was the underside of the buoyant body that suspended the ship’s hull.

Sixty meters long and ten meters wide, the cocoon-shaped buoyant body was a translucent blue. A harness was stretched over its entirety in a repeating diamond pattern, and cables—each made of four twisted ropes with steel wire cores—suspended the 350-ton hull. It took four to five years to collect or plunder enough Floating Stones for a buoyant body of this size, which was why among the powers of the Grapeland Sea, only the Gato Kingdom possessed five Vera Clara-class flying warships.

Three mainmasts jutting from the buoyant body caught the wind, leisurely propelling the hull, which was fully loaded with cannons, cannonballs, ammunition, and heavily armed combatants. From the ship’s prow, Vogstock Particles kicked up a seven-colored spray. Fitting for an air sailboat crossing the "Sea of the Sky," a rainbow-colored wake was drawn across the heavens.

"This air fleet will smash the old world. A new order will be born only after thorough destruction."

King Dada’s words melted into the wind.

Toto had no reply and was lost in thought.

To build a peaceful world, he would use military force to trample the humans—

That, in essence, was what King Dada had just said.

"Wow, it’s so beautiful! The ship is making a rainbow in its wake!"

The cheerful voice of the Second Princess, Lulu, came from the port side, opposite where Toto and the others stood. When he turned, he saw the First Princess, Chouchou, standing next to Lulu, her hands on the ship’s rail.

Lulu was dressed in the formal uniform of the Gato Naval and Air Forces, while Chouchou wore her usual white evening dress. Lulu was the Successor to the "Filial Piety" Holy Orb, and Chouchou the Successor to the "Propriety" Holy Orb, which, according to King Dada, was why he was taking them to the battlefield. This meant that the flagship Vera Clara currently carried four Successors: King Dada of "Benevolence," Toto of "Loyalty," and the two princesses. And Toto still had no idea what kind of powers Lulu and Chouchou possessed. Even for a sibling, knowing the power of a Holy Orb was forbidden.

*‘There are powers that are more useful when they are unknown,’* was King Dada’s explanation. If a power was known, it could be countered. The powers Lulu and Chouchou had inherited were of that nature.

"The flying warship is scattering confetti. Red, blue, and yellow scraps of paper are falling to the ground like snow. The ground—the streets, the plazas, the rooftops—is filled with people looking up at the sky. We’re flying northeast at an altitude of five hundred meters, leaving a rainbow in our wake…"

Lulu was carefully describing the situation to her blind sister. Chouchou, a black silk bandage wrapped around her eyes, let her long golden hair flutter in the high-altitude wind, a faint smile on her lips as she nodded along to Lulu’s story.

Just then, a new girl emerged from a hatch on the upper deck and walked toward Lulu and Chouchou with a smile.

"Hello, Princess Chouchou. It has been a while. Do you remember me? It is Artemisia."

The Third Princess, Artemisia, gave Chouchou a polite curtsy. Chouchou returned the gesture.

"I remember. It’s been since the welcome ceremony, hasn’t it? I am glad to see you’ve grown so accustomed to the kingdom, Princess Artemisia."

Artemisia was also clad in the formal Gato Kingdom military uniform, looking both lovely and gallant. As Toto stared, mesmerized…

"Toto, what are you spacing out for?"

Lulu tossed a teasing remark his way with a knowing smile, and Toto hastily snapped back to reality.

"No, I wasn’t spacing out or anything…"

"Come over here and wave! Everyone’s cheering for us!"

Lulu pointed to the ground, a smile on her face. Toto, his cheeks slightly flushed, walked over to the three princesses gathered on the port side.

"Hello, Prince Toto. That uniform suits you very well!"

Artemisia greeted him with a bright smile. Six months had passed since she had come to the Gato Kingdom, and she was much more cheerful than she had been initially.

"You think so? You too. It’s… very gallant, and it suits you."

It wasn’t just flattery; Artemisia’s presence up close was even more refreshingly pure. Beneath her braided silver hair, her deep violet eyes held more power than usual, and the uniform, clinging to the lines of her body, accentuated her nobility.

"Thank you! When the fighting starts, I will fight bravely alongside you, Prince Toto!"

Artemisia said this jokingly, placing a hand on the hilt of the slender rapier at her sword belt. He had never heard that she was skilled with a sword, but Toto played along.

"That’s reassuring. But if a real battle starts, be sure to stay by my side, okay?"

"Yes! …Will you protect me?"

Artemisia said this as she looked up at Toto with a mischievous glint in her eyes. The gesture, as if she knew her own charm, was both infuriating and, at the same time, irresistibly cute.

"…That… Of course."
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As he said this, blushing and averting his gaze slightly, Artemisia’s face broke into a radiant smile.

"I won’t leave your side, Prince Toto!"

"R-right. …That would make me happy."

His heart began to beat faster. *Doki doki.* At the same time, a pang of pain shot through his chest as he guessed the real reason she had been brought to the battlefield. She wasn't here because she was expected to fight. She was here to be executed on the spot if the Black Rose Knights betrayed them.

"…No matter what happens, I’ll protect you."

He renewed his vow before her. Artemisia looked up at Toto with a flicker of suspicion, then bashfully lowered her gaze.

Lulu, who had been watching the two of them, shot Toto a mischievous grin, as if plotting something, and took Chouchou’s hand.

"Chouchou, shall we go wave from the other side? We can leave this side to Toto and Miisha."

"Oh, yes."

Thinking she was being helpful, Lulu gave Toto another knowing, suggestive smile before walking away with Chouchou to the starboard side.

Toto and Artemisia were left behind on the port side.

*A little too obvious…*

Toto felt slightly exasperated but managed an awkward smile for Artemisia.

"Shall we wave to everyone? It’s our job to give them courage."

"Yes. With pleasure."

Artemisia returned a bashful smile and stood next to Toto, waving to the crowds that filled the ground below. Toto was happy to see that Artemisia’s smile, which had been so stiff six months ago, had recently become much softer and more relaxed. If they could continue to spend peaceful times like this here, perhaps one day they could become a real family…

Meanwhile, Second Princess Lulu guided First Princess Chouchou to the starboard rail and then glanced behind her. Toto and Artemisia were standing side-by-side, waving to the ground from the port side.

"I wonder if those two will get married. They’re the same age, a handsome boy and a beautiful girl—they’d make a great couple. And if they did, we’d be related to the Black Rose Knights, so it’d be good for the Grapeland Sea, too."

Lulu chattered happily to Chouchou.

"…"

But Chouchou’s face was pale, her lips were drawn tight, and she wasn’t smiling. The bandage over her eyes made her expression hard to read, but she seemed to be afraid of something.

"…Chouchou? …Is something wrong?"

Lulu noticed that Chouchou’s hands, resting on the rail, were trembling slightly. Her face was drained of color, looking pale even under the sunlight.

"Hey, what is it? Are you feeling unwell?"

As Lulu leaned in with a worried look, Chouchou said,

"…I’m sorry. I’m feeling… a little…"

Lulu furrowed her brow and placed a hand on her blind sister’s shoulder.

"…What’s wrong? Airsick…?"

Just as Chouchou was about to say more…

*Basabasa!* With a flutter of wings, a gazelle bird flew over their heads.

"Whoa!"

Lulu instinctively ducked. Right behind her, Toto ran up, out of breath.

"Excuse me, just a moment."

With that, Toto leaned over the starboard rail, his eyes fixed on the gazelle bird slowly circling the ship. Chouchou swallowed the words she was about to say. Lulu, her face still surprised, shifted her gaze between Toto, Chouchou, the gazelle bird, and Artemisia, who had arrived a moment later.

"Is that bird really so interesting…?"

Artemisia, looking slightly displeased, asked this to Toto’s back as he leaned over the rail.

"That gazelle bird flew from Chancellor Nanahara’s room. A white tube with gold vertical stripes is the mark of an especially important letter."

Toto answered Artemisia’s question without turning around, continuing to observe the bird.

The gazelle bird, carrying a small tube on its back, circled above the Vera Clara twice, then, as if it had made up its mind, turned northeast and flew away.

"That’s… the direction of Red Cape…"

Muttering this, Toto fell into deep thought. Beside him, Artemisia asked with a puzzled expression,

"Is it that unusual for the Chancellor to use a gazelle bird?"

"Normally, no, but we’re at sea right now. All official communications are supposed to go through the captain in the sterncastle. The gazelle bird Chancellor Nanahara just sent from the forecastle is private correspondence, so it caught my attention."

At these words, Artemisia’s expression clouded with worry. Toto offered a reassuring smile.

"…Chancellor Nanahara has a spy network throughout the Grapeland Sea, so I imagine he was sending orders to our allies who have infiltrated the Red Cape area…"

As he said this, Toto watched the bird’s retreating form disappear into the blue October sky.

Yoshiharu had been a mere steward on a galley ship, but at the age of eleven, he had saved King Dada from a perilous situation during a naval battle. He was then taken on as an apprentice squire to Chancellor Cassandra, and through his talent alone, he had acquired status, wealth, and numerous privileges. Looking back on his life, it was clear that Yoshiharu had dedicated himself body and soul to the interests of the Gato Kingdom. That was why King Dada had even told him secrets about the Holy Orbs that he hadn’t told his own legitimate children. There was no way in ten thousand that such a man would betray the king, Toto told himself.

"…Um, I’m going… to my room…"

Beside him, Chouchou said this, covering her mouth with one hand, and moved away from the starboard side. Lulu, looking worried, took her hand and guided her to her room.

"…Chouchou, did something happen?"

At Toto’s question, Chouchou turned her face toward him, but after starting to say something, she stopped and walked away with weak steps toward her room in the lower part of the forecastle…

†††

A girl stood alone, her elbows resting on the rail of the Callistratus fleet’s flagship, the air sailboat Viridium, staring up at the blue sky.

Having just taken off from Red Cape Fortress, the ship was flying south-southeast to face the Gato air fleet in a decisive battle. Unlike a surface vessel, the upper deck of an air sailboat had no masts and, of course, no slave rowers. Looking up, one saw the underside of the buoyant body. Returning one’s gaze to the horizontal, one had a wide view of the sea, and the wind blew through refreshingly. Many of the combatants, who would normally be packed into the hold of a surface ship, were out on the upper deck, enjoying the view from five hundred meters up and feeling the wind on their faces.

Looking back, beyond the seven-colored wake left by the Vogstock Particles, two flying galley sailboats followed. They were medium-sized galley sailboats, each with forty rowers and five oars per side. For now, the oars were stowed, and they were sailing with their sails spread on the three masts set atop the buoyant body. The hulls suspended beneath the twenty-five-meter-long buoyant bodies were packed with ten cannons and forty combatants, preparing for the upcoming aerial battle with the Gato Kingdom’s air fleet.

Then, the girl spotted a speck in the blue sky.

"It’s here, Brother."

The girl leaned over the rail, pointed at the speck in the sky, and informed her brother beside her.

The brother squinted in the same direction and recognized what the speck was.

"…Teruhiko…"

As he murmured the name, the small black dot rapidly took the form of a gazelle bird. The bird, with a white tube on its back, flew down with a flutter of wings and landed on the sister’s shoulder.

"Haha, good work, Teruhiko! Was Father well?"

The sister, Mihohara Kuon, smiled brightly and stroked the clever gazelle bird’s head, taking some crushed beans from a pouch. As she watched Teruhiko peck at the beans in her palm, Kuon, clad in jet-black combat gear, smiled softly.

Her reddish-brown hair was tied into a side ponytail on the left side of her head. She wore a jet-black jacket fastened with gold buttons, gold-leaf shoulder plates and a breastplate, and a black train embroidered with golden vines that was cut deeply on the right diagonal. Her slender right leg was covered up to the knee by a black leather boot, while her left leg was covered to the thigh by a loincloth similarly adorned with gold embroidery. It was a novel outfit, but what drew the eye most was the greatsword slung diagonally across her back. It was as long as she was tall, far too large for her slender frame to wield.

"That’s… Dad’s… letter…"

Her brother, Mihohara Michihiko, pointed to the white tube with a gold stripe that the gazelle bird carried and told his sister. He had black hair that reached his shoulders, an eyepatch over his right eye, and a sullen expression. A lean, tall frame, a tight-fitting white shirt, black trousers, and long leather boots. In contrast to his bright, cheerful sister, the brother had a gloomy expression, and his words lacked energy.

"Report… to the general…"

"Yes. But Brother, please be sure not to be rude to His Grace the Duke."

After reining in her ill-mannered brother, Kuon, with Teruhiko still on her shoulder, turned her toes toward the sterncastle where Duke Callistratus was.

She showed the gazelle bird to the guard in front of the sterncastle, stated their business, and after receiving permission, the two entered the structure.

It was a narrow but bright interior, with large glass lattice windows on three walls. The cross-shaped shadows of the window sashes fell onto the floorboards. The absence of gauze curtains was likely to maintain a constant watch over the airspace. A few steps away stood the large back of a middle-aged nobleman facing a desk, his back to them.

"Mihohara Kuon, legitimate daughter of the Chancellor of the Gato Kingdom, Nanahara Yoshiharu, and her brother, Michihiko. We have come to deliver a letter to Duke Callistratus."

When Kuon called out, he turned only his head, glanced at the gazelle bird on Kuon’s shoulder, and said in a voice hoarse from the sea breeze,

"Bring the letter here."

He spoke curtly and turned back to his documents. "Yes, sir," Kuon responded, then took the tightly rolled parchment, sealed with wax at both ends, from Teruhiko’s tube.

As she gently placed the letter from Yoshiharu on the Duke’s desk, she discreetly observed his profile.

He was in his mid-fifties. Long, shaggy hair cut around shoulder length, thoughtful silver-grey eyes, and a neatly trimmed beard from cheeks to chin. Broad-shouldered and sturdily built. He was already dressed for battle, but perhaps to deny any connection to the Black Rose Knights, his attire was based on a light grey rather than jet-black. Only his leather boots, sword belt, and trim were black; his velvet bodice, the sleeveless jerkin beneath it, and his trousers were all light grey. The only decorations were some inlay work scattered on his shoulder and knee guards—a plain outfit for a man about to go to war.

Soon, Duke Callistratus finished the letter he was writing, placed it in an envelope, and sealed it by pressing a signet ring with a flying horse into the melted wax. Only then did he turn halfway to Kuon and the others.

"Is Chancellor Nanahara well?"

Asked in a calm tone, Kuon straightened her back against the wall.

"We have not seen him since he divorced our mother three years ago."

Duke Callistratus turned a suspicious gaze on Kuon.

"…And what was the reason for the divorce?"

Asked this, Kuon was at a loss for an answer.

"…Even we cannot fathom our father’s intentions. However, we believe it was likely for the sake of this stratagem."

Duke Callistratus stared at Kuon in silence for a while. She thought she saw a hint of pity in the depths of his silver-glowing eyes. Three years ago, Kuon’s father, Yoshiharu, had suddenly divorced his wife, Michiko. Kuon, then fourteen, and Michihiko, seventeen, had moved to Athena Island, which was controlled by the Black Rose Knights, relying on Michiko’s old connections. Kuon herself did not know the true reason why Yoshiharu had divorced Michiko.

Duke Callistratus broke the wax seal on the parchment he had received from Kuon with a knife and read its contents.

From the corner of her eye, Kuon continued to observe Duke Callistratus.

An intelligent and calm demeanor, a natural dignity and grace emanating from his very presence. He hardly seemed like a country noble who had started a reckless rebellion against the Gato Kingdom, which boasted the strongest forces on land, sea, and air. In his own domain, he was said to personally judge petitions of all sizes, from land boundary disputes to inheritance problems and sibling quarrels, and was praised as a wise ruler.

Furthermore, Duke Callistratus was one of the "Three Saints," the strongest swordsmen, standing alongside Ione the "Sword Saint" and Lukamakion the "Demon Man." He was the Successor to the "Brotherhood" Holy Orb, and in the Battle of Sea and Air In Three-pronged Strait ten years ago, he had reportedly assaulted one enemy flying galley sailboat after another as if walking on air, single-handedly causing a thousand of the kingdom’s soldiers to fall to their deaths. Despite being both a wise ruler and a warrior worth a thousand men, his demeanor was not in the least bit arrogant, yet he was not overly familiar either. He was a man who seemed to be the very embodiment of the word "solitude."

After finishing the letter, Duke Callistratus touched the parchment to the flame of a candlestick. The rising flame vividly illuminated the wrinkles at the corners of the Duke’s eyes, which held deep contemplation.

"This battle is like fighting Litany and Homeogard at the same time."

After confirming the letter had turned to ash, the Duke leaned back in his chair and muttered to no one in particular.

The Battle of Litany three hundred and fifty years ago, and the Battle of Homeogard one hundred and thirty years ago, were both great successes in surprise attacks that were always cited in military textbooks. Both were rare instances where a small force defeated an army ten times its size through a surprise attack, but they were also miracles that happened only once a century or so.

Litany and Homeogard, two miracles recorded in history, must now be performed simultaneously, or the Grapeland Sea would fall into the hands of the Gato Kingdom. The worst possible future, where monsters with cat ears sprouting from their heads would rule over humans, would become a reality… so Duke Callistratus was saying.

Michihiko received Callistratus’s words with a look of displeasure, his mouth twisting.

"…So we can’t… win…? …My old man… even divorced his wife… and betrayed his own country… We have to w—*GYAAAH!*"

His rude remark was cut short as Kuon stomped hard on his foot.

Seeing Michihiko biting his lip and hopping on one foot, Duke Callistratus gave a faint smile, rose from his chair, and walked to the ship’s window.

Beyond the high-quality, transparent glass, a clear blue sky stretched on endlessly.

"Chancellor Nanahara is a crafty one. This very plan we believe in may also be part of his larger scheme."

"…"

"Bringing you two, his own children, here may have been to make me trust his plan. There is no end to suspecting others, but still, he is a disciple of the ‘God of War,’ Cassandra Cruz. There is no harm in being too suspicious…"

The Duke’s suspicions had not yet faded. He suspected that Nanahara Yoshiharu might have only pretended to betray King Dada, and had in fact proposed this conspiracy to Callistratus to create a pretext for Gato to go to war. It might seem overly suspicious, but as the one responsible for the lives and property of his vassals and people, Duke Callistratus could not afford to trust others lightly.

Duke Callistratus continued, his words more like a monologue to himself.

"…However, if we sit idly by, we will be exploited by the transit tax and grow weaker with time. We have no choice but to gamble everything at some point, and now is that time. If we win, we live; if we lose, we die. I do not mind either outcome… but to surrender without a fight and force my people to submit to the alien Minya is a fate more painful than death."

From the corner of her eye, Kuon looked at his large back.

The conflict that Duke Callistratus was wrestling with seemed to create a heat haze in the room.

This rebellion was not the rash act of a country noble rejecting a transit tax. Duke Callistratus was playing a part in a grand strategy orchestrated by Nanahara Yoshiharu, born of deep thought and conflict. All so that the humans living in the Grapeland Sea would not be trampled by the cat-eared Minya tribe.

*If this is a plan for which this man is willing to risk his life… then perhaps…*

Such a hope began to bud, however faintly, within Kuon. The nobles, knights, and mercenaries who had joined the rebellion had all rushed to this seemingly hopeless battle because Duke Callistratus was leading it. Duke Callistratus stood here as the last bastion of hope for the humans who were about to be oppressed by the Minya.

"We will soon reach the battlefield. You two should put on your harnesses and prepare your gliders. I cannot have you dying here. This ship is a decoy; the real battle is at Red Cape Fortress."

With that, Duke Callistratus turned back to his desk. Kuon and Michihiko bowed and exited the sterncastle.

Once back on the upper deck, Kuon immediately glared at Michihiko.

"Brother, he is a great noble. Please try to choose your words more carefully."

"Shut up… idiot… it’s his fault… for spouting nonsense…"

Kuon stomped on Michihiko’s foot again, as hard as she could. Michihiko let out a scream and hopped around the deck.

"You have no right to call the Duke ‘him,’ Brother. He is a truly fine gentleman. I understand why so many vassals follow him, even after he started such a reckless rebellion."

Having been ordered by her father to participate in a seemingly hopeless battle, Kuon had, until a moment ago, been thinking only of not missing her chance to escape. But now, she wanted to bet on Duke Callistratus’s convictions. Duke Callistratus possessed the kind of lordly charisma that could make one feel that way after just a single meeting.

"We must put on our harnesses. And the gliders. Our true strength is in ground combat; this sky is not our place to die."

With that, Kuon descended into the ship through a hatch. To descend to the ground, they had to wear a Y-shaped harness on their bodies and carry a glider on their backs. They needed to be prepared to jump from the ship at any moment…

†††

"Ship sighted! Northeast, three of them! Course southwest!"

The moment the lookout’s report flew, the captain of the flying warship Vera Clara, standing like a guardian deity next to the helmsman at the ship’s wheel on the aft upper deck, put a spyglass to his eye and confirmed the enemy.

"All decks, prepare for battle! All hands to stations!"

Simultaneously with the captain’s command, the boatswain’s shrill whistle echoed across the upper deck of the Gato air fleet’s flagship, the Vera Clara. A signalman on standby tied four signal flags—red, red, yellow, yellow—to the mizzenmast and hoisted them. Off-duty sailors who had been gambling or drinking in the hold rushed to their posts, gunners undid the gun-tackles, and sand was scattered on the deck to prevent slipping. The combatants packed into the hold hastily donned their breastplates and pauldrons, slid their swords into their sword belts, put on their helmets, and raised their visors, preparing to board the enemy ship.

The four-colored signal flags indicating "battle stations," raised on the mizzenmast, were relayed in sequence by the four friendly flying warships following behind—the second ship, Aguirre Maura; the third, Brezza Regina; the fourth, Alba Idea; and the fifth, Fiamma Elder. On board the ships that received the signal, the sailors and soldiers began their preparations, and from the single-file formation, with each ship two hundred meters apart, the drums of the military band began to sound.

A heroic roll of the drums filled the airspace with the tension of battle.

As the fife and drum corps began to play, King Dada, Chancellor Nanahara Yoshiharu, Second Princess Lulu, Second Prince Toto, and Third Princess Artemisia rushed up to the sterncastle, exposing their bodies to the high-altitude wind and glaring at the northeastern sky. The blind First Princess Chouchou did not go out onto the bustling deck, but remained in her room in the forecastle, listening to the clamorous music.

The spyglass held by King Dada also captured the image of the Callistratus air fleet—one flying warship and two flying galley sailboats, for a total of three ships.

Cloud cover was at two-tenths. Scattered clouds drifted overhead, but there were no clouds in the airspace at five hundred meters, and visibility was good.

King Dada grinned.

Today, the Gato air fleet, built over thirty years, would finally show its true power to the Grapeland Sea.

*You humans who have treated demi-humans as inferior creatures and discriminated against us for so long.*

*Now it is our turn to trample you.*

*We will teach you the humiliation of having your honor, your dignity, your families, and your homes trampled…!*

King Dada gave an order to the signalman waiting behind him.

"Hoist the battle flag!"

The signalman tied a battle flag—a blue field with crossed swords—to the mizzenmast and hoisted it. As the four following ships raised their battle flags in unison, the three enemy ships approaching them also raised their battle flags at their sterns in the same manner. This battle flag was common throughout the Grapeland Sea and meant, "We honorably challenge your fleet to a decisive battle."

The Gato and Callistratus air fleets approached each other head-on, while the sailors on both sides raised a war cry in unison.

"Ei, ei, oh! Ei, ei, oh…!"

Though born in different cities, they were sailors living under the same sky. An expression of their will to decide the outcome without hatred melted into the battle airspace as a war cry. The great powers of the Grapeland Sea, who had been fighting sea battles for a thousand years, had at some point devised this strange ritual, and it had become customary to perform it before a decisive battle.

"The wind is better for them," King Dada, the commander-in-chief of the Gato air fleet, remarked, lowering his spyglass and gazing at the enemy, now about two kilometers away. Beside him, Yoshiharu, who also served as his strategist, maintained his usual gentle smile.

"As long as Princess Lulu is here, we cannot lose."

Yoshiharu said this with a sideways glance at Second Princess Lulu, who stood anxiously in the sterncastle.

But King Dada returned Yoshiharu’s reply with a displeased snort and looked at the approaching enemy ships.

"I don’t want to use her power at the wrong time. In the opening phase, we’ll let the enemy do as they please."

Having boarded warships himself and experienced dozens of naval battles since his accession to the throne at fifteen, the nuances of the battlefield were etched into the very core of King Dada’s being. The "Filial Piety" Holy Orb that Lulu had inherited possessed a power so immense it could decide the outcome of a fleet battle, but to deliver a fatal blow to the enemy, one needed to gauge the tide of the battle.

"Enemy galley ships, tacking!"

The lookout shouted the term for "heading upwind." The captain, positioned in front of the ship’s wheel on a lower level before the sterncastle where King Dada and the others were, turned to look back.

"They’ve switched to rowing. The wind doesn’t matter to them now."

Looking over, the two medium-sized flying galley sailboats had extended their oars from their buoyant bodies, furled their sails to the yards, and begun rowing. Their course was west-southwest. The wind was blowing from the west. The enemy had switched their power source from wind to slave rowers and intended to get upwind.

The captain stared intently at the enemy’s movements and, recognizing the metal protrusions like rhinoceros horns on the prows of the hulls suspended from the buoyant bodies—the rams—he clicked his tongue.

"They’ve got horns. They’re fast and maneuverable. They’ll hit our flank."

The ram was an old-fashioned ramming weapon, but in recent years, few warships were equipped with them. The reason was that if you destroyed the enemy’s hull, the cargo would fall five hundred meters to the ground or sea below, making it impossible to capture. However, its effectiveness as a shipboard weapon was still maintained.

"Let them. Do nothing, maintain this course."

Receiving King Dada’s reply, the captain raised his eyebrows.

"You’re going to let them ram us? Let the enemy hit our flank?"

"Relay this to the gunnery commander. Right battery, prepare for battle. But do not, under any circumstances, fire until I give the signal. No matter how close the enemy gets, absolutely not."

Without answering the captain’s question, King Dada sent a Royal Guard as a messenger running down to the gun deck in the lower hull. Then he turned his face to the captain.

"Does the gunnery commander have experience in air combat?"

"Sir Rembrow? Yes, I believe he has, once."

"Experience commanding the cannons of an airship?"

"Ah, well, that would be a first. Air battles don’t happen very often. But he’s had plenty at sea. In the Sea of Rocks, against the Ripante pirates…"

"Shut up. Just answer what you’re asked."

The expression of the captain, who looked up at the king behind him, was clearly one of bewilderment. But King Dada unilaterally ended the questioning and called out to Second Princess Lulu behind him.

"You can handle the Holy Orb, can’t you?"

When asked, Lulu placed a hand on her chest and nodded nervously.

"…I’ll be all right. …I’ve practiced… many times."

Receiving that reply, King Dada grinned broadly.

"I’m counting on you, goddess of the battlefield."

"…"

Lulu, her expression still fearful, could not respond. Beside her, Second Prince Toto shifted his gaze suspiciously between his sister and father, but swallowed his questions and exchanged a look with Artemisia, who was standing anxiously by his side.

"Princess Lulu is…"

Artemisia began to ask something, then stopped and swallowed her words. Toto, sensing her anxiety, softened his tone.

"…It’s all right. This ship won’t sink."

He told her that. This was a battle between a leopard and a mouse. There was no way they could lose.

"…Yes. I’ll stay close to you, Prince Toto."

Receiving Artemisia’s reply, Toto raised his head and looked at the approaching enemy galley sailboats.

"Enemy galley ships, setting sails!"

The lookout’s tense voice echoed. The two flying galley sailboats, having moved upwind, stowed their oars neatly above their buoyant bodies and simultaneously unfurled the sails that had been rolled up on the yards.

All the square sails swelled with the blowing wind, and the enemy ships accelerated at once. Unlike surface vessels, airships, with less resistance from the sea, accelerate rapidly when they have the wind at their backs. In contrast, the flying warship Vera Clara, being massive, was sluggish and could not turn quickly.

Twenty-five meters long, six meters wide, the slender enemy galley sailboats rode the wind, closing the distance to one thousand meters in an instant.

"If we fire, they’ll get scared and run," the captain suggested.

"They’re not pirates; they’re Duke Cali’s direct vassals. They won’t run from something like that."

Dismissing the captain’s suggestion, King Dada still did not permit them to fire. The effective range of the twenty-centimeter cannons mounted on the Vera Clara was said to be fifteen hundred meters, but in King Dada’s experience, the effective range of ship-mounted cannons was less than three hundred meters.

"Do as I say. Don’t offer any unnecessary advice."

The salty-looking captain turned his sunburnt face forward with a look of dissatisfaction.

"Aye, sir, Admiral. I won’t speak out of turn again."

He said this in a slightly sullen tone and closed his mouth. King Dada stared intently at the two approaching enemy galley sailboats.

Their silver-glistening rams jutted from their prows, cleaving the October air and kicking up the seven colors of the Vogstock Effect. Their speed was nearly double that of his own ship.

Because their hulls were so slender, it would be difficult to score a direct hit now, even with a broadside of thirty starboard cannons.

To hit them, they needed to draw them in closer.

Just then, a messenger from the gun deck ran up the ladder and reported to King Dada.

"Message from Sir Rembrow! Starboard battery, all thirty breeching ropes released, positions taken! May we open the gunports!?"

"Heh," King Dada snorted. A gunnery commander who had come up from surface ships wanted to fire from an airship with the same feel as he would at sea. But King Dada recognized the importance of the first strike in an air battle between fleets. This was the sky; the battle here was different from the sea.

"I told you I’d give the signal when it’s time to fire, you idiot. Just shut up and watch."

"…Yes, sir!"

"And while you’re at it, kick Rembrow in the ass. That’s his punishment for wasting my time."

"…Y-yes, sir!"

He sent the bewildered messenger away and returned his gaze to the airspace.

Relative distance, five hundred meters. The Callistratus family crest—a golden pegasus on a red field—hoisted on the foremast was now clearly visible, right down to its mane. The battle attire of the enemy noble standing like a guardian deity on the prow of the flying galley sailboat, the velvet hem of his cloak fluttering in the wind, was also visible. At the same time, a fierce odor came from upwind. The ankles of the forty slave rowers were shackled to their seats, and they naturally relieved themselves where they sat, so galley ships stank intensely.

"The stench is unbearable. Shouldn’t we just fire?"

The captain, who was supposed to have fallen silent, looked back with an expression that said he could no longer hold it in.

King Dada ignored him and turned to Second Princess Lulu behind him.

"Do it, Lulu."

"…Yes."

Lulu lifted her face, a mixture of resolve and sorrow, took two steps forward, and stood beside the king.

Second Prince Toto, standing behind them, sensed that his sister was about to use the power of her Holy Orb.

*You can do it, Lulu…!*

Toto sent silent encouragement to his sister’s small back.

"Princess Lulu…"

Beside Toto, Third Princess Artemisia looked anxiously at her stepsister’s back. Toto sensed Artemisia’s unease.

"…It’s all right. Lulu is strong…"

She was usually peaceful and carefree, but she also possessed a sense of responsibility that made her willing to fight to protect the Gato Kingdom. She was a wonderful sister—bright, kind, and with a strong core.

Lulu clasped her hands in front of her chest and closed her eyes.

Amidst the drifting clouds, her long golden hair fluttered in the wind at five hundred meters, and a seven-colored light glittered at the tips.

"…Mm…"

Toto noticed a slight change within himself. Deep in his chest, something was stirring on its own. The region deep within his consciousness where the "Loyalty" Holy Orb resided began to ripple and stir, like the surface of a lake heralding an earthquake.

"This is…"

When he looked up, a light was beginning to form behind Lulu.

A faint golden wisp transformed into a fine geometric pattern, its outline gradually sharpening to draw a complex design resembling the halo of a divine statue. Whenever the power of a Holy Orb manifested, such a light always appeared behind the Successor, but…

"…Incredible…!"

Toto’s eyes widened. The light that appeared behind Lulu was far larger and more brightly colored than the halo Gasper had worn during the duel at the banquet. It was so distinct it seemed almost tangible.

"Filial Piety."

The character that appeared in the space glowed golden, larger than Lulu’s torso. The decorations and colors surrounding the character also had a seven-colored shimmer within the gold, and Lulu, with her hands clasped before her chest and her eyes closed, looked as divine as a goddess statue.

*This… is different from mine…!?*

Toto realized it. When Toto activated the "Loyalty" Holy Orb, his halo wasn’t nearly as bright or large as Lulu’s. His "Loyalty" was a faint light, like moonlight through clouds, and the character for "Loyalty" itself was pale and small.

*Why is there such a difference…?*

*Does Lulu have a higher aptitude as a Successor than I do…?*

Beside the pondering Toto, the wind was rent with a high-pitched *hyou*.

"Whoa!" "Huh?" "Ooh!"

The sailors on the upper deck let out startled cries and looked up at the signal flags on the mizzenmast.

Suddenly, the wind direction was changing.

*Hyuuou!*.

An even stronger wind blew from the east. The west wind that had been blowing until now vanished, and a sudden wind came from the complete opposite direction.

It was not a temporary gust. With several roars, the strong wind blew relentlessly from east to west, one gust after another.

The flying warship Vera Clara, which should have been downwind of the approaching enemy flying galley sailboats, suddenly found itself upwind of the enemy.

"…!"

Toto’s eyes widened in astonishment.

Could the true nature of the power of "Filial Piety" be—

*Goooo!* Suddenly, the wind howled.

The strongest possible wind was now blowing continuously from the most convenient direction for them.

Throughout history, in battles between sailing ships, the one who stood upwind won. The upwind ship, receiving a tailwind, gained mobility and maneuverability, while the downwind ship had to sail against the wind, severely hampering its mobility and making it difficult to steer.

"Jibe!"

King Dada shouted the order to turn the bow downwind. The sailors who had been on standby on top of the buoyant body scrambled to the braces, and the captain in the sterncastle gripped the ship’s wheel himself.

The flying warship Vera Clara began a majestic turn to bring its bow to bear on the two enemy galley sailboats.

In contrast, the enemy galley sailboats, which had been charging forward with a tailwind, suddenly found the wind direction reversed and were brought to a standstill.

The enemy galley ship’s crew was frantically trying to furl their sails. From above the buoyant body, oars once again jutted out like crab legs, and they began preparing to row. For a small flying galley sailboat to ram a large air sailboat, attacking from upwind was an absolute prerequisite. If they were to launch such an attack from downwind, the smaller ship would be crushed instead.

"Jibe!" "Jibe!"

Ships on both sides strained as they turned, their hulls creaking, trying to point their bows downwind.

From their sides, Vogstock Particles kicked up a seven-colored spray. Scattering rainbows in the autumn sky, a life-or-death turning contest. The enemy galley sailboats needed to turn one hundred and eighty degrees, while the Vera Clara aimed for a ninety-degree turn. King Dada whispered to Lulu beside him.

"The wind is too strong. Can you weaken it a bit until we finish turning?"

"…Yes. …I’ll stop the wind."

As Lulu responded, the wind died.

"Ooh," the captain cried out in delight. Wind hitting the sails during a turn was nothing but a hindrance. Now that the wind had ceased, the flying warship turned leisurely with only inertia and the operation of the helm—

Now, in its sights, it caught the turning enemy flying galley sailboats.

All they needed now was for the east wind to blow strongly once more, and victory would be theirs.

"Lulu, I need an east wind. A strong one."

"Yes."

Lulu opened her crimson eyes and fixed her gaze on the battle airspace.

She looked at the enemy galley sailboats desperately trying to flee.

*I am about to become a murderer.*

She confirmed this in her heart. Because of the power she was about to use, the several hundred people on those two ships would fall from an altitude of five hundred meters and become food for the fish.

The horror of air combat lay in the fact that the hundreds, even thousands, of people aboard an airship shared a single fate. In a ground battle, one could scatter and flee, but in a ship battle at five hundred meters, there was no escape. To flee a sinking ship, one had to wear a glider, but how many people could instantly strap on something so large and bulky and take flight?

*With this power, hundreds of people will die.*

Understanding the terror of the power she had inherited, Lulu raised her right hand high.

The golden halo burned even more dazzlingly bright.

"Filial Piety."

The character that floated in the space emitted an even greater light.

A strong wind blew all at once from the east, sweeping away the clouds.

No wind was needed for turning. But for a charge, a strong tailwind was desirable. The overly convenient wind that all sailors wished for was now blowing through this sky.

King Dada grinned.

He raised his thick right arm and gave a loud command.

"All sails set!"

At the command, all the sails of the flying warship Vera Clara were unfurled and caught the wind.

For a moment, the deck beneath their feet seemed to float, and the seven colors of the Vogstock Particles were kicked up as if cleaving the wave crests.

The five flying warships, led by the Vera Clara, caught the fair wind in all their sails and charged straight for the enemy.

"Cannonballs are a waste, just ram them!" "Kill all the humans of the Grapeland Sea!" "You arrogant humans, know the pride of the Minya!"

In response to King Dada’s orders, the roars of the sailors, convinced of victory, rode the wind and swept over the despair of those who foresaw defeat, and thus, death.

The enemy was desperately trying to begin rowing, but they couldn’t turn in time.

"Evasive action! Evasive action!" "No, don’t come!"

Amidst the screams of the enemy sailors, the prow of the Vera Clara’s lower hull collided with the side of the enemy galley sailboat, shattering its side and riding up onto its upper deck.

The flying galley sailboat’s buoyant body shattered, breaking into three pieces. The mast broke, the yardarm fell, the rigging flew apart, and the forty slave rowers who had been rowing on top of the buoyant body were thrown into the airspace, still chained to the shattered buoyant body.

From the hull, which had been broken in two, wooden crates, barrels, cannons, structural materials, and hundreds of enemy soldiers were thrown into the air. The hull, freed from the yoke of its suspension cables, also fell, scattering ten million ashes.

Several huge water columns rose one after another on the sea surface directly below. The ship, its cargo, its equipment, and its sailors all turned to nothing but foam on the sea. Sailors, each of whom took three years to train to a professional level, were thrown into the air, falling into the sea by the hundreds, the thousands, like confetti.

"Waaah, waaah…"

The cheers of their allies echoed amidst the rising dust. Lulu found it too horrifying to watch. In that single, explosive moment, the lives of nearly five hundred sailors and slaves had come to an end. The sheer abruptness of it was terrifying.

The remaining enemy ship desperately completed its turn, unfurled its sails all at once, and tried to flee using both sail and oar.

"Starboard gunports, open!"

King Dada’s command was instantly relayed by a messenger, who stuck his head into the hatch to the gun deck below and shouted.

"Push out!" "Push out!"

The lids of the starboard gunports, which had been closed until now, were pulled upwards, and from them, thirty twenty-centimeter cannons on one side thrust out their barrels all at once.

"Commence firing!"

From directly below, the booming voice of the gunnery commander, Rembrow, echoed, and at the same time, thirty cannons fired as one.

"Whoa!" "Ugh!"

The sailors on the upper deck couldn’t help but let out such cries at the earth-shattering roar of the cannons and their recoil.

The lower hull, due to the recoil of the cannon fire, was lifted backward like a swing, then swung forward in an arc, and back again. The billowing gunsmoke rode the wind and covered the downwind side. The enemy was not visible.

"Next round, reload, hurry!" "Hurry, hurry!"

Shouts crossed on the gun deck. The gunners pulled in the barrels, cleaned the insides with sponges, packed powder into the touchholes, and loaded the ten-kilogram cannonballs and powder, ramming them in with a ramrod.

The shaking was terrible.

Because there was no mechanism to absorb the recoil from the cannon fire, the hull, suspended from the buoyant body, swung violently when they fired a broadside.

It was swinging too much to aim.

"Damn it, not now!"

Gunnery commander Sir Rembrow grit his teeth and looked out through the gunport. The reason King Dada had emphasized the first strike and drawn the enemy in to the absolute limit was because he knew about this swinging. A surface ship’s recoil would be absorbed by the sea after a single backward movement, but in the case of an airship, the hull suspended from the buoyant body swung back and forth like a pendulum without resistance. With this much swinging, it was difficult to aim precisely.

*This is completely different from training…!*

Rembrow cursed inwardly. The three-kilogram practice rounds required less powder, so even a broadside hadn’t caused this much of a swing. But the ten-kilogram live rounds required more powder, and inevitably, the recoil after a broadside was greater. He would make a point of complaining later to the captain, who had skimped on the amount of powder for practice to embezzle funds.

*Where’s the enemy…?*

Through the haze of smoke, Rembrow strained his eyes to see the battle airspace.

The high-altitude wind had already carried away the gunsmoke.

The enemy galley sailboat that had been their target was… gone.

Only shattered fragments of Floating Stone, scattered pieces of wood, and the faces of terrified slave rowers, still fixed to larger pieces of Floating Stone, were visible.

Looking down, he saw the remnants of new water columns on the sea surface five hundred meters below. What appeared to be the corpses of enemy soldiers floated listlessly in the blue waves.

Rembrow let out a long sigh of relief. It seemed to have been a direct hit. The enemy ship, having taken multiple direct hits from close range, had fallen to the sea and disappeared, leaving nothing behind but its Floating Stones. The sailors and combatants on the lower hull would all have been killed in action.

But.

"Further back! Enemy flying warship, approaching!" "Opposite course! Coming from the left!"

The lookout’s voice and a messenger from the sterncastle intersected. The remaining ship, the enemy flying warship Viridium, which Duke Callistratus was aboard, had apparently not given up the fight.

"Port battery, prepare!"

As Rembrow gave the order, the gunners who had been at the starboard battery rushed to the port side battery and undid the breeching ropes of their assigned cannons. A sailor, shouldering a powder box, emerged from the hatch leading to the lower deck, dropped the box, and ran back to the powder magazine. The gunners quickly loaded the cannonballs and powder from the muzzle and stood by the gun-tackles, awaiting orders. The swinging was finally beginning to subside.

"Port gunports, open!"

A messenger on the upper deck stuck his upside-down face through the hatch and shouted King Dada’s command.

The gunners, who had been waiting, pushed up the lids of the gunports.

Light streamed in. Beyond the clear air at five hundred meters, the silhouette of the enemy flying warship Viridium, which had closed to a horizontal distance of about seventeen hundred meters. It was showing its port side to them, its gunports already open.

It would be a battle on opposite courses. A close-range exchange as they passed each other.

*Magnificent courage!*

Rembrow praised the enemy commander, Duke Callistratus. Undaunted by the sudden change in wind direction, he had taken advantage of their preoccupation with the two galley sailboats to close to this short distance without firing a single shot. A truly seasoned and heroic general, his command was both precise and bold.

"Push out!" "Push out!"

The gunners pushed out the thirty port cannons all at once.

The flying warships Vera Clara and Viridium, two massive vessels, were now rushing toward each other like jousting knights, about to exchange a fatal blow.

The timing of the shot was left to the gunnery commander. The horizontal distance to the enemy had closed to less than sixteen hundred meters. He could fire, but if he missed, that swinging would again plague the hull.

Just then, unexpectedly, the gusting wind died down.

Just as suddenly as it had begun, it ended.

In the windless air, the two ships closed in on each other by inertia alone…

"Lulu!" "Princess Lulu!"

Meanwhile, at the command post on the forecastle roof, Lulu had closed her eyes and fallen sideways. A worried Toto and Artemisia knelt beside her, checking her breathing and pulse. The moment the wind had died, Lulu, who had been holding her right hand up, had collapsed.

"She’s overused her power. She’s not going to die. Carry her to her room."

King Dada glared at the approaching flying warship Viridium with his right eye, not even glancing at the fainted Lulu as he spoke.

*Couldn’t you at least show some concern!?*

Toto shouted at his father only in his heart and laid Lulu on her back. He grabbed her slender wrist and checked her pulse. It was normal. It seemed she had fainted from overusing the power of her Holy Orb. Thanks to Lulu, they had been able to sink the two enemy galley sailboats without a scratch; she had more than fulfilled her duty. Toto regained his composure and asked a Royal Guard.

"Lulu’s room is below the sterncastle. Please carry her there and let her rest."

"As you wish."

"Miisha, I’m sorry, but could you look after Lulu?"

"Yes, leave it to me!"

The Royal Guard lifted the limp Lulu into his arms and, accompanied by Artemisia, carried her to her room in the lower sterncastle. The blind First Princess Chouchou was in her room in the lower forecastle and couldn’t move, so he would leave Lulu’s care to Artemisia.

"The wind is coming back. The real wind," King Dada said, glaring at the enemy ship. Lulu’s power to manipulate the wind was immense enough to decide the course of a sea or air battle between sailing ships, but it seemed the duration of its use depended on the Successor’s stamina.

*Such a powerful Holy Orb… why was it passed to Lulu, and not Gaga?*

Toto didn’t understand. The First Prince, Gaga, had far more stamina, so why was such an important Holy Orb passed to the less physically capable Lulu?

"It’s a north wind. We’re going to take some damage," King Dada said to Chancellor Nanahara Yoshiharu beside him, his eyes fixed on the enemy flying warship.

The pale blue fragments of Floating Stone scattered in the airspace showed the direction of the wind. It was now a tailwind for the approaching enemy flying warship Viridium. The moment Lulu was gone, a wind unfavorable to them had begun to blow. Was it the hand of heaven, seeking to be fair?

"The enemy’s cannon fire will arrive in five minutes. We have five ships, they have one. There is no doubt we will win, but with this wind direction, we must be prepared for some degree of damage," Yoshiharu said, comparing the wind and the state of the friendly and enemy ships. In a cannonade, the projectiles of the upwind side rode the wind, extending their range, while the range of the downwind side was halved. The Gato air fleet, forced to fight a cannon battle from the downwind side, would not be able to get through this battle unscathed.

*This battle is the prelude to a massive war that will soon engulf the entire Grapeland Sea.*

*Will the king recklessly allow his prized flying warships to be damaged here…?*

As if in answer to Toto’s thoughts, King Dada glared at the enemy.

"It wouldn’t be a bad idea to show them here and now the fate of those who defy me," he muttered and took a step forward.

"…"

Yoshiharu, his usual gentle smile on his face, did not stop King Dada.

"I haven’t used the Firebird in ten years. This is the time to use it to make the humans of the Grapeland Sea tremble, isn’t it?"

At the king’s words, Yoshiharu nodded silently. Beside him, Second Prince Toto’s eyes widened.

*King Dada is going to use the "Firebird"…!*

The strongest Holy Orb, known to all in the Grapeland Sea: "Benevolence."

The manifestation of the power of "Benevolence," the head of the eight Holy Orbs, was the "Firebird," which could melt anything in this world—even diamonds.

The legendary monster that even Toto had never seen was about to appear in this sky.

Toto held his breath and stared at his father’s back.

Frankly, he was not a father he liked. He was crude, boorish, had little interest in his children, and had neglected his beautiful mother to father two hundred children with his concubines—a crude, violent, and selfish man.

But.

*He is the strongest warrior in the world.*

Everyone acknowledged that. Even at the age of sixty-three, as long as he was the Successor to the "Benevolence" Holy Orb, King Dada could not be defeated by anyone. Even Ione, the "Sword Saint," who had achieved legendary feats in the Battle of Sea and Air In Three-pronged Strait ten years ago, had been forced to retreat before the "Firebird" that King Dada commanded.

*I will burn the pinnacle of strength into my eyes.*

Before Toto’s eyes, King Dada wore his usual leisurely smile, glaring down from the front at the enemy flying warship Viridium, which had closed to a horizontal distance of fifteen hundred meters, and muttered to himself.

"Long time no see, Duke Cali. How does it feel to be danced on my strings to the very end?"

Light began to gather behind King Dada. A crimson light, like a burning, cold flame.

A heatless flame burned in the space. Like the halo of a divine statue, the flame formed a geometric pattern, gathered together, and a crimson brushstroke ran through the space.

Beyond King Dada’s defiant smile, a circumference with a radius of one and a half meters overlapped, and a complex pattern resembling a mandala was drawn.

In the center of the circle.

"Benevolence."

The vividly appearing name glowed, flickering and burning behind King Dada.

"Ooooh, ooooh…!"

The allied sailors, noticing the activation of "Benevolence," raised a cheer and praised King Dada. The veteran sailors who had witnessed it ten years ago, convinced of victory, raised their hands to the heavens in thanks. The sailors who had climbed the yards to handle the sails also whistled in support of their king.

"Firebird!" "Firebird!"

Before long, the calls became a chorus, enveloping the airspace—

The entire battery of the enemy flying warship Viridium simultaneously took aim at the Vera Clara—

King Dada, a vicious smile on his face, said,

"Your turn, Firebird."

In that instant—

Flames swirled in the airspace above the Vera Clara.

Not one. Two, three—as if entrances to different dimensions had opened, flames sprouted from the space around the Vera Clara, swirled, and joined together, beginning to writhe like a living creature.

In the middle of the blue sky, the dancing flames became a spiral, and from the center of the spiral, a crimson wisp emerged, which gradually began to form the shape of a phoenix—

"I won’t let you."

In that instant—

Duke Callistratus stood right before King Dada, his battle-axe raised.

"Brotherhood."

Behind Callistratus, that single character shone with a golden light.

"Tch."

King Dada clicked his tongue, leaped back, and drew his sword.

*Gakiin!*.

The sound of steel clashing against steel.

*Gakiin, gakiin!*.

Twice, three times, steel sang in quick succession. The Vogstock Particles reacted, adding a seven-colored hue to the sparks. Callistratus lunged deep at the stumbling King Dada, entering the killing range. The Vogstock Particles, reacting to the retreat and lunge, drew seven-colored ripples in the space, as if the two were fighting underwater.

The battle-axe roared. King Dada’s double-edged knight sword, which had received the blow, could not completely kill its momentum and turned its blade toward him.

Fresh blood spurted from King Dada’s temple. The king fell to one knee.

"Guh."

"Die."

Callistratus raised the battle-axe in his right hand.

*A surprise attack.*

*Alone.*

The moment he realized it—Toto drew the rapier at his waist, stood before King Dada, and, holding the rapier in a reverse grip with the point angled backward, received the descending battle-axe.

Sparks exploded, as if shaving the blade of the rapier.

Deflected by Toto’s block, the battle-axe’s trajectory was corrected, and it pierced the deck planks.

A flurry of wood splinters, sparks, and Vogstock Particles.

One heartbeat.

Toto momentarily lifted his rapier, and as if by magic, switched to a forward grip, then dove deep into Callistratus’s guard.

Two moves, three moves, four moves.

Seven-colored sparks exploded along the path of the rapier.

Seven moves, ten moves, fourteen moves.

A rainbow danced.

"Hmph."

Callistratus, as a matter of course, parried the accelerating rapier.

"Buy me time, Toto."

"Yes, sir."

The moment he received King Dada’s order, Toto activated the "Loyalty" Holy Orb.

The Royal Guards, their minds still unable to catch up to the fact that Duke Callistratus had launched a surprise attack from an enemy ship fifteen hundred meters away, crossing over floating stones in the Floating Sphere as if they were stepping stones, could only stand frozen.

A pale green light gathered on Toto’s back. The faint character for "Loyalty" emerged.

Having evaded the twenty-five moves unleashed in the space of four heartbeats, Callistratus muttered,

"The Second Prince, is it?"

"Toto Gattoland. I presume you are Duke Callistratus."

With a pale green halo at his back, Toto quickly surveyed his surroundings. The only enemy was Callistratus.

Callistratus was clad entirely in light grey battle attire, his armor consisting of a breastplate, pauldrons, and greaves. In his right hand, a battle-axe; in his left, a small shield. Behind him, at the center of a golden halo that looked like multiple overlapping Y-shapes, was the character for "Brotherhood."

*Callistratus of the "Three Saints"…!*

The three holy knights renowned throughout the Grapeland Sea: Ione the "Sword Saint," Lukamakion the "Demon Man," and Callistratus the "Pegasus." Toto was now facing one of these famed holy knights, sung of in ballads, in a one-on-one duel.

*I will surpass him.*

Without fear, Toto closed the distance with Callistratus. A rainbow trail followed behind him. The upper deck of the airship was within the Floating Sphere, so the Vogstock Particles, reacting to their movements, drew mysterious patterns like flowing water around the two of them.

Toto looked into Callistratus’s deep-set eyes.

Callistratus’s silver-grey gaze met Toto’s. When crossing swords with an opponent, one could not avoid meeting their eyes.

And the property of the "Loyalty" Holy Orb was…

*To stop an opponent who meets my eyes…!*

"Ngh!"

Callistratus’s movements stopped for an instant.

Toto could see the Duke’s confusion as his raised axe froze.

*It works, even on one of the "Three Saints"!*

From his practice against knights in the training grounds, Toto had learned to control an opponent’s movements for the space of a single heartbeat. It was a short time, but in a sword fight where a single moment’s opening could be fatal, a pause of even one heartbeat was more than enough to pierce a throat or heart.

"Shh!"

With an exhalation, he thrust his rapier at Callistratus’s throat.

But Callistratus, who should have been unable to move, barely managed to scrape the ground with his heel.

"!?"

The single step back he took was abnormally long. Callistratus reached out with his left hand and touched the underside of the buoyant body that formed the ceiling above the upper deck.

Seven-colored sparks scattered, and Callistratus accelerated further, grabbing onto the harness strapped to the buoyant body with an impossible maneuver.

"…!"

Toto’s eyes widened in astonishment. Incredibly, Callistratus was supporting his own body with a single horizontally extended left hand, floating in the air…!

*This is the power of "Brotherhood"…!*

He realized it. Just by kicking… or rather, "scraping" the floor with his heel, he had made that leap. Callistratus had crossed the fifteen hundred meters from the enemy ship by using fragments of Floating Stone drifting in the Floating Sphere as stepping stones.

*He’s not flying. It’s just harder for him to fall than a normal person.*

The force that made things fall had almost no effect on Callistratus. It was better to think of it as fighting an opponent made of leaves. Toto practiced swordsmanship daily, but he had never yet fought an opponent who was outside the laws of this world.

*Don’t watch his footwork. If I try to track this opponent by his center of gravity, I’ll be the one to get my head split open.*

He couldn’t fight him with conventional swordsmanship. If he relied on his body’s reactions, he wouldn’t be able to respond to his opponent’s movements, which defied common sense, and he would die on the spot.

"The Successor to ‘Loyalty.’ Your sword skills are excellent."

With that, Callistratus, right in front of Toto, swung down the battle-axe he had raised.

"…!"

Toto snapped back to reality and deflected the heavy blow with the blade of his rapier.

He looked into Callistratus’s eyes. But Callistratus did not meet his gaze. He kept his eyes only on Toto’s feet, predicting his sword moves by his footwork and blocking with the shield in his left hand.

The characters for "Loyalty" and "Brotherhood" that each carried on their backs crossed on the narrow deck.

Three moves, five moves, nine moves…

The more they exchanged blows, the more Callistratus pushed him back. The golden halo took on a burning brilliance, and the Vogstock Particles, reacting to his fast, heavy movements, kicked up rainbow-colored streams in the empty space.

Even though he knew it, the footwork, center of gravity, and distance of movement didn’t match, throwing his own senses into disarray. The more they fought, the more that slight discrepancy would eventually lead to a fatal blow.

*He’s strong. But.*

*I won’t lose.*

The character for "Loyalty" began to glow. Toto, with the pale green halo at his back, fought back with all his might, staring into Callistratus’s eyes. Callistratus, knowing the power of "Loyalty," could not meet Toto’s gaze. He could only watch his footwork. It was undoubtedly a troublesome ability for Callistratus.

Rapier and axe clashed. Steel sang. Seven-colored spray colored the swordplay of the two Successors. The Royal Knights finally noticed the situation.

"Enemy attack! One enemy!" "It’s Duke Cali, take him down!"

The Royal Guards who had been watching the enemy ship from the bow rushed to the sterncastle, and the combatants who had been in the hold also appeared on the upper deck, raising their weapons and charging at Callistratus.

Incredibly, Callistratus did not flee.

He attached the small shield in his left hand to his shoulder, gripped a battle-axe in both hands, and counterattacked the knights who rushed him, swinging the axes in both hands.

"…!"

He was absurdly strong. His blows were heavy and fast. Regardless of his physical strength, he could move one to two meters with a single step sideways, so the kingdom’s soldiers couldn’t keep up with his movements at all. The battle-axes in his hands deflected the sunlight, and each time the Vogstock Particles raised a seven-colored spray, blood and flesh splattered the deck.

But.

Suddenly, a new shadow leaped out—a flash of a halberd.

"Ngh!"

As Callistratus leaped back, the shadow pursued him with a deep lunge, a second blow, a third.

Battle-axe and halberd clashed in a complex trajectory, the paths of the strikes overlapping like lightning, the scattering colors like a shattered rainbow.

The shadow challenging Callistratus was—

"Laggy!"

Toto shouted. The werewolf Laggy Daylight, Artemisia’s personal knight, who had been in the hold with the other combatants, had noticed the disturbance and come up to the upper deck. This werewolf, probably the strongest in the kingdom at present, was in no way inferior to Callistratus of the "Three Saints" in terms of combat skill.

"Not bad."

Perhaps tired of defending, Callistratus leaped up again, grabbed the harness of the buoyant body with one hand, and floated in the air.

"…"

Once he escaped there, they couldn’t follow. With his halberd at the ready, his feet planted firmly on the upper deck, Laggy turned his seething eyes on Callistratus.

Just then.

"Time’s up, Duke Cali."

King Dada, who had not participated in the battle, still with the "Benevolence" halo at his back in the sterncastle, said this and sent a scornful laugh to Callistratus.

"Watch your home burn from there."

The cold, crimson flames filled the sky above the flying warship Vera Clara, having taken the form of a phoenix.

Its massive wings, over fifteen meters in span, had the sun at their back, and its body, over seven meters long, beat the air at an altitude of five hundred meters.

It had a neck, a sharp beak, a crimson burning mane, and two wings and a tail.

Slowly beating its wings, the giant beast, covered in something like a lava flow and burning brightly, glared once at the distant flying warship Viridium.

"Burn it all, Firebird."

The moment King Dada commanded it, the incarnation of the "Benevolence" Holy Orb flew through the sky at five hundred meters.

The Floating Sphere reacted, and a seven-colored spray rose beneath the "Firebird."

The bird, flying while burning, even boiled the space itself, and its wake burned.

The rainbow stirred up by the Vogstock Particles and the flames on the periphery of the "Firebird" mixed, dyeing the battle airspace in fantastical colors—

"No, run!" "It’s the Firebird, don’t fight, run!"

The veteran sailors aboard the enemy flying warship Viridium, convinced of their defeat, shouted this and put on their own harnesses. It was forbidden to wear a harness before battle, as it was considered cowardly, but even the supposedly brave veteran soldiers began preparing to flee without shame or regard for appearances…

"We’re getting out of here, Brother!"

Meanwhile, the siblings Mihohara Michihiko and Kuon, having pulled their gliders from the hold of the Viridium and finished connecting them to their harnesses, spotted the approaching "Firebird" and placed one foot on the starboard rail.

The glider’s frame was made of pterosaur wing bones, and its wings were made of fine-weave linen cloth coated with tree resin oil, allowing it to be folded for transport. The two had already finished unfolding the wings; all that was left was to jump.

Michihiko, with a double-bladed scythe at his waist, looked back at the Firebird beyond the port side, bit his lip, and said,

"I wanna… see it breathe fire…!"

He gave voice to the dream of all the boys and girls who lived in the Grapeland Sea.

"If you want to die, be my guest! I’m getting out of here!"

Ordered by Kuon, who gripped her beloved greatsword "Onibunchou" in one hand, the two took a deep breath together and threw themselves into the air from the starboard side.

The specially made wing membrane, also used for sailboat sails, caught the wind. The glider had no power of its own; it was a tool for gliding down through the sky. The two operated the control sticks in their hands and turned their faces toward the landmass of Red Cape.

"Fire!" "Fire—!"

The four swivel guns positioned at the bow and stern turned their muzzles on the "Firebird" and, in a fluid motion, unleashed a barrage of fire. The four shots fired by the brave gunners hit the "Firebird" at close range.

In that instant, pure white steam erupted from the "Firebird’s" body. The six-kilogram cannonballs, faced with a body made of lava flow, did not penetrate but instead vaporized. The one-thousand-degree flames it was cloaked in melted steel on contact, rendering normal physical attacks meaningless. The "Firebird" paid no mind to the cannons and leisurely spread its wings, hovering directly in front of the Viridium.

"It’s no use, bows and cannons don’t work!" "We can’t beat this thing, run!"

The cries of the veteran soldiers exploded on the upper deck. The sailors frantically put on their harnesses, and the quicker ones strapped on gliders and threw themselves into the air from the opposite side.

In a flash—

The Firebird let out a particularly high-pitched cry. The sound alone made the hull of the flying warship Viridium tremble—

"Run!" "Ruuun!"

With no time to put on even a harness, let alone a glider, many of the sailors on the mainmasts on top of the buoyant body and on the upper deck simply stood stunned, watching the "Firebird" as it threw back its long neck—

The battle airspace was filled with a flow of lava.

The upper deck of the Viridium was instantly covered in crimson flames.

The three masts, the foremast, the mizzenmast, the folded sailcloth, the three utility boats and the captain’s launch, and nearly a hundred sailors—everything that existed on the buoyant body and the upper deck was swallowed by the lava flow and vaporized.

It was not a single expulsion. The "Firebird" continued to spew lava flow at the pitiful Viridium, as if it were an active volcano.

A chain of explosions from within the ship. The sides shattered, and flames erupted. The buoyant body could not withstand the high temperature and began to melt, and the suspension cables snapped. The lava flow pierced through the five decks, incinerating the interior and cargo.

The lower hull, burning, began to list, the anchor chains flying out and writhing like snakes, the keel broke, and people, cargo, and ballast were thrown into the air from the damaged sections. The flames had already engulfed the hull, and the wood, steel frame, and all structural materials were being vaporized into the atmosphere.

The "Firebird" did not stop its emission.

As if in punishment for its defiance, it continued to stubbornly spew lava flow at the clearly dead hull of the Viridium—

The long hull disappeared from the airspace.

Only the boiling and bubbling Floating Stone, transformed into tens of millions of fragments, wandered the Floating Sphere, melting like mercury.

From the flagship of the Gato Kingdom army, the Vera Clara, which had witnessed everything from a distance of fifteen hundred meters, the cheers and applause were unending…

"Rejoice, Duke Cali. Your house just burned down."

Along with King Dada’s words, the crimson halo he wore faded, and the character for "Benevolence," which had been burning brightly, also vanished into the space as particles.

King Dada, paying no mind to the blood flowing from his temple, re-gripped his double-edged knight sword.

Callistratus, still gripping the harness of the buoyant body, sent a quiet gaze to Dada.

His light grey battle attire was now completely soaked in blood, and the battle-axes in his hands were so steeped in blood that even their hilts were dyed red. Even after losing his mother ship, Callistratus showed no signs of distress, looking down on them all with composure.

"Prince Toto, and you, wolf over there, you have good skills. I will wait at Red Cape Fortress. If you want the ‘Brotherhood’ Holy Orb, you must kill me and take it."

Spitting out these parting words, Callistratus glanced at the land, more than ten kilometers away, and then abruptly let go of the harness he was gripping.

"Oh…" "Incredible…"

Before the eyes of the sailors watching from the deck, Callistratus, with the golden halo and the character for "Brotherhood" behind him, began to glide leisurely from five hundred meters toward the ground, like a bird, and departed.

*So it’s true, the force pulling things down is weaker on him…!*

Watching Callistratus’s retreating form, Toto confirmed this fact. Callistratus could not ascend after jumping; he could only glide down through the sky with a trajectory similar to a glider, heading for the landmass of Red Cape.

*He’s not flying. Weakening the downward pull is the ability of "Brotherhood"…!*

Having confirmed this fact, Toto sheathed the sword he had been holding and turned to King Dada.

"Let me treat your wound."

"It’s just a scratch, nothing more."

King Dada laughed and rubbed the wound with his palm. The army doctor who had been in the hold rushed over with bandages and disinfected the wound with boiled wine.

Toto looked to the northeastern sky. The "Firebird" and Callistratus were already gone. Having lost his three airships, he would probably hole up in Red Cape Fortress with his subordinates.

When he turned around, the sun was already beginning to set in the west. In another two hours, it would be dark.

"The air fleet has been annihilated. Now our naval fleet can land troops in the morning without fear of threats from the sky," Yoshiharu reported to the king. On the forecastle now were only King Dada, Yoshiharu, Toto, two messengers, and two signalmen.

"We won too easily. It’ll be a problem if Ilias doesn’t make a move," King Dada said to Yoshiharu in a low voice. King Dada’s worry now was that Ilias, the Commander of the Black Rose Knights, would sense that the Gato Kingdom had the upper hand and fail to betray the kingdom.

Yoshiharu, his usual gentle smile plastered on his face, said,

"Conveniently, Your Majesty has suffered a head wound. Let us exaggerate this and inform my children via gazelle bird."

"Hmm," King Dada’s mouth relaxed into a pleased expression, and he prompted him to continue.

"King Dada gravely wounded… Callistratus will surely relay this report to Ilias. If the kingdom’s army has lost its most fearsome weapon, the ‘Firebird,’ Ilias will move his prized air fleet close to our fleet under the cover of night, planning a pincer attack with the fortress…"

"…and at dawn, they’ll be turned into roast pork by us, lying in wait… Not bad."

King Dada’s objective was to make Ilias, the Commander of the Black Rose Knights, believe that "now is the time to annihilate the kingdom’s air fleet" and have him attack from behind. Ilias, who was under the impression that Chancellor Nanahara Yoshiharu had betrayed the kingdom and was on the side of the Black Rose Knights, would believe the false report of "King Dada gravely wounded" that Yoshiharu would spread, secretly approach the kingdom’s fleet tonight, and at dawn, launch an attack—and be destroyed.

"Let’s go with that. I’m counting on you, Yoshiharu. Don’t screw it up."

"Yes, sir."

Yoshiharu bowed deeply to the king.

King Dada glanced at his bowed head and marveled inwardly.

*Your disciples are monsters, Cassandra.*

Cassandra Cruz, once King Dada’s sworn friend and the "God of War" who had elevated the small nation of Gato to the leader of the Grapeland Sea.

Her two disciples, Ilias and Nanahara Yoshiharu, were now playing out a spectacular game of deception on the stage of the Grapeland Sea. The conclusion would likely come tomorrow morning.

The strategy Yoshiharu had devised for this operation boiled down to "making Ilias believe that Nanahara Yoshiharu had betrayed them." For this alone, Yoshiharu had divorced his wife and children three years ago, sent them to Athena Island, and, through his wife’s words to Ilias, succeeded in convincing him that "Yoshiharu intends to betray the kingdom."

Three years had passed since then.

Yoshiharu had, at times, even leaked information detrimental to the kingdom to Ilias, successfully making him believe in his betrayal. It was precisely because he was convinced that Yoshiharu had sided with the Black Rose Knights that Ilias had agreed to let Artemisia become King Dada’s ward. The rumors circulating in the markets and taverns that "Nanahara Yoshiharu has betrayed us" were also spread by Yoshiharu himself to make Ilias believe in his betrayal.

All for—the operation to come.

Believing Yoshiharu’s false report, the Black Rose Knights’ air fleet, which would come to the airspace above the Three-pronged Strait using the cover of night, would be annihilated by the waiting Gato air fleet, and Ilias’s dream would be crushed in this sky.

"I’m much more scared of you than of the idiot rulers of the Grapeland Sea, Yoshiharu."

King Dada told Yoshiharu his true feelings, looked up at the sky, and gave a faint, half-incredulous smile. Yoshiharu had divorced his family and, for three long years, had continued to act the part of a traitor, even at his own expense, all to make Ilias believe the single letter he would send from now on. But the poison contained in that one letter was powerful enough to destroy the Black Rose Knights.

"I have dedicated my life to Your Majesty. This operation is the culmination of it all. Please, sit back and enjoy the end of these fools."

Glancing at Yoshiharu, who said this with a smile, King Dada stretched once.

"…It’s been a while since I summoned the bird. I’m tired. I’ll eat in my room."

"…As you wish. …On that note, Princess Artemisia is currently in Princess Lulu’s room, nursing her."

Yoshiharu relayed this in a low voice. The king grinned.

"Is that so? Excellent. …After a battle, I’m fired up."

Toto and Chouchou’s rooms were in the forecastle, while the upper level of the sterncastle was Dada’s room, and directly below it was Lulu’s room. Yoshiharu had arranged the rooms.

"You know me better than I know myself, Yoshiharu."

"I am honored."

"Tonight, let no one into my room. Any contact, you make with me directly."

"Understood. I will post guards."

Having received the king’s words, Yoshiharu watched King Dada’s back as he entered the sterncastle. The door was guarded by Royal Guards, and currently, only King Dada, Second Princess Lulu, and Third Princess Artemisia were inside.

"…"

For a moment, Yoshiharu stared at the closed sterncastle door, then turned on his heel and headed in the opposite direction, toward his office in the forecastle. He had to send a gazelle bird to Callistratus at once to inform him of "King Dada’s injury" …

†††

Lulu, the Second Princess of the Gato Kingdom, lay on the bed in her room in the lower sterncastle, dreaming.

It was a dream of a woman and a knight in love. Lulu recognized the woman. She was someone who had been kind to Lulu when she was a child. …The First Princess, Lala Gattoland. The daughter of King Dada and his previous wife, she was Lulu’s half-sister, more than twenty years her senior.

"Princess Lulu…?"

A voice calling her from close by suddenly woke Lulu.

"Oh, did I wake you…? I’m sorry, you seemed to be having a terrible nightmare…"

Looking up, she saw the Third Princess Artemisia, changed into her nightclothes, looking down at her worriedly from the side of the bed.

"…Miisha…"

The remnants of the dream still lingered in her chest, and her heart was pounding. She realized that the memories of Lala, the previous Successor to the "Filial Piety" Holy Orb, had appeared as a dream. Perhaps because she had just used the power of "Filial Piety," the dream had been far more vivid than usual.

Lulu let her eyes wander around the room. A floor of joined planks, dull-colored walls and ceiling, a faint swaying, and the sound of the wind. Moonlight streamed in through the porthole, dyeing the room a pale blue.

"Is this… my room…?"

"Yes. His Majesty the King is resting on the floor above. You collapsed after using the power of ‘Filial Piety’ to summon the wind…"

"…I remember. …Is it the middle of the night?"

"Yes. Everyone has finished their meals and retired for the night. I was about to go to sleep as well. …May I rest here?"

At this, Lulu was a little perplexed. The room was small, and there was only one bed.

"I don’t mind… but where will you sleep?"

Artemisia said shyly,

"…On the floor. I’m worried about you. I brought a sleeping bag."

At this, Lulu sat up and looked at the floor beside the bed. The bedding Artemisia had brought was laid out on the floor.

Lulu smiled, troubled.

"…If you sleep there, I’ll be the one who can’t rest. Let’s sleep together. This bed is big enough for two."

"Oh, but, I couldn’t possibly…"

"It’s fine, we’re sisters. It’s fun to fall asleep while talking."

At this, Artemisia fidgeted for a moment, then lifted her shy face.

"…Thank you. …To be honest… I was a little scared to sleep alone."

"Haha," Lulu laughed. After seeing so many terrifying things on the battlefield today, Lulu, too, was honestly feeling a bit lonely sleeping by herself.

"Alright, come on."

Lulu lay down again and lifted the blanket beside her, inviting Artemisia in. Artemisia smiled.

"Yes. But a little while ago, His Majesty the King summoned me. I must go."

"…His Majesty? …At this hour?"

"…There seems to be some suspicious movement from the Black Rose Knights. …So, he has some questions for me…"

Lulu furrowed her brow. She knew that the king had not yet let down his guard around Artemisia, but still, to summon her in the middle of the night like this.

"…When will he ever be satisfied with his suspicions? As if Miisha would ever do something like that. …Should I go with you? I’ll give him a piece of my mind."

As Lulu sat up again, Artemisia hurriedly pushed her back down.

"It’s alright, it’s not as if I’ll be treated harshly… Just normal questions. You have another battle tomorrow, so please rest…"

"But…"

"…Here, this is poppy juice from the doctor. Please drink it and rest well…"

Artemisia handed Lulu a wooden bowl of poppy juice. Drinking this would make her head feel fuzzy and sleepy. But.

"…Are you really okay? He won’t do anything awful to you?"

For some reason, she was terribly worried about Artemisia. In the current situation, that capricious father of hers was capable of a harsh interrogation. He was a king who sometimes did unreasonable things just to show his vassals that he could do whatever he wanted.

"…Since I came to this kingdom and became part of your family, I have never once been treated harshly."

Seeing Artemisia’s brave smile, Lulu, though still anxious, was soothed and took a sip of the poppy juice, then lay back on the bed. This would surely help her sleep, but…

"…Good night, sister…"

"Yes, good night…"

Sleepiness weighed down on Lulu’s eyelids. In the darkness, she could faintly see Artemisia leaving the room. King Dada’s personal quarters were directly above. Feeling sorry for Artemisia, who was being questioned by the king at this hour, she fell asleep under the effects of the poppy juice—

A noise woke her.

The sound came from the floor above, from the king’s room.

The sound of something heavy falling had echoed once, loud enough to break her sleep.

But the sound had come only once, and after that, there was only the sound of the wind in the silence.

Lulu, in her bed, lay with her eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling, and pulled the blanket up to her face.

It wasn’t her imagination. There had definitely been a loud noise. In the darkness, she felt a strange tension, like a beast holding its breath, stalking its prey…

Before long.

Faint footsteps came from the floor above. It was a sound so soft that she wouldn’t have caught it if she hadn’t been straining her ears, but someone was definitely walking around upstairs.

Then, another long silence, and then—

The ladder leading to the upper floor creaked. Then, *creak*, the door to Lulu’s room opened…

In the darkness, the moonlight shining through the porthole illuminated a human figure.

"…Miisha?"

"Oh… sister. …You were awake…"

"…Didn’t you hear a noise just now? It woke me up…"

When she said this, Artemisia fell silent for a moment. It was too dark to see her expression; only her small silhouette stood out in the room.

"…Hmm?"

A strong scent of perfume came from Artemisia. A mixture of cinnamon, musk, and jasmine, it was less a pleasant fragrance and more like a deodorant, a scent in poor taste. Before she had gone to the king’s room, she hadn’t been wearing any perfume like this…

"…I didn’t hear anything. …Perhaps you were imagining it. …Um… may I… also rest in the bed?"

Artemisia’s voice was slightly tired and hoarse. If she had been answering the king’s questions until this late at night, it was only natural that she would be tired. Lulu made space beside her.

"Oh, yes, of course. Let’s sleep together."

She invited her, but Artemisia hesitated for a moment, then said with difficulty,

"…Yes. …And… I have a selfish request…"

"Eh, yes, what is it?"

"…Um… I would like you to sleep with your back to me…"

Artemisia said this, looking down, as if she were very embarrassed.

"…Um… I… I can’t stand being touched by people… so…"

At this, Lulu understood. Artemisia had an extreme aversion to physical contact, and even if it was someone she was close to, she would push their hand away strongly if touched. If they were sleeping in the same bed and Lulu’s hand accidentally touched Artemisia, she might do the same thing.

"Oh, okay, I understand. I’ll just sleep like this, then."

Lulu smiled and turned onto her right side, her back to Artemisia.

"…I’m sorry. Thank you, sister…"

Artemisia said this apologetically, sat down on the bed, and took off her slippers. The strong perfume still wafted from behind her, but Lulu maintained her composure and said nothing. Instead, she made a small request.

"…Since I granted your request, will you grant mine…?"

"Yes, what is it…?"

Artemisia lay down on Lulu’s left side, also on her right side. Before Artemisia’s eyes was Lulu’s slender back, wrapped in a silk nightgown.

"Call me ‘Big Sister.’"

At this, Artemisia smiled and grabbed a handful of Lulu’s hair with her right hand.

"No way."

Then, she drew a knife she had hidden inside her nightgown and swiftly and deeply slit Lulu’s throat.

"The thought of you being my family makes me want to vomit."

Lulu’s eyes widened as she saw the blood gushing from her own throat.

Artemisia’s left hand dropped the knife, grabbed a pillow, and pressed it against Lulu’s face.

The bulkhead was soaked with the stream of blood gushing from Lulu’s throat.

Artemisia pulled hard on Lulu’s hair with her right hand, wrapped her own left leg around Lulu’s left leg, and absorbed Lulu’s screams with the pressed pillow.

"Every time you called me ‘Miisha,’ it was a struggle to keep from throwing up."

And then, with a smile on her face, she whispered in Lulu’s ear. Lulu desperately grabbed Artemisia’s left hand with both of her own, but her slender arm did not budge and continued to press the pillow against Lulu’s face.

In a calm tone, laughing a little, Artemisia whispered.

"It sounds like ‘Minya,’ doesn’t it? It made me feel like one of you four-eared monsters… Every time you said it, my insides would churn."

Artemisia smiled as if admiring a favorite doll, pulled on Lulu’s hair, forcing her head back, and widened the wound in her throat.

The blood gushing from the deeply sliced carotid artery stained the wall a deep red. Lulu’s flailing arms and legs gradually lost their strength and turned into convulsions.

"Do you remember the day we first met?"

Bringing her lips close to Lulu’s ear, Artemisia whispered in a sultry tone.

"You told me to ‘hold my head high as a royal of Gato,’ didn’t you?"

After repeating Lulu’s words in a patently mocking tone, she removed the pillow in her left hand from Lulu’s face.

Lulu’s face was ashen, the bleeding was subsiding, and she knew it would only be a moment before she died. In the instant Lulu’s life was fading, Artemisia grabbed the top of her head, forced her to face her, and smiled sweetly.

"How could I hold my head high being lumped in with monsters?"

As the words left her mouth, Lulu’s eyes clouded over, and the strength left her body.

"I am Artemisia, daughter of Ilias, Commander of the Black Rose Knights. Be grateful I put up with you monsters’ little game for six months."

Artemisia looked into Lulu’s eyes to confirm her death and got off the bed.

The moonlight streaming in from the porthole dyed Lulu’s tragic corpse a ghostly blue. Thanks to Lulu turning her back, Artemisia had not been splattered with a single drop of blood.

"…"

As she stood silently looking down at Lulu’s corpse—suddenly, a golden, glowing object appeared on the spot, floating weightlessly in the space.

"…"

Artemisia confirmed the object, wrapped in a heatless flame, and the character for "Filial Piety" engraved in its center. She had heard that when a Successor dies, the Holy Orb emerges from their body, and she had seen with her own eyes the "Loyalty" Holy Orb rise from Gasper’s corpse during the duel at the banquet. But she did not know how to inherit it.

Artemisia then climbed the ladder to the upper floor. She stepped into King Dada’s room and glanced at the king, lying naked on the bed.

"…"

Like Lulu, his throat had been slit, and his entire body had been stabbed repeatedly with a knife. He was still staring at the ceiling with his eyes wide open. Directly above his corpse floated the "Benevolence" Holy Orb.

Artemisia added more incense to the censer to hide the smell of blood. Then she knocked three times on the entrance door, and without opening it, told the Royal Guard outside.

"…His Majesty the King summons Chancellor Nanahara."

"Yes, sir," the Royal Guard acknowledged and went to fetch Yoshiharu. This guard knew that it was not the first time Artemisia had entered the king’s room at bedtime, and he had been told in advance by Yoshiharu that "the king will summon you late at night."

Before long—

"…Magnificent, Your Highness."

Chancellor Nanahara Yoshiharu, who had stepped into King Dada’s room, raised the lantern in his hand, confirmed the king’s corpse on the bed, and praised Artemisia.

"Your training has paid off. There is no finer practitioner of the bedroom arts than you, Your Highness."

Artemisia, illuminated by Yoshiharu’s lantern, had no blood on her clothes at all. But her face and the area below her neck were sticky with blood. Presumably, the body beneath her clothes was as well.

"Please wipe yourself down and change your clothes. I will be downstairs…"

Yoshiharu stored the "Benevolence" Holy Orb in an iron cage, covered it with a black veil so it couldn’t be seen from the outside, and went downstairs to confirm Lulu’s corpse and the "Filial Piety" Holy Orb.

"This is a victory comparable to… no, superior to that of our entire military."

Deeply impressed, Yoshiharu muttered to himself. Tonight, Artemisia, all by herself, had achieved a great victory that far surpassed the Battle of Sea and Air In Three-pronged Strait ten years ago.

Then, he placed his palm over Lulu’s still-open eyes and closed them. Did King Dada and Princess Lulu understand in the afterlife the meaning of what had happened?

*He betrayed the betrayal of a betrayal.*

Yoshiharu had pretended to betray King Dada, divorcing his wife and child to do so, and had succeeded in making contact with Ilias. …Or so it seemed, but in fact, he had not betrayed King Dada, but had succeeded in luring Ilias to his death by feeding him false reports. …Or so it seemed, but in fact, he had truly betrayed King Dada, using the king’s pedophilia to recommend that he take Artemisia as a ward. The king, as expected, had welcomed the beautiful Artemisia into his bed… and Artemisia, using the bedroom arts she had been training in for three years, had assassinated King Dada. All that remained was for the Black Rose air fleet, led by Ilias, to annihilate the Gato air fleet, which would be in chaos after losing its king, and Yoshiharu’s lifelong plan would be complete.

*I have done it…*

Yoshiharu sat on Lulu’s blood-stained bed, lost in a sense of accomplishment.

Whether Artemisia succeeded in the assassination here tonight was the turning point of Yoshiharu’s plan.

If she had failed, he would have informed Ilias of that fact, called off the decisive battle with the kingdom’s fleet, and waited for the next assassination opportunity… but now that Artemisia had succeeded, there was no longer any need for them here.

All that was left was to escape.

He closed his eyes and waited for a while, and then Artemisia, having wiped off the blood and changed into a Gato Kingdom military uniform, came down from the upper floor. Despite her great victory, she showed no excitement; her expression was cold, inorganic, and detached.

"Let’s get out of here quickly. We have no more use for a place like this."

"Before that, please inherit the ‘Filial Piety’ Holy Orb. You just need to crush it."

"…"

Artemisia gave the "Filial Piety" Holy Orb floating there an uninterested glance, then crushed it with a carelessly outstretched right hand.

A golden light exploded, enveloping Artemisia. Before her chest, the Oyashima character for "Filial Piety" shone brightly once, then disappeared.

"…So now I have the power to summon the wind?"

"Yes. It will be an invaluable power for the Knights."

Artemisia listened to Yoshiharu’s words with an air of indifference.

"How do we escape?"

"I will have the captain prepare a liaison boat for myself, you, and Laggy to board. After we escape from here, we will rendezvous with the Black Rose air fleet and engage the Gato fleet in a decisive battle tomorrow morning. With the ‘Benevolence’ and ‘Filial Piety’ Holy Orbs on our side, victory is beyond doubt."

Listening to Yoshiharu’s words with half an ear, Artemisia added more incense to the censer in this room as well. The smell of Lulu’s blood was getting on her nerves.

"…Then hurry up. This smell feels like it’s going to stick to me."

Artemisia urged Yoshiharu on. In her chest, she could feel the newly inherited "Filial Piety" Holy Orb squirming, and it reminded her of Lulu’s death throes, making her feel sick to her stomach. She wanted to quickly return to her home fleet where her father, Ilias, was waiting, and cast off this filthy Minya military uniform.

For a moment, Artemisia looked down at the blood-soaked Lulu. Her corpse was stiff, her legs thrown out at an untidy angle.

"…Feeling lonely? Don’t worry, your doting brother Toto and your useless big sister Chouchou will be joining you soon. I have to kill them both to get the ‘Loyalty’ and ‘Propriety’ Holy Orbs, after all."

A natural sneer formed on her lips.

"Are you frustrated? Soon, your precious family will all be killed by me. How foolish. Welcoming an enemy’s daughter as family, blabbering all your secrets… Did you really think I would cry and grovel in gratitude?"

Speaking in a tone one would use to mock a toddler, the corners of Artemisia’s mouth curled up.

"The king and queen, the four siblings… I’ll cut off all six of your heads and display them on the castle gates. You can all watch together as your beloved kingdom burns and the filthy Minya are exterminated."

*Hehehe, hehehe…* Artemisia looked down, letting out such laughs over and over, until she could no longer bear it and looked up at the ceiling, laughing out loud, *Ahaha, ahaha…* She laughed with a bright, happy voice, so much so that tears streamed from the corners of her eyes, until Yoshiharu stopped her.
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Judging by the color of the night, dawn would soon be upon them. He wanted to rendezvous with the Black Rose Air Fleet as quickly as possible, report the details, and immediately force a decisive battle with the Gattoland Air Fleet.

Nanahara Yoshiharu, Chancellor of the Gato Kingdom, stood at the prow of the liaison craft, his gaze fixed on the starry sky ahead.

Beside him stood Artemisia, clad in the uniform of the Gato Kingdom military, and her exclusive knight, Laggy Daylight. Also present were a Gato Kingdom captain and six sailors at the oars. As the captain, seated at the stern, played a tune on his flute, the six men rowed with oars tipped with Floating Stones. With each stroke, a seven-colored wake from the Vogstock Effect blossomed five hundred meters in the air.

A full moon shone brightly in a cloudless sky, clearly delineating the boundary between the horizon and the heavens. In the distance, they could even make out the landmass of the Apollodeo Lower Jaw Peninsula. Despite the pre-dawn hour, visibility was excellent.

Since boarding the liaison craft, neither Artemisia nor Laggy had spoken a word to Yoshiharu. After their brutal work aboard the air battleship *Vera Clara* was finished, Yoshiharu, along with the other two, had approached the deck chief with a blank letter bearing King Dada’s wax seal and a permit for the craft, which he had tricked the captain into writing. They had successfully escaped the air battleship. Any careless chatter now might arouse the captain’s suspicion, leading to trouble, so they had remained silent throughout the journey.

The captain and his six oarsmen were under the impression that Yoshiharu and Artemisia were on this boat to deliver an important order from King Dada to Commander Ilias. They hadn’t the faintest idea that Yoshiharu had betrayed the kingdom, that Artemisia had murdered King Dada and Lulu, and that the three of them, Laggy included, were fugitives. For his part, Yoshiharu hoped to meet up with the Black Rose Knights without them ever finding out.

Just then, the captain pointed toward the starry sky ahead.

"Lights spotted. Three airships."

Yoshiharu strained his eyes in the direction indicated and saw the distant cluster of airships, their portholes casting a brilliant glow. Judging by the number, it had to be the Black Rose Knights Air Fleet, with Commander Ilias aboard. Since they were still officially allied with the Gato Kingdom military, they were sailing through the night sky with their lights on, prioritizing a clear rendezvous with Yoshiharu.

"Signaling and approaching."

The captain stood, a hand-cannon in his grasp, and lit the fuse with a yellow phosphorus match. A bluish-purple flame sprouted from the tube’s tip, emitting a dazzling light.

As the captain approached, waving the hand-cannon, a yellow signal lamp soon began to wave from side to side near the sterncastle of the lead airship.

"Port stop, starboard once! Steady as she goes… halt! All ahead!"

At the captain’s command, the liaison craft made a gentle turn to port, kicking up a seven-colored wake in the sea of stars as it closed in on the Black Rose Knights Air Fleet…

Before long, Yoshiharu’s liaison craft pulled alongside the port side of the lead vessel, the flagship *Demistri*.

With a naval vessel, one would board by climbing a ladder or gangway lowered from a sally port. But with an airship, the buoyant body was directly in front of them, while the hull where the crew resided was below. Thus, they threw the rope ladder they had packed in the liaison craft down to the hull below, connecting it to the upper deck before climbing down.

"Wait here until you receive instructions."

"Sir!"

Yoshiharu said to the captain. He let Artemisia descend first, then placed his own foot on the rope ladder. As he climbed down, he sent a one-handed signal to Laggy, who remained in the boat.

"…"

Laggy, his expression unchanged, gripped his halberd and slipped the leather sheaths from its spear point and axe head.

The moment Yoshiharu stepped off the ladder and onto the *Demistri*'s upper deck, *shuuu*—the sound of a blade slicing through the air erupted from above.

"Huh?!"

"Whoa!"

"Eek!"

Looking up, he could hear the screams of the captain and oarsmen who had brought them here, their voices echoing from beyond the liaison craft’s underbelly.

"U-uwaaaah!"

"Hieeeeeee—!"

With high-pitched shrieks, three oarsmen were thrown from the liaison craft. They flew past Yoshiharu’s eyes, plummeting toward the sea five hundred meters below.

Silence returned. Laggy, alone and stained with blood, stowed his halberd on his back and descended the rope ladder. Splattered with gore, his face was the same impassive wolf’s mask as always. He wasn’t even out of breath; his emotions were unreadable.

"Good work."

Laggy offered no reply to Yoshiharu’s praise. Acknowledgment was due, but Yoshiharu let it slide, thinking it cruel to demand etiquette from a werewolf. Crewmen rushed past them, climbed the rope ladder to the now-unmanned liaison craft, tossed the four bloody corpses overboard, and began lashing the boat to the buoyant body. The Floating Stones used in the oars and hull were valuable, so they would be salvaged and repurposed.

Then, Artemisia, standing beside Yoshiharu, twisted her face in displeasure.

"Dog, did you not hear me? You seem quite discontent. Is it not your duty to obey any command?"

"…"

Laggy’s expression didn’t change. He simply stood there, gazing into the empty air. A wrinkle formed between Artemisia’s brows.

"…Dog. Recite your Oath of Fealty."

She commanded in a low voice. Back in the Gato Kingdom, she had been playing the part of the "brave and kind-hearted Princess Artemisia," so she couldn’t have rebuked him like this in public. Now, back home, Artemisia openly bullied Laggy, as if to vent six months of frustration.

Laggy glanced at the void with a look of indifference, then recited in a flat tone the words he had sworn to Artemisia upon his knighting.

"…Laggy Daylight pledges his life and loyalty to his master. At any time, in any place, even should all the world become your enemy, I shall be the shield that protects you."

*Hmph*. A cruel, twisted smile graced Artemisia’s lips.

"Uphold your vow. Your duty is to do anything for my sake. Heel."

"…"

"Heel!"

Laggy slowly dropped to one knee, bowing his head in a show of subservience. But Artemisia’s face contorted.

"That’s not heeling. I’m telling you to throw your limbs out and lie on your stomach on the floor."

Laggy didn’t move. The Royal Guards exchanged uneasy glances at the tense atmosphere. He may have sworn an oath of fealty, but he was under no obligation to endure humiliation. This command, even from his master, was going too far.

"Was that oath a lie, you mutt?!" Artemisia berated him, but Laggy remained on one knee, unmoving. If she continued to insult him, there was no telling what might happen… Just as the knights placed their hands on the hilts of their swords, Yoshiharu whispered to Artemisia.

"…He’s here."

Artemisia glanced over. A tall figure had emerged from the sterncastle and was walking toward them. Biting her lip, Artemisia turned her gaze back to Laggy’s lowered head.

"…You ugly mutt, good for nothing but murder. You look and smell like a pig. If you stay here, you’ll offend my father’s nose. Go to the pigsty in the hold."

At her command, Laggy raised his head, his expression unchanged, and quickly disappeared into the ship through a hatchway.

With a snort, Artemisia turned to see a red-haired officer in a black uniform with golden edging walking toward her, flanked by Royal Guards.

"Oh, Father…!"

Artemisia’s face lit up. She ran to her father, throwing her arms wide to embrace him.

"Father. Father. Father…"

She pressed her forehead against her beloved father’s chest. The scent of his favorite cologne, which she hadn’t smelled in six months, filled her nostrils, and tears of joy welled in her eyes.

"You’ve done well, Artemisia. …Your presence here means… it was a success, I take it?"

With hair like blazing fire and serene, violet eyes, Commander Ilias, his tall, slender frame clad in jet-black armor like that of a stage actor, questioned his daughter while shifting his gaze to his fellow apprentice, Yoshiharu.

"Princess Artemisia’s accomplishment is one that will be sung of for a thousand years. …A gift from Her Highness to Your Excellency."

Yoshiharu unveiled the iron cage he was carrying and showed Ilias the Holy Orb of "Benevolence" floating within.

Ilias observed it for a moment with emotionless eyes, then kissed Artemisia’s silver hair.

"I swear to you now, here. …I will annihilate the Minya and bring everlasting peace to this world."

As he whispered this in her ear, Artemisia’s face, overcome with emotion, lifted up.

"Yes…! I will fight with you. We will exterminate the hateful Minya… those monsters… and cleanse this world…!"

Then, Artemisia’s expression crumpled.

"I’ll kill every last one of them! I’ll make them all pay for what they did to me…!"

She buried her face in Ilias’s chest again and began to sob aloud. Ilias gently stroked his daughter’s slender back.

"…I am the one who should be blamed. …I put everything on your shoulders… and could do nothing for you. Forgive your father, Artemisia."

"That’s not… that’s not true…"

Artemisia was at a loss for words, clinging to her father. The touch of a Minya was so repulsive she would instinctively brush it away even while undercover, but she wanted to be held by her father Ilias forever.

However, Yoshiharu cut into the father-daughter reunion with a heartless cough.

"We must confront the Gattoland fleet before dawn. Once the sun rises, they will notice something is amiss. We should take advantage of the confusion in their command and launch an attack with the Holy Orbs of ‘Benevolence’ and ‘Filial Piety.’"

Hearing Yoshiharu’s words, Ilias gently placed his hands on Artemisia’s shoulders, pulling her away from his chest, and looked into her eyes.

"I see. You have succeeded the Holy Orb of ‘Filial Piety,’ then…?"

Artemisia, her eyes still wet with tears, managed a faint smile.

"Yes, Father. I killed the second princess, Lulu, with my own hands and succeeded the Holy Orb of ‘Filial Piety.’"

As she said this, a peculiar expression flickered across Ilias’s face. It was a complex tapestry of pain, sorrow, and affection woven intricately into his eyes, brows, and cheeks. But he erased it in an instant and placed a hand on Artemisia’s head.

"I see. …You, ‘Filial Piety.’ …Perhaps it was fate. …There are strange connections in this world."

"…?"

A look of suspicion crossed Artemisia’s face at Ilias’s cryptic words.

Ilias shifted his gaze from his daughter to the captain of the airship *Demistri*.

"…I command you. The Black Rose Knights Air Fleet will now advance to Red Cape and engage the Gattoland Air Fleet in a decisive battle."

As he spoke, a jolt of electricity shot through the upper deck of the air battleship *Demistri*. Every officer and sailor present straightened their backs, clicked their heels, and looked at Ilias.

"This is a battle to decide who will rule the Grapeland Sea. The time has finally come to determine the superiority of our species—human or Minya. This will undoubtedly be a historic, decisive battle. For the sake of every human living in this world, we will win, gentlemen."

In response to Ilias’s words, the soldiers’ cheers echoed across the late-night deck. The knights, who had repeatedly suffered at the hands of King Dada’s Gato Kingdom, began preparing for the morning’s battle, ready to settle a long-standing grudge.

"I’ve had a room prepared for you in the sterncastle. Go and change, Artemisia. The knightly uniform of our order suits you well."

"Yes! Please burn this uniform and scatter the ashes in the sea, so I never have to see it again."

Artemisia replied with a smile and skipped off toward the sterncastle.

Ilias raised his head and glared at the western sea.

At dawn, the decisive battle with the Gattoland Air Fleet would begin. The time to settle a long and bitter rivalry was fast approaching.

—*It will be over soon, Lala.*

Beyond the starry sky, the smile of someone long gone was reflected in Ilias’s eyes.

Beside him, Yoshiharu opened the iron cage and took out the Holy Orb of "Benevolence."

Ilias stared impassively at the most powerful of the Holy Orbs as it floated in the air.

By succeeding this "Benevolence," King Dada had risen from a small nation on Gato Island to the hegemon of the Grapeland Sea. This Holy Orb, which could guarantee victory in any fleet engagement, would now bring great fortune to the Black Rose Knights.

—*I will end this war in my own way.*

Ilias reached out his right hand and crushed the Holy Orb of "Benevolence."

The crimson character for "Benevolence" glowed with a searing intensity before melting into Ilias’s heart.

†††

The unease of those at the top becomes an earthquake when it travels down.

If a prince loses his composure in front of everyone, wailing and ranting, his dignity vanishes. When dignity disappears, so does loyalty, and then discipline, and finally the army itself. It is the responsibility of royalty to show no emotion, to feign composure and deal with any hardship.

—*That’s why I have to act calmly now, more than ever.*

Toto, the Second Prince of the Gato Kingdom, desperately tried to convince himself of this, but his chaotic mind would not obey his inner voice.

The light of dawn, filtering through the porthole, illuminated the two gruesome corpses laid out on the bed, churning Toto’s thoughts into a mess.

Toto knelt on the floor, his hand resting on Lulu’s body. Opposite him, the first princess, Chouchou, also knelt, simply holding King Dada’s cold hand.

Only the two bodies, Toto, and Chouchou were in the king’s chamber in the sterncastle. On the upper deck, King Dada’s adjutant, the officers, and the captain were arguing about what to do next. Not only was King Dada dead, but Chancellor Nanahara, who had been managing every aspect of the operation, had disappeared along with Artemisia and Laggy, leaving no one to quell the chaos.

Toto desperately tried to cool his thoughts and focus on what needed to be done.

—*The Holy Orbs of "Benevolence" and "Filial Piety" are gone.*

He had seen with his own eyes during the duel between Gasper and Laggy that when a Successor dies, the Holy Orb separates from their body and floats. But there were no orbs around the two corpses. And a sailor on watch had said that Yoshiharu was carrying a covered iron cage when he boarded the liaison craft. He must have put the stolen orbs in there. As for the other, it was likely that Yoshiharu, Artemisia, or Laggy had succeeded it.

—*Chancellor Nanahara orchestrated everything.*

There could be no doubt. Otherwise, such a meticulous and audacious crime would be impossible. To make matters worse, Yoshiharu shared secrets with the king that even Toto didn’t know, such as who had succeeded which orb and what its properties were.

And.

—*The one who killed them was… Artemisia…!*

This, too, was almost certain. At the time of the crime, only King Dada, Lulu, and Artemisia were in the sterncastle. According to the testimony of the Royal Guard who had been standing in front of the door the entire time, Artemisia had called out from inside, without opening the door, that "the king is summoning Chancellor Nanahara." The deed must have already been done by then.

—*I can’t believe it… It can’t be…*

Even though the situation clearly pointed to Artemisia’s betrayal, a part of Toto still wanted to believe in her. There was no way that sweet, modest girl could be capable of something so horrible…

"Toto."

Suddenly, the first princess, Chouchou, spoke from beside him.

"You should prepare to escape from here at any moment."

Chouchou, her eyes covered by a black silk bandage, her long golden hair down, and wearing the uniform of the Gato Kingdom military, said this to him.

"…I know. I’ll get a harness and a glider ready before the air battle begins. …You too, Chouchou."

"…Yes. Chancellor Nanahara knows that you and I have succeeded Holy Orbs… Our lives are in danger, too."

"Right. If our orbs fall into enemy hands, it will be a disaster…"

Preparing a glider before a battle could earn one the scorn of being called a "coward," but the blind Chouchou couldn’t pilot one. Considering they would have to escape together, it was wiser to make the necessary preparations.

Toto desperately tried to sort out the situation and think about what lay ahead.

The battle with the Black Rose Knights Air Fleet would begin soon. Could they win?

—*No matter how many battleships we have, we can’t beat the "Firebird"…*

Yesterday, the "Firebird" had vaporized the enemy air battleship *Viridium* in an instant. If that power had fallen into enemy hands, they were defenseless.

The faint sounds of the remaining officers arguing reached Toto’s ears inside the sterncastle. Retreat or continue the operation—the debate on the upper deck showed no signs of ending. Since King Dada and Yoshiharu had decided everything, the men who were suddenly entrusted with the fate of the kingdom were at a loss, simply blaming each other.

—*This is no time for that.*

—*Our naval fleet should have started the landing…*

At sunrise, the Gato Kingdom Naval Fleet, consisting of thirty ships of the line and over a hundred transport ships deployed in Red Cape Bay, was supposed to have begun their landing. The air fleet was meant to guard the surrounding airspace and support the landing, but…

—*That’s right, what happened to the landing operation…?*

So much had happened that Toto had completely lost track of the battle situation. Dragging his still-confused mind along, he opened the door and stepped onto the upper deck.

"Oh, Prince Toto…!"

"Your Highness, we’ve been waiting for you…"

The adjutant and the naval and air force officers noticed Toto’s appearance, stopped their debate, and rushed over. Toto mustered his courage, hid his confusion and anguish deep within his expression, and asked in a calm voice.

"What is the status of our naval fleet?"

The officers were taken aback for a moment, then, as if just remembering, pointed to the port side.

"Ah, yes, the landing operation? You can see it clearly from over there."

Toto walked to the port side and looked out at the landmass to the northwest. The morning sun, already risen above the horizon, cast a brass-colored light on the long sandy beach and the more than one hundred Gato Kingdom naval vessels deployed in Red Cape Bay. At the water’s edge, small craft trailed white wakes as they transported soldiers, horses, and dismantled battering rams and siege cannons to the beach. Fearing the Gato Kingdom Air Fleet flying overhead, there was no sign of Callistratus’s forces attempting to stop the landing.

The objective, Red Cape Fortress, was a hazy silhouette more than ten kilometers away, nestled halfway up a mountain that jutted out into the sea. The fortress consisted of batteries carved into the mountain to shell ships passing through the Three-pronged Strait, protected by curtain walls and forts built into the mountainside. Above the fortress, at an altitude of five hundred meters, there should have been a pier for small airships, but it was too small to be seen from here.

The area around the fortress was a series of sheer cliffs, with no sandy beaches for a large army to land. The twelve thousand troops of the Gato Kingdom who had landed were to march from the beach below, climb the mountain road, and by evening, surround Red Cape Fortress. The plan was to launch an attack the next morning with the support of the air fleet… but.

With King Dada gone, the kingdom’s army had no will.

King Dada’s will—to recapture Red Cape, station the landed ground forces, find a pretext to invade the surrounding cities, and conquer the Grapeland Sea in one fell swoop—was gone. Those left behind were simply at a loss.

Toto thought about what he should do.

—*What royalty needs is composure and dignity.*

—*Dignity commands the obedience of their subjects.*

Toto spoke in a resolute tone.

"The order of overall command authority now places you, Adjutant Sergio, at the top. As things stand, you must decide the army’s course of action. Retreat or continue the operation. It’s one or the other. …What will it be?"

Spoken to in such a calm manner, Adjutant Sergio’s eyes darted left and right for a moment. The officers silently averted their gazes. Sergio cleared his throat, puffed out his chest, and clicked his heels.

"…The die is already cast. We cannot halt the landing. We will continue with the operation to capture Red Cape Fortress."

Toto nodded. It was the obvious answer, but it was significant that Sergio had declared it in front of everyone.

"Understood. What of the Black Rose Knights Air Fleet’s movements?"

"…Unknown. But we should prepare for the worst. …Let’s dispatch patrol boats in the Callistonia direction. We’ll form multiple fan-shaped search patterns to track their movements."

It seemed they hadn’t even done that yet. But Toto, who had been in a daze himself until just a moment ago, couldn’t blame others. Besides, he had never experienced a fleet battle of this scale. He decided it was best not to overstep.

"Understood. If that’s decided, let us wager everything on the battle before us. The command authority has merely been transferred to Admiral Sergio; our fighting strength is intact. The time has come to show the world that the Gattoland Air Fleet is the strongest."

At Toto’s rousing words, the officers puffed out their chests, clicked their heels, and responded. Then Toto, forcing his exhausted heart, toured the ship, offering encouragement to the frightened and confused sailors, and boosted their morale for the coming battle.

—*We still have five air battleships intact. We still have the advantage. There’s no way we can lose this fight…!*

He gathered his hope and looked to the eastern sky, where the Black Rose Fleet was likely to be. Had Yoshiharu and Artemisia, who had stolen the liaison craft, joined them by now? The desire to see Artemisia one more time, to confirm the truth, lingered stubbornly in Toto’s heart…

†††

"Ship sighted! Five Gattoland air battleships!"

The lookout’s tense voice echoed across the upper deck of the Black Rose Knights’ flagship, the *Demistri*.

The sun was approaching its zenith in the southern sky. Beneath the deep blue firmament, Commander Ilias of the Black Rose Knights pressed a spyglass to one eye, aiming it at the distant airspace.

Within the circular field of view, the flagship *Vera Clara*, boasting a length of sixty meters and a weight of three hundred and fifty tons, came into focus.

"…"

Ilias observed the enemy flagship in silence. It was twice the length of the *Demistri*, with twice the number of cannons. Four more ships of the same class followed behind. The fifth ship at the rear, the *Fiamma Elder*, was towing the buoyant bodies of three ships from the Callistratus fleet, captured in the previous air battle.

It was a majestic sight, truly befitting the name of the world’s strongest—the Gattoland Air Fleet.

"A magnificent sight, isn’t it? A fleet King Dada spent thirty years building."

Beside Ilias, Nanahara Yoshiharu, who had just betrayed the kingdom’s army that morning, spoke with his usual smile. Ilias, without even a nod of acknowledgment, replied.

"I hear an ancient forest disappears every time one is built."

"Indeed. All the trees over a hundred years old in the country have become those five ships."

"And today, they become fodder for the sea."

"Are you able to handle the ‘Firebird’?"

At Yoshiharu’s question, Ilias answered, the spyglass still pressed to his eye.

"If you do not know, then let me tell you. I succeeded ‘Benevolence’ just this morning."

"…Do you understand why King Dada needed as many as five air battleships?"

Ilias thought for a moment while observing the enemy air fleet.

"You mean the ‘Firebird’ can only be used in a limited capacity?"

If it could be used without restriction, he could simply use the "Firebird" from the beginning to the end of the air battle. But King Dada had spent thirty years building his air fleet for the invasion of the Grapeland Sea. The king himself knew best that the "Firebird" alone could not win an air battle.

"Yes. The Firebird can only be used once every two hundred days."

"…"

Ilias removed the spyglass from his eye and turned a reproachful gaze on Yoshiharu’s smile. Hadn’t King Dada just used it against the Callistratus fleet yesterday?

"Rest assured, the previous Successor’s usage is not counted. However, I urge you not to misjudge the timing of its use."

"…The enemy is the Gattoland Air Fleet. There could be no better time than this."

He spat out the words and looked into the distance.

The horizontal distance to the Gattoland Air Fleet was approximately two thousand meters. The enemy was approaching from the west, they from the east, and a light breeze blew from the south-southwest.

The enemy Gattoland Air Fleet: five large air battleships, three hundred 20cm cannons.

Their side, the Black Rose Air Fleet: three medium airships, one hundred and twenty 15cm cannons.

They were severely outmatched in both firepower and number of ships. Normally, this was an air battle to be avoided. But.

"Artemisia."

At his call, Artemisia, dressed in the uniform of the Black Rose Knights, stepped forward to stand beside Ilias.

"Yes."

Her jacket was black with golden embroidery and edging, worn over a white shirt with a decorative chest piece, with shorts, crisp white tights, and black leather half-boots. Artemisia, in her dashing uniform, wore a confident smile and looked back at her father.

"I am ready whenever you are."

According to Yoshiharu’s explanation, the Holy Orb of "Filial Piety" could "control the wind." However, it placed a heavy burden on the Successor’s mind and body, making prolonged use difficult. Yesterday, the second princess Lulu had lost consciousness and fainted while using her ability. Like the "Firebird," it demanded to be used at the perfect moment.

"…We cannot afford to misjudge the timing. Your turn is after mine. First, we strike the flagship and destroy their command structure…"

Just as in naval warfare, the most important thing in an air fleet battle was to strike the flagship first. If they could take away the command baton of the leading commander, the tide of battle would shift greatly in their favor.

—*The "Firebird" can do that…*

The horizontal distance to the enemy fleet was one thousand seven hundred meters.

The enemy moved first.

"Enemy fleet, underhanded jibe."

The lookout’s tense voice echoed. The enemy turned their prow leeward, presenting their starboard side to them. The gunports were not yet open. They probably assumed they would also turn leeward. They likely wanted to settle the matter with cannons while sailing alongside, but if they did that, they would be the ones to lose.

"Hold your position. Have the trailing ships prepare the incendiary boats."

At Ilias’s command, a signalman relayed the message by hoisting signal flags on the aft mast. The two trailing ships, upon receiving the flag signal, untied a total of twelve small airboats that had been lashed to their buoyant bodies and began to fly while towing them behind with ropes. Each small airboat was fully loaded with combustibles like firewood and oil, and crewed by a suicide squad wearing gliders on their backs. It was a rather archaic incendiary ship, and its chances of success, if used normally, were slim, but…

"Both the Holy Orb and the incendiary boats… timing decides everything."

Ilias murmured calmly, staring at the approaching enemy fleet.

The five ships of the Gattoland Air Fleet, seeing that they were not taking the bait, made another right turn and changed course. They took a parallel course, maintaining a horizontal distance of eight hundred meters.

Yoshiharu muttered.

"They intend to overwhelm us with firepower as we pass. Still, they’re close."

"They probably don’t have conclusive proof that the Orb of ‘Benevolence’ has passed to us. The enemy commander is just praying that the ‘Firebird’ doesn’t appear…"

Just as they were taking a gamble, the kingdom’s army was also in a situation where they had no choice but to gamble. King Dada had died just after the landing operation began, and the enemy command must have been in turmoil, debating whether to cancel or continue the operation.

—*I commend your courage to face us even without your king.*

According to Yoshiharu, Prince Toto and Princess Chouchou remained on the flagship. Perhaps the two royals had rallied the ship and challenged them to this decisive battle.

—*However, you have lost this gamble.*

Ilias pressed his clenched fist to his heart and summoned the Holy Orb of "Benevolence."

His heart grew hot, his blood began to boil.

Countless holes opened in space, and from another dimension overlapping with this world, a vermilion light seeped out.

Ilias’s crimson hair floated up as if on fire—

The vermilion intertwined to become crimson, the crimson layered to become flame, and the clustered flames called forth a scorching wind.

The clouds were torn to shreds. The very airspace turned crimson. As if the entire Black Rose Air Fleet had transformed into a burning sunrise, a crimson so dense it seemed to drip encroached upon the airspace.

Flames covered the sky—

"Benevolence."

Against a crimson halo of countless overlapping circles, that single character stood out vividly.

The halo was more dazzling than when King Dada had used it, and the character for "Benevolence" was so clear it seemed to have materialized.

At the same time, from the distance—the ruler of flames cried out.

The blue sky cracked and split, and from the fissure, a rising phoenix thrust its neck, spread its wings, and manifested its giant, steam-spewing body in this world, letting out an otherworldly scream.

Directly above the Black Rose fleet’s flagship, the *Demistri*, at an altitude of about seven hundred and fifty meters—

The "Firebird" beat its long wings, glaring down at the enemy Gattoland Air Fleet.

Its vast wings undulated slowly, its fluid, boiling body transforming the surrounding atmosphere into a shimmering heat haze. The intense heat of over a thousand degrees radiating from its outline traveled down the *Demistri*'s buoyant body and was delivered as a heat wave to the upper deck, suspended by cables.

It was as if the sun had transformed into a giant bird.

Cheers erupted from the sailors of the Black Rose Fleet. Opposite them, the Gattoland Air Fleet watched in stunned silence, viewing the "Firebird" that had annihilated the Calistratus fleet’s flagship, the *Viridium*, just yesterday.

Ilias stood on the sterncastle of the flagship *Demistri*, his calm eyes fixed on the enemy Gattoland Air Fleet they were about to pass.

—*This is where a long journey ends.*

For some reason, a distant sense of emotion crossed Ilias’s chest.

In the sky before him, the image of a woman with whom he had once shared the same dream was more vivid than the enemy fleet. He scorned himself for such sweet sentimentality, yet for a moment, Ilias savored the sweet and bitter taste that wafted from the depths of his heart.

—*Lala. The naive dream we shared ends here, today.*

Ilias raised his right hand high.

Ahead of his hand, the "Firebird" burned the blue sky as it beat its wings, glaring at the enemy airships some eight hundred meters away, awaiting its master’s command.

—*Humans and Minya Cannot Coexist.*

Ilias lowered his right hand, his outstretched fingers pointing at the Gattoland Air Fleet, which was just now opening its gunports.

"Burn them, ‘Firebird.’"

At his command, the "Firebird" unfurled its vast wings, which resembled a waterfall of flowing flame.

In that instant—

The atmosphere peeled back, and a tsunami of fire surged from the other side of the dimension.

Its wake burned.

Clouds were obliterated.

The "Firebird" closed the eight-hundred-meter horizontal distance to zero in the blink of an eye.

Transformed into a hypersonic spear, the "Firebird" slammed its entire body into the starboard side of the Gattoland Air Fleet’s flagship, the *Vera Clara*. In that moment, the steel armor covering the starboard side melted like syrup.

—*Too High Ideals Only Prolong the Killing.*

The "Firebird"’s vast wings turned the *Vera Clara*'s upper deck into a sea of fire. The sailors turned to charcoal without even time to scream, and the suspension cables connecting the buoyant body and the hull snapped one after another.

—*Better for one side to be exterminated than to continue fighting for all eternity.*

The starboard cannons fired in a salvo, like a final death cry.

The flaming cannonballs flew through the air, uselessly clawing at the void, passing by the Black Rose Fleet and falling toward the sea, trailing seven-colored tails.

*Gieeee…* the "Firebird" turned its blazing eyes toward the trailing ships.

—*So today, I burn the country you loved.*

Flames danced.

The more they danced, the more the airspace burned.

The wake of their wild dance was colored by the seven hues of death and destruction.

Cannonballs had no effect. In the first place, unlike the airships that could neither ascend nor descend from their five-hundred-meter altitude, the "Firebird" could fly freely through the sky. With a single flap of its wings, it soared to an altitude of eight hundred meters, then dove headfirst, ramming into the second ship, the *Aguirre Maura*, and vaporizing both its buoyant body and hull in a fiery embrace. The trailing ships desperately tried to evade the "Firebird," but the difference in maneuverability between an air sailboat and a bird was like that between a caterpillar and a hornet.

The "Firebird" gave the Gattoland Air Fleet’s third ship, the *Brezza Regina*, a deadly embrace. A chain of explosions erupted from within the ship, sealed by the intense heat. A part of the broadside blew out, and a tongue of crimson flame licked out from within. Sailors with their backs on fire screamed as they fell toward the distant sea.

Its firepower was just too devastating. Even the latest battleships with experienced sailors could only be unilaterally destroyed when faced with a monster that flew while burning and spewing flames. Furthermore, any cannonballs that hit it vaporized on the spot, making counterattacks meaningless.

It was a tremendous power, but the problem was time.

"It’s weakening."

Ilias muttered to himself, observing the state of the "Firebird" he was commanding.

Gradually, the brilliance faded from Ilias’s halo. Simultaneously, the "Firebird"’s fire also died down, its blazing flames beginning to subside.

The enemy’s fourth and fifth ships were still flying. If he couldn’t take them down, his three medium ships couldn’t win.

"Time’s up, I suppose."

As Yoshiharu spoke, the "Firebird" suddenly vanished into space as tens of millions of sparks. All that remained were the three burning enemy air battleships, the *Vera Clara*, *Aguirre Maura*, and *Brezza Regina*, and the still-intact fourth ship, the *Alba Idea*, and fifth ship, the *Fiamma Elder*, sailing in a single file line.

The three leading ships, still barely flying, had their upper hulls on fire, and with more than a third of their suspension cables severed, they wouldn't last long. The order to abandon ship must have been given, as the crew members were evacuating on gliders.

Behind them, the two surviving air battleships, as if in revenge for their comrades, were opening their starboard gunports toward them.

With two enemy battleships remaining, they couldn’t win. But.

"Artemisia."

"Yes."

This time, Artemisia was wreathed in a golden halo.

"Filial Piety."

The brightly shining character was of almost the same intensity as the light Lulu had emitted.

Artemisia, with her clear indigo eyes, fixed her gaze on the two surviving enemy air battleships.

"Perish, Minya!"

At her command, a strong wind blew from behind Artemisia, sweeping toward the enemy fleet.

Simultaneously, the twelve incendiary boats that the three ships of the Black Rose Air Fleet had been towing all raised their sails and cast off their tow ropes.

The sails mounted on the upper part of the incendiary boats’ buoyant bodies caught the tailwind fully. The small boats, already fast and maneuverable, charged like a pack of wolves toward the bovine Gattoland air battleships.

The Gattoland Air Fleet, which had been receiving a tailwind until now, couldn’t react to the sudden change in wind direction. They looked on as twelve small boats, their hulls laden with firewood, charged toward them. Suddenly, the wind had turned in favor of the Black Rose Fleet.

"Underhanded jibe!"

"Underhanded jibe!"

Shouts echoed through the airspace. But turning while catching the wind was inevitably slow. The wolf-like small boats, upon closing to a horizontal distance of fifty meters, all burst into flames from their upper decks.

The firewood loaded into the small boats’ hulls was thoroughly soaked in oil. They burned magnificently as they charged toward the air battleships. The Black Rose Knights’ suicide squads, who had been operating the sails from atop the buoyant bodies, brought the small boats to an unavoidable distance, then jumped off with gliders on their backs.

The wind howled.

The upwind incendiary boats rode the wind, while the downwind Gattoland fleet had to fight against it.

"Evasive maneuvers, evasive maneuvers!"

"It’s no good, run!"

With screams, the twelve boats crashed one after another into the starboard sides of the Gattoland Air Fleet’s fourth and fifth ships, erupting in tremendous flames.

Sailboats, made of dry wood thickly coated with paint, are highly flammable. They also carry large amounts of gunpowder. When a small, burning boat, riding the wind, crashes into a hull already vulnerable to fire—

The October sky burned crimson.

The smoke and soot rising from the burning air battleships blotted out the sky.

The upper decks of the hulls were engulfed in crimson flames, and the sailors hastily threw barrels of gunpowder overboard. But the flammable structural materials only fed the flames over time, until they became uncontrollable.

"Look, the mainmast is burning!"

"Burn, burn, serves you right!"

"Fire, fire, fire at will!"

Cheers erupted from the Black Rose Fleet, and the gunports of the three medium airships opened, their twenty starboard cannons per ship thrusting out their barrels. From the fifteen-centimeter caliber muzzles, six-kilogram cannonballs were fired one after another, striking the remaining Gattoland ships at close range. The enemy, confused by the fire, could not return fire.

"That’s it, volley fire!"

"Get ‘em, get ‘em, don’t let a single one live, finish them off!"

The excited voices of the gunners on the gun deck below reached Ilias. Once the tide turns to one side, the morale of the winning side rises while that of the losing side falls, and reversing this becomes extremely difficult.

"In the end, the power to control the wind is the most useful in air and sea battles."

Ilias gave a silent nod to Yoshiharu’s words. In battles between sailboats, whether in the sky or on the sea, the one who takes the windward position wins. As long as Artemisia was with them, the Black Rose Fleet would always be able to take the windward position in all future fleet battles. The decisive fleet battle for supremacy was, over time, turning into a one-sided affair.

"Hahaha, look, they’re writhing in agony!"

"This is your punishment for doing whatever you pleased, you cat-ears!"

"Now it’s our turn to collect tolls from you! We’ll pluck you clean down to the hairs on your asses!"

The sailors, watching the five burning Gattoland airships from a distance, spewed curses to their hearts’ content. Ilias, with a calm expression, looked up at the sky of victory.

"It’s not over yet. Now for the finishing touches."

Beside him, Yoshiharu nodded in agreement.

"In Red Cape Bay, the Gato Kingdom’s naval fleet, having completed its landing operation, is still intact. First, we must destroy them with aerial bombardment and isolate the landed kingdom army."

The kingdom’s naval fleet, consisting of thirty ships of the line and over a hundred transport ships, was currently deployed in Red Cape Bay. The twelve thousand kingdom troops who had landed on the Apollodeo Lower Jaw Peninsula from Red Cape Bay were also marching toward Red Cape Fortress. It was a massive army that covered both land and sea, but to an air fleet, they were nothing more than insects crawling on the ground.

"Just a massacre."

Those who control the Floating Sphere control the world. The Gato Kingdom’s army would soon learn this cruel doctrine through their own bones. After all, an air fleet could unilaterally drop bombs on the ground, and ground-based artillery could not reach the flying ships.

Yoshiharu verbalized the future operation.

"After bombarding the kingdom army advancing on Red Cape, we, the Black Rose Fleet, will storm Gato Island and subject the urban area and Gato Kingdom Castle to artillery bombardment. Simultaneously, our naval fleet will also pass through the Three-pronged Strait and land on Gato Island, occupying it in one fell swoop."

Currently, the Black Rose Knights Naval Fleet, fully loaded with soldiers, was cruising the Grapeland Sea, awaiting the start of the operation. This was the fleet that, had Artemisia failed to assassinate King Dada, was scheduled to occupy a couple of pirate islands in the Sea of Rocks to save face. Ilias would now give them the command to "liberate the Gato Kingdom capital from the cat-eared Minya tribe."

"By tomorrow morning, Your Excellency Ilias will be reigning as the hegemon of the Grapeland Sea."

Ilias, without even a nod in response to Yoshiharu’s words, looked out at the combat airspace.

The five ships of the Gattoland Air Fleet, once hailed as the world’s strongest, were now a pitiful sight.

For three of them, all the suspension cables had been severed by fire, and only the buoyant bodies were drifting aimlessly in the Floating Sphere. In the sea directly below them were the remnants of water columns, and amidst the scattered debris of wood, ropes, rigging, broken cargo, oil, and flotsam, the corpses of kingdom soldiers floated.

The remaining two ships were still burning, drifting in the air. A few soldiers who had managed to escape were flying their gliders toward the distant landmass. They probably intended to join up with the landed kingdom soldiers. They had nowhere else to go.

"Prince Toto and Princess Chouchou were still aboard the flagship, I believe."

Yoshiharu answered Ilias’s question.

"I hope they’re alive. It’s a pain to search for the Holy Orbs if they die at sea."

According to Yoshiharu, Toto had succeeded the Orb of "Loyalty," and Chouchou, "Propriety." He wanted them dead, but it would be troublesome if the orbs disappeared.

"I’ll dispatch a search party. For the future, I want all the Holy Orbs in our hands."

It wasn’t just Yoshiharu who responded to Ilias’s words.

"Father, would you entrust that task to me?"

Artemisia suddenly interjected. Her expression clearly still held the residual excitement of battle.

"I saw a man and a woman escaping from the flagship on a two-person glider. From their builds, I’m sure it’s Toto and Chouchou. I know both of them by sight."

Looking at Artemisia’s face, it was clear that even after killing King Dada and Lulu, her pent-up frustration had not been vented. She seemed desperate to personally avenge the humiliation of having to live as a hostage in enemy territory for six months.

"I have an idea where they’re headed. Please let me sally forth with my personal guard. I will surely bring back both of their heads and the two Holy Orbs for you to see."

Ilias considered Artemisia’s words in silence for a moment.

"…Very well. After we have annihilated the kingdom’s ground forces with bombardment, take your personal guard and descend."

Artemisia smiled brilliantly.

"Leave it to me. By tomorrow, six royal heads will be lined up in the castle."

She turned on her heel and summoned her personal guard. The guard, composed of the elite of the Black Rose Knights, eagerly donned their harnesses and inspected their gliders. Among the dozen or so who gathered on the upper deck was the werewolf Laggy Daylight, also wearing a harness.

Meanwhile, small liaison airboats approached the Floating Stones drifting in the air. Recovery crews jumped aboard and attached tow lines. Before long, all the Floating Stones, large and small, that had literally supported the Gattoland Air Fleet were salvaged and transported by the liaison boats to the Black Rose Knights’ base on Athena Island. The Floating Stones harvested today would be reshaped in the workshops of Athena Island, and in a year, they would be suspending new hulls, completely dominating the skies of the Grapeland Sea.

The Black Rose and Sword Crest Flag, fluttering from the mast of the buoyant body, announced that today marked the end of the Gato Kingdom’s era and the beginning of the Black Rose Knights’ era. Having fulfilled his long-held ambition, Ilias remained utterly calm, gazing at the sky of his historic victory…

†††

"Hah, hah, hah…"

Gasping for breath as he walked along the water’s edge, Toto, the Second Prince of the Gato Kingdom, removed the broken glider from his back, threw it onto the sand, and unhooked the harness at his front.

"Chouchou, are you all right?"

Asked by her younger brother, the blind first princess, Chouchou, placed one hand and both knees on the sand washed by the waves, catching her breath.

"I’m fine. But what about you, are you okay…?"

"I’m fine. But the situation is… pretty dire…"

Toto said, lending Chouchou a hand to help her up, and looked around.

Just moments ago, he had jumped from the burning flagship *Vera Clara*, holding Chouchou in front of him, their harnesses linked by a hook, with a glider on his back. He had glided for five hundred meters and barely managed to land on this beach.

Looking back, he could see the distant silhouettes of two air battleships, burning as they drifted in the Floating Sphere.

"…"

Toto was at a loss for words. From their silhouettes, they were probably the Gattoland Air Fleet’s fourth ship, the *Alba Idea*, and fifth ship, the *Fiamma Elder*. While gliding through the air, he had faintly seen incendiary boats ramming into the two ships. The wind had suddenly shifted to favor the Black Rose Fleet, and the kingdom’s ships had been burned before they had a chance to escape. It was a wind that was all too convenient for the enemy, and all too disastrous for them.

The cause, perhaps…

—*Lulu’s power to control the wind… is in enemy hands…?*

—*Could Artemisia have stolen Lulu’s power…?*

Such suspicions exploded in Toto’s mind. He didn’t want to believe it. But the events that had just unfolded before his eyes pointed to that all-too-painful truth.

—*No way, Artemisia… you couldn’t possibly do something like that…*

With his ankles soaked in the waves washing over the sand, Toto looked up at the two friendly airships burning as they flew. Before long, the fifth ship, the *Fiamma Elder*, its powder magazine ignited, turned into a fireball and shattered in the airspace. The fourth ship, the *Alba Idea*, caught in the aftershock, had all its suspension cables severed, and its hull, its prow pointing straight down, plummeted five hundred meters to the sea below.

Even from the beach where Toto stood, he could see the great water column that the *Alba Idea* had become. The three triumphant medium air sailboats of the Black Rose Fleet were approaching to salvage the buoyant bodies drifting in the air. The great air fleet that King Dada had spent thirty years building, expropriating Floating Stones and turning ancient forests into barren land, was being stolen by the Black Rose Knights in the sky above.

—*It’s over. Against an air fleet, no matter how many soldiers you have on the ground, you can’t win…*

Toto’s knees buckled and hit the sand. Despair washed over him. The five air battleships had been the protectors of the Gato Kingdom. Because of those five ships, other countries couldn’t touch the Gato Kingdom, and they could do as they pleased, such as imposing strait tolls. Now that their guardian deities were gone, the Black Rose Air Fleet could ravage the undefended skies of the capital as they pleased.

"We’ve lost this battle, Chouchou… The kingdom will fall…"

Despair turned into words. He couldn’t have said such a thing in front of his subordinates, but in front of Chouchou, his weakness naturally slipped out.

Chouchou stood frozen on the sand, a hand placed on her chest. Being blind, she couldn’t see the burning friendly fleet, and probably couldn’t fully grasp the situation, but…

"Even if the kingdom falls, the Minya citizens will live. You must not die."

Chouchou said this in a firm tone.

Toto turned a slightly weary expression to his sister.

"If I am a burden, please leave me here. You are His Majesty’s legitimate heir. Even if the kingdom falls, as long as you live, the hope of the Minya remains. You must live on, for the sake of the five hundred thousand Minya."

With a black silk bandage wrapped around her eyes, only Chouchou’s mouth was visible. But her earnest feelings were conveyed to Toto.

Toto looked up at the sky for a moment, then stood up and brushed the sand from his knees.

"…Sorry. …Forget what I just said. …I was just feeling a little weak."

He then took Chouchou’s hand and looked at the distant mountain range and the Red Cape Fortress carved into its side.

"…Our allies have landed just ahead. If we hurry, we can join them. Let’s go together."

Toto began to walk with Chouchou. The only luggage Chouchou had been able to carry from the airship was a small instrument case fixed to her harness. Holding the case with her treasured lute inside with her remaining hand, Chouchou walked along the beach with unsteady steps.

"…You’re royalty too, Chouchou. You’re the hope of the Minya just the same. I don’t want you to call yourself a burden. There’s no way I could leave you behind and run."

As they walked, Toto spoke these words to his side, and squeezed the hand he held.

"…Yes. …I know. …But, if things get really dangerous, promise me you’ll run without worrying about me…"

Chouchou also squeezed his hand slightly, faced forward, and walked.

At that moment, a cloud of dust rose from the distant cedar forest. Looking over, he saw a light cavalryman in a kingdom army uniform, galloping toward them. He must have been sent to search for those who had evacuated from the kingdom’s fleet. Toto waved a hand and welcomed his ally with a smile.

†††

"Whoa… Awesome. Yeah, get ‘em, get ‘em…! Kill all the cat-ears…!"

From Red Cape Fortress, situated at an altitude of one hundred and fifty meters, one could overlook the Grapeland Sea, the Three-pronged Strait, and Red Cape Bay.

Right now, the siblings Mihohara Michihiko and Kuon were at the tip of a battery, in an observation tower for spotting shell impacts, watching the grand and one-sided battle in the southeast, a spectacle one rarely gets to see.

"It pains my heart. This is far too one-sided…"

Beside Michihiko, Kuon furrowed her brow, watching the gruesome scene with a pained expression.

In the early afternoon, under the gentle sunlight, the Gato Kingdom’s naval fleet, which filled the sea, was writhing and spewing flames. The Black Rose Air Fleet, flying at an altitude of five hundred meters, opened the bomb bays in their ship bottoms and dropped barrels of oil with lit fuses—so-called "bombs"—and ten-kilogram cannonballs. The kingdom army’s sailboats on the sea could not fight back and were merely fleeing in confusion from the rain of oil and cannonballs pouring from the sky. The sea was constantly erupting with giant water columns, and the ships of the line, once called the world’s strongest, were either taking on water from direct hits, being set ablaze by oil, exploding when their powder magazines were hit, or their sailors were being burned alive on the oil-slicked sea surface, creating a hellish inferno too gruesome to behold.

A ten-kilogram cannonball in freefall from an altitude of five hundred meters has enough power to pierce from the upper deck to the bottom planking. The grand fleet of thirty ships of the line and over a hundred transport ships, assembled with the full might of the Gato Kingdom, was now, before Michihiko and Kuon’s eyes, perishing under a rain of oil and cannonballs.

"Yesterday we lost and ran all the way here… and today it’s this. How interesting…"

"Next, they’ll probably bomb the kingdom army that landed in Red Cape Bay. This is the very definition of doing whatever they want."

At the point of Kuon’s finger, the three ships of the Black Rose Knights Air Fleet, catching the wind in the sails protruding from their buoyant bodies, slowly turned, leaving the burning kingdom fleet behind them on the sea, and leisurely turned their prows toward Red Cape Fortress, where Kuon and her brother were.

The twelve thousand kingdom troops who had just landed that morning did not retreat even after the Gattoland Air Fleet was annihilated, and, as originally planned, had marched to attack Red Cape Fortress. If things continued as they were, Red Cape Fortress would be besieged by sunset, and Kuon had resigned herself to this being her final resting place. But now, the rescuing Black Rose Air Fleet had appeared and had begun their attack on the kingdom army.

Neither the archers nor the artillerymen on the ground could do anything against a flying fleet. The Black Rose Air Fleet quickly appeared directly above the kingdom army climbing the wooded mountain foothills and began to drop "bombs." The barrels with lit fuses rolled down the slope, and upon crashing into trees or soldiers, spewed oil, and flames that licked the ground immediately began to burn the soldiers alive.

The kingdom army’s situation was tragic. Since they were in the middle of a climb, the rolling barrels were like a landslide. The friendly naval fleet that had transported them here was annihilated, leaving them no escape route. They had two choices: either risk death and storm the mountain to capture the fortress, or flee. Naturally, most of the soldiers chose the latter. Ninety percent of the twelve thousand troops were either mercenaries or conscripts, so they had no desire to fight for King Dada. Thinking it foolish to die or lose a limb in such a place, a rout began.

"It’s all so fleeting. This morning they were so high-spirited, and now they’re just a mob of defeated soldiers…"

Looking down on the whole affair from the observation tower, Kuon pitied the enemy. Normally she should be celebrating the victory of Callistratus’s army, but witnessing this tragedy, she couldn’t bring herself to be happy.

Just then, the bell from the fortress chapel began to ring wildly, and bugle calls blared from all over.

"Sally forth, we’re attacking!"

"The kingdom army is in rout, pursue and finish them off!"

Duke Callistratus’s standard-bearers went around the fortress, loudly urging the soldiers to sally forth. The soldiers, who had been bracing for a losing battle until that morning, quickly regained their spirits and joyfully began to prepare for the attack.

There is nothing as fun and profitable as a winning battle. Mercenaries carry all their wealth on their person, so they can make a fortune just by stripping the dead. If they capture a town or village, they can plunder property and people as they please. It is for the promise of great rewards that mercenaries risk their lives on the battlefield, and now the time had finally come to reap the sweet rewards.

"Well, it’s a pity, but we must do our job."

"O-oh yeah, I’m gonna earn a ton and treat you to a feast…!"

Michihiko and Kuon also prepared to sally forth. They rushed down the observation tower, entered the armory to grab their respective weapons, and headed for Duke Callistratus. Just then, Callistratus, clad in pale gray armor, emerged from the main building and was about to mount his horse. The two took up positions to guard Callistratus and dashed out of the open gate tower like a gale…

†††

Even Ilias could now understand how the Demon Lord who had burned the world fifteen hundred years ago must have felt.

Looking down from an altitude of five hundred meters, the ground, from the sea of trees on the mountainside to the forests on the plains, had been turned into a sea of fire by the bombs dropped from the air fleet. The rising smoke and soot thickly veiled the sky over Red Cape.

If he strained his eyes, he could see that the kingdom army’s marching formation had been broken, and individuals or small groups of five or six were fleeing toward the forest on the opposite side of Red Cape Fortress. He could also see Duke Callistratus, leading a force of about six hundred, sallying forth from the fortress in the early afternoon to hunt down the fleeing enemy. The kingdom army’s commander seemed to be trying to rally his troops, but the soldiers were not listening and were just scattering and running. The Gato Kingdom army, which until that morning had been called the world’s strongest, was now nothing more than a disorderly mob of demi-humans.

"Fragile. So very fragile."

Of the twelve thousand kingdom troops who had landed, only about ten percent were regular soldiers. The rest were mercenaries or conscripted farmers. Soldiers hired for money would invade like fire in a winning battle, and retreat like receding water in a losing one.

"Do not use the Apollo Fire. That is for the urban area of Gato Island. Oil will suffice for burning the forest."

After sending a messenger to the commander of the bombing deck, Ilias turned his eyes to the "keel-castle," a hexagonal protrusion attached to the bottom of the ship for observing the ground, which stuck out diagonally backward from directly below the sterncastle. From there, flight soldiers with gliders on their backs were jumping off one after another, spreading their wings and gliding toward Red Cape Fortress. It was Artemisia’s personal guard of fifteen, clad in jet-black armor with gold plating. Artemisia, at the head, paid no mind to the kingdom army fleeing in confusion directly below her and made a beeline for the fortress.

"Cease bombardment. The real feast is tonight. Save the bombs and cannonballs."

Ilias sent a messenger and stopped the bombing.

Then, he spoke to the captain beside him.

"Change course, south-southwest. Target, Gato Island, Gato Kingdom Castle."

The captain repeated the order loudly, conveyed the course change to the helmsman, and gave the command.

"Course south-southwest, target, Cat-Ear Island! Let’s go, you bastards, let’s slaughter the freak-cats!!"

The captain, using the derogatory nickname for Gato Island, yelled this to the sailors on the upper deck, his spirits high.

As the boatswain and deck officers informed the sailors of their destination, the sailors too, at their respective posts, let out cheers, praising Holy Juno and Ilias.

"Glory to Holy Juno! Glory to His Excellency Ilias!"

"We’ll do it, we’ll exterminate the Minya!"

"Burn the freak-cats to death! This is payback for making humans their slaves! We’ll enslave them and make them know our wrath!!"

Morale aboard the Black Rose Fleet flagship *Demistri* soared. It was the cry of resentment from the Black Rose Knights, and indeed all the humans living in the Grapeland Sea, who had been constantly on the receiving end of King Dada’s Gato Kingdom. Because of its location at the entrance to the Three-pronged Strait, the Gato Kingdom had continued to monopolize trade, and the envy, jealousy, and hatred for it had seeped into the very core of the Grapeland Sea residents’ souls.

"A good wind is blowing, we’ll reach Cat-Ear Island by tonight! It’s going to be a hell of a party, I tell you!"

The captain looked up at Ilias and said this. Standing alone at the turning point of the Grapeland Sea’s history, Ilias, blown by the high-altitude wind, was wrapped in a stillness far removed from the excitement within the ship.

†††

With her back and legs stretched out straight, parallel to the ground, and her hands aligned on the control stick, Artemisia jumped from the air battleship *Demistri*. She caught the wind in her glider and descended diagonally through the sky toward Red Cape Fortress.

Current altitude, approximately three hundred meters. The fiery mountain range loomed closer. She could make out in detail the figures of the kingdom soldiers fleeing in confusion, driven out from the burning mountainside. Between the gaps in the treetops, she could see the Callistratus forces, merrily chasing the kingdom soldiers on horseback. It looked more like a large-scale deer hunt than a battle.

—*I wonder if Toto and Chouchou are among them?*

She asked herself this as she surveyed the scene below, and then denied it herself.

—*No. They have a rule.*

About three months ago, when she was riding in the same carriage as Toto and Lulu to the Heteromorphic Mountain quarry, Toto had said that it was a Gato Kingdom royal family rule to "go to the nearest airport if separated in enemy territory." If that was true, then the place they were heading was—.

Artemisia, still gliding, raised her gaze.

Against the blue sky, the mountainside, about two hundred meters higher than her current altitude, was carved out in a straight line. The sun was beginning to set, and the shadows of the mountain folds were vivid.

It was Red Cape Airport, built by clearing the mountainside at an altitude of five hundred meters, even higher than the battery emplaced at one hundred and fifty meters. The pier was too small for any but the smallest craft to dock, so it was not considered a place of much importance in this operation, but…

—*Toto will flee there.*

Artemisia roused the Holy Orb dwelling in the depths of her consciousness.

"Filial Piety."

A brilliant golden halo enveloped her glider.

The wind direction changed. A strong updraft blew from in front of Artemisia, lifting her glider from below.

"Whoa!"

"Ugh!"

The fifteen members of her personal guard following behind Artemisia were flustered by the sudden gust of wind and struggled to regain their balance.

*Fufufu*, laughing, Artemisia rode the air current and gained altitude. Even the large Laggy skillfully handled his custom-made glider and did not fall behind Artemisia. The other members, as expected of an elite unit, quickly regained their balance, caught the same wind, and began to ascend.

Four hundred meters, four hundred and fifty, five hundred, five hundred and fifty…

The updraft carried the personal guard swiftly to the heights of the sky, and Artemisia looked down at Red Cape Airport below her. Confirming that with the power of the Orb of "Filial Piety," she could fly above the Floating Sphere even with a glider, she changed direction and now caused a wind favorable for descent to blow through the airspace. Looking at the approaching green mountainside, Artemisia couldn’t hide her elation.

—*Thank you for blabbing all your secrets, Toto.*

—*I can’t wait to see the look on your face when you die.*

Placing the soles of her military boots on the pier of Red Cape Airport, Artemisia unhooked her glider from its harness. She looked down at the green undulations spreading out below her and thought of Toto, who must be somewhere on this mountain.

"…"

Behind her, the werewolf Laggy, who had landed at the airport second after Artemisia, also removed his glider and harness and planted the butt of his halberd on the ground. The remaining fourteen members of the personal guard also landed one after another on the five-hundred-meter-high pier without a single one missing.

"Well then. Time to go look for my dear siblings."

Artemisia smirked as she looked down at the mountain foothills, thinking of Toto and Chouchou, who must be somewhere down there.

†††

Fleeing to the enemy’s stronghold.

Normally, one wouldn’t even consider such a thing. But right now, Toto was doing just that. In this situation, if he fled normally, he would definitely be caught. The harshness of a fighting retreat in enemy territory had been drilled into him by the nobles in the grand halls and training grounds. To survive, he had to do something the enemy would never expect.

"Chouchou, are you okay?"

As he climbed the pathless terrain toward the enemy’s Red Cape Fortress, Toto looked back to check on Chouchou, whose hand he held. It was a desperate flight for just the two of them, without even an attendant, but Chouchou followed without a single complaint.

"I’m fine. …What about you?"

"I’m fine. I’ll figure something out, just trust me…"

The mountainside was densely covered with trees, hiding the two of them. The evening sun slanted through the trunks and leaves, illuminating the leaf mold underfoot in an orange glow. A moment ago, he had seen Callistratus’s forces rushing down the mountain path through the treetops. From the foothills, the sound of horns chasing down kingdom soldiers was incessant.

"The enemy all think the kingdom soldiers are fleeing east. They won’t expect anyone to flee toward the fortress. If we wait near the airport, an ally will surely come for us in an airboat. Just hold on a little longer…"

Toto encouraged Chouchou and climbed the mountain slope.

The twelve thousand kingdom troops who had landed in Red Cape Bay had been unilaterally savaged from the sky by the Black Rose Air Fleet, and then finished off by Callistratus’s forces, and had scattered. They seemed to have fled in the direction of the port city of Callistonia, on the opposite side of Red Cape Fortress, but they would probably face intense hunting of stragglers along the way. The Minya, with their cat ears on their heads, were particularly targeted by humans, and being conspicuous, it would be difficult for them to escape on land.

And the Black Rose Air Fleet, after annihilating the kingdom army on the ground, had turned their prows south-southwest and departed. With the Gattoland Air Fleet wiped out, their destination was undoubtedly the defenseless Gato Island, Gato Kingdom Castle.

—*My home is about to be burned…*

Despair closed in on Toto’s chest. No matter where he looked, he could see no hope. Even if he managed to reach Red Cape Airport in this situation, would rescue really come? If the castle was captured, would there even be time to send a search party?

—*Is this… the end…?*

Toto swallowed the weak words that were about to escape.

He faced forward and grit his teeth, climbing the slope.

—*No. Don’t lose hope. If I give up hope, it’s the end for the Minya.*

—*I have to survive. For the five hundred thousand Minya to continue living happily…!*

He wanted to reach the airport before sunset if possible. If not, he would have to find a hiding place and camp for the night. Hoping for an improved situation in the morning, Toto and Chouchou silently climbed the pathless road…

†††

"I’ve… got a good nose… not as good as a dog’s… but better than a pig’s…!"

Michihiko said this, practically on all fours on the pathless terrain off the mountain road, sniffing the leaf mold as he tracked the enemy’s escape route.

The evening sun was still on the western horizon, and the shadows of the treetops fell on the mountain slope. Kuon, her favorite greatsword on her back, walked behind her brother.

"Is being better-nosed than a pig something to boast about? You should at least beat a dog before you brag."

"Shut up… Dogs are… too tough. Pigs, even I can handle them pretty well…"

While paying his respects to dogs, Michihiko looked up at the slope and climbed the mountainside. Kuon let out a sigh of exasperation.

"Isn’t that the direction of the fortress? Would anyone be foolish enough to flee toward the enemy?"

Though she complained, she did not leave her brother’s side.

"…Can’t be helped, the scent of a woman is coming from this way… This woman, something’s wrong with her body, she’s walking funny…"

Looking at the slight indentations in the leaf mold on the slope, Michihiko muttered to himself. Kuon looked at the same thing, but could only barely make out what looked like the tracks of a person, and couldn’t notice the fine details like Michihiko.

"Brother, your looks are bad, your speech is vulgar, and you’ve never been popular in your life, but otherwise you are exceptionally talented."

"Shut up, idiot… you’re praising me too much…"

"If you improved a few things, you should be a bit more popular."

"Shut up, I-I’m fine as long as you’re cute. There they are, see…"

Michihiko lowered his voice and beckoned to Kuon behind him.

Kuon, careful not to make a sound, climbed the slope and stood beside Michihiko, looking ahead through a gap in a fallen tree.

"—!"

Kuon gasped. About seven meters ahead, in a clearing where the trees thinned out, a woman was sitting on a tree stump, and beside her, a boy stood upright, wary of his surroundings.

Both were in the white and gold uniforms of the Gato Kingdom army. The epaulets with edging and the gold braid on their chests were marks of high-ranking officers. And the woman’s eyes were covered with a black bandage, and she was holding an instrument case to her chest…!

(*Toto and Chouchou…! There’s no mistake…*)

Kuon whispered to her brother. Michihiko licked his lips.

(*Luck is… on our side…*)

(*…If we take them both down, our names will be made…!*)

Ever since their mother was divorced by Yoshiharu, they had received no support and had always struggled with poverty. They wanted to let their mother, who had suffered so much, live in luxury. The siblings exchanged nods and devised a plan to ensure their kill…

†††

*Someone is following us.*

Suddenly, Chouchou said this, and Toto became wary of his surroundings.

The evening sun was just about to hide behind the horizon. The afterglow, dyeing the gaps in the treetops a bluish-purple, provided visibility.

The slope of the mountain had ended, and they were in a clearing in the forest. Chouchou was out of breath, so he had her sit on a tree stump, while Toto twitched the cat ears on his head, searching for any presence around them.

There was indeed a strange presence… The moment he sensed it—

With a rustle of footsteps, two figures, who appeared to be from the Oyashima tribe, emerged into the clearing.

"—!"

So they had been followed. But there were only two of them. From their appearance, they were neither of the Black Rose Knights nor Duke Callistratus’s forces, but likely mercenaries.

One was a girl in her late teens with reddish-brown hair tied to one side and yellowish-green eyes. She carried a greatsword as tall as herself diagonally on her back and wore a black jacket with gold buttons and a deeply slanted hem, with a gold-leaf pauldron and breastplate. Dressed in a strange, eastern-style outfit, the girl stood tall and announced herself.

"I am Mihohara Kuon, a mercenary in the employ of Duke Callistratus. This is my brother, Michihiko. After devising a plan, we concluded that such a thing was unnecessary and have decided to challenge you to a one-on-one duel, face to face."

Speaking in a polite tone, Kuon indicated the tall, slender man beside her, who wore a white shirt and black trousers, had an eyepatch over his right eye, and long, unkempt hair.

"Guhehehe… My name is Michihiko. I’m gonna peel off your pretty face and put my ugly one on you instead…"

The mercenary called Michihiko, with a vulgar laugh, uttered what was probably his signature line in his own mind, drew his favorite scythe from his waist, and with bloodshot eyes, licked the blade.

The sister named Kuon stood resolutely, chest out.

"I believe you are His Highness Toto, Second Prince of the Gato Kingdom. I humbly request that you face my brother Michihiko in a fair and square duel."

They were an unnaturally polite enemy. They had had plenty of opportunities to ambush them, yet they had deliberately appeared, announced themselves, and challenged him to a one-on-one duel instead of a two-on-one.

"…"

Toto tensed and placed a hand on the hilt of his rapier.

Neither of them seemed like a particularly formidable foe. He couldn’t imagine the sister being able to handle the greatsword on her back with her physique, and the brother’s appearance and lines were those of a common thug. His weapon was just an ordinary scythe used for farming.

—*Using a scythe in a duel is the mark of an amateur…*

It looked frightening, but the blade of a scythe is on the inside of its curve, not the outside. This meant it couldn’t be used for slashing, only for stabbing with the tip of the blade or for pulling the enemy into one’s own space and cutting them by wrapping around them from the outside. In a sword fight, a situation where the enemy enters one’s own space is rare, and if it happens, it’s only when one has already lost. It would be understandable if a peasant in revolt came at him with a scythe, but it was not a weapon a mercenary living on the battlefield would choose.

His appearance, his words, the weapon he used—all screamed small fry.

There was no way he could be a match for him, who had succeeded the Holy Orb of "Loyalty."

"…I don’t mind. …However, I can’t hold back. I don’t have the luxury. …Your brother, and you, will die here. If you’re fine with that, then come at me."

Toto said this sincerely. He didn’t want to kill anyone if he could help it. Especially the girl named Kuon, who looked to be about his age. Even if it was to survive, he was reluctant to kill a girl.

But contrary to Toto’s thoughts.

"Brother, His Highness Toto has accepted. Please be sure not to do anything cowardly and defeat him head-on."

"Kekeke… Princey, you… you’re an idiot… …I’m telling you, I’m disgustingly strong…?"

Perhaps surprised that Toto didn’t run, Michihiko seemed even more pleased, licking the blade of his scythe.

Toto drew his rapier and took a half-stance.

"…Sorry, but I’m short on time. Mihohara Kuon and Michihiko, was it? As you guessed, I am Toto Gattoland, Second Prince of the Gato Kingdom. I’ll remember you siblings’ names. For mercenaries, your stance of announcing yourselves and challenging me to a one-on-one duel is worthy of praise."

Michihiko took a step forward, and still without a proper stance, letting his tongue crawl over the blade, he glared at Toto with an upward gaze that was almost all whites of his eyes.

"…Princey, you… you’re talking as if you’ve already won… I’ve peeled the skin off the faces of many guys like you…?"

"…Is that so. I won’t be peeling any skin. I won’t cause you any pain, so rest assured."

Behind Toto, Chouchou was flustered, her hand on her chest.

"Toto…"

"It’s okay. It’ll be over soon. Don’t worry, just wait there."

Though he knew Chouchou couldn’t see him, Toto looked back over his shoulder at his sister and smiled.

Chouchou, bewildered by the sudden appearance of the siblings, could only watch from a short distance away, careful not to get in Toto’s way. She knew a duel was about to begin, but the fact that she could do nothing was frustrating and mortifying.

—*Isn’t there anything I can do?*

—*Holy Orb of "Propriety." What kind of power do you have…?*

Six months ago, on the night of the celebratory banquet, Chouchou had succeeded the Orb of "Propriety" at King Dada’s behest. But unlike the other Successors, Chouchou still didn’t know what kind of power the Orb of "Propriety" held. This orb, no matter how many times a Successor asked, always gave the same answer.

Even now, as Toto was about to fight for his life, the orb’s answer was the same.

《When the time is right, I will act through you.》

—*When is the time right?*

《When I decide it is.》

The Orb of "Propriety" answered curtly and returned to silence. Chouchou felt irritated. Why was her orb the only one that couldn’t be used in battle at its owner’s will?

—*In the first place, why did King Dada have me, who is blind, succeed this orb?*

—*Why make me, who is useless in battle, a Successor, instead of a mighty warrior…?*

There was no voice to answer Chouchou’s questions.

Only King Dada’s words from when she had succeeded "Propriety" echoed in the back of her mind once more.

*‘You are the right person for "Propriety." I’ll say it again, you’ll understand why once you succeed it. After you understand the ability of "Propriety," you must not tell anyone the truth about its nature. And the rest of you, do not ask Chouchou about the power of "Propriety." This is for the sake of the kingdom, and for Chouchou herself. Understood?’*

It made no sense. She hadn’t even been able to understand the ability in the first place. King Dada, knowing the nature of "Propriety," had judged Chouchou to be the right person. Why was that…?

Without understanding, Toto was already about to face battle.

—*Please, don’t die, Toto…*

All Chouchou could do was pray…

Toto turned his eyes back to Michihiko before him and raised the tip of his rapier to the level of his enemy’s heart.

—*I won’t lose to a guy like this.*

In the training grounds, to save his brother Gaga’s face, Toto had deliberately held back. Jangiacques had seen through it and returned the favor in kind. But this was a real battlefield, a place for killing. He couldn’t afford to hold back. And Chouchou was here too. If he lost, Chouchou would also die.

—*I can’t waste time on small fry. I have to take him down quickly or I’ll be in danger.*

The sound of blades clashing could attract more enemies. Prolonging the fight was the worst thing he could do.

—*I’ll end this in one blow…!*

Toto roused the Holy Orb of "Loyalty" dwelling in the deepest part of his consciousness.

A pale green light exploded around him, drawing a geometric pattern on his back.

"Loyalty."

Michihiko and Kuon showed no reaction to the emerging character and halo.

—*They don’t know about the Holy Orbs…?*

Normally, they should have been bewildered by the sudden appearance of light, but Michihiko just continued to glare at Toto with an upward gaze that was almost all whites of his eyes.

Michihiko’s right eye was hidden by an eyepatch. Toto focused his own gaze on the remaining left eye—

Without meeting his gaze, Michihiko crouched like a cat, lowering his posture and fixing his eyes on the ground.

"…?!"

Toto was taken by surprise. In a sword fight, not meeting the opponent’s eyes was unthinkable. But Michihiko, without looking at Toto’s face, fixed his gaze only on his feet, and suddenly—

The ground rumbled.

Michihiko’s scythe was at his knee.

Instinctively, Toto twisted his body, gripped his rapier in a reverse grip, and swung it up from the lower right.

*Clang.*

The scythe met the rapier. Michihiko didn’t make eye contact. Toto saw a blade pattern on the outside of the scythe as well. This scythe was double-edged, meaning it could be used for slashing. The moment he realized that, Michihiko, of all things, wrapped his left hand around the back of Toto’s knees, and—

"Ah!"

The moment he realized his mistake, Toto was on his back on the ground.

Michihiko’s scythe flashed before his eyes.

"Toto!"

Chouchou’s scream.

Instead of the scythe, Toto met the eyes of Michihiko, who was now on top of him, and—

"Loyalty."

That one character shone brilliantly.

From their locked gaze, he sent a blast of psychokinesis at Michihiko.

"Dammit…"

Michihiko groaned. His movement stopped.

"I win."

The tip of Toto’s rapier pierced Michihiko’s throat from right to left.

The feeling of a shin bone shattering.

"Brother!"

Kuon’s scream.

Blood gushed from Michihiko’s pierced neck.

Toto quickly pushed Michihiko’s body off, using the momentum to get up, re-gripped his rapier, and—

"Sorry."

After apologizing, he swung his rapier sideways and sliced deep into Michihiko’s Adam’s apple.

"…! …! …!!"

Michihiko couldn’t even utter a death rattle. He fell to his knees, his eyes wide, and a torrent of blood spewed from his slit throat as his upper body arched back.

"—!!"

Kuon’s eyes widened.

Michihiko’s neck, pierced and then sliced horizontally, was half-severed and looked like it would fall off any second.

Toto flicked the blood from his rapier and sheathed it.

It was an unpleasant feeling. It was the first time he had killed someone with a sword. A black cloud welled up from the depths of his chest, seeming to seep into his entire body.

His neck half-severed, Michihiko was still alive.

With his last ounce of strength, he wove words.

"…K-Ku… on…"

Kneeling, his neck and mouth drenched in fresh blood, Michihiko turned only his eyes to his sister.

"…Take this guy’s Holy Orb…"

The next moment, a silver light exploded from Michihiko’s silhouette.

Dazzling as the sun, it formed a divine pattern behind Michihiko—

"Wisdom."

That Oyashima character appeared.

"…Huh?"

Toto was stunned for a moment.

Why was a small fry wreathed in this light, bearing this character?

"…I’ll give it… to you."

Saying that, Michihiko turned a blood-soaked smile to Toto, regained his stance, stepped in deep, and swung his scythe horizontally.

"…Huh?"

Toto could only stare at Michihiko in front of him, his mouth agape.

*Sway.*

Michihiko stood before Toto, a ghastly smile on his face, and licked the blade of his scythe again.

"I warned you… I told you I’ve killed a lot of guys like you…"

Michihiko’s half-severed neck was somehow reattached.

And the scythe Michihiko held was sticky with blood.

*Thump.*

Something fell with a sound.

Toto lowered his gaze to his own feet.

From his sliced-open abdominal cavity, its contents were spilling out.

"…Huh…?"

His vision swam.

His knees gave way on their own and hit the ground.

He couldn’t muster any strength. Toto put his hands forward and got on all fours.

*Thump, thump.* From Toto’s sliced-open stomach, his insides spilled out one after another.

"Toto…?"

Chouchou, catching the foul smell, called out in an anxious voice.

A gurgle of blood welled up from the back of his throat and overflowed from Toto’s mouth.

The strength in his hands gave way as if a prop had been removed, and Toto collapsed face down on the spot. He could feel his own blood flowing out, staining the surrounding grass.

It was cold. His consciousness was fading.

—*Am I dying?*

He realized it.

—*No, that’s… impossible.*

—*I have a goal, to create the "White Nation."*

*Gurgle*. Dark blood overflowed from Toto’s mouth.

It wouldn’t stop.

—*I am the protagonist of my own story.*

—*There’s no way I can die here, defeated by some small fry…*

But he couldn’t put any strength into his limbs. His body was growing cold.

Just then—from beside him, he heard a familiar voice.

"I heard a noise and came to see, Prince Toto?"

With a cool voice, the sound of multiple footsteps echoed from the top of the slope—

"Oh my, oh my… what’s this? Are you dying?"

Artemisia, dressed in the uniform of the Black Rose Knights, said this cheerfully, looking down at Toto, who had collapsed face down on the ground.

"…"

Toto no longer had the strength to answer. The more blood he lost, the fainter his consciousness became.

*I’m dying. I’m going to die here.*

That fact alone, he could faintly understand.

"Artemisia… Your Highness… It was me, I killed him…"

Beside her, Michihiko proudly reported to Artemisia, licking the blood from his scythe.

Artemisia furrowed her brow and glanced at Michihiko.

"Oh my… licking a scythe. So people like that really exist…"

Artemisia said this, and with the tip of her shoe, she inserted it under Toto’s prone body and carelessly kicked him over, turning him onto his back.

"…"

In Toto’s fading vision, the faint smile of Artemisia looking down at him was reflected.

Artemisia looked at Toto’s deeply and widely sliced abdomen and the things that had spilled out from it, and laughed.

"You lost to that scythe-wielding thug over there? So weak. You’re the Successor to the Orb of ‘Loyalty,’ aren’t you? Normally, would you lose to an opponent like this in a place like this?"

Seeing that sneer, Toto finally understood everything. His father, his sister—they had been killed by Artemisia. And if this continued, Chouchou would suffer the same fate…

Artemisia knelt beside the dying Toto, drew a knife from her waist, inserted the tip into Toto’s torn abdominal cavity, and prodded it.

"Three months ago, when we were on a date in the night forest, you told me, didn’t you? Everyone is the protagonist of their own story~. I want to create a story where humans and Minya live together happily~, or something like that…"

Artemisia was saying something, but right now, Toto could only think of one thing. Chouchou, he had to save Chouchou at least…

"So your story is about dying after being taken out by some small fry before you can even chase your dream. How strange. Your life is like a failed work written by a third-rate author."

Artemisia, while rummaging through Toto’s abdominal cavity with her knife, asked.

"Hey, did you want to sleep with me?"

Her lips turned up into a crescent moon, and she brought her sneer close to Toto’s eyes.

Toto’s vision was fading. His thoughts, his consciousness—they would soon disappear. To think that the last thing he would see in this world was this ugly smile, a reflection of Artemisia’s true nature.

Before his vision disappeared, one thing.

There was something he had to do.

—*For Chouchou.*

Toto summoned his last ounce of strength and raised his right hand.

"You were always so kind to me because you wanted to sleep with me, right?"

With his right hand, he grabbed Artemisia’s ankle.

—*At the very least, I want to avenge Lulu.*

—*Drag her down, get on top of her, and crush her throat with my own hands…*

—*And with that… my story… will end…*

As he summoned his last ounce of strength, tears of frustration welled up in Toto’s eyes.

*I was a fool to believe in humans. They never intended to get along with the Minya from the start. And yet I believed them, told them all my secrets… and because of that, King Dada and Lulu are dead, and now Chouchou is going to suffer a terrible fate. I was too naive. If only time could rewind. I’ll protect Chouchou, just Chouchou, damn it, damn it, damn it…*

With Toto still gripping her ankle, Artemisia brought her lips close to his ear.

"Too bad. I’m not into doing it with freak-cats."

Artemisia drove the knife she had been holding in Toto’s abdomen straight up toward his heart.

Toto’s right hand, which had been gripping her ankle, twitched—and fell to the ground.

His whole body convulsed twice—and then Toto stopped moving.

His open eyes quickly turned a whitish opacity and ceased to blink.

"He’s dead."

Looking down at Toto’s corpse, Artemisia said with disinterest and looked around.

Fifteen members of the Black Rose Knights’ personal guard, including the werewolf Laggy, had gathered and had already surrounded Chouchou.

"Toto…"

Surrounded by a wall of personal guards, the first princess, Chouchou, collapsed to the ground, seemingly unable to fully grasp what had happened.

"You can tell by the smell, can’t you? Your precious little brother is dead, princess. Killed by that piece of trash over there."

As Artemisia spoke coldly, the Holy Orb that had left Toto’s body and was now floating in the air caught the corner of her eye.

"Loyalty."

Flashing that one character, the Holy Orb floated gently above Toto’s corpse, wreathed in a cold flame.

Artemisia’s mouth twisted.

"…This is an unlucky orb, isn’t it? Three of its owners have died in quick succession. And it’s not even that strong…"

Normally, Artemisia should have succeeded it. Though she had already succeeded "Filial Piety," it was possible for one person to succeed multiple orbs. There was even a legend that if one person succeeded all eight orbs, Holy Juno would appear and grant them one wish.

But Artemisia was not drawn to the Orb of "Loyalty." It seemed like an evil spirit that brought death to its owners one after another. But she couldn’t just leave it here.

Just as she was pondering this—

"P-Princess… Kuon… wants this…"

Suddenly, Michihiko interjected from the side, jerking his chin toward his sister.

Kuon bowed her head demurely and knelt on one knee.

"…With all due respect, if Your Highness has no need for this, I humbly request that you allow me to succeed it. For a long time, it has been my family’s dearest wish to obtain a Holy Orb. It is a selfish request, but I beg you, I beg you, I beg you…"

Saying this in a tone as if she were coughing up blood, Kuon placed both knees and the palms of her hands on the ground and bowed her head deeply. It was an eastern world’s way of pleading. Artemisia looked at the two suspiciously.

"…This is the scythe-licking thug’s spoil of war. If you want it, do as you please."

She gave her permission carelessly. And then—

"Th-thank you so much…!"

Kuon lifted her wide eyes, quickly rushed to the Orb of "Loyalty," and unceremoniously crushed it.

"Ah, ah, ahhh…"

A pale green light converged on Kuon’s chest, the character for "Loyalty" shone with particular brilliance, and then it melted into her heart.

Kuon’s face lifted, and from her eyes, tears of emotion spilled out.

Kuon knelt again before Artemisia, placing her fist on the ground.

"Thank you so much! I will never forget this kindness. I, Mihohara Kuon, will surely master the power of the Orb of ‘Loyalty’ for you to see!"

Artemisia dismissed Kuon’s tear-streaked thanks with a single snort and looked around.

The afterglow in the sky was now only a faint remnant on the horizon. It seemed they would be camping here for the night. The guards lit their lanterns, illuminating the captured Chouchou, and snickered.

"…"

Whether she was aware that she was surrounded by enemies or not, the first princess, Chouchou, staggered to her feet, walked to Toto’s corpse, knelt in the blood-soaked grass, and caressed her brother’s face with both hands.

"Toto…? Toto…"

She caressed his body, which had lost its warmth and was beginning to stiffen, confirmed that there was no answer to her calls, and understood what had happened.

"Toto…"

Chouchou’s heart was torn to shreds and bleeding. He was a kind younger brother who was always considerate of her blindness and would invite her on outings. He should have found it a bother to deal with her, but he never showed it, and even today, he had been protecting her with his own body.

And now, that kind brother would no longer answer her calls…

"No, please, don’t go, Toto…"

Chouchou embraced her brother. She prayed for his warmth to return. But his body only grew colder and harder…

"No, please, Toto…"

Tears overflowed from Chouchou’s bandaged eyes. The hands she had wrapped around his corpse tightened, but her brother gave no response.

"Don’t cry. You’ll see him tomorrow."

Artemisia said this, walked over to the kneeling Chouchou, grabbed her hair, and forced her head up.

"Tonight, the men over there will teach you plenty of things you don’t know. After that, I’ll chop your head off in front of the castle."

A guard forcibly tore Toto’s corpse from Chouchou’s hands. *Toto*, she let out a short scream, and Chouchou fell to the ground, stretching her hands out as Artemisia held her by the hair.

"I’ve always wondered. Do you have eyeballs?"

Asking this, Artemisia untied the knot of the black silk bandage that Chouchou always wore around her eyes with one hand.

The bandage fell, revealing Chouchou’s silver eyes.

Her pupils were a whitish opacity and did not reflect any light. But under her long eyelashes, those colorless eyes, combined with her golden hair and snow-white skin, possessed a strange beauty.

Artemisia peered into Chouchou’s face, a look of surprise on her own.

"Well now, aren’t you a beauty. And you have a good figure, too. Lucky for you lot. Tonight’s going to be a fun night."

She said to the surrounding guards, and a chorus of vulgar laughter rose from the men.

Artemisia, still holding Chouchou’s hair, studied her features once more with a thoughtful expression and tilted her head.

"You’re beautiful, but you have something extra."

Saying this, she drew the knife from her waist with her right hand, and while still holding Chouchou’s hair with her left, she placed the blade at the base of her right ear.

"It would definitely be better without this."

Fresh blood spurted out.

Chouchou’s scream tore through the darkness and echoed through the mountains.

The hair she was holding tore from its roots, and Chouchou screamed, her face scraping against the ground. A pool of dark red blood spread on the dirt.

"Having four ears is strange."

Pinching Chouchou’s severed right ear between her fingertips, Artemisia studied the dripping appendage while looking down at Chouchou, who was screaming, her forehead pressed to the ground.

Blood overflowed from between the fingers she held against the severed surface of her right ear. Chouchou could only curl up, crying and screaming.

"You should have two ears. We’ll leave the cat ears and cut off the human-like ones. Just one more, bear with it."

Saying this, she now grabbed Chouchou’s hair with her right hand and forcibly lifted her head up, placing the blade of the knife in her left hand at the base of her remaining left ear.

As Chouchou sobbed, Artemisia brought her lips close and, in the same casual tone one would use to recommend a fashionable outfit to a friend, said,

"This will balance things out, you see?"

Again, fresh blood spurted out.

The severed piece of flesh flew through the air and fell to the ground.

"I pledged my life and loyalty to my master."

Suddenly, the werewolf Laggy, who had been standing behind her, said this.

Artemisia turned around with a questioning look.

"…Who gave you permission to speak, dog?"

Laggy did not answer her question, but picked up the piece of flesh that had fallen to the ground and threw it to Artemisia.

The piece of flesh hit Artemisia’s chest and fell to the ground.

What had rolled on the ground was a left wrist, still clutching a knife.
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Sometime, somehow, Laggy’s halberd had become stained with blood.

"I must fulfill my vow."

Artemisia finally noticed the blood gushing from the severed surface of her own left hand.

Her mouth opened. Her eyes widened.

The blood wouldn’t stop. Her knees gave way and hit the ground.

She lifted the spurting stump to her eye level.

"My haaaaaaaaaand!!"

This time, it was Artemisia’s scream that echoed into the twilight.

In her line of sight, Laggy had lifted the fallen Chouchou with his left arm and was whispering in her ear.

"Wrap your arms around my neck."

Like a knight protecting his lady, Laggy covered the body of the Chouchou he had lifted with his cloak.

Artemisia finally realized that her own dog had bitten her.

No, that her left wrist had been severed.

"Youuuuuuu muuuuuuuutt!!"

The personal guards rushed to Artemisia’s side. Artemisia, clutching her severed wrist, fell to her knees, her face a demon’s mask as she looked up at Laggy.

"Kill him!! Kill him!!"

A hoarse scream escaped Artemisia’s bloodless lips.

"Kill that ugly dog!!"

The personal guards finally came to their senses and drew their weapons.

A forest of gleaming silver blades was pointed at Laggy and Chouchou—

Laggy held his halberd with his right hand and lifted Chouchou with only his left, whispering once more in her ear.

"Wrap your arms around my neck and hold on tight."

Chouchou didn’t understand what was happening.

The sharp pain from her severed right ear. The nauseating scent of blood rising one after another. The strong arm that lifted her. The coarse fur. A scent she had smelled somewhere before.

"You are…"

"…A stray dog from the castle. Your hands, behind my neck."

Amidst the din and the scent of blood, Chouchou responded to the deep gentleness in that voice.

"Yes."

She reached out her hands, wrapped them around the back of Laggy’s neck, and clung to him tightly, so tightly.

—*I know this person.*

She had met him once.

Six months ago, on the night of the banquet, on the rooftop of that round tower, just once.

But she remembered.

Even without seeing anything.

—*I remember you.*

Clinging to him, she buried her face in the coarse fur of Laggy’s shoulder.

—*The one who listened to my song.*

She could hear his strong heartbeat.

From the sensation of her arms around him, she knew this person was not human. The smell, the fur, the bulging, taut muscles—they were those of a beast of the wild.

But Chouchou could see a gentle and noble knight.

A true knight who helped the weak and crushed the strong, Chouchou could see him.

"I believe in you, Sir Laggy."

"…Do not let go."

"Yes."

Holding Chouchou in his left arm and gripping his halberd with only his right, Laggy glared at the personal guards who had become his enemies—

Fourteen steel blades descended on Laggy like a sudden shower.

The silver curtain was torn apart by a single right-handed swing of the halberd, cutting diagonally up from the lower left.

The curtain ripped, pieces of flesh flew, and the silver shower turned into a crimson mist.

"Gyah!" "Gieeh!"

One man’s right hand was sent flying as he screamed; another fell to his knees, arching his back as fresh blood spurted from the gash in his breastplate; and another lost everything above his neck, his torso collapsing to the ground.

The head that had been flying through the air fell to Laggy’s feet a moment later.

"Come closer, and you will be cut."

At his declaration, the remaining eleven steel blades scraped back in unison.

In one blow, he had cut down three men.

If they entered the range of the halberd, their plate armor would be torn like paper, and they would be bisected without even a chance to parry.

Every member of the personal guard realized that, as Laggy had said, if they got closer, they would be cut down.

But one among them was not afraid.

"Ihih!"

Mihohara Michihiko, from beneath the feet of the eleven personal guards, closed the distance to Laggy’s feet in a low stance.

"Ihih, ihih, ihiiiiih!!"

He let out a strange cry, a look of such glee on his face that he seemed about to drool, and swung his scythe, aiming for the legs.

"…"

With a hard *clang, clang*, Laggy parried Michihiko’s scythe with the shaft of the halberd held in one hand.

Michihiko was fast. He was accelerating. Since his left hand was occupied holding Chouchou, he had to deal with him with only his right.

"Iiiiihihiiiiih!"

The scythe, swung with a high-pitched cry, sliced through Laggy’s left shin.

Laggy stifled a groan and swung the halberd, spun in one hand, at Michihiko’s torso.

"Ihih!"

Michihiko, of all things, placed the sole of one foot on the halberd’s shaft, used the rebound to leap, and now, parallel to the ground, planted the soles of both feet on the trunk of a tree, landing softly like a cat. He looked up at Laggy and licked his scythe with delight.

"Ihihih… I’ll shear that fur of yours, wash it, dry it, and make it all fluffy…"

Laggy silently readjusted his hold on Chouchou in his left arm and re-gripped the halberd in his right.

—*Fast. Strong.*

Michihiko was strong enough for Laggy, who had fought countless enemies, to recognize it. He looked like a thug and his lines made no sense, but his fighting technique was top-notch.

Furthermore.

"Mihohara Kuon, entering the fray!"

The wind tore.

A flash of light.

"Guh!"

Sensing danger, the halberd shaft he had brought up horizontally in front of his face was severed.

"…!?"

Still holding Chouchou with one arm, Laggy leaped backward.

The shaft of his weapon was broken.

The thick steel-cored shaft, like a twig.

"Prepare yourself!"

A small girl, a greatsword as tall as herself with its tip swung behind her back, her long, tied hair flowing in the wind, leaped toward him.

The girl was wreathed in a shining crest. In the dazzling, deep green halo behind her…

"Loyalty."

That one character was seared into Laggy’s retina.

—*Dammit.*

The moment he realized it, his body froze.

He had experienced the same phenomenon when he dueled with Gasper.

But the power the girl before him was using was far stronger than then.

As if bound by steel restraints, his body wouldn’t move an inch.

*I’m done for.*

"Shih!"

With a short exhale, Mihohara Kuon’s slash cut diagonally upward—

And stopped.

It stopped just short of bisecting Chouchou and Laggy.

"—!"

At the tip of the girl’s blade was Chouchou’s body.

"…I do not cut women!!"

Michihiko’s voice overlapped with Kuon’s words.

"For you, I’ll even cut a woman…!"

A blow from the scythe came flying toward Chouchou.

He couldn’t dodge it. Fresh blood scattered.

"Laggy!!"

Chouchou’s scream.

"Ihiih!!"

Michihiko, with the tip of his scythe still embedded in Laggy’s shoulder, pulled it out with all his might.

Heavy bleeding from Laggy’s torn left shoulder. The fresh blood even stained Chouchou. The strength in the arm holding Chouchou was failing.

To protect Chouchou, Laggy had sacrificed his own shoulder.

Furthermore, sensing a turn in the tide, the eleven remaining personal guards, like a torrent of steel blades, surged toward Laggy again.

Laggy had no choice but to throw away his broken halberd and parry the swords with his right arm alone, dodging the rain of steel with his body movements.

"Laggy!"

"…Just hold on."

Chouchou could do nothing but cling tightly. She couldn’t see what was happening, but she could hear the humans’ breathing and screams, the terrible sound of steel clashing against steel, and she could feel Laggy’s breathing, close to her, becoming more ragged. And yet, she could do nothing.

"Uoh!" "Guah!"

Laggy did not retreat. He knew that if he showed his back here, he would be killed. Despite being wounded in his arms, torso, and legs, he fought on, his own body a shield, not allowing a single finger to touch the Chouchou he held in his left arm.

"This guy!" "H-help…"

A guard who fell and had his face stepped on had his neck broken. A guard whose side was gouged by Laggy’s claws screamed as he rolled on the ground. The elite of the Black Rose Knights were being trampled by an unarmed Laggy.

But.

"Loyalty."

Again, a deep green flash erupted, and Kuon’s slash came down.

"Kuh!"

He barely dodged it. From his experience so far, Laggy knew he must not look into Kuon’s eyes. He had to read the trajectory of the slash just by her torso and footwork and dodge it.

Even so.

—*What is this girl…!?*

Inwardly, Laggy was astonished by Kuon. Kuon’s physical strength was superhuman, enough to surprise a werewolf. Wielding a greatsword as tall as herself like a bamboo sword, Kuon hunted Laggy down.

Two steps, three steps, Laggy staggered back.

—*This is bad.*

The bleeding was sapping his strength. His left arm was occupied holding Chouchou, and he couldn’t fully defend against Kuon’s transcendent swordsmanship. Laggy realized he had encountered the strongest enemy of his life in the worst possible situation. At this rate, Kuon’s blow would soon find its mark.

To get through this.

—*Bet everything on one moment.*

Read the trajectory of the sword without making eye contact. With a sword that large, there was no room for trickery. With her superhuman strength, she had no choice but to keep unleashing killing blows.

Like a bolt of lightning, Kuon flew at him.

Without ever looking at her face, Laggy fixed his focus only on the tip of the sword swung behind Kuon’s back.

"Shih!"

Laggy did not dodge the killing blow unleashed with a short exhale.

A flash—

"—!!"

A wet squelch of flesh.

A high-pitched metallic sound.

Kuon’s hands flew upward. Her eyes widened in astonishment.

The greatsword left Kuon’s hands and flew into the starry sky, spinning.

"Move…!"

Kuon dodged Laggy’s unleashed kick with god-like speed.

"*Onibunchou*!"

As she lost her balance and fell to the ground, Kuon saw her own sword, sent flying, fall over the edge of the cliff.

Of all things, Laggy had struck the flat of the *Onibunchou*'s blade mid-swing and sent it flying upward. A parry of divine skill—if he had been a blink of an eye earlier, his wrist would have been cut off; a blink later, and his torso would have been bisected. Not missing the momentary distance created between him and Kuon, Laggy quickly turned and, still holding Chouchou in his left arm, leaped into the trees.

"He fled, after him!" "The dog is wounded, after him, after him!"

The remaining personal guards, driven by anger, charged into the trees in pursuit of Laggy.

Kuon did not follow them, but instead pursued her beloved sword that had fallen down the cliff, leaning over the edge.

"*Onibunchou*—!!"

Letting out a sorrowful cry, Michihiko stood beside Kuon as she called the name of her beloved sword, "*Onibunchou*."

"What are you doing… you shouldn’t have let go…"

"I have to find it…!"

Kuon said this and, without a care for Laggy, set foot on the slope of the cliff and went to search for her fallen sword.

"What are you… which is more important, me or the sword…"

Michihiko sighed, followed his precious sister’s back, and also went down the cliff.

"What are you doing, chase the dog…!"

From the other side, Artemisia’s hoarse curses reached them, but Kuon and Michihiko, without a care for their master’s command, disappeared over the edge of the cliff.

In the grassy area where Toto’s corpse still lay, two members of the personal guard remained, attending to Artemisia’s wound with first aid. Having tightly bandaged her left upper arm and applied gauze to the wound, Artemisia, with a pale face, glared in the direction Laggy and the others had fled.

"Chase them…! Don’t kill them, capture them alive!"

She yelled curses in a hoarse voice. One of the personal guards shot a series of signal arrows into the night sky to report the emergency, while another blew a horn. The soldiers remaining in the fortress and those hunting the remnants of the kingdom army at the mountain foothills would notice their master’s predicament.

"Your Highness, let’s return to the fortress for now and get that treated. It’s too dangerous to continue the search with this wound."

"Leave Princess Chouchou to Duke Callistratus. His Grace knows this mountain well. He’ll surely know where they’re hiding."

Artemisia threw a resentful gaze at the soldiers who were trying to persuade her and grit her teeth.

"…Be sure to capture both of them and bring them before me! I won’t be satisfied until I’ve tortured them, until they’re crying and begging me to kill them, until I’ve humiliated them…!!"

From her beautiful face, words like those of an old crone were spun out, and Artemisia glared into the dark night road. As the soldiers said, if Callistratus returned, they would be found soon. After all, Callistratus could literally "fly" using the Holy Orb of "Brotherhood"…

†††

The royal capital was burning.

The Black Rose Air Fleet, which had suddenly approached Gato Island, began a one-sided bombardment of Gato Kingdom Castle and carried out a bombing raid on the urban area. Hundreds of barrels of oil were dropped from the air, and the inextinguishable flame "Apollo Fire" ignited the oil-soaked houses, instantly turning the ground into a sea of crimson flames.

The bottom of the starry sky was boiling red. The three medium air sailboats were taking a spiral course, closing the distance to Gato Kingdom Castle at the center, while simultaneously bombarding the castle and bombing the urban area. The five hundred thousand Minya citizens were fleeing in confusion, and their screams and the frantic ringing of bells seemed to reach even the airplane "Falco" flying at an altitude of six hundred meters.

First Prince Gaga Gattoland, sitting in the cockpit of the Falco and looking down at the ground, twisted his face in frustration. Women and children fleeing in confusion through the narrow streets, numerous corpses floating in the canals, the burning government office, cathedral, and Chamber of Commerce Building. The scenery of the Gato Kingdom, the richest and most sophisticated in the world, had turned into a hellscape in just one night. It was only natural that this would happen if the enemy air fleet entered the skies above the capital, but still, where was his invincible Gattoland Air Fleet and what were they doing?

Gaga yelled at the pilot’s seat beside him.

"Damn it, we’re stopping them. I can’t face my subjects if we just let them do this!"

"Uh, stopping them is impossible. The Falco doesn’t have any weapons."

Just then, the mechanic Leonardo, who was kneeling on the root of the left wing, poked Noah with his finger and pointed in the direction of Red Cape, and Noah realized.

"Right, let’s go to Red Cape. Maybe the king doesn’t realize his own house is being bombed."

"…Red Cape? It’ll take time to get there now… no, but with the Falco… For an idiot, that’s a pretty good idea! I’ll adopt it, you stupid woman!!"

"Try praising me a little more properly~"

"Shut up and fly to Red Cape! …Forgive me, I’ll be back soon, bear with it, my people…"

Gaga looked back over the aircraft’s tail at the distant silhouette of Gato Island, wreathed in orange flames. The enemy ship silhouettes, highlighted by the flames bursting from the ground, were trailing seven-colored wakes and were just about to reach the skies above the castle.

How had it come to this? Looking back, Commander Ilias’s scheme might have started six months ago, when Artemisia visited this island as a ward. He hoped that the brave Artemisia hadn’t incurred King Dada’s wrath and been executed… Worried about such things, the Falco, carrying Gaga and Noah, flew straight for Red Cape.

From the Gato Kingdom to Red Cape would take about three hours by sailboat, but with the Falco, it would only take about ten minutes. But that time felt terribly long for Gaga. As he waited impatiently, the overly bright light of the full moon illuminated the distant silhouette of Red Cape.

But…

"What is this?!"

The sea area around Red Cape Bay, where the Gattoland soldiers were supposed to have landed, was filled with many Gattoland sailboats spewing black smoke, burning as they drifted on the sea. Some had half their hulls submerged, some were broken in two, some were completely overturned with their bottoms exposed. The full moon’s light revealed a sea that had become a graveyard of ships. He could also see burned sailors clinging to blackened planks and timber floating on the waves.

There were no undamaged ships in the surrounding sea area. From the way the sailboats had been destroyed, they had probably been bombed from the sky. Many ships were charred, and most of their masts had burned. Gaga looked down at the devastation from above, stunned, and realized what had happened.

"…The naval fleet has been wiped out. …And I don’t see our air fleet anywhere nearby. …You mean we lost? The world’s strongest Gattoland Air Fleet, to just three medium ships."

It was an unacceptable fact, but the scene reflected in Gaga’s eyes now spoke more eloquently than anything of the events that had taken place here during the day.

Furthermore.

Leonardo, who was on the left wing, poked Noah’s shoulder and pointed at the distant night sky.

Beyond Red Cape, on the other side of the strait, at the tip of the Granadio Upper Jaw Peninsula, the sky in the Gray Cape direction was glowing red and flickering.

"Is that… no way… Gray Cape has fallen too?!"

"Confirm it, hurry…!"

Urged by Gaga, Noah opened the throttle and flew past Red Cape.

The Three-pronged Strait, the entrance to the Grapeland Sea, is formed by Gray Cape, which corresponds to the upper jaw, and Red Cape, the lower jaw, sandwiching a strait about seven hundred meters wide. The Gato Kingdom had fortified these two capes and made them its own territory, which was why it had been able to implement the toll.

But now, looking down from an altitude of seven hundred meters, Gray Cape Fortress also had its curtain walls collapsed, and its batteries and buildings were engulfed in flames. Perhaps the powder magazine had exploded, as the upper edge of the cliff was gouged out as if bitten by a monster. He could see a group of lights marching toward the fortress at the tip of the cape, and as those lights entered the fortress through the collapsed section of the wall, they quickly spread out and mopped up the remaining enemies.

"Gray Cape is also under attack…!"

"That’s… the flag of the Seven City Alliance."

Noah, approaching Gray Cape, strained her eyes in the darkness to confirm the situation. Unlike Red Cape, which had a fortress built by carving out a mountainous area jutting into the sea, Gray Cape was an easily assailable terrain with only batteries and defensive facilities placed at the tip of a flat cape. The kingdom army that had been defending Gray Cape was already gone, and on the batteries that had looked down on the ships passing through the strait, a military flag with gold embroidery on a red background was illuminated by bonfires, fluttering in the night wind.

"The seven cities of the Granadio Upper Jaw Peninsula were also in league with the Black Rose. Knowing that our air fleet had been annihilated, they sent all their mobilized troops to Gray Cape…"

Gaga bit his lip as he confirmed that the upper and lower jaws that had held the Grapeland Sea had been broken off.

—*The kingdom has lost.*

—*Gato Island will fall soon. The kingdom will be destroyed…*

He had no choice but to admit it.

"Oh man. This is bad. The kingdom is finished."

Noah, holding the control stick, said this nonchalantly, as if it had nothing to do with her.

But Gaga, who would normally have retorted with a curse, fell silent. Noah, who had of course been expecting a curse, was taken aback and looked at him.

Gaga, after thinking with a serious expression, turned a hard, stiff expression to Noah.

"…What happened to my father? Chouchou, Toto, Lulu? They were all on the same battleship. You mean they were all taken out together?"

At those words, Noah’s expression also clouded over slightly. She had interacted with those three legitimate children normally and knew they were good people.

"I want to believe they’re all alive, but from the looks of it…"

"…I won’t believe it. …They’re not dead, someone must have survived. …Otherwise… I’ll be the only one left in the Gattoland royal family!"

Gaga’s words were filled with anger, confusion, and sorrow. Even Noah, who usually made fun of Gaga’s every word, couldn’t do it now.

"…If they’re alive, it would only be if they escaped from the air battleship on a glider. In that case, they would have landed in the mountains of Red Cape. …And if so, the place they would go is… Red Cape Airport."

The Gattoland royal family had a rule to assemble at the nearest airport when separated in enemy territory. It was easier to escape from the sky, where only a limited number of people could come and go, than on the ground, where a large number of civilians were hunting down defeated soldiers.

"Noah, can you land at Red Cape Airport?"

"Not with the Falco. There’s no runway there. But, going back to Gattoland Airport once and then going to Red Cape Airport by airboat might be an option."

Gaga considered Noah’s proposal in silence. As she said, with that method, they could at least dispatch a rescue airboat to Red Cape Airport before dawn…!

"It’s decided, Noah, return to Gattoland Airport. We’ll switch to an airboat and rescue Toto and the others. It is the duty of the first prince to help his suffering siblings!"

Noah, who would usually have showered Gaga with curses every time he pushed a troublesome job on her, was now, unusually, thinking in silence. She had spent time with Toto and Lulu several times, and had even camped with them, along with Jangiacques and Lucifer. Though their statuses were different, she liked them for treating her like a friend.

Therefore.

"Four Benney gold coins, I guess."

At that reply, Gaga hung his head, and then lifted a look of utter exasperation.

"Still money at a time like this?!"

"Of course. We’re risking our lives too."

Though exasperated by Noah’s money-grubbing, Gaga had no choice but to agree.

"…You’re the worst. But if you work for money, I can trust you. I’ll pay you, so get flying!"

"Thanks for your business~. Okay, heading to Gattoland Airport!"

Noah tilted the control stick and turned the Falco’s nose back toward Gato Island. With the Falco’s speed, it wouldn’t take long. At Red Cape Airport were the security knight Jangiacques and his attendant Lucifer. With their help, he would come back to rescue Toto and the others.

"Hang in there, everyone, I’ll be back soon!"

Noah yelled this toward the silhouette of Red Cape and opened the throttle.

†††

"Sir Laggy, your injuries…"

With her arms wrapped around the back of Laggy’s neck, clinging tightly, Chouchou asked with concern.

Horns were blaring from the mountain foothills below them. Signal arrows were also being shot one after another into the night sky. The fact that Princess Chouchou had escaped must already be known to Callistratus’s six hundred men.

Holding Chouchou with one arm, Laggy wandered aimlessly through the pathless mountainside, where the dense forest spread endlessly, treading on the fallen leaves. He seemed to have shaken off the pursuit of the personal guard, but he had no idea what to do next.

Laggy climbed the slope and came to a place with a view. The landscape opened up, and the bright full moon cast shadows on the mountain folds. The foothills were thin and narrow, and he could see the silver-gleaming Three-pronged Strait right there. In the dark sea of trees, the lights of torches were moving here and there, like fireflies.

"…Callistratus’s forces are here. They know the mountain well. We must choose our hiding place carefully…"

Below, fire arrows were occasionally being exchanged. Soon, the Callistratus forces who had been hunting kingdom soldiers on the plains would learn of Chouchou’s escape and turn back this way.

If they went down the mountain, they would be hunted. But if they climbed, their escape routes would narrow and they would eventually be caught. Covered in sword wounds, Laggy’s strength was being sapped with time. But there was nowhere to run.

Suddenly, Chouchou whispered.

"I heard the faint sound of the Falco’s propeller just now. I think Gaga and Noah, who were on guard duty in the kingdom, were probably on it."

"…?"

"The sound quickly faded away. Gaga, having learned of the kingdom fleet’s defeat, might return to Gattoland Airport, get on an airboat, and come back to Red Cape Airport. There is a rule in the royal family to flee to the nearest airport in case of defeat. So, there is a possibility of hiding near the airport and waiting for a rescue airboat…"

Laggy considered Chouchou’s proposal in silence and answered.

"…Artemisia knows that the evacuation point is the airfield. Prince Toto leaked the secret, so she probably has guards posted there even now."

"…Yes. …It’s a faint hope. But Gaga will probably come back with allies. If we can join forces with them, perhaps…"

As Chouchou proposed this, she lost confidence in her own words and fell silent.

Laggy thought again.

It was a hope as thin as a thread, but it was better than nothing. They were completely surrounded by a superior enemy, and there were only the two of them. Moreover, Chouchou was blind and useless in a fight. Other than betting on rescue from allies, a self-powered breakthrough was impossible. It wasn’t as if he had betrayed Artemisia with a chance of winning, so he was grateful for even a chance to fight.

"…Understood. …We will hide near Red Cape Airport and wait for an opportunity."

Laggy readjusted his hold on Chouchou with one arm and stood up, looking up at the slope ahead. He couldn’t see it from here, but at an altitude of five hundred meters, there was a small Red Cape airfield carved into the mountainside. Since he had landed there with Artemisia and the others on a glider just a while ago, he roughly knew the way. If he went off the mountain path and climbed the slope, he would probably find a place to hide…

†††

From the end of the mountain path, a light cavalryman with a lantern hanging from his saddle came galloping. His armor was that of the Black Rose Knights’ personal guard.

"Halt!" "Who goes there, halt!"

The attendants of the "Three Saints" member, Callistratus, challenged him, calling for him to stop. The personal guard pulled on his reins, stopped his horse, dismounted, and knelt before Callistratus, bowing his head.

"I take it you are Duke Callistratus. I have a report and a request from the Vice-Commander of the Black Rose Knights, Her Highness Artemisia."

"I’m listening."

"Currently, we have defeated Prince Toto of the Gato Kingdom, but due to the betrayal of a werewolf, the first princess, Chouchou, is on the run in the mountains. It is believed she is heading for Red Cape Airport. Her Excellency Artemisia has suffered a severe injury to her wrist and is unable to command. It is Her Excellency Artemisia’s request that Duke Callistratus lead his forces and take command of the search for Princess Chouchou."

*Hmm*, Callistratus nodded briefly and looked at the mountain range of Red Cape, which stood out against the night sky. A fortress was built on the mountainside at an altitude of one hundred and fifty meters, and above that, at an altitude of five hundred meters, a small airfield was constructed. The pursuers were now narrowing their search range from the foothills to the summit, but if they took their time, a rescue airboat could arrive and they could escape.

"So, this is what she wants."

Sensing Artemisia’s intention, Callistratus abruptly roused the Holy Orb of "Brotherhood" and was wreathed in a golden halo.

A dazzling beam of light suddenly pierced the forest, and both the messenger and the attendants flinched for a moment. Callistratus alone, with a cold expression, looked up at the night sky through the gaps in the branches.

"It is a pity. But the direct bloodline of the Gato Kingdom royal family must be ended here tonight."

Saying this, he lightly kicked off the ground.

"Ooh…"

The attendants who were used to it said nothing, but the messenger who saw Callistratus’s flight for the first time let out a groan. With one leap, Callistratus jumped over the canopy of branches, placed the soles of his shoes on a branch as thin as a child’s arm, and leaped a second time. With the lightness of a butterfly, he flew off into the starry sky.

"That is the power of the ‘Three Saints’…"

The messenger was at a loss for words, just looking up at the night sky where Callistratus had disappeared. With that power to move with almost no restriction from the trees covering the mountainside or the slope of the mountain, Princess Chouchou would be found soon…

†††

In the time it takes to flip an hourglass twice, the Falco had returned to the airspace around Gato Island and Gato Kingdom Castle. But.

"The castle has fallen!"

Fires were rising from all over Gato Kingdom Castle, and on the hexagonal roof of the great cathedral, the Black Rose and Sword Crest Flag was fluttering in the wind. The flight soldiers who had glided toward the castle just a while ago must have pushed their way into the castle and set it on fire. Even from the Falco, Gaga could see the corpses of kingdom soldiers lying in the courtyard and training grounds.

The urban area was also a sea of fire. He could also see citizens fleeing on the ground and countless fallen bodies that were no longer moving. The Black Rose Knights’ crest flags were flying over the theater, the Chamber of Commerce Building, the official residence, and the reservoir, and he could see from above that the Minya citizens were being herded into the main square by armed knights.

If he raised his gaze, he could see the three ships of the Black Rose Air Fleet, flying leisurely at an altitude of five hundred meters, bombarding Gattoland Airport. He could also see flight soldiers jumping from the airships, spreading their gliders, and flying toward Heteromorphic Mountain.

The Black Rose Knights, having occupied the castle and the urban area, seemed to have just now turned their swords toward the airfield they had not yet suppressed. Since they had annihilated the Gattoland Air Fleet during the day, they had probably lowered the priority of the airfield, which had no threatening forces. Gaga and the others had to land at the worst possible time, right into an airfield being attacked by cannon fire and flight soldiers.

"This is impossible! Even if we land, we can’t get out by airboat!"

"The royal family’s exclusive airboat is hidden in a different location. Just land, once we’re down, we’ll figure something out!"

"No way, the Falco will be destroyed!"

"Are you okay with Toto and Lulu dying?! Shut up and land without another word!"

Forcibly ordering the reluctant Noah to land at the airfield, Gaga glared at the surrounding airspace.

The Black Rose Air Fleet was approaching Gattoland Airport to a horizontal distance of about one thousand meters and was bombarding the small craft near the pier, but perhaps because they intended to reuse them later, they were refraining from attacking the airport facilities such as the warehouses, inspection station, and control tower. The hiding place for the royal family’s escape airboat was in a completely different location, a little way around the mountainside at an altitude of five hundred meters, so the airboat should still be safe. But if the flight soldiers landed on Heteromorphic Mountain and began their search, escape would become difficult.

"I don’t wanna land~"

"I’ll make it worth your while, just land!"

Forced by Gaga, Noah made two descending turns and, amidst the fierce bombardment, lowered her altitude toward the runway of Gattoland Airport.

The enemy air fleet, having noticed the Falco, added to their bombardment. Successive impacts on the runway sent up clouds of dirt. Dropping cannonballs on a dirt ground would only make holes and not have much effect. What was scary was…

"Grapeshot!"

Grapeshot, a cylindrical shell filled with small pellets, began to explode on the runway, targeting the landing Falco. Upon impact, dozens of pellets scatter around, a type of ammunition with extremely high lethality against personnel.

"Don’t mind it, go!"

"I have no choice but to go! You better pay for this?!"

She was already in a landing posture, so she couldn’t turn back. Noah, on the verge of tears, pushed the control stick and lowered her altitude to make a forced landing on the bombarded runway—

"Whoa, whoa, whoa-whoa-whoa."

Along with Noah’s scream, a tremendous cloud of dirt, lines of fire, sparks, and explosions blocked the view from the windscreen.

Even with his seatbelt on, the impact was enough to slam his body against the windscreen. Leonardo, sitting at the base of the wing, also curled up his body and clung desperately to the struts—

"Ngyah!"

With such a cry, the Falco came to a stop on the runway, nose-dived.

"Let’s go, run!"

Gaga jumped from the cockpit and looked up at Noah and Leonardo.

"Ah, sorry Falco, I’ll be right back, hang in there!"

Noah, with tears in her eyes, apologized to the Falco, which had one wing and its landing gear broken, and its entire fuselage riddled with holes.

"…"

Leonardo, without a word, took Noah’s hand and started running.

The sound of cannon fire exploded around them. Rising dust, the smell of gunpowder, the trees on the mountainside burst into flames, and sparks danced up toward the starry sky.

Just then.

"Prince?! What are you doing here?!"

As Gaga, Noah, and Leonardo left the runway and headed for the airboat’s hiding place, Jangiacques, in the formal attire of a Gato Kingdom security knight, and Lucifer, dressed as his attendant and self-proclaimed demon lord, rushed over.

"Jangiacques! Good timing!"

"I saw the Falco and came running, what on earth is happening?!"

During a battle, the defense of Gattoland Airport was the job of the security knights. Jangiacques seemed to have been about to engage the Black Rose Knights’ flight soldiers here, but was surprised by the Falco’s sudden landing and had rushed over. Gaga, while running, said,

"No time to explain in detail, I order you, Sir Jangiacques, to abandon Gattoland Airport and redeploy with us to Red Cape!"

Given an order in a tone that brooked no argument from the first prince, Jangiacques had no choice but to obey.

"Y-yes, sir! I will accompany you! …Lucy, you too!"

Beside Jangiacques, the attendant-in-training Lucifer, dressed in a daring outfit of a white and gold vertically striped skirt that ended above her knees, revealing her thighs, was running while thoughtfully placing the back of her hand under her chin.

"Are you perhaps thinking of running away? The opportunity to release my hidden power is now here…"

"Use your power for the prince! Your hidden power, I haven’t seen it yet!! Anyway, let’s go, run!"

Jangiacques grabbed Lucifer’s hand and forcibly ran with her.

"H-hey, how bold, you, you’ve been quite aggressive lately…"

For some reason, Lucifer, blushing and muttering to herself, was swept along, and the five of them, aiming for the escape airboat’s hiding place, ran through the burning forest…

†††

Bonfires were lit on the pier of Red Cape Airport, and a personal guard was standing watch. Laggy, who had secretly climbed the slope behind the airport, hid in the rocks at an altitude of five hundred and thirty meters, from where he could overlook the airport. He steadied his ragged breath and surveyed his surroundings.

Looking down, he could see hundreds of torches stuck to the foothills of Red Cape, illuminated by the full moon, wriggling like insects. A force of six hundred had spread out and was gradually narrowing their search range, climbing toward the summit. The enemy must already know that Chouchou was somewhere on this mountain. If even one of them spotted them, whistles and horns would sound, and they would be surrounded in an instant.

"…We can no longer descend. If rescue doesn’t come, it’s over."

Laggy said to Chouchou, who was sitting beside him in the shadow of a rock.

"…Yes. …I am prepared…"

After Chouchou’s answer, there was silence.

Laggy was worried about the wound on Chouchou’s right ear. He had disinfected the area with wine from his leather pouch, but he had no gut string to stitch it. If she didn’t get proper treatment soon, it would become infected, and a bluish-black welt would spread like a spider’s web from her face to her neck, and in the worst case, she would die.

Was there no way to save at least Chouchou? As Laggy was thinking—

"Um… Sir Laggy. May I ask you something?"

He had a good idea what she was going to ask, but Laggy gave a silent nod.

There was another silence. Realizing that a nod alone wouldn’t reach Chouchou, Laggy answered.

"…Go ahead."

Urged, the first princess hesitated for a moment, then spun her words with a careful tone.

"…As I recall, I only met you once, Sir Laggy, about six months ago, on the roof of the tower. And I, rudely, thought you were a stray dog that had wandered into the castle…"

Laggy let out a short sigh and turned his eyes, which had been glaring at the foothills, to Chouchou.

"…At that time, I entered the rooftop where Your Highness was without permission and listened to your song in silence. Taking advantage of the fact that Your Highness couldn’t see… I pretended to be a dog."

When he said this self-deprecatingly, Chouchou turned a hard expression to Laggy and shook her head.

"…While I was singing, I realized you were not a stray dog. Through music, I was able to sense what could be called the shape of a heart. That event was a first for me as well. That’s why… I remembered you."

"…"

"…Why did you save me?"

"…"

"…You have betrayed the master to whom you swore allegiance. …Even if you survive this predicament, you will be branded a traitor, unable to call yourself a knight, and will be left destitute. And yet, you saved me, whom you had only met once… why?"

It was the question he had expected. Laggy turned his gaze back to the lights of the enemy soldiers scattered on the foothills and gave the answer he had prepared in advance.

"I had disliked that master for some time. I was thinking of doing something like that if I got the chance. I feel good now. It would have been even better if I had cut off her head."

"…"

Chouchou listened to Laggy’s words in silence.

Of course, it was a lie. He disliked Artemisia, but since he received a salary, a position, and a place to live from her, he had no intention of betraying her. Compared to his days in the colosseum, where he killed innocent gladiators every day, he felt no pain in working under Artemisia.

And yet, he had done this because—

—*It was unbearable to see you treated so cruelly.*

Ever since I was born, I have been despised as a monster with no other skill than killing. And yet, you sang a song for me. That was the first time anyone had ever been kind to me. That’s why I broke my knight’s oath and cut off Artemisia’s wrist. …But such a thing, I’m too embarrassed to say it out loud.

Chouchou must have been disappointed to hear his answer. That was fine. In reality, he was just a killer, a big fool who had betrayed his lord without even a plan for the future. If she held strange illusions about him, she would soon be disappointed.

Chouchou, having received his answer, faced Laggy for a while, and then, still sitting on the stone, straightened her posture.

"Sir Laggy. I have a request."

"…"

"…If we get through this predicament, would you become my exclusive knight?"

Hearing this, Laggy blinked, and turned his gaze to Chouchou. After hearing his excuse, why would such a thing come up?

"…Did you hear my words? I cut off Artemisia’s wrist not for you. I was waiting for the opportunity to do so for some time. Besides, if you make a rebel who cut off his lord’s wrist your exclusive knight, it will tarnish Your Highness Chouchou’s name."

"A blemish on one’s name doesn’t hurt if you don’t mind it. …So… what is your answer?"

Chouchou, with an extremely serious expression, pressed Laggy for a reply.

Laggy swallowed his words and said.

"…Your Highness does not know my appearance. I am ugly, ill-mannered, and have killed hundreds of innocent people and received rewards. And the way I kill is not by piercing with a sword, but by tearing out the enemy’s vitals with these fangs. I am not a knight, but a beast. A princess who makes a beast who betrayed its master her exclusive knight does not exist even in fairy tales."

When he spat out his thoughts as they were, Chouchou swallowed her words for a moment, thought for a bit, and then opened her mouth again, as if apologetically.

"Um… trying to play the part of a ruffian with your words, and trying to deceive me with your frightening appearance, is meaningless to me, who cannot see. I can only see the heart of the person in front of me."

"…"

"I see a single true knight who helps the weak and crushes the strong. I have never before met a knight so kind-hearted and brave."

Receiving her words, Laggy was stunned for a moment.

His mouth fell open on its own.

—*What is this?*

Everyone had feared his frightening appearance, mocked him, and thrown stones at him.

—*Me, a true knight?*

Ignoring Laggy’s confusion, Chouchou said in a serious tone,

"…I will do everything I can to ensure that no one tarnishes your honor, and that your family will not go cold. So please… exchange vows of master and servant with me."

Chouchou’s words stabbed deep into his heart.

The place where it stabbed grew hot, and an unknown emotion burst forth from it.

Laggy was bewildered and didn’t know what to do. He was afraid that if he gave a clumsy reply, Chouchou would gouge out the true feelings behind his words.

Swallowing the words that had started to form in his throat, he forcibly put on a sullen face, turned back to the foothills, and dodged the issue.

"…Now is not the time for such leisurely things."

"…"

"…First, we must prioritize survival. We can think about what comes after, after we survive."

Not just his hands and feet, but even his words were trembling. Laggy, who had never been afraid no matter what predicament he was in, was now clearly afraid.

"…Yes. And, if we do survive… will you grant my request?"

"That… If we can… as Your Highness wishes."

He managed to feign composure and replied curtly. The situation was dire, and Laggy was no longer thinking about survival. But if it would make Chouchou happy, he could at least make a verbal promise.

Chouchou let out a sigh of relief and smiled with just her mouth.

"…I’m glad. …I was wondering what I would do if you refused. …It takes quite a bit of courage, doesn’t it? To ask someone for something like this yourself."

Saying that, Chouchou took a deep breath and lifted her face.

"…Let’s survive, Sir Laggy. …Gaga will surely come to help. He pretends to be crude, blunt, and cold, but at his core, he is a very kind younger brother…"

Then, silence descended again.

Laggy kept his eyes on the foothills and did not turn back to Chouchou. He was afraid that if he turned to her, she would sense the trembling in his hands and feet.

There was another concern.

—*Even if the prince comes to rescue us by airboat, he won’t be able to dock with this security.*

The encirclement was narrowing toward the summit. There was a watch on the pier, on alert for any approaching airboats. An airboat could carry at most a dozen or so soldiers, while Callistratus’s forces numbered over six hundred. And there were strong enemies mixed in, like Kuon, Michihiko, and Callistratus himself. For Prince Gaga to fly into such a situation was like a moth flying into a bonfire…

—*Left and right, it’s all despair.*

—*It seems I won’t be able to become Princess Chouchou’s exclusive knight…*

Laggy found that thought a little disappointing.

If he survived this predicament and could become Chouchou’s exclusive knight, he felt a new life would open up for him.

Ever since he had betrayed Artemisia and come here, he had been holding Chouchou, who was clinging to his neck with both hands, in his left arm. In such a predicament, with both of them covered in blood and pursuers on their heels, Laggy, of all things, felt a faint sense of happiness. The softness and warmth of Chouchou’s body that he held, and the breath he could feel by his ear were the source of his happiness. If he could get through this pinch, land in some unknown country, and go on a journey of adventure holding Chouchou with one arm, he was sure every day would be as fun as a dream…

As he was letting his thoughts wander and looking up at the Floating Sphere, just then—

In a corner of the distant sky, a faint seven-colored spray exploded.

"…Hm?"

Laggy strained his eyes. The Vogstock Particles that made up the Floating Sphere were reacting to the movement of matter, creating a rainbow-colored spray. A faint spray of red, yellow, and green was slowly approaching, heading for Red Cape airfield…!

"…Your Highness, a ship…!"

Forgetting that Chouchou couldn’t see, Laggy pointed at the distant airspace. Chouchou lifted her bandaged eyes, turned her face in the direction Laggy was pointing, and strained her ears.

Laggy strained his eyes. It was a small air sailboat, shaped like a moth. It had no buoyant body and was flying by catching the wind in a mast set on its upper deck. The hull itself was made of Floating Stone, so it was likely a boat for the exclusive use of royalty.

A horn sounded from the Red Cape airfield below. Other horns reacted, circling the mountain, and several fire arrows were shot toward the airboat, signaling the emergency. He could also see the battery groups located at an altitude of one hundred and fifty meters, even lower than the airfield, turning their barrels toward the approaching ship.

"…It’s an allied ship, no doubt, but…!"

*Boom*, a cannon sound from below. Three, four flaming arrows shot up toward the airboat, flying past just beside the hull.

On the airfield’s pier, at an altitude of five hundred meters, field guns were being lined up. He could also see the personal guards bringing longbows and drawing them on the airboat. At this rate, they couldn’t get close to the airport. Even if they forced a docking, they would be killed by the surging Callistratus forces.

—*It’s no good, we can’t escape…!*

Laggy, in despair, couldn’t help but look up at the heavens—

"!?"

He was struck by even greater despair.

"We meet again, werewolf."

In the sky he looked up at, with the full moon at his back—a man was floating in the air.

Pale gray armor. A jet-black cape fluttering in the night wind. Deep-set silver-gray eyes, full of deep thought, captured Laggy and Chouchou in their sights.

"Brotherhood."

In the center of the golden halo he wore, that one character burned brilliantly.

"Hand over Princess Chouchou, and I will let you go. Leave."

The "Three Saints" member, Callistratus, held a battle-axe in each hand and called out, still floating in the air at an altitude of about five hundred and eighty meters.

Laggy raised the back of his right hand in front of his face, extended three fifteen-centimeter-long silver claws from the tip, and gave a silent reply.

"To think a knight such as you still existed in this age."

Callistratus sent his praise to Laggy, and then, trailing a seven-colored wake from the Vogstock Effect, he descended nearly fifty meters in an instant and swung his battle-axe before Laggy’s eyes.

"A pity to have to kill you."

Space cracked.

A blazing blow was met.

The air boiled, space cracked again and again, and from the cracks, flames seemed to be born, such was the fierce exchange of battle-axe and claws. With each clash, the Vogstock Particles drifting at an altitude of five hundred and thirty meters reacted, and a seven-colored spray scattered in the night darkness.

Callistratus’s armor shattered, and sparks flew. Callistratus, freed from the shackles of gravity, attacked with movements that neither bird nor man could achieve, and Laggy was instantly bleeding from all over, his fur soaked in his own blood, but he did not stop fighting.

"Laggy!"

"Nuuuh…!!"

Hearing Chouchou’s cry in the corner of his ear, Laggy summoned all his strength. The wounds he had received from Michihiko and Kuon opened again, and blood dripped from his soaked fur. Kicking up the pool of blood at his feet, he swung his thick claws as if to gouge out space, but he couldn’t even graze Callistratus.

—*The Three Saints…!*

He was facing one of the three swordsmen whose names resounded throughout the Grapeland Sea. He knew he couldn’t win easily, but even so.

—*He is outside the Laws of the World…!*

A duel is premised on fighting under the same physical laws as an opponent with two arms and two legs. But Callistratus was hardly affected by gravity and inertia, which made it all the more difficult for someone as experienced in combat as he was. When life and death are decided in a tenth of a blink of an eye, there is no room for thought, and it is common sense to fight with the body’s reflexes, but the attacks were coming from outside that common sense.

"Guh…!"

A battle-axe grazed his head. If he had been a blink of an eye late in dodging, his brains would have been splattered. His movement distance was slightly extended relative to his footwork. It wasn’t too extended, just enough to maintain a half-step distance, an annoying extension that could crush his head at any moment if he made a mistake.

The more he fought, the more his body was whittled away. He had already taken about three blows that would have been fatal to a normal human, but thanks to his thick hide and muscular armor, he wasn’t dead. But the more he fought, the more he bled, the more his vision blurred, and the more the strength in his arms drained away.

—*I want to get at least Princess Chouchou away…*

Out of the corner of his eye, Laggy confirmed the allied airboat fleeing from the cannon fire. The sound of the enemy soldiers’ whistles, rushing up the mountainside, was gradually getting closer.

—*Even if by some miracle I beat Callistratus, I can’t escape.*

No matter where he looked, there was only despair.

But.

—*If it’s just Princess Chouchou, she can escape.*

Laggy had arrived at the only solution.

The only move to break through this despairing situation was—

—*I just have to throw my life away.*

It wasn’t something to agonize over. It was only natural for a knight to offer his life for his master.

—*I am the shield that protects Princess Chouchou.*

—*A Shield Without Life or Desire.*

Then, with his back still to Chouchou, he threw only his words.

"Swear to me that you will do as I say, Your Highness."

"Laggy…?"

"I will save at least you, Your Highness."

Callistratus closed in. Laggy, having made his resolve, took a step forward himself.

The battle-axe howled as it cut through space, and Laggy’s claws met the steel blade, deflecting it, and striking it down. He let out a kick, bared his fangs, and Laggy continued to fight back, but gradually, Callistratus pushed him back. The deep wound on his shin from Michihiko, the blood loss, and the exhaustion were taking their toll, and he couldn’t keep up with Callistratus’s fighting technique, which transcended physical laws.

But Laggy did not retreat.

Bleeding from all over, creating a pool of blood at his feet, he held his ground.

Callistratus swung his battle-axe up.

Of all things, Laggy stepped into the range of the axe himself.

"Laggy!!"

Chouchou, sensing something, screamed.

Callistratus’s battle-axe drove deep into Laggy’s left shoulder.

It shattered his shoulder bone, severed the thick, hard muscle fibers, and the blade bit into the base of Laggy’s neck.

Like a geyser, blood gushed from Laggy’s severed carotid artery.

But, ignoring it, Laggy wrapped his arms around Callistratus’s back, putting him in a bear hug.

"Nuh!"

Callistratus’s expression showed a hint of panic.

At the ends of Laggy’s arms, wrapped around his back, his claws gleamed dully.

"I’m taking you with me, Duke."

*Creak…* Laggy’s claws dug into Callistratus’s back.

"Guh…"

Callistratus placed the palm of his right hand on the head of the battle-axe still embedded in Laggy’s neck and pushed with all his might.

More blood splattered Callistratus’s face. But the strength in Laggy’s arms, squeezing his whole body, did not loosen. On the contrary, his claws dug deeper into his back, trying to reach his spine.

"Nuh… oooohhh!"

Finally, Callistratus let out a groan and tried to punch the axe head to sever Laggy’s neck, but he couldn’t shake off Laggy, who had already thrown his life away.

Laggy turned only his head to look back, and through the gaps in his blood-soaked hair, he looked at Chouchou.

Chouchou was calling his name.

This person truly cared for him. From Chouchou’s expression and her cry, he knew that, and Laggy, on the verge of death, felt the happiest emotion he had ever felt.

—*She’s truly a good person.*

—*It was a shitty life, but I’m glad I met you at the end.*

Since he was going to die anyway, he could be honest. He had only ever told lies, but since it was a one-time shame, he wanted to put his honest feelings into words at the very end.

"The truth is, I wanted to hear your song, so I saved you."

"Laggy!!"

"Live, and sing."

He had been able to put his true feelings into words and tell someone. Laggy was, from the bottom of his heart, satisfied with that.

In a flash, Laggy’s blood-soaked fangs bit into Callistratus’s neck.

The gush of blood from Callistratus’s carotid artery mixed with Laggy’s, and the two warriors, drenched in each other’s blood, took each other’s lives.

Summoning his remaining strength, Laggy bit down and crushed Callistratus’s cervical vertebrae.

At the same time, the tips of his claws crushed Callistratus’s spine.

The seven-colored particles that had colored the wakes of both of them enveloped the area like a fog.

The red of blood mixed with the seven colors of the Vogstock Particles, and the starry sky was painted with the colors of a dream, like a cruel cathedral painting.

He poured all his remaining strength into his fangs.

Betting his entire life, Laggy severed Callistratus’s lifeline.

Callistratus was no longer reflected in Laggy’s retina. Only Chouchou’s song, which he had heard in that round tower six months ago, echoed.

It was a melody that purified the soul. A pure, transparent song, like snow that covered this rotten world in white.

—*Your song is proof that I lived.*

Laggy’s feet, soaked in blood, his knees buckled, and he collapsed to the ground.

Beside him, Callistratus, his neck half-severed, fell, and in the pool of his own blood, convulsed twice, three times.

"Laggy—!!"

Chouchou held the blood-soaked Laggy to her chest and, drenched in blood herself, cried out.

"No, Laggy, live, live, live…!"

Crying tears from her unseeing eyes, she held Laggy to her chest and screamed.

With dark blood dripping from his neck, Laggy desperately drove the fragments of his remaining consciousness and turned his gaze to Callistratus’s corpse.

From his body, a Holy Orb wreathed in a cold flame floated up—

"Brotherhood."

That dazzling character floated.

Laggy summoned his last ounce of strength and told Chouchou.

"Your Highness… About three steps away… to your right… the Orb of ‘Brotherhood’ is floating…"

Having said that much, *gurgle*, Laggy coughed up a clot of blood.

The time left was short. Laggy showed the only way Chouchou could survive in this situation.

"…Crush it… succeed its power… Soar through the sky… and get to the airboat…"

That was the only way. No, that way was still left.

The Successor to "Brotherhood" could fly. He could surely even jump to an airboat that couldn’t dock.

"…Your Highness… quickly… the Holy Orb of ‘Brotherhood’…"

His vision went dark. He could no longer see the Orb of "Brotherhood." It was cold. There was no blood left. Before I die, let me at least confirm your safety. Please, just you, live…

"Laggy, no, live, live!!"

Chouchou, while understanding what Laggy was trying to tell her, still clung to him, refusing to let go. There was no way she could just leave him here and fly away to escape by herself.

Isn’t there something? Something I can do?

Just then—

《My power is outside the Laws of the World, and demands a price from the Successor.》

Suddenly, the Holy Orb of "Propriety" spoke to Chouchou from within her consciousness.

《Are you prepared to pay the price?》

Chouchou was taken aback for a moment, but quickly turned her consciousness to the orb.

—*Save Laggy. I’ll do anything for that. Don’t let Laggy die.*

She pleaded.

And then—

Chouchou could feel the Orb of "Propriety" that had melted inside her spreading something like ripples.

It was an unpleasant wriggling, like her insides were being combed with a brush. But Chouchou endured it and let the Orb of "Propriety" do as it pleased.

After a while, "Propriety" spoke again from the depths of Chouchou’s consciousness.

《…Your lifespan is scheduled to end at the age of sixty-five, but would you mind shortening it by about thirty-five years?》

Chouchou was momentarily confused by what the orb was saying. But.

—*If I save Laggy, I will die at thirty?*

《Quick on the uptake. That’s right. By sharing thirty-five years of your life, you can save Laggy’s life.》

Chouchou shouted.

"Do it now!!"

There was not a moment’s hesitation. Dying at thirty meant she had eight years of life left. If Laggy hadn’t saved her, she would have died tonight anyway. She had nothing to regret.

《You’re the first Successor with no hesitation. Normally, everyone agonizes over it.》

Suddenly—from around Chouchou, a silver radiance exploded.

A tremendous light, as if a sun had been born, enveloped the entire area—

On Chouchou’s back, a halo, almost materialized, like layers of snowflakes, was born and began to rotate.

"Propriety."

The one character that floated in its center also emitted a dazzling amount of light, its cold decorations shining as if to boast of its own existence.

The light enveloped Chouchou and Laggy.

A cool scent filled Chouchou’s chest, washing away the smell of blood.

A warm scent and temperature, like spring flowers, was transmitted from Laggy’s body. As if a light source had been born inside Laggy’s body, from the dozens of sword wounds he had suffered, beams of light shot out.

"—!!"

Even Chouchou, who couldn’t see, felt that light. She could feel Laggy’s body, which had been growing colder, regaining its temperature.

And then—she could also feel the core of her own soul growing cold.

Just as the Orb of "Propriety" had said, she was now, through this light, sharing her own life with Laggy. The more Laggy regained his temperature, the more the center of herself was being whittled away. She was aware of that.

—*It doesn’t matter.*

—*I don’t mind sharing everything I have.*

Chouchou, still holding Laggy’s hand, prayed. To offer Laggy her life, her soul, everything she was born with, she prayed…

†††

Flaming cannonballs drew dozens of fiery lines in the night sky toward the small airboat.

Each time a cannonball grazed them, the small boat swayed precariously, and a chorus of screams and shouts erupted from the five people crammed into the narrow seats. If they were thrown from the boat, they would plunge five hundred meters to the sea surface below, so everyone desperately clung to the gunwales and endured.

The sound of cannon fire was incessant. From Red Cape Fortress, like a porcupine, scarred trails of shot stretched toward them. If they stayed here, they would be shot down sooner or later, but…

"Damn it, get closer, Jang! We’re docking no matter what!"

First Prince Gaga, on the small airboat, turned to his side and ordered Jangiacques, who was desperately operating the mainmast.

"This is impossible…! They completely know we’re coming!"

Confirming the situation at Red Cape Fortress, about six hundred meters away, Jangiacques let out such a scream. Behind him, the pilot Noah and the self-proclaimed demon lord Lucifer were huddled together in the narrow seats.

"We’re being shot at like crazy, no way—! Let’s run, Prince, no way~~!"

"Where are we going and what are we trying to do in the first place? If it’s your hobby to charge into danger, I won’t stop you."

They were saying whatever they pleased. And further back, the mechanic Leonardo, in charge of the rudder, was—

"…"

As always, not saying a word, silently engrossed in fine-tuning their course.

Gritting his teeth, Gaga once again confirmed the mountain range of Red Cape Fortress that stood in their way. From the battery at an altitude of one hundred and fifty meters, twenty-centimeter cannons, and from Red Cape, at the same altitude of five hundred meters as their small airboat, twelve-centimeter field guns, were raining grapeshot and shrapnel on them.

A flower of fire and soot bloomed around the airboat. Grapeshot wouldn’t explode unless it hit something, but if it was a direct hit, not only the sail but all five of them would be killed instantly.

"It’s dangerous, it’s dangerous, what if the sail tears?!"

The loudest, Noah, was screaming her head off.

Gaga, still looking straight ahead, said,

"But if we don’t dock, we can’t rescue them!"

Somewhere on that mountain, Toto, Lulu, and Chouchou might be. Even if it’s just one of them, please, have escaped.

"There’s no one asking for rescue! Let’s get away for a bit, or we’ll fall!"

"Shut up, you stupid woman, what did you get on this boat for?!"

"If I’d known it would be like this, I wouldn’t have gotten on! I’m going home, let me off!"

"Jump off by yourself, you stupid woman, I’m not giving up—"

"Over there!!"

Suddenly, Jangiacques’s voice overlapped with the end of Gaga’s sentence.

"Above the airport, it’s shining!"

"…!?"

Gaga glared at the triangular mountain range that cut out the starry sky in the direction Jangiacques was pointing, about six hundred meters away, near the pitch-black summit—

Suddenly, a ball of light was born before his eyes.

"Ooooh…!?"

Even without being pointed out, it was a light so dazzling that everyone on the airboat could see it.

At a position higher than the Floating Sphere, around an altitude of five hundred and thirty meters, a golden sphere, as if a child of the sun had suddenly been born, appeared, casting the shadows of the trees on the surrounding mountainside radially.

"What is that, a Holy Orb…!?"

"Someone’s there, someone’s standing there…!!"

Gaga and Jangiacques strained their eyes into the light. The dazzling light gradually subsided, and they could see that it was drawing a geometric pattern, like the halo of a divine image.

Gaga strained his eyes further.

In the center of the crest, an Oyashima character.

"Brotherhood."

Gaga noticed that the one bearing the shining character was a man over two and a half meters tall.

"…Laggy…?"

Laggy was holding someone in his left arm. The woman who had her arms wrapped around the back of Laggy’s neck, completely entrusting her body to him with a look of utter trust was…

"Chouchou!!"

Gaga let out a voice mixed with astonishment and joy and pointed at the distant mountain range.

†††

*Fuuu…* Taking a deep breath, the blood-soaked Laggy once again looked down.

The mountainside was deeply gouged and almost vertical. One misstep and he would tumble five hundred and thirty meters to the sea surface, becoming food for the fish of the Three-pronged Strait.

If he were alone, that would be fine, but right now, he was holding his liege in his arms.

"Are you all right now? If it’s still tough, you don’t have to force yourself…"

Unable to fully grasp the situation, Chouchou asked such a leisurely question from close by.

Laggy shook his head.

"…The rescue airboat is right there. It’s a long shot, but this is our only bet."

He turned only his eyes back to look at the halo of the Orb of "Brotherhood" he had just succeeded.

Events had taken such a sudden turn that even Laggy himself hadn’t fully grasped the situation.

He had resigned himself to death and fought Callistratus to a draw… felt Chouchou’s hand holding his as she cried… and immediately after, was enveloped in a dazzling silver light, and a cool sensation circulated throughout his body… and of all things, Laggy’s wounds had completely healed.

He didn’t know what had happened to him, what Chouchou had done.

Even when he asked Chouchou, she only told him that the Orb of "Propriety" had healed him. He felt that Chouchou had become a little haggard, but with the rescue airboat right there, he couldn’t dally. He had asked Chouchou to succeed the Orb of "Brotherhood" that had floated up from Callistratus’s corpse. But she had convinced him that ‘it would definitely be more useful if Laggy succeeded it,’ and since he couldn’t waste any more time, he had crushed the Orb of "Brotherhood" on the spot and obtained the power to fly… or so he should have.

—*Can I really fly?*

When he asked the Orb of "Brotherhood" dwelling in the deepest part of his consciousness—

《It’s more like the power to control gravity than to fly.》

The Orb of "Brotherhood," in a voice that was neither male nor female, said something he didn’t quite understand.

—*Gravity?*

《The force that pulls things down. Depending on your aptitude, you can freely manipulate gravity.》

—*I don’t think I have such an aptitude.*

《Think for yourself. You’ve met a few Successors of the Holy Orbs before, haven’t you? Does anything come to mind?》

Asked, Laggy thought. So far, he had seen the abilities of Successors like Gasper, Toto, Michihiko, Kuon, and Callistratus, and had actually fought them. There was a difference in the brilliance of their halos depending on the user, and their effects were also different.

For example, even with the same "Loyalty" Successor, the psychokinesis he had been hit with by Kuon was far more powerful than the one from Gasper. At that time, he had been holding Chouchou, so he had been saved by Kuon’s mercy, but if Chouchou hadn’t been there, Laggy would have been bisected.

—*It’s not that the Orb of "Loyalty" is weak. Gasper was inferior to Kuon in aptitude…*

In both strength and stamina, Gasper was far superior to Kuon. What else could have created the difference between them…?

As he was thinking, as if sensing his worry, a voice said,

"You can fly, Laggy."

Suddenly, Chouchou, held in his arms, whispered such a thing.

Laggy, his train of thought interrupted, shrugged.

"I hope so. If not…"

If he failed, Chouchou would die too. He wanted to practice if he could, but if he dallied, the airboat would be shot down or he would be killed by the enemy soldiers crawling up the mountainside.

"…When I succeeded the Holy Orb, King Dada said that to draw out the orb’s power, the one character written on it is important…"

Chouchou looked up at Laggy and continued to encourage him.

"…The eight Holy Orbs are said to represent the eight virtues a warrior should embody. ‘Benevolence,’ ‘Righteousness,’ ‘Propriety,’ ‘Wisdom,’ ‘Loyalty,’ ‘Trust,’ ‘Filial Piety,’ ‘Brotherhood’… A warrior who embodies all of them will become a Messiah who saves the world…"

"…"

"…The one character written on the orb is the key to activating its power, isn’t it? For ‘Loyalty,’ it’s loyalty; for ‘Filial Piety,’ it’s respect for one’s elders; for ‘Benevolence,’ it’s a sense of justice… A Successor who has richly cultivated that virtue can draw out the orb’s power more strongly."

Hearing this, Laggy considered the situations so far.

Gasper and Kuon had succeeded the same Orb of "Loyalty," but Kuon had wielded a far more powerful force. The difference between them… was it loyalty?

"King Dada had Lulu succeed the Orb of ‘Filial Piety,’ not Gaga. From King Dada’s perspective, he must have judged that Lulu had a heart more befitting of ‘Filial Piety’ than Gaga…"

*Hmm*, Laggy grunted. If that was the case.

"What does the ‘Brotherhood’ I succeeded mean?"

"‘Brotherhood’ refers to the love for one’s neighbor. A neighbor is… a parent, a sibling, a friend, a lover, someone you have met and have a connection with in the course of your life."

"Love for one’s neighbor… I don’t have that aptitude…"

Far from loving, he had killed the people he met on the spot, both in the colosseum and on the battlefield. It didn’t seem likely that a killer like him could fly.

Chouchou smiled.

"There is no one more befitting of the Orb of ‘Brotherhood’ than you. Completely surrounded by enemies, with nothing to gain by helping me, you still threw yourself into battle. For me, whom you had only met once…"

Saying that, Chouchou put new strength into the arms she had wrapped around the back of Laggy’s neck.

"I believe in you, Sir Laggy. I will proudly declare to the whole world that there is no one as kind to their neighbor as you."

Chouchou buried her face in the fur of Laggy’s shoulder.

Laggy’s insides burned hot. Whether it was embarrassment or happiness, Laggy himself didn’t know, but the trust transmitted from Chouchou’s arms surged through his entire body as a hot power.

Laggy once again looked straight ahead.

Their current position was at an altitude of five hundred and thirty meters, and the airboat was flying at an altitude of five hundred meters, avoiding the cannon fire.

An altitude difference of thirty meters, a horizontal distance of about six hundred meters to the allied airboat.

In the space separating Laggy and the airboat, several fine fragments of Floating Stone, shattered in the daytime air battle, were floating like pumice stones. As Callistratus had done in the fleet battle the day before, he might be able to use them as stepping stones to get to the airboat.

—*I can fly.*

—*I can fly.*

Having made his resolve, he readjusted his hold on Chouchou in his left arm.

"…Here I go, Your Highness."

Entrusting her life to him, Chouchou clung tightly to Laggy and turned her face in the same direction.

"Yes. I believe in you."

Receiving Chouchou’s words, Laggy’s halo increased its light even more.

From the very depths of his soul, a boiling power surged up.

—*I can fly!*

Encouraging himself, Laggy took a big step with his right foot over the edge of the sheer cliff—

"Brotherhood."

That one character shone like the sun—

"Whoa?!" "…!!"

For a moment, Laggy’s body plummeted vertically—

"Nuh, nuh, oh."

With a groan, Laggy desperately stepped alternately with his left and right feet—

His falling speed decreased.

His descent angle, which had been almost vertical, became slightly gentler… it seemed.

"Y-you’re sliding?!"

"I-I’m sliding, and moving forward!!"

Laggy’s body, wreathed in a silver light, was in a far from elegant posture, but at any rate, he was flailing his legs and sliding diagonally down through the air.

His descent angle, which had been close to eighty degrees at first, gradually drew a gentle curve and was brought back to about sixty degrees—

Laggy, at an altitude of five hundred meters, spotted a fragment of Floating Stone drifting in the Floating Sphere, and—

"Kuoh!!"

Desperately flailing his legs as if rowing through the air, he slid diagonally down, caught the fragment of Floating Stone with the sole of his right foot, and—

"Nunh!"

With a flash of spirit, he leaped.

Laggy’s body, still holding Chouchou, drew a parabola and floated up into the night sky again.

"…You’re floating?!"

"Somehow…!!"

His golden halo blazing, Laggy, still gritting his teeth, desperately searched for the next stepping stone in the Floating Sphere, flailing his legs ungainly as he flew through the air, caught the next Floating Stone with the sole of his left foot, and—

"Kuh!"

With a grunt, he leaped again with all his might.

Ahead, amidst the starry sky torn by still-burning arrows, the rescue airboat was approaching. About four hundred meters left. He could see someone on the airboat waving their arms desperately at him.

Though still clumsy, Laggy was getting used to the sensation of floating. It couldn’t be called flying, but he was aware that the force that made things fall had become extremely small.

Ahead, his vision captured four Floating Stones that could be used as stepping stones. They were of different sizes, but from the feeling he had gotten so far—

"I think I can make it…!"

Encouraging himself, Laggy literally soared through the sky.

"Laggy, that’s amazing…!"

Though she couldn’t see, from the repeated movements, Chouchou understood that Laggy was running through the air. The smell of the ground disappeared from under her feet, she felt the high-altitude wind on her cheeks, and the cannon fire that had been incessant was receding behind her.

"Laggy, you’re flying…!"

"I wonder if you can call this flying…"

For Laggy, it wasn’t so much flying as it was crossing over stepping stones in the air with the effect of gravity extremely reduced. The fact that his ungainly way of flying was invisible to Chouchou was a saving grace, if anything.

Meanwhile, Chouchou was just clinging to Laggy.

She knew she was on the verge of life and death, but of all things, Chouchou was now very happy.

She couldn’t see anything, but in her heart, she could paint this scene like a picture.

Amidst the flying, burning cannonballs, Laggy, holding Chouchou, flew through the starry sky, creating a seven-colored spray. The seven-colored wake, drawing a parabola, was a rainbow in the starry sky. Each time Laggy leaped, a new rainbow was born, and the two of them were as if in a fairy tale world.

Such a scene was vividly painted in Chouchou’s mind.

"Laggy."

Unconsciously, Chouchou called his name for no reason.

"Yes."

Replied, Chouchou, a little shy, turned her face to Laggy from close by.

"Keep your promise."

Something she didn’t need to say now, Chouchou deliberately said now.

But Laggy, dutifully, replied while drawing a rainbow wake in the night sky.

"…To become my exclusive knight, you mean?"

"…Yes. But first, from me."

Chouchou knew that Laggy had leaped again.

The sound of the wind being torn apart sounded close to her ear.

Chouchou said.

"…Chouchou Gattoland appoints Laggy Daylight as my knight. I swear to protect the honor of your family and to share my wheat and hearth so that your family will not go hungry."

Laggy, while leaping through the starry sky, fixed his gaze on the silhouette of the airboat ahead.

He could see the figures of a boy and a girl on the boat, sending cheers his way.

He had to return his words of oath to Chouchou. But Laggy thought—

—*An oath of master and servant is nothing more than superficial words.*

It might have had meaning in an age when the name of God was truly revered and feared, but in this age where conquest and plunder are justified in the name of God, there are no knights who would keep their oaths at the risk of their lives.

—*An oath is just words. You can lie as much as you want.*

It was a time when it was normal for everyone to deceive, betray, and trample on others for their own desires. In this day and age, those who believe in oaths are the first to die. Just as Laggy had betrayed his oath to Artemisia and cut off her left wrist just a moment ago. This was a world where those who betrayed trust were rewarded.

There was only one piece of Floating Stone left drifting in the Floating Sphere.

Laggy readjusted his hold on Chouchou in his arms with one hand.

He confirmed her body temperature.

—*But I swear on my soul.*

In the midst of this rotten world, so that you may continue to sing.

So that your song may cleanse this world.

"Laggy Daylight pledges his life and loyalty to Chouchou Gattoland. …At any time, in any place, even should all the world become your enemy, I shall be the shield that protects you."

Tearing through the starry sky, the werewolf made his final leap.

High, high—a great rainbow, like a bridge to the stars, arched across the night sky.
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—*From this moment on, I am not a living being.*

—*A shield without life or desire.*

—*A shield only for you.*

Against the backdrop of the deep blue full moon, the two silhouettes crossed the rainbow bridge.

Receiving Laggy’s oath, Chouchou opened her mouth and concluded the words.

"May we, master and servant, prosper for all eternity."

Normally, Chouchou would have to place the flat of a sword on Laggy’s shoulder here. But now, she was being held, so she couldn’t.

Instead, Chouchou rested her head against Laggy’s chest.

"Thank you, Laggy."

She smiled and buried her face in Laggy’s fur.

It smelled of blood, mud, gunpowder, and fresh summer grass.

The blind beauty put strength into her clinging arms and whispered to the flying werewolf.

"My White Knight."

Immediately after, Laggy landed with both feet on the deck of the airboat, still holding Chouchou to his chest.

The airboat swayed from side to side—

"Chouchou!!"

Cheers erupted from within the boat, and the first prince, Gaga, took Chouchou from Laggy’s arms and embraced her.

"Chouchou, thank goodness, you’re alive, Chouchou…!"

Beside him, Laggy, having used up all his strength, his halo disappeared, and he collapsed to the ground.

"Laggy?! Why, how are you and Chouchou…!?"

Jangiacques rushed to help the blood-soaked Laggy up and tried to ask what was going on, but—

"Let’s just run for now, we can talk when we’re somewhere safe!"

Noah, who wanted to get out of there as soon as possible, grabbed the rudder and turned the airboat, pointing its bow to the opposite side of the fortress.

"Alright, let’s retreat to a safe airspace. Chouchou, are you okay, Chouchou…!"

The mainmast, operated by Jangiacques, caught the wind. The airboat, having recovered the two, left the combat airspace like a fleeing rabbit.

"Laggy saved me. He risked his life for me…"

"I understand, I’ll hear the story later. Well done, Laggy, you broke through the enemy lines all by yourself and rescued the captive princess! Truly the work of a true knight!"

Gaga sent his highest praise to Laggy. It was an achievement that could not be praised enough, no matter how many words he used. He then entrusted the care of the collapsed Laggy to Noah and Lucifer and confirmed that Chouchou was uninjured.

"I’m so glad you’re alive. Truly… so glad you’re alive."

Unusually, his voice choked with tears as he praised her, Gaga held Chouchou’s hand and repeated the same words.

The airboat carrying the seven of them caught the night wind and flew off into the sea of stars. From behind them, the sound of cannon fire echoed again and again.

The airboat’s figure melted into the starry sky. The sky once again belonged only to the stars, and with its eternal tranquility, it repeated its eternal twinkling…
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Beyond the small, iron-barred window, the morning sun streamed through a gap in the collapsed outer wall, illuminating the devastation of the Gato Kingdom Castle.

The castle tower was scorched black by the airships’ bombardment. The eastern half of the Armory Tower had been blown away, its foundation a scatter of stones below. Looking down into the courtyard directly beneath the window, charred corpses, burned beyond recognition, lay scattered like stones.

The stench of roasting flesh reached all the way up to this height of fifteen meters. Nanahara Yoshiharu turned his pleasant expression back toward the interior of the prison cell.

"In the coming age, castles must be built at altitudes higher than five hundred meters. It is the only way to counter an air fleet."

Across from him, the beautiful prisoner sat on a wooden chair, her back perfectly straight. She fixed her resolute eyes on Yoshiharu.

It was as if her presence alone colored the dark, damp air of the cell.

On closer inspection, however, her golden hair was frayed, her complexion pale, and dark circles shadowed her eyes. Having spent the previous night fleeing through the bombarded castle, the hem of her deep blue evening gown was torn, and the fabric was smudged and blackened with soot in several places.

But Mariana, Queen of the Gato Kingdom, maintained a transcendent composure, as if she had woken to a morning like any other. She confronted Yoshiharu.

"Answer me. Why did you betray His Majesty the King?"

The queen’s question was direct, wasting no time on pleasantries.

"Thirty years ago, who was it that took you in when you were a slave? Who gave you an education, land, a title, and privileges? Who, against all opposition, appointed you—a member of a discriminated people—as Chancellor?"

"…"

"His Majesty loved your talent for running the state. He confided in you secrets he kept even from his own children. Above all, for you, a man without kin in the court, His Majesty’s patronage should have been indispensable. …What could you possibly gain from betraying him, from destroying the very kingdom you worked so hard—with your own blood, sweat, and tears—to build?"

Her tone was rational, as devoid of emotion as she could make it. But at the edges of her words, the dignity of a queen who loved her country overflowed.

Yoshiharu fell into a thoughtful silence.

He had already informed the queen of King Dada’s death.

However, he had not told her that Second Prince Toto and Second Princess Lulu were dead, claiming only that their whereabouts were unknown. If he told her now, she might lose her sanity to despair, and that would be inconvenient. As for First Prince Gaga and First Princess Chouchou, who had likely escaped the country in the royal family’s private airship, he had told her they were "still searching the island." By leaving open the possibility that her four children were alive, the queen would wait for their return, remaining confined in this Prisoner’s Tower.

*I need you to live.*

*Otherwise, it creates a problem for me.*

Hiding his true thoughts, Yoshiharu smiled with his usual gentleness and answered the queen’s question.

"To answer that, I will need to give a rather lengthy explanation. Do I have your permission?"

"…"

"…When I was eleven, King Dada discovered my talents. I was made an apprentice squire to the chancellor at the time, Cassandra Cruz, and I studied under her tutelage. The memories are fond ones. Master Cassandra always said that the most crucial thing was to constantly grasp the movements of friend and foe and to see through to their objectives. She scattered spies known as ‘Spiders’ across the Grapeland Sea, listening daily to the subtle movements on both sides. But our enemies did the same, sending merchants into our kingdom to constantly probe our situation. So, how could we deceive them? Master Cassandra often said, ‘It is essential to sometimes act without personal gain, solely to confound your enemies.’ By deliberately taking actions that offered no advantage, only disadvantages, we could confuse the enemy and conceal our true intentions. …When I heard this teaching as a teenager, I was deeply impressed, yet I also found it strange. I thought, ‘If that’s the case, then if I continue to act without any benefit to myself, will anyone be able to stand in my way?’ I posed this question to Master Cassandra thirty years ago. She looked at me dubiously and asked in return, ‘And what is the content of this objective?’ I answered, ‘I don’t know. But if I had to name an objective, it would be to prevent anyone from reading my actions.’"

The queen could only hold her breath, watching Yoshiharu’s smile.

Yoshiharu continued.

"Master Cassandra spat, ‘A man who holds an empty objective just so his actions can’t be read is no knight. He’s not even human.’ And she said no more on the matter. I felt disappointed in my master. That night, wrapped alone in my bed, I made a decision. I would maintain my human form, but I would embrace an objective that held no benefit for me, and I would turn this world upside down without anyone ever realizing it."

Queen Mariana’s gaze, fixed on Yoshiharu, slowly transformed into one you might use to observe a bizarre insect.

Unconcerned, Yoshiharu went on with his long speech.

"Today, I have achieved a dream I’ve held for thirty years. No one could have predicted that I—a former slave, from a discriminated people, with not a single blood relative in the court—would betray King Dada, my only patron. It was an act that held no merit for me, and for that very reason, even King Dada was deceived. I have succeeded in turning the world upside down while retaining the form of a man. When the fall of the Gato Kingdom is recounted, the name of Nanahara Yoshiharu—who once had his ankles shackled to a galley bench, forced to relieve himself where he sat—will be recorded in the history books for all eternity. That fact alone is enough to give my life meaning."

Mariana stared at Yoshiharu, who said all this with a smile still on his face, a deep furrow in her brow.

The queen said nothing. Only a stunned silence filled the space.

Yoshiharu, his gentle smile unwavering, bowed to the queen.

"Your Majesty the Queen… no, Lady Mariana, you will be living in this tower for the foreseeable future. We will arrange for new handmaidens, so please wait a moment. Should you require anything, please contact me, just as you did before."

As Yoshiharu turned to leave the cell, the queen suddenly spoke to his back.

"...You turned the world upside down while retaining the form of a man?"

Yoshiharu stopped and slowly looked back over his shoulder.

A derisive smile played on the queen’s lips. It was the smile of someone who had seen through Yoshiharu’s true nature and was now looking down on him from above.

"…In my eyes, I see nothing but a fly. A pathetic fly who knows nothing of gratitude, nothing of compassion, nothing of a family’s love, now bragging about the filth it has spent a lifetime acquiring."

"…"

"After you’ve turned the world upside down, what will be left for you? For a cur like you who repaid His Majesty’s kindness with betrayal, only hell awaits. Are you going to live in that hell, clutching nothing but the self-satisfaction of having surpassed your master? Even a fly lives for its descendants, yet you cast aside even your own family to achieve your twisted idea. You are filth, lower than a fly. An abomination that exudes a foul stench without purpose, corrupting everything around it."

The queen’s tone was harsher than ever before. It was as if blood seeped from between her words. Yoshiharu received the brutal verbal assault with his usual smile.

"Your insults go too far. My feelings are hurt, my lady."

"Do not feign human speech. You are filth, without even a heart to be wounded. If you don’t like it, then kill me at once."

Yoshiharu let out something like a single sigh through his nose. It was a rare gesture from a man who displayed no emotion other than his smile.

"…To be spoken to like that, even I feel the urge to retort. …May I offer a rebuttal?"

"I have no desire to hear another word from you. My ears will rot. Begone."

With that, the queen turned her back on Yoshiharu and gazed out the small window at the ruined capital.

To her slender back, Yoshiharu spoke.

"…I will now say something I had no intention of saying. If I don’t, I will seem far too pathetic. …As I just said, it is true that as a teenager, my sole objective was to train myself so that no one could read my actions. However, in my twenties, I secretly succeeded in finding a true purpose in life. For more than twenty years since then, I chose to live while deceiving every single person in order to fulfill that purpose I quietly held."

The queen remained with her back to him. The light of dawn slanted in through the window, pooling like silver on the stone floor.

"Striving in my studies and connections to win King Dada’s favor. Taking the post of Chancellor and pouring my heart and soul into the kingdom’s development. Divorcing my wife and sending my own children to Athena Island. All of it was to achieve the purpose I found twenty years ago."

Yoshiharu revealed his hidden objective to the queen.

"It was for love."

A silence fell.

The queen, her back still to him, did not answer.

Yoshiharu continued.

"Everything. It was all for love."

The queen slowly turned her head, only her face, to look back at Yoshiharu. Her eyes were cold and sharp, the hatred in her gaze so palpable it felt as if it could pierce him.

His usual smile had vanished from Yoshiharu’s face.

His eyes, now harboring a cold, dark passion, were fixed upon Queen Mariana.

To the queen, who could stand next to her own daughter and be mistaken for her sister. To the queen, still praised as the "Most Beautiful Woman in the Grapeland Sea." To the queen, who was treated coldly by the king, who could only watch as his lowly concubines bore him two hundred children.

"Every sin I have committed was for love."

For more than two decades, Chancellor Nanahara Yoshiharu had served at King Dada’s side, watching the queen’s profile from closer than anyone else. Now, he revealed the objective he had let no one else see.

†††

In the great square before Gato Kingdom Castle, more than five thousand Minya citizens were gathered, surrounded by armed members of the Black Rose Knights. Many had fled their homes during last night’s bombardment and wandered the island aimlessly, only to be assaulted and robbed by the landing mercenaries and herded here.

Some citizens who had not been burned out of their homes, who had been cowering inside from the enemy attack, had also gathered in the square in response to the call from Commander Ilias of the Black Rose Knights. With the harbor sealed off and no escape by sea, those who hadn’t gathered were now hiding in buildings that had survived the fires and looting, or in the mountains and fields, waiting to see what would happen next.

Black Rose Knights were positioned in the colonnade surrounding the square, ready to cut down anyone who tried to flee. On the white stone buildings outside the colonnade—Saint Nina Cathedral, the parliament building, the official residence, government offices, and the Chamber of Commerce Building—flags bearing the crest of a black rose and sword on a black field had been raised. The white cat crest flags had already been burned.

The faces of the five thousand assembled Minya citizens were uniformly grim. Most were covered in soot, their faces and clothes stained, with dark blood caked on their hands and faces. Any weapons or luggage they had tried to bring had been confiscated by the soldiers. All were empty-handed. It was an unsettling scene: mothers clutching crying babies, people carrying old women on their backs, young boys leading small children by the hand, and fishermen and artisans with displeased looks on their faces.

Directly in front of the square, across the outer moat, rose the walls of Gato Kingdom Castle, now lined with the crest flags of the Black Rose Knights.

Normally at this hour, the drawbridge would be down, and a long line of townsfolk and carts would be forming, but today the bridge remained raised. Before the anxious crowd loomed an exceptionally large Gate Tower, and on its roof, protected by crenellations, stood a red-haired man in a military uniform adorned with lavish gold filigree, alongside a beautiful girl whose long, silver hair fluttered in the wind.

*Don.* A single drum beat sounded.

A chamberlain called out to the crowd in a loud voice.

"Commander of the Black Rose Knights, Count of Athena Island, His Excellency Ilias! Vice-Commander, Her Excellency Artemisia!"

The crowd quieted, all eyes focusing on the Gate Tower as Ilias stepped forward.

Beneath his blazing red hair, his violet eyes were utterly calm, devoid of emotion.

"…In the name of the Lord of Heaven and the Holy Angel Juno, I declare this. As of today, all authority over Gato Island has been transferred from the former King Dada to Pope Diocleios of the Holy Juno Orthodox Church. As the Pope’s representative, I hereby appoint Artemisia, who stands to my right, as the Governor-General of Gato Island. Governor-General Artemisia shall have discretion over all matters on the island and will exercise her authority when necessary. …This is not a small change, but a great one that will be accompanied by many difficulties. However, I expect all of you to obediently and wisely follow Governor-General Artemisia’s guidance and contribute to the further development of Gato Island."

From the Gate Tower, Ilias looked out over the five thousand citizens, but only a cold silence answered him. The women in the audience looked around anxiously, while the men scowled in displeasure or spat on the stone pavement.

Ilias’s speech was too difficult for most of the common people to understand. But the crowd, though uneducated, was sensitive to crisis and sensed that its content was ominous.

Suddenly.

Two brawny, stonemason-like craftsmen, their arms crossed, glared up at Ilias and began to stomp their right feet on the pavement.

It was not a cheer. They were stamping their feet on the ground. The act itself was simple, but the sound clearly carried the intent of protest.

After letting them make as much noise as they wished, Ilias nodded to Artemisia at his side.

Artemisia nodded back, stepped forward into the deafening sound of stamping feet, and puffed out her chest with dignity.

"Be silent. I am Governor-General Artemisia, who will rule this island from this day forward. From this very moment, I shall implement the reforms necessary for all of you. …All of your problems stem from heretical worship. As of today, all followers of Nina shall convert to the Holy Juno Orthodoxy. Cast aside the evil teachings that worship the kin of the Demon Lord and walk the path of redemption under the guidance of Holy Juno. Those who accept conversion will proceed to the cathedral and spit upon the Nina Statue. Those who refuse may remain here in the square."

After she finished in one breath, the square momentarily forgot its stamping, and silence reigned.

The five thousand Minya citizens stared up at Artemisia on the Gate Tower, their mouths half-open.

What in the world was this girl saying?

Abandon the teachings of Nina and switch to Juno?

To the Minya, their founder Nina was like a parent. Every home had a Nina Statue, they spoke their thanks to Saint Nina before meals, and both weddings and funerals were conducted before her. They couldn’t just "cast aside" a being who had been at the center of their lives since birth. Moreover, spitting on a Nina Statue was tantamount to doing the same to their own flesh and blood.

In unison, the stamping resumed. This time it was even more violent than before, and curses began to mix with the sound.

"Don’t mess with us, you whore!" "Do you even know what you’re saying!?" "The woman who killed her foster parents has a lot of nerve talking down to us!"

The sound of the stamping grew to a pressure that seemed to shake the Gate Tower itself. Emboldened, the women also began to stamp their feet, and the entire square became a single drum, booming as if to intimidate Artemisia. Not a single person left the square to convert; all five thousand raised their faces and their voices.

"Our god is Nina!" "The wars never end because of Juno! It’s Juno’s teachings that are wrong, for not accepting other faiths!" "We don’t steal other people’s beliefs! Only Juno’s followers do that!"

But Artemisia’s composed expression never broke as she cast a contemptuous gaze upon the crowd of five thousand.

"I do not blame you. It is impossible to purify minds that have been poisoned by heresy for over a thousand years with words alone. From this moment, Holy Juno herself will cleanse your rotten spirits. You will learn firsthand what a true god is."

As she spoke, she raised her right arm high—

"Filial Piety."

A golden halo of light formed behind Artemisia, and that single character began to glow with a blinding light.

A gust of cold wind swept through the square.

As if responding to the stamping on the ground, the sky let out a high-pitched *hyuuu*, and the wind blew again, and then a third time.

The direction of the wind was strange. It battered them from the east, from the west, from the north, with no discernible pattern. And it was gradually growing stronger.

"Huh…?" "Hey, what is this…!?"

The five thousand Minya citizens began to notice the anomaly. Even the fishermen had never experienced wind that blew this way.

"Aah!" "Whoa!"

The wind finally grew strong enough to make adults stagger. Dozens of hats were blown clean out of the square, and children and the elderly fell over. The crowd, exposed to the fierce winds, was rocked left and right, as if the Juno in the heavens had mistaken the great square for a cradle.

What was this wind?

The crowd’s eyes were fixed on Artemisia on the Gate Tower.

With her right hand held high and a golden halo at her back, Artemisia glared down at the bewildered crowd.

"Did Nina save you? No. Grace is bestowed only by Holy Juno."

As she spoke, the golden halo emitted an even brighter light.

The wind howled.

Fierce gales battered them from all directions, beginning to rock the cradle even more violently.

Screams crisscrossed the air. A gust strong enough to finally send adults flying blew through, and the five thousand citizens linked hands or clung to one another to endure.

But the gusts racing through the square collided in the center, twisting together into a spiral that began to lift nearby people high into the air and toss them aside.

An unmistakable tornado had formed in the center of the square. The vortex, easily two meters in diameter, writhed as it mercilessly scooped up people and belongings, lifting them high into the air before callously dropping them from the height of a two-story house.

At this point, the crowd finally began to flee.

"It’s a tornado, run!!" "It’s dangerous, get out of here!"

But the knights surrounding them on all four sides used the butts of their spears and their swords to push the fleeing crowd back into the square. Some were even punched by the populace, prompting them to draw their swords.

"Gah!" "Ugh!" "Hey, stop it, don’t cut us down!!"

It had finally escalated to bloodshed, and the chaos among the citizens was uncontrollable. But Artemisia looked down on the fleeing masses with a suppressed smile.

"You must not flee! This is the cleansing wind, a grace from Holy Juno! Expose your sins to the wind, atone, and be purified!"

Countless Minya were sent flying by the wind. Children, the elderly, adults—the dancing tornado swallowed them all, lifting them into the air and slamming them onto the stone pavement. Those caught in it screamed, crawled, and some stopped moving altogether.

"Stop, please stop!" "There are children here, stop the wind!"

Some citizens even dropped to their hands and knees at the edge of the outer moat, prostrating themselves before Artemisia on the Gate Tower and begging her.

Artemisia suppressed the urge to laugh out loud as she manipulated the wind to her heart’s content, tormenting the Minya. It was unbearably fun to see them swept into the air like trash and slammed onto the ground. She could almost hear the sound of their necks and backs breaking. But if she overdid it, it would interfere with the next event.

Once the citizens were sufficiently terrified of her power, she stopped the wind and surveyed the square.

It was a scene of  devastation. Minya blown about, children crying, separated from their parents, and those who had tried to flee cut down by swords, spreading pools of blood on the pavement. The knights were capturing those still trying to escape, prodding them back with spears and knocking down any who resisted. But the silence had returned.

"You are truly fortunate to have bathed in the grace of Holy Juno. Your souls, rotted to the core and soaked in heresy, have been cleansed, if only a little. Now, I will tell you again. Those who convert, go to the cathedral and spit on the Nina Statue. Those who refuse will face a fitting punishment."

The thoroughly beaten citizens looked at each other, at a loss. They understood that Artemisia possessed terrifying power, but even so, they couldn’t bring themselves to spit on Nina, who was as precious to them as their own family.

Only four families went to the cathedral, all of them with young children, apparently prioritizing their safety. The five thousand citizens had produced a mere dozen converts; the rest glared up at Artemisia on the Gate Tower, their eyes filled with anger and hatred.

*Hmph,* Artemisia snorted inwardly.

This was to be expected. There was no way the stubborn Minya would convert over something like this. The real show was about to begin.

Her chest puffed out with resolve, Artemisia announced to the citizens remaining in the square.

"Your answer has been duly received. If you refuse to convert, then it cannot be helped. With the mercy of Holy Juno, I shall respond to your foolishness. …A proclamation. The entire assets of every Minya citizen present here are hereby confiscated, and you are to be taken into detention. …We have prepared concentration camps for you throughout the Apollodeo Lower Jaw Peninsula. Board the ships immediately and depart for the New Land."

At her declaration, the mouths of the five thousand citizens fell open once more.

Confiscation of all assets—did that mean their homes, their savings, their furniture and precious metals, even their slaves, would all be taken by the Black Rose Knights? And on top of that, an immediate move to concentration camps across the sea…? Without any time to prepare, right now?

Artemisia puffed out her chest with dignity and looked down on the five thousand.

"The sins of you who have refused to convert shall be redeemed through selfless labor! Holy Juno has given you an opportunity for redemption! Be grateful for this grace and willingly relocate to the Apollodeo Lower Jaw Peninsula!"

No more voices of protest rose from the five thousand citizens. What Artemisia was saying was so divorced from reality that they couldn’t believe she was serious. She must be joking. There was no way such an outrageous thing could be allowed to happen….

Artemisia smirked and spoke to the citizens staring up at her in a daze.

"It seems there are no objections. Excellent. As a reward for your obedience, I have a gift for you. This is the fate of those who defy Holy Juno. Look closely, burn it into your eyes, and when you arrive at your respective concentration camps, tell the tale of these fools’ final moments!"

At that, three lavishly dressed Royal Guards appeared on the Gate Tower where Artemisia stood, each carrying a long iron rod. On the end of each of the three rods was impaled something resembling a blackened rag.

The bases of the three iron rods were set into stone sockets.

The three rags, held high, were exposed to the eyes of the five thousand citizens.

The citizens saw that they were not rags, but the heads of three Minya with cat ears—

They saw that one was an old man, one was a young boy, and the other was a young woman—

The moment they realized who was being displayed, high-pitched screams and roars of anger engulfed the great square.

"His Majesty, King Dada!"

"Lord Toto—!!"

"Lady Lulu—!!"

The loud cries reached Artemisia’s ears.

A thrilling… shiver of pleasure shot up from the pit of Artemisia’s stomach.

*Ah… yes.*

*Such perfect screams, all of you…*

*More, cry out more, show me your twisted, ugly faces…*

Her eyes, moist with excitement, reflected the five thousand faces contorted in anger and sorrow. This was the happiest moment of Artemisia’s life, a moment of such elation that every cell in her body felt reborn.

"How could you do something so cruel!?" "Is that justice? Is that the will of Juno!?"

Roars of fury from the men, screams from the women, and among the children who knew them, some began to cry loudly.

Artemisia’s joyful, moist gaze turned to the heads of the three royals lined up beside her. The fresh heads, not yet coated in tar, were still clearly recognizable. Seeing their miserable dead faces made Artemisia’s heart dance with glee.

Artemisia stood beside Toto and Lulu, smiling at the two heads mounted at the same height as her own. She leaned in close enough to kiss Toto and whispered.

"I’m so happy I got to watch such a sloppy, poorly-made ending. If this were a play, it would be cancelled in two days—this story where you’re the main character."

Then, she turned to Lulu’s head and whispered into her cat ear.

"…All those crying Minya out there? They’re all being sent to concentration camps. They’ll have chains put on their legs, and they’ll clear forests and wastelands until they die. When the roads and fields are made, all the income will go to humans. The Minya will work until they die, and humans will live happily, kicking you around… That’s how the world should be. You understand now, don’t you?"

There was no reply.

The silent head could only stare out at the great square with its wide-open, whitish, opaque eyes.

Artemisia turned her face back to Toto and smiled.

"‘The White Nation’ that united all races… was it? You couldn’t do it, could you? From now on, it’s the Black Rose Knights who will conquer the Grapeland Sea."

[image: illustration]
A constant wave of pleasure welled up from the nape of Artemisia’s neck to the pit of her stomach, seeping into her hands and feet.

King Dada, Second Princess Lulu, and Second Prince Toto were dead.

It was necessary to make the Minya citizens aware of this fact. The quickest way to completely crush the Minya’s hope was to kill the Gattoland royals one by one and display them here.

Crows, drawn by the scent of death, were already gathering overhead. Their faces would soon be pecked away, and by tomorrow they would be unrecognizable, but she planned to keep them displayed on this Gate Tower for the tourists who would surely flock here from all over the Grapeland Sea, even after they became skulls.

Artemisia placed her hands on the heads of the unseeing Toto and Lulu and smiled gently.

"You must be lonely, just the three of you, a family of animals. I’ll catch Gaga and Chouchou soon and line them up here with you. My story will reach its ultimate happy ending then. It’ll be over soon, so just wait here, okay, my stupid big brother and stupid big sister?"

With a bright smile, Artemisia lifted her gaze. In the distant harbor, ships were already gathering to transport the citizens to the various concentration camps. Soon, the soldiers would begin herding these five thousand people onto those ships. It would be chaotic, and dozens would probably die. It would take some time, so she thought she might take a bath in the meantime. She’d been working for two nights straight, and her body felt sticky.

Artemisia spoke to the line of longbowmen standing before the crenellations.

"If they get too noisy, shoot a few of them to shut them up."

"Yes, ma’am."

Then she turned on her heel and walked down the dark castle corridor, her thoughts turning to the future.

Sending the five thousand in the square to concentration camps was to make an example of them. There were still 495,000 Minya citizens on the island, holding their breath and watching how things unfolded. It would be exhilarating to send them all to the camps, but doing so would make it impossible to run Gato Island.

Now that she controlled the greatest economic power in the Grapeland Sea, she wanted to squeeze every last drop of profit from it. First, she had to seize control of all the companies belonging to the Gato Kingdom and weaken the power of the wealthy Minya. She would let the businesses continue to operate while bleeding them dry with heavy taxes, gradually push the Minya out of the upper echelons of society, strip them of their privileges, steal their assets, know-how, and connections, and one day, she would strip all five hundred thousand Minya of their right to exist, enslave them, and ultimately, exterminate them.

*It will take at least five years…*

Artemisia calculated as she walked down the corridor. The resistance from the Minya citizens would be fierce, but as long as she had the Holy Orb of "Filial Piety," she could not lose. The only thing she had to worry about was not making the same mistake as King Dada—and being careful around male prostitutes.

As she smiled faintly, a sharp pain exploded from her left hand.

"Kuh…!"

A pain that shouldn't exist shot from the prosthetic hand she wore. She had been plagued by this phantom limb pain for hours, unable to sleep. And with every pang, the hateful images of two people surfaced.

*Chouchou and Laggy…*

The werewolf who had cut off her left wrist had broken through their encirclement all alone while carrying the blind princess, had slain Callistratus, and had somehow flown into the night sky to escape.

Artemisia’s face twisted with hatred.

Another sharp pain exploded from her non-existent left hand.

Humiliating. Humiliating. Humiliating. The indignity of having a part of my beautiful body severed by such an ugly werewolf must be repaid a million times over, or I’ll never be satisfied.

*I won’t grant you an easy death.*

*I’ll cut off your hands and feet, pull out your tongues, and keep you in opposing pigsties.*

*You will die slowly, watching each other rot, Chouchou, Laggy…*

Engraving this vow in her heart, Artemisia walked alone down the dark corridor.

Behind her, she could hear the distant roars and screams of the five thousand. The soldiers must have started herding them toward the harbor. Even if they resisted, they stood no chance against armed knights. The citizens would be forcibly crammed into cramped ships, sent to the wastelands of the Apollodeo Lower Jaw Peninsula, and forced to work clearing land and building towns until they died.

*The Minya are humanity’s slaves.*

*From birth until death, they are humanity’s tools. That is the Minya’s role.*

*You should be glad you’ve been given a fitting purpose, all of you.*

As the distant screams ebbed and flowed, soothing her heart, Artemisia pictured the crying faces of the five thousand citizens and distracted herself from the pain in her left hand….

†††

The darkness split into a horizontal line, and from that rift, light spread, revealing the boundary between the sea and the sky.

The dawn, viewed from an altitude of five hundred meters, was silent, chasing the stars from the eastern horizon.

Watching the winds from the west, Jangiacques angled the flying boat’s triangular sail to catch them, aiming south as it kicked up a seven-colored spray in the Floating Sphere. The narrow deck was hardly comfortable, crammed with seven people including himself.

First Prince of Gato Kingdom, Gaga, had taken his position at the prow of the boat, staring intently as the sky near the eastern horizon began to reflect the blue-violet of the heavens. Behind him, the mercenary pilot Noah Linoa, after tending to First Princess Chouchou’s wounded ear, was leaning wearily against the boat’s edge, unable to sleep. Her partner, the mechanic Leonardo, silently held the rudder, occasionally glancing toward the southwestern sea where the Gato Kingdom lay. Laggy sat cross-legged with his arms folded, fast asleep. Chouchou, her eyes and ears freshly bandaged, rested her head on his arm, also sound asleep.

And next to Jangiacques, who was managing the sail, stood the self-proclaimed demon lord Lucifer, dressed as a squire, with her cheeks puffed out.

"Hmph! Honestly, I come along as you asked, only to be dragged into this incomprehensible mess. What is this pathetic little boat? Where are we even going?"

Jangiacques, tightening the mainsail and coiling the rope, gave a wry smile.

"You’re supposed to be my apprentice squire, you know. Don’t you think you could help a little?"

"What, you want my help? Good grief, it can’t be helped. The Demon Lord herself shall lend you a hand."

With that, Lucifer placed her hands on Jangiacques’s sides and began to tickle him.

"*Uri uri, uri uri~*"

"Stop, stop it."

As Jangiacques squirmed, Lucifer brought a mischievous smile close to his ear.

"*Fuuu—*"

"Whoa—!"

With a breath blown into his ear, Jangiacques writhed. Three months had passed since that nightmarish camp where they became master and servant, and the two had grown completely familiar with each other. The pilot Noah watched them for a moment with cold eyes before calling out.

"Hey, you newlyweds over there."

"What is it?"

"And you answer. Anyway… what’s the plan? We can’t go back to the kingdom, and Gaga and Chouchou are going to be hunted…"

At Noah’s words, Gaga, who had been sitting at the prow staring ahead, reacted. He slowly turned his whole body to face the other six people on the boat.

"About that… I have something to say. …Could you wake up Chouchou?"

Gaga said it with a completely serious face. Noah, who usually made it her daily routine to tease him, wasn’t in the mood right now. She gently poked Chouchou’s knee.

With her eyes bandaged, it was hard to tell if she was awake. But Chouchou’s lips soon parted slightly.

"Ah… was I asleep?"

"Yeah, sorry for waking you. The prince has something to tell everyone…"

Chouchou understood immediately and placed a hand on Laggy’s shoulder.

"Laggy, please wake up. The prince has something to say…"

As she whispered, Laggy’s eyes snapped open with an almost audible *bachii*.

"…? My apologies, was I sleeping?"

"Yes, I’m sorry. You were resting…"

"No, I am always at your service. If I do not wake, you have my permission to strike me."

"I won’t hit you. I could never do such a thing…"

Chouchou placed a hand on Laggy’s wound and smiled, looking troubled.

A weary Noah turned to Gaga and prompted him.

"The temperature difference between the right and left sides of this boat is a little much… So, what’s up?"

"Mm," Gaga nodded and addressed the six assembled people.

"The kingdom has fallen. Given the circumstances, there’s almost no doubt. King Dada, Toto, and Lulu are dead, their Holy Orbs have been stolen, and our trump card, the Firebird, incinerated the Gattoland fleet. By now, the landed Black Rose Knights are likely occupying Gato Island and indulging in all manner of plunder."

He had heard from Laggy that the Firebird had annihilated the Gattoland Air Fleet. Even the world’s strongest air fleet was helpless once King Dada’s Holy Orb of "Benevolence" was stolen. Gaga had concluded that the reason they lost a battle they should have won was King Dada’s lust, which had led him to invite Artemisia into his bed. No, it had started even before that. The ruin of the Gato Kingdom began the day he trusted Nanahara Yoshiharu and, following his advice, took Artemisia in as his ward.

*King Dada didn’t even take Artemisia as a foster child for the purpose of having a hostage.*

*The king made peace with the Black Rose just because he wanted the "Jewel of the Grapeland Sea" for himself.*

*Never knowing that the bedroom arts hidden within that jewel would one day slit his own throat…*

Frustration, shame, and disgust for Artemisia, who had worn the mask of a pure young girl for half a year, boiled like lava in Gaga’s chest.

*The kingdom lost because it was destined to lose. But.*

"This isn’t the end."

The boiling feelings turned to words.

"I won’t let it end, damn it."

Without realizing it, emotion filled his voice.

Memories of Toto and Lulu, with whom he had grown up since childhood, overlaid the sky before him.

Toto, who always pretended to be weak in sword practice to make his older brother look good. Lulu, who, despite her sharp tongue, was always mindful of the atmosphere, trying to ensure her siblings could live together happily. Why did his kindhearted younger brother and sister have to die like that? Why did their lives, which still had so much ahead, have to end so abruptly?

*I am the First Prince of the Gato Kingdom.*

*I am Toto and Lulu’s older brother.*

*There is something I must do.*

Gaga looked at everyone and began to speak.

"…I’m going to make a speech. It might be a little long, but I’m going to say what I want to say right here, right now. After you’ve heard everything, I want each of you to decide what you’ll do next. …This is a story from my and my siblings’ childhood. We had a half-sister about twenty years older than us. That sister, Lala, used to tell us, ‘Life is a story in which you are the main character. To write a good story, you must have a grand ideal and live to achieve it. A happy ending is surely waiting for you beyond that.’ Toto and Lulu loved Lala and took everything she said to heart. But I wasn’t as foolishly honest as they were, so one day I asked Lala, ‘There are countless people who held grand ambitions but died unfortunate deaths. Are you saying their lives were just poorly written, third-rate stories?’ Lala laughed and replied, ‘Even if a life meets a sad end, as long as someone is there to inherit that ideal and carry it forward, the story continues. Even if the one who inherited it falls, if the ideal is strong and pure, new people—dozens of them—will appear to take up the cause. No matter how long it takes, one day, the story woven from hundreds, from thousands of lives, will reach its happy ending. That’s how the world, and history, works.’ …At the time, I scoffed at her words. They seemed too optimistic, the words of someone who didn’t know the cruelty of the world. But now… I want to believe what Lala said. If things stay as they are, it would mean that Toto and Lulu living with their grand ideals was meaningless, and their story would be over. …So… from this place, I want to continue their story. …For my pride and honor. For Toto and Lulu. For King Dada, my mother, our subjects, the Minya, and for all the demi-humans and humans living in this world. I will begin the fight to establish the new order that Toto and Lulu dreamed of for this world, right here, right now."

As he spoke, he felt tears welling up.

But Gaga gritted his teeth and held them back, looking up at the sky.

In the morning glow, he saw Toto and Lulu’s smiles.

*‘A world where humans and Minya can live together in peace.’*

*‘The White Nation that unites all races.’*

He felt as if he could hear their words from beyond the sky.

Gaga had decided to start running toward that dream he had once dismissed with a laugh.

"Let them call me a fool if they want. Laugh all you want. But it doesn’t matter if we have a chance of winning or not. One day, I will raise the white cat flag, lead a great army, and challenge Ilias and Artemisia. I don’t know if we will win or lose. But even if we are defeated, I believe that someone will inherit our dream and continue to run. No matter how much time it takes, if one day a world where all races can coexist is established, that will be the meaning of Gaga Gattoland’s life. It will be the meaning of Toto and Lulu’s lives. I won’t ask you to follow me. This is a hopeless battle from the start. Anyone who wants to leave can get off at the next port. But if anyone still chooses to follow me, I will not forget their name. I will not forget their kindness. That’s all I can promise. …Is there anyone here who will raise the flag of a new ideal with me and challenge this utterly reckless fight?"

Gaga swallowed his fiery emotions and poured out his words in a single rush.

There was a brief silence.

Chouchou was the first to answer.

"I can only play an instrument… but I will follow you. After what happened to Toto, Lulu, and His Majesty, I don’t want to let it end like this either."

Gaga nodded and looked at Laggy beside her. Laggy, his arms still crossed, replied without hesitation.

"…I will simply follow Princess Chouchou’s will."

Beside him, the mechanic Leonardo looked straight at Gaga, and with a rare smile, he nodded. Leonardo possessed outstanding skills in maintaining holy relics, or Arks, and was an irreplaceable engineer who could even forge small, currently un-manufacturable parts by giving instructions to a blacksmith himself.

Next, Jangiacques spoke.

"Prince Toto and Princess Lulu made Lucy my apprentice squire, so Lucy wasn’t burned at the stake and was able to get her citizen’s papers. I want to repay their kindness. Please let me go with you, Prince."

Gaga nodded. Jangiacques was skilled in swordsmanship, sailing, and cooking, and had even shown a talent for leading troops on the training grounds. He was an exceptionally gifted one among the concubines’ children.

Beside him, Lucifer, whether she understood or not, looked at Jangiacques with a curious expression.

"Hmm…? So, we are going off to battle?"

Jangiacques gave a wry smile.

"Well, something like that. Won’t you help, Lucy? We need your power."

At his request, Lucifer crossed her arms with a look of resignation and puffed out her chest.

"Good grief, it can’t be helped. I really don’t want to, but I’ll endure it for the sake of the roast pork you make."

She agreed to accompany them in exchange for her favorite food.

Then Gaga turned his eyes to the person in the group least capable of reading the room.

"Ugh. Ugh. Uuuuugh…………"

The pilot Noah looked around at everyone with an expression of disbelief, then let out another obnoxious "Uuuuugh…"

"………I know it’s weird to say this in this atmosphere, but… isn’t the pay a little lame? Having you remember my name doesn’t really… y’know. If there was a more tangible benefit, I might consider it…"

She really couldn’t read the mood, Gaga thought with exasperation, but Noah had her own special skills.

"…To build a new order, we must first establish a nation. When we do, I will give you land, a house, and a noble title. The bigger the nation becomes, the bigger your land, house, and title will be. How about that?"

At his proposal, Noah crossed her arms again and thought for a moment.

"Hmm… If you can really build a nation, that’s fine, but… I mean, I left the Falco behind on Gato Island. …I have to get it back, so I guess I could cooperate… But the odds are pretty slim, huh… Well, for a little while, I guess I could stick around and see how things go…"

She agreed, in a condescending sort of way.

Noah had a personality problem, but when it came to piloting planes, no one could match her. She was so proficient with Arks that she could pilot a Mechanical Soldier she had never seen before. King Dada had valued her skills highly, which was why he had overlooked her disrespectful behavior and given her special treatment.

In any case, all six of them had now agreed to accompany Gaga.

Gaga nodded and looked around at them all.

"…My thanks. …From here on, not only the Black Rose Knights, but the Granadio Seven City Alliance of the Upper Jaw Peninsula, the Apollodeo Four City Pact of the Lower Jaw Peninsula, and all the great powers of the Grapeland Sea will be our enemies. …Be prepared for a million foes to stand in our way."

Those were not exaggerated words.

The maximum mobilized force of the Grapeland Sea powers was one million. On top of that, not only would there be a Naval Fleet of over a thousand ships, but the Floating Stones stolen from the Gattoland Air Fleet would be used to create an even larger air fleet that would block their path.

At this moment, from this place, a desperate battle of seven against a million began.

But.

"…I will follow you, Gaga," First Princess Chouchou said with a smile.

"…" The werewolf Laggy showed his consent with closed eyes, remaining silent.

"Let’s begin our story from here," the swordsman Jangiacques delivered with a smile of his own.

"…" The mechanic Leonardo gave a silent thumbs-up in agreement.

"By the way, I’m hungry," the self-proclaimed demon lord Lucifer said as her stomach rumbled.

"………Um, can we just, like, not?" the pilot Noah suggested with a straight face.

Gaga ignored Lucifer and Noah and looked at the remaining four.

"Then let’s get right to it. …The truth is, I have nowhere to go. We’re surrounded by enemies everywhere. Especially Chouchou and I, being royalty, there will be tons of people after our heads. …A temporary hiding place will do. Does anyone have any ideas?"

At Gaga’s question, the group looked at each other, searching for a lead.

No one raised a hand.

But after a moment, one person spoke up.

"Um… if you have nowhere to go… Though it may not be a very reliable suggestion…"

Chouchou spoke timidly. Gaga prompted her.

"It’s better than nothing. Tell me."

"Yes. Um… Viscount Salpedon has long been fond of my singing… Every time he came to the castle, he would invite me to Salpedon. The viscount said it’s a place with a pleasant climate, and I was welcome to stay for as many months as I wished…"

As he listened, hope slowly began to dawn on Gaga’s face. He nodded.

"I’ve heard that Viscount Salpedon, Lord Harry is a man of excellent character and is trusted by his people. His territory is on the frontier, but that also means it’s less likely for the Black Rose’s reach to extend there…"

Salpedon was located in the eastern part of the Grapeland Sea, in the Titus Wilderness—colloquially known as the "Usurper’s Wilderness." It was a region where monsters and bandits roamed freely, but the town itself was said to be coastal, with a thriving trade and relatively good public order.

"Of course, in this situation, it’s possible he’ll just close his gates to us if we actually visit…"

Chouchou said, sounding unsure, but Gaga had also heard that Viscount Salpedon was infatuated with her. The viscount was a music lover, and during last year’s victory celebration, he had apparently asked King Dada to have Chouchou sing in the great hall. The shy Chouchou had refused, so it never happened, but he had apparently continued to personally request a performance from her many times after that.

"…This might work. For now, it’s the most promising place to stay."

At Gaga’s words, Jangiacques spread out a nautical chart he had in the hold and added his thoughts.

"…If this wind holds, we should reach the Zeppeli Mountains in about two days. Our food will run out around then, too. We can hide the boat in the mountains, and a short walk from there will get us to Salpedon. I recommend it as well."

Gaga nodded, and after confirming there were no other objections, he looked up.

"It’s decided. Our destination is Salpedon. Our new journey begins there."

At his declaration, Jangiacques nodded, adjusted the sail, and turned the prow to the east.

A seven-colored spray rose from the bow. The sail, filled with wind, swelled to its fullest, and the boat carrying the seven of them began to race toward the morning glow.

Toward that light.

To a new land, to Salpedon.

Just as Gaga raised his face with renewed determination, Noah, behind him, started talking to Chouchou with a grin.

"Hey, I’ve never heard you sing, Chouchou. That’s an instrument, right? I’m bored, so sing something for us."

She said, pointing a finger at the instrument case Chouchou had been carrying so carefully.

Chouchou looked troubled.

"Ah… Um, I haven’t really… sung in front of people very much…"

"Ehh? You sang in front of that Sal-something-or-other guy, didn’t you? But you can’t sing in front of us?"

Noah tilted her head in dissatisfaction, and Laggy glared at her disa